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THESE ARE THE BEST THAT COMICS CAN GET. 




It’s a bold thing to say about a medium so young—and so vibrant, 




flexible, and creative—as comics. It seems to suggest that we all 




peaked in the early 1960s, and that everything we’ve done since 




has been trying and failing to recapture that lightning that struck 




here, over and over again, on Jack Kirby’s pages. And it is, in one 




sense, a lie: There are far too many different ways—endless!—for an 




artist to be great, for a page of comics to be great, and for a way to 




transform an idea into some words and pictures dancing together 




on a page to be great. We can’t actually say that something is the 




best, and—barring a world-ending catastrophe in which there are 




only a handful of survivors left, a few doomed scholars who spend 




their last days alive reviewing and synthesizing conclusions about 




an entire art form that is, at last, complete—we never 

will 

be able to 




say that something is the best. Can’t be done, won’t be done. 




And yet. 




And yet, Kirby is the artist so many of us look up to, and he was 




never better than when he was creating a new page of 

The Fantastic 




Four, 

“the world’s greatest comic magazine.” 




He was the first to draw so many characters that have become part 




of modern popular culture—not just Reed, Sue, Ben, and Johnny of the 




Fantastic Four, but their friends too: Wyatt Wingfoot, Alicia Masters, 




T’Challa, Captain America, the Silver Surfer, Thor, the Inhumans, the 




X-Men, and the list goes on. He also helped create their foes too, like 




the Kree, the Skrulls, Galactus, the Hulk, Juggernaut, Magneto, Kang 




the Conqueror, the Red Skull, and of course the greatest of them all: 




Doctor Doom. His vision of who these people were and what they 




looked like has been both foundational and directive—and in a very 




real way, when we think of what super-hero comics look like, we think 




of Jack Kirby. 




He was even the first to ever draw Spider-Man, but Stan Lee didn’t 




like what he came up with on those now-lost pages, and so gave the 




job to Steve Ditko instead. 




Can’t win ’em all. 




This book carefully reproduces Kirby’s original artwork, where 




you can see roughed-in word balloons (written in a special shade of 




blue pencil that wouldn’t reproduce), physically copied-and-pasted 




elements for an issue’s logo, and even his white-out where he made 




corrections and adjustments. And better still, you can see fine details 




in the work of Kirby’s inkers—Joe Sinnott, Sol Brodsky, and Chic Stone— 




which were impossible to duplicate perfectly with the technology of 




the day but which now reveal intent and verve previously obscured. 




But more than anything else, you can see the choices Kirby made 




when he was figuring out the best way to tell a story. 




If this is your first time experiencing his artwork, then you’re in 




for a treat. And if it’s not, then welcome back to Jack Kirby’s pages 




of the world’s greatest comic magazine. 




It’s the best that comics can get. 
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INTRODUCTION 




BY 

RYAN NORTH 




OPPOSITE: 

Fantastic Four poster, 1970, reproduced from the original art by Jack Kirby. Marvelmania International was a fan club and merchandising initiative that 




operated from 1969 to 1971, aimed at capitalizing on Marvel Comics’ growing popularity. A major draw of the Marvelmania initiative was the series of large, 




vividly colored posters created by some of the most iconic artists of the time, including Jack Kirby, Gene Colan, and John Romita Sr. These posters featured 




Marvel’s most famous characters like Spider-Man, the Fantastic Four, the Hulk, and others. This Kirby Fantastic Four poster remains a standout example of this 




series. 

PREVIOUS SPREAD, PAGE 2: 

Doctor Doom poster, 1970, also from the Marvelmania poster series. Reproduced from the original art by Jack Kirby. 




– 

RYAN NORTH 




TORONTO, CANADA 




2025 
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JACK “KING” KIRBY AND THE 




MARVEL AGE OF COMICS 




BY 

JOHN LIND 




OPPOSITE: 

Splash page reproduced from the original art by Jack Kirby. 

Fantastic Four 

#72, March 1968. Inks by Joe Sinnott. 




