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			THE TOOLS
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				Even heroes need the proper gadgets and devices to complete their job. Project Superpowers #1 cover art by Alex Ross

			

			As you probably know, I’ve been in the comic book business for many, many years. The number of wonderfully talented artists I’ve had the pleasure of working with is too many to count. One thing that strikes me about artists, though, is how differently they all work. For instance, some artists like to get up at the crack of dawn and start sketching. They don’t even wait for breakfast! Other artists like to burn the midnight oil, drawing away when everyone else, especially yours truly, is fast asleep! Some artists like to talk on the telephone or listen to music while they work. Others need complete silence to concentrate. I tell you, no two artists seem to work in the same way.

			This maxim holds true for the tools that artists use as well. By tools, I mean the things artists actually use to create art! Some artists have a favorite pencil they draw with—no other pencil will do. Don’t even think about showing them a different pencil! Other artists have no problem switching pencils, especially if they feel they need a different “look” for the comic book they’re working on at that moment. Some artists only feel comfortable penciling their artwork, and they want someone else—a different artist—to handle the inking. Other artists want to do it all by themselves. They’ll do the pencil work, the ink work, and sometimes even the coloring work!

			Let’s not forget this is the twenty-first century. Everyone uses a computer! Even me! And you better believe the use of the computer has become widespread within the comic book industry. Just about every professional uses a computer for one part of the art process or another. I know many artists who draw their layouts and then scan them in order to continue the process on the computer. Heck, I even know artists who do all of their artwork on a computer! They don’t even use a pencil or paper. What an age we live in!

			However, just because some artists do all their work on a computer doesn’t mean you have to as well. It’s important to remember that professional comic book artists have spent years figuring out what process, what work schedule, and what tools will give them the best results. It’s up to you to figure that out for yourself! Don’t buy the same tools or use the same computer software just because your favorite artist uses them. What works for them might not work for you! Experiment! Try out different techniques. Go to the art supply store and buy different pencils, paper, brushes, inks, and so on. Only by sampling everything that is available will you be able to figure out what works best for you.

			That said, if you’re just starting out and would rather not spend a lot of money right away, stick with the basics. The beauty of creating comics is that you really only need two items: a pencil and a piece of paper. So, as I describe all the different tools a comic artist uses, let’s start with those.
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				The art store: Emporium for an artist’s gadgets.

			

			PENCILS

			There’s nothing wrong with starting off with the standard #2 pencil that you used in school. However, before too long, you will want to head over to your local art supply store to get your hands on pencils that have specific HB grades. HB is a measure of a pencil’s lead weight. “H” stands for “hardness,” and “B” stands for “blackness.” A pencil with a high H value will leave lighter, finer lines on the paper. A pencil with a high B value, on the other hand, will leave heavier, darker lines (which will be more likely to smudge). Buy some pencils with different HB values and give them a try to see how the texture of your artwork changes depending on the pencil you use.
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				Pencils: The most common and necessary tool of a comic artist’s tools.

			

			You can also choose to use mechanical pencils. Unlike regular pencils, you never need to sharpen mechanical pencils. You just press the button to push out more lead. Just so you know, though, the points of many mechanical pencils are so sharp that they can puncture the paper you’re drawing on if you’re not careful! Unlike your #2 or HB, mechanical pencils come with different casings, and you should experiment to find the one that feels right in your mighty grip. Consider an anti-slip finish along with a solid grip along the case (too rubbery and your fingers might slip). Unlike the sturdy wooden casing around the lead of regular pencils, these mechanical marvels come in a variety of widths, so make sure it feels absolutely comfortable in your hand.
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				Mechanical pencil: Handy for artists who always need a fine line without using a pencil sharpener.

			

			PAPER

			Speaking of paper, you might think one sheet of blank paper is the same as another, but try to draw on different kinds of paper and see what happens. Take a pencil and draw a figure on a sheet of paper that you use for the printer. Using the same pencil, next draw that same figure on a sheet of “fancy” paper, like the kind that you might use for printing your résumé. Just for good measure, draw the same figure on a thin piece of cardboard. Now place all three of your sketches side-by-side and examine them. See any differences? Without even looking that hard, you should be able to notice how the texture of your artwork changes according to the paper on which you draw.