IN 1961, WHEN 

THE FANTASTIC FOUR 

#1 DEBUTED 

on 




newsstands, Jack Kirby was already highly respected by his peers 




but hadn’t yet earned the title of “the King” of comics. Born in 1917, 




Kirby had been working professionally since the mid-1930s, with 




stints at Fleischer Studios, the Eisner & Iger packaging studio, and Fox 




Feature Syndicate, where he formed a lasting friendship with fellow 




comics pioneer Joe Simon. When Simon joined Timely Comics as 




the company’s first editor, he was tasked by trend-chasing publisher 




Martin Goodman to create a new super-hero comic. By 1939, Timely 




had already seen success with 

Marvel Comics 

#1 (October 1939) and 




characters like the Human Torch and the Sub-Mariner, but Goodman 




preferred to control production in-house rather than relying on pack- 




agers, which at that time routinely supplied publishers with content. 




Simon called upon Kirby to collaborate with him, and together 




they created the iconic patriotic super hero Captain America, who 




debuted in 

Captain America Comics 

#1 (March 1941). Their work 




on the character remains some of the finest of the era. Simon and 




Kirby elevated the comics medium and techniques used in sequen- 




tial storytelling, with one of the most notable being the use of the 




double-page spread, which allowed for more immersive and detailed 




imagery, capturing readers’ attention in new ways. Kirby went on to 




become a master of the double-page spread, eventually using it to 




portray battles at a grand scale and terrific cosmic spectacles in the 




years to come. 




Captain America 

was a tremendous hit for Timely Comics, solidi- 




fying Kirby’s reputation as a key talent in the still somewhat nascent 




comic book industry. The character’s immediate popularity, com- 




bined with Simon and Kirby’s distinctive art style and storytelling, 




helped improve Timely’s fortunes in the market. However, the duo 




moved on from Timely by 1942. Simon and Kirby became business 




partners and took on the role of a comic book packager, develop- 




ing and delivering finished material to publishers. This arrangement 




provided both of them with steady work and a reliable income. 




As the super-hero genre started to lose popularity in the mid- 




1940s, the trends shifted toward more violent, realistic content such 




as war and crime. Simon and Kirby found success packaging war, 




crime, and westerns for Prize Group, which gave Kirby the freedom 




to further refine his artistic style. The duo also made an early and 




significant impact on the romance comics genre with their titles 




Young Romance 

(1947) and 

Young Love 

(1949). These books became 




overnight sensations, selling millions of copies at ten cents each. By 




the early 1950s, Simon and Kirby had built a highly successful part- 




nership through years of hard work and creative vision. 




However, 1954 brought a major downturn to the comic book indus- 




try. The publication of the psychiatrist Fredric Wertham’s 

Seduction 




of the Innocent, 

followed by US Senate subcommittee hearings on 




the effects of comic books on juvenile delinquency, led to the cre- 




ation of the Comics Code Authority, which imposed strict regulations 




on content. These developments resulted in the end of Simon and 




Kirby’s partnership. Simon began a new career in advertising, while 




Kirby went back to freelancing for other publishers. 




The tenuous economic state of the comic book industry had also 




severely affected Goodman’s publishing company, now renamed 




Atlas Comics. Goodman had little choice but to turn it into essen- 




tially a one-person shop—with his editor in chief, Stan Lee, assuming 




all facets of daily operations, such as hiring freelancers, editing, and 




scheduling, in addition to writing. Kirby’s availability and skill—with 




his reputation as a proven talent able to conceptualize and create 




work rapidly—could not have come at a better time for Lee. Lee was 




incredibly overworked and struggling to keep his comics line afloat. 




Kirby was the prime candidate for the role of Lee’s core collabora- 




tor, able to realize and expand on Lee’s direction while maintaining 




unparalleled artistic quality. 




Kirby’s return to Atlas in 1958 led to the launch of new anthol- 




ogy titles including 

Strange Worlds, Tales of Suspense, 

and 

Tales to 




Astonish. 

The science fiction and monster stories that Lee and Kirby 




worked on together began to show the promise of their collabora- 




tion. Then Goodman, following another emerging trend, asked Lee 




to once again publish comics with super heroes, specifically a super- 




hero team. Lee’s concept for what would become the Marvel Comics 




brand of super heroes was to make them relatable to the audience. 




Outside their super-hero adventures, these characters had dramatic 




backstories, personal conflicts, and human qualities that new read- 




ers could connect with and embrace. This was the type of material 




Lee had longed to write. The anthology comics Lee had been pro- 




ducing were also crucial to this new direction, as the talented team 
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ABOVE: 

While no original art from 

The Fantastic Four 

#1 (November 1961) is known to exist, we are fortunate to have access to a photostat of that 




cover. A photostat (commonly referred to as a “stat”) is a high-contrast photographic reproduction of artwork, text, or images, often used for 




layout, resizing, or prepress preparation. Stats were commonly employed in traditional publishing and comic book production before digital 




methods became dominant. 
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ABOVE AND OPPOSITE: 

Some of the earliest confirmed existing original art pages come from 

The Fantastic Four 

#3 (March 1962). These pages are significant as they 




show the team members in their iconic costumes for the first time. Inks by Sol Brodsky. 




he’d assembled went on to work alongside him on creating some 




of the most well-known characters for Marvel. Lee and Kirby were 




joined by artists including Steve Ditko, who co-created Spider-Man; 




Don Heck, who co-created Iron Man, Black Widow, and Hawkeye; 




and Bill Everett, who co-created Daredevil and previously created 




the Sub-Mariner. 




By 1961, at forty-four years old, Kirby was older than many of his 




contemporaries at the company, such as Ditko, who, at thirty-four, was 




a full decade younger, and Heck, who was thirty-two. Kirby, raised 




in the tenements of New York’s Lower East Side in the 1920s, was a 




self-trained artist, a World War II combat veteran, and the patriarch 




of a family with four children ranging in age from a newborn to teen- 




agers. His life experience likely played an important role in shaping 




his renowned work ethic, reliability, speed, and dedication to a level 




of quality he was personally proud of. Having paid his dues over 




decades of ups and downs in the comic book industry, Kirby was now 




intensely driven to solidify his presence at Atlas—newly rebranded 




as Marvel Comics—and in this new era of super-hero comics. 




During this period at Marvel, Kirby began simultaneously pencil- 




ing interiors for various titles, including 

Strange Tales, Journey into 




Mystery, Tales of Suspense, Teen-Age Romance, Love Romances, 

and 




Rawhide Kid, 

in addition to producing art for covers as needed. When 




the Marvel Comics line of super heroes launched with the publication 




of 

The Fantastic Four 

#1 (November 1961), Kirby’s legendary produc- 




tivity kicked into overdrive. The amount of work he did during the 




early to mid-1960s is extraordinary—to say he was incredibly prolific 




is almost an understatement. 




The Fantastic Four 

enjoyed immediate popularity, receiving an 




overwhelmingly positive response from readers, who started sending 




fan letters to “Stan & Jack” after the first issue hit stands. Capitalizing 




on the market’s obvious renewed interest in super-hero comics, Lee 




and Kirby created another title, 

The Incredible Hulk, 

in 1962. Kirby 




penciled issues #1–#5 (1962–1963), whose publication overlapped 




with 

The Fantastic Four 

#4–#10. Next, Lee and Kirby launched two 




more key Marvel titles, 

The Avengers 

and 

The X-Men, 

which both saw 




publication in September 1963. Kirby penciled issues #1–#8 of 

The 




Avengers 

(1963–1964) and issues #1–#11 of 

The X-Men 

(1963–1965). 




Then, Kirby’s concurrent run as penciler on 

Fantastic Four 

and 

Thor— 




potentially the most outstanding example of his abilities—began in 




1964 and lasted for six years. Kirby co-created the character of Thor 




with Lee and Larry Lieber in 

Journey into Mystery 

#83 (August 1962). 