			Naturally, you’re about to ask, “What paper is best for a comic book artist?”  Just about every professional I know uses Bristol board. You can buy it at art supply stores or online. It comes in pads of twenty sheets of paper. Bristol board is a heavier, sturdier, oversized kind of paper than what you might use in your printer. Heavier paper better absorbs ink, which is good because a comic book artist can end up using a lot of ink, and the last thing he wants to see is ink bleeding all over his paper!

			In general, there are two types of Bristol board: smooth and rough. You should try drawing on both types to see how it affects your artwork. Smooth Bristol board tends to capture details better, but only with the right pencil. For instance, drawing on smooth Bristol board with a mechanical pencil can be very tough. One artist told me it’s like trying to draw on the hood of a car! Rougher Bristol board can be easier to draw on with a softer B pencil and is great for creating tonal effects.

			Both kinds of paper have strengths and weaknesses for inking as well. The smooth Bristol board is perfect for using markers and other kinds of pens, but ink dries more slowly on it (making accidental smudging more likely), whereas ink dries more quickly on the rough boards, but it can be a little harder to get very pure, unbroken lines.

			It used to be that the major publishers would privately produce paper for their artists, adding the rules in non-reproducing blue ink to show where the art had to reside in order to be seen on the printed page. Since then, several art supply companies have produced preprinted artboards in a variety of finishes so you don’t have to start by ruling the pages. Talk about a timesaving service!

			That’s why I keep suggesting to try out different tools before settling on anything. Some practitioners of the craft settled on a set of tools and never changed during their careers, while others constantly experimented with different pencils, brushes, inks, and paper stocks. You have to find the materials that you feel will bring out the best of your talent.
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				Paper: Bristol board paper is the most common for the comic artist.

			

			ERASERS

			Believe it or not, besides buying different types of pencils and paper, you will also want to buy different kinds of erasers. You’re probably most familiar with the pink rubber variety of erasers. Those are very effective, perhaps too effective. You can rub off the surface of the paper if you rub too hard with them! For that reason, you will also want to buy white plastic erasers, as well as gray kneaded erasers. You can mold kneaded erasers into different shapes to allow for very precise erasing. Let’s say you only want to erase a very small line of your artwork. You can shape your kneaded eraser into a small point so it will only erase that line and nothing else. On larger areas, the best approach is probably to use a kneaded eraser to take the top layer of graphite off, then gently go in again with the white to take off the rest without rubbing too hard on the surface of the paper.

			Of course, you can only use erasers on penciled artwork. Even I understand that you can’t use an eraser on inked artwork! Nothing can erase ink lines. Many artists correct an inking mistake by going over it with correction fluid (also known as Wite-Out or Liquid Paper) and trying again. Any professional artist will tell you if you plan on drawing with ink, have plenty of bottles of correction fluid handy. Some artists also use a white paint, usually gouache, which you can then ink over with a brush, though it is harder to work on with a pen.
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				Erasers: There are many types for removing mistakes, such as pink, acrylic, and kneaded.

			

			INK

			While I’m on the subject of ink—if you think I’m talking about drawing with a ballpoint pen, think again. I’m talking about dipping brushes or quills into bottles of ink and then employing techniques such as feathering and cross-hatching to make your drawing look truly magnificent! Artists can also use ink to show shadows or to give their artwork a sense of depth and weight. As you’ll see when you shop online or go to your local art supply store, there are many different brands of ink. As a result, it might take you a while to figure out which brand you like the best. Whatever brand you choose, make sure it’s labeled “waterproof India.” That’s the most durable kind of ink, and it won’t smudge once it has dried.
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				Ink: Used for dipping a brush or quill.

			

			As far as brush and quill selection goes, you will want to have a variety of them on hand, as each one will produce a different kind of line. Many artists prefer red sable brushes, but others use watercolor or acrylic brushes.
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				Quill or pen: for dipping into a bottle.

			

			I could probably write an entire book on the pens and brushes artists use to create their magic, but let me just give you the basics. This is another case where experimentation is vital. You want to hold the brushes in your hands, use them on your paper of choice, and get a feel.

			Going back to when I first began working in this wacky world of comics, Winsor & Newton have been the most popular brand of brushes, but they are by far from alone. They’re numbered like the HB pencils, so the lower the number, the thinner the line. A number 2, for example, will give you a very thin line for texture, while a number 7 provides a thicker line for outlining figures.
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				Brush: The most versatile of inking tools for both fine and thick lines.

			

			Among the pen nibs, the Hunt brand remains the most enduring and popular. Each quill nib has a number as well, ranging from 99 to 108, but most artists start and stop with a 102, with 107 being the second most popular.

			If you would rather not handle bottles of ink, you can use inking pens instead. Many artists like to sketch with Micron pens. These produce very fine lines and are more precise than Sharpie markers. Best of all, these pens are not very expensive! However, if you can afford to spend more money, you should also buy a set of technical pens. Rapidograph pens are arguably the best around and they have the added bonus of having refillable cartridges. This way you get to keep each pen’s high quality point. On the other hand, with Micron pens, the whole thing needs to be replaced after it runs out of ink.

			One interesting difference between these pens is that the Rapidograph ink lays on top of the art and the page, while the Micron pen ink gets absorbed into the paper.

			RULERS

			I don’t care how steady your hand is: You are going to need to use rulers, not only to draw a perfectly straight line, but for other purposes as well. For instance, a T-square is invaluable for drawing a series of parallel lines (which are, in turn, very helpful for constructing your panel borders). French curves enable you to draw accurate arcs and seamless sweeps. Need a circle? Use a circle stencil! Want to get angular? You’ll need a 30-60-90 set square. Get your hands on as many different kinds of rulers as possible—long rulers, short rulers, see-through rulers, raised rulers, triangles, and so on. You will soon learn that rulers are the best friends a comic book artist can have.
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				Rulers: All types are beneficial for one reason or another in drawing.

			

			DRAFTING TABLE

			Some professionals consider a drafting table a must-have tool. Others consider it a luxury that artists should get only if they have the money to buy it and the space to fit it. If you haven’t seen them before, drafting tables have surfaces that you can tilt upward. This feature allows artists to draw in a more comfortable position. Of course, there’s nothing wrong with using your desk or kitchen table to draw your comic books. It’s just that when you use a standard desk or kitchen table, you have to hunch over your artwork. Sitting in that position puts a strain on your body. It won’t take long for your neck to get sore and for your back to ache. An artist using the tilted surface of a drafting table, however, sits with better posture. With a drafting table, you can draw for longer hours than you can at a standard desk or kitchen table. It’s like the difference between a cushioned recliner and a steel chair. You can sit in both, but which one feels better?

			Some drafting tables have glass-top surfaces. You can put a light underneath the table to create a “light box” effect; that is, when one page is placed over the other, the light shines through both, allowing the artist to see the image underneath. Many people use this technique to trace through the key elements of a rough layout onto the final sheet of paper, or to copy reference photos. It also allows you to see perspective grids or layouts when you place them underneath your drawing paper or art board.

			A cheaper alternative to both is a small tabletop board with adjustable legs which sits on top of any table and allows for a degree of adjustability in how flat or vertical you want it to be. This won’t be as big as a drafting table, but it will certainly be cheaper! You can also use it as a lapboard for when you’re drawing away from home. My old pal Vinnie Colletta was known to use a lapboard as he inked while floating in his pool—not something I would recommend to beginners.
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				Drafting table: If possible, get one with an adjustable surface.

			

			COMPUTER

			If all this talk about drafting tables, Rapidograph pens, and Bristol board starts to intimidate you, then allow me to repeat something I said at the beginning of this chapter: The beauty of creating comics is that you really only need a pencil and a piece of paper. With just those two things and your imagination, you can create comic book magic!

			All of those tools have been around in one form or another for the last century, leading to some of the finest comic art you can imagine. But times change and for the last thirty years or so, new tools have been added to an artist’s arsenal.

			Having said that, I know many of you aspire to become professional artists or to show your comic books to someone other than your parents and friends. In that case, you simply must own a computer. Only with a computer can you create the kind of visual effects that you often see in professional comic book art. Only with a computer can you connect with other comic book creators, from around the world! Thanks to the internet and email, a writer in England can get in touch with an artist in Argentina, and the comic book that the two of them create together can be sent to a publisher in the United States. (And none of these people ever have to get on a plane in order to meet each other.) Heck, with a computer, you really don’t need a publisher to bring your comic book to the masses. You can post it online yourself!