He took on the regular penciling duties starting with 

Journey into 




Mystery 

#101 (February 1964) and continued into the title’s transi- 




tion to 

Thor 

with issue #126 (March 1966) through 

Thor 

#177 (June 




1970). These issues were published contemporaneously with Kirby’s 




run on 

Fantastic Four 

issues #23–#99 (1964–1970). In his spare time, 




Kirby remained a main cover artist for most of Marvel’s publications 




during this era. 




Kirby’s work at Marvel was uniquely dramatic and dynamic, even- 




tually reaching a level of intensity unparalleled for the time. His mas- 




tery of foreshortening and depth in two-dimensional drawings made 




Marvel’s characters appear like they were leaping off the page. Kirby 




had an exceptional ability to tell 




sequential stories with a flair 




that set his work apart from 




the competition. He fre- 




quently used splash pages 




and double-page spreads, which par- 




ticularly enhanced the interstellar 




adventures of the Fantastic Four. As 




Kirby took on more work and dead- 




lines, his artistic style started to shift. 




His figures became more exaggerated, 




with cleaner lines and less focus 
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ABOVE: 

Kirby’s infamous “Kirby Krackle” was used to convey cosmic effects, 




deep space, and energy. The cover of 

Fantastic Four 

#72 (March 1968) is a 




prime example of this technique. For a closer look, see page 85. 




on realistic features. His splash pages began to channel the psyche- 




delic aesthetic of the times through his depictions of outer space, 




cosmic energy, futuristic machinery, and alien races. By the mid-1960s, 




Kirby had also perfected a technique he’d experimented with for 




years: visually conveying cosmic effects or deep space to readers 




by using clustered, overlapping black circles and dots of varying 




sizes to produce a fractal effect, a style that became known as “Kirby 




Krackle.” A prime example of this technique surrounds the Silver 




Surfer on the cover of 

Fantastic Four 

#72 (March 1968). Along with 




his use of foreshortening and stylized anatomy, these techniques 




made Kirby’s comic book covers stand out from those of competi- 




tors and echoed some of the trends of the pop-art movement. 




Kirby didn’t create comics in isolation—the process of making 




comic books involves a team of writers, scripters, artists, letterers, 




colorists, editors, and production staff, who all play important roles 




in bringing the final product to life. Kirby worked with several inkers 




throughout his 

Fantastic Four 

run, but discrepancies in contributor 




credits were common in the earliest issues. Work assignments were 




typically based on availability and skill, and proper crediting was 




not always standard practice. Journeyman comics artist George 




Klein has been credited as inking over Kirby on 

The Fantastic Four 




#1 and #2. Sol Brodsky, a versatile member of Marvel’s production 




team, inked 

The Fantastic Four 

#3 and #4. Brodsky took on various 




roles, including artist, inker, logo designer, and other key produc- 




tion tasks. He is also credited with creating the 

Fantastic Four 

logo. 




Kirby’s Atlas inker Joe Sinnott briefly joined the team to ink 

The 




Fantastic Four 

#5 and portions of #6, but he was unable to con- 




tribute more at the time and was replaced by Dick Ayers, inker on 




numerous Kirby stories at Atlas, who inked over Kirby’s pencils on 




issues #6–#12 and #14–#20. 




Other notable inkers who collaborated with Kirby on 

Fantastic 




Four 

include Steve Ditko, who worked on issue #13; early comics 




artist George Roussos, who inked issues #21–#27; and Chic Stone, a 




frequent Kirby collaborator, who inked issues #28–#38. Frank Giacoia, 




with Wally Wood, inked issue #39, while Kirby’s regular inker from 




Journey into Mystery, 

Vince Colletta, inked issues #40–#43. 




Sinnott rejoined Kirby with 

Fantastic Four 

#44 (November 1965), 




becoming the regular inker for the majority of Kirby’s run. His work 




on the series was regarded so highly that he remained the primary 




inker even after Kirby’s departure, continuing through multiple artist 




runs into the early 1980s. Sinnott’s inking style was distinguished by 




its precision and varied line weights, providing a refined contrast 




to Kirby’s bold, dynamic pencils. As Kirby began experimenting 




with his style—moving away from the rigid, structured elements of 




his earlier work in favor of a looser, more fluid approach—Sinnott’s 




brushwork helped unify this transition. His inking complemented 




and enhanced Kirby’s evolving style, consistently making Kirby’s 




artwork look even better. 




For those unfamiliar, the “Four” of the Fantastic Four refers to the 




founding team members, who gain superpowers after exposure to 




cosmic rays while on an unauthorized flight into outer space. Reed 




Richards is an archetypal übergenius scientist who designs the 




team’s advanced technology. After gaining the ability to stretch and 




reshape his form, he becomes known as Mister Fantastic. Sue Storm 




is a former college athlete and Reed’s romantic partner who develops 




the power of invisibility, taking on the role of the Invisible Girl. Sue’s 




younger brother, Johnny Storm, is an adventurous teenager who 




acquires the ability to engulf himself in flames as the Human Torch. 




And Ben Grimm, the most iconic member of the team, is a gruff yet 




loyal friend to Reed who, unlike the others, can’t control his powers 




and becomes “permanently” transformed into the monstrous, rock- 




like form of the Thing. 




Lee and Kirby grounded their relatable characters in real-world 




settings. The Fantastic Four are based in New York City in the Baxter 




Building, their fictional headquarters first introduced in 

The Fantastic 




Four 

#3 (March 1962). The building is located at the intersection of 




42nd Street and Madison Avenue, just a block away from the New 




York Public Library and Grand Central Terminal. These locations would 




have been familiar to many Marvel bullpen freelancers, who often 




took the train into Grand Central on their way to the Marvel offices. 




Lee and Kirby also introduced a remarkable array of enduring 




heroes and villains into the emerging Marvel Universe in the pages 




of 

Fantastic Four. 

One such example is Doctor Doom. Though not 




the first villain to appear in the series, Doctor Doom quickly became 




the Fantastic Four’s archnemesis, solidifying his status as an iconic 




comic book villain. With a compelling backstory as a psychologically 




tormented and disfigured scientist—as well as the ruthless ruler of the 
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fictional eastern European nation of Latveria—Doctor Doom made 




his debut in 

The Fantastic Four 

#5 (July 1962), eventually engaging 




in epic battles with heroes across various titles. 




By 1966, Lee and Kirby hit their stride as collaborators on 

Fantastic 




Four, 

producing a three-issue arc colloquially known as “The Galactus 




Trilogy” (issues #48–#50, 1966), which is considered their magnum 




opus. Issue #48 (March 1966) introduced the amoral, godlike Galactus, 




a massive interstellar being who devours planets, as well as his herald, 




the Silver Surfer, a silver-skinned humanoid who traverses the cosmos 




on a surfboard-like craft. The Silver Surfer quickly became a pop 




culture sensation in the 1960s, thanks in part to his striking, quasi- 




psychedelic appearance—a shimmering silver man gliding on a surf- 




board through the Kirby Krackle of space. The character also allowed 




Marvel to capitalize on the rising popularity of surfing, especially with 




the United States hosting the World Surfing Championships for the 




first time later that year. 




Fantastic Four 

#52 (July 1966) debuted T’Challa, the Black Panther, 




the hero king of Wakanda, a highly advanced fictional nation in 




sub-Saharan Africa. This landmark moment helped diversify the 




industry by featuring a prominent African super hero. Lee, né Lieber, 




and Kirby, né Kurtzberg, both born to poor Jewish immigrant fam- 




ilies, had changed their birth names—an action commonly taken at 




the time to assimilate into American culture. This element of Lee 




and Kirby’s life experience, alongside issues like racial segrega- 




tion and civil rights, likely contributed to the introduction of char- 




acters such as the Black Panther and Falcon (Captain 

America 

#117, 




September 1969). Following the 1968 assassination of Martin Luther 




King Jr., in 

Fantastic Four 

#81 (December 1968), Lee wrote in Stan’s 




Soapbox, his editorial column: “Let’s lay it right on the line. Bigotry 




and racism are among the deadliest social ills plaguing the world 




today. … It’s totally irrational, patently insane to condemn an entire 




race—to despise an entire nation—to vilify an entire religion. Sooner 




or later, we must learn to judge each other on our own merits.” 




In 1970, Kirby left Marvel Comics for a five-year period, marking 




the end of his legendary tenure on 

Fantastic Four 

with issue #102. 




An unfinished story was incorporated into issue #108 (March 1971), 




which was partly completed by workhorse artist John Buscema, who 




went on to follow Kirby for his own lengthy runs on 

Fantastic Four 




and 

Thor. 

Kirby returned to Marvel in 1975, and Lee, with his innate 




sense of showmanship, marked this momentous occasion by assign- 




ing him to draw the cover of 

Fantastic Four 

#164 (November 1975)— 




ABOVE: 

Unused cover of 

Fantastic Four 

#52 (July 1966) showcases the debut of 




the Black Panther. The final cover can be seen on page 32. Cover reproduced 




from the original art by Jack Kirby. 




a tribute to the fans, their creative partnership, and “the world’s 




greatest comic magazine” that had started it all. 




By the time Kirby passed away in 1994, he had become univer- 




sally recognized as one of the most influential creators in comics. 




His extraordinary career spanned nearly six decades, during which 




he co-created some of Marvel’s most iconic characters and is esti- 




mated to have drawn more than twenty thousand pages of comic 




art, leaving his fans a legacy worthy of a King. 
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THE FOLLOWING PAGES SHOWCASE ART 




from 

Fantastic Four 

#1 (November 1961) to #102 (Sep- 




tember 1970), including all the covers in chronolog- 




ical order, with many reproduced from the original 




artwork. Five full stories are also reproduced from 




the original art, revealing details that may not be as 




clear in the published versions: strokes of the pen 




or brush, the intricacy of the lines, and the textures 




created by different artistic techniques. This level of 




detail offers a closer view into the artist’s intentions 




and craftsmanship. Each page tells a story through not 




only the characters and dialogue, but also the choices 




the artist made—the composition, the expressions, and 




the use of light and shadow—forging an emotional connec- 




tion between the viewer and the art. Whether that associa- 




tion is based on admiration for the artist’s skill, nostalgia for 




beloved characters and stories, or simply the joy of appreciating 




art, original comic art has a way of evoking strong feelings and 




sparking the imagination. 




Although this book focuses on Jack Kirby’s historic run as the 




leading artist on 

Fantastic Four, 

it also includes additional work by 




Marvel bullpen favorites like Joe Sinnott, Sol Brodsky, and Chic Stone 




and highlights their contributions to the legacy of 

Fantastic Four.  
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ABOVE: 

The Fantastic Four 

#1, 

November 1961. Issue #1 of 

The Fantastic Four 

introduces readers to the Silver Age of Marvel Comics. First appearance 




of all four team members and the Mole Man, the first villain the team faces. Inks by George Klein. 

OPPOSITE PAGE, TOP: 

The Fantastic Four 

#2, 




January 1962. First appearance of the alien race the Skrulls. Inks by George Klein. 

The Fantastic Four 

#3, 

March 1962. The team dons its classic 




blue costumes for the first time. First appearance of the Baxter Building, the Fantastic Four’s headquarters, and the Fantasti-Car, their primary 




mode of transportation. Inks by Sol Brodsky. 

OPPOSITE PAGE, BOTTOM: 

The Fantastic Four 

#4, 

May 1962. First appearance of Prince Namor, the 




Sub-Mariner, in the Silver Age. Inks by Sol Brodsky. 

The Fantastic Four 

#5, 

July 1962. First appearance of Doctor Doom. Inks by “Joltin’”Joe Sinnott. 
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