			The kind of computer you should buy depends on your personal preference and your budget. It wasn’t too long ago that every professional comic book artist worked on an Apple Mac computer. That’s because the specific software programs that the artists typically used ran best on Mac computers. But now those programs are fully functional for Windows-based computers. As a result, more and more artists use PCs manufactured by Dell, HP, Lenovo, and so on. Generally speaking, Mac computers are more graphic-oriented and “user friendly” (they’re also better at avoiding computer viruses). Windows-based PCs, on the other hand, are more affordable—up to three times less expensive than Apple computers.

			So again, the computer you should buy depends on which brand you prefer and how much money you can spend. Both a Mac and a Windows-based PC will handle the tasks that you need your computer to do—as long as it is a relatively new model. I can certainly understand the desire to save some bucks and use a computer that is a few years old. The problem with older computers is that they may not have the necessary processing speeds to run the software programs you will need to use. You will end up wasting a lot of precious time waiting for your old computer to execute a task (and that’s assuming your old computer can even run the software in the first place).
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				Computers: The computer has evolved into one of the most versatile tools for the comic creator, not only for adding color, but for both drawing, painting, and lettering as well.

			

			SOFTWARE

			What particular software programs might you want to use? Three in particular come to mind: Adobe Illustrator, Adobe Photoshop, and Clip Studio Paint. While none of these programs will
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			IN MEMORIAM

			by Roy Thomas

			So here we are at the fourth and final volume.

			I’ve been intrigued to read the previous three iterations, in which Stan presided over lessons in writing and drawing comic books in general, and Marvel-style superheroes in particular.

			He was perhaps the ideal person to spearhead such a project; since not only was he the foremost comics writer (and editor) of the last half of the twentieth century, he also served as Marvel’s art director, officially from the 1940s through the early 1970s, and unofficially for the rest of the latter decade, until he moved to Los Angeles to concentrate his efforts on getting Marvel’s heroes first into quality animation entries and then into live-action TV shows and films.

			Although Stan wasn’t an artist, the “art director” title was not just an honorary one. For decades, he pored over each and every page of penciled artwork, and most inked ones as well…and he had a swift eye for a dull figure or poor storytelling.

			Besides that, he was, in his own way, a comics fan. He would suddenly wax enthusiastic over a page of artwork, whether it was done by a familiar, seasoned pro or a brand-new recruit. I recall how thrilled he was that day in late 1965 when Jack Kirby turned in the pencils for the Fantastic Four issue that introduced a space-soaring character called “the Surfer.” Stan, inspired in his own way, christened him “the Silver Surfer” when adding dialogue to the story, giving him not only a noble nomenclature but a definite color scheme. Thus were his writing, editorial, and art-director skills all put on display in one fell swoop.

			Working for and with Stan, from the day I began in early July of 1965 until our last collaboration in the mid-1990s on a comic for the next-released Excelsior line he intended to edit in California, was always an exciting experience. His enthusiasms were as boundless as his abilities. Of course, over the years, he was blessed to work with some of the best artists in the business. In the 1940s and for most of the ’50s, there was, above all, the great Joe Maneely, who could draw damn near any kind of story, and do it well—and fast. In the latter 1950s, two more prodigious talents wandered into the company, then known as Timely, at a propitious moment—Jack Kirby and Steve Ditko. Working with them, utilizing not only their manual artistry but also harnessing their considerable brainpower to his own, Stan produced, in a period of three short years, The Fantastic Four, The Incredible Hulk, The Amazing Spider-Man, The Mighty Thor, The Astonishing Ant-Man, The Invincible Iron Man, Nick Fury—Agent of S.H.I.E.L.D., Dr. Strange, Captain America, Sub-Mariner, The Avengers, The X-Men, and Daredevil. Even on the handful of characters he did not totally co-create with Kirby, such as Cap and Prince Namor, he left an indelible stamp that turned them into something even greater than they had been before.

			It was a joy and a wonder to me to stand, several days a week from mid-1965 through the early 1970s (and even after), at his side and watch him point out the strengths and weaknesses in the artwork for which he had (probably overnight!) written dialogue that had just as much to do with the sales success of Marvel Comics as did the beautiful, power-packed illustrations before him. He knew full well how important his scripting was to Marvel’s ever-increasing popularity, which is why he had taken so long to hire new writers such as myself, whom he felt he could train to tell stories the way he wanted them told. (Although, even then, we were acutely aware, especially during our early months, how far short of the mark our own efforts fell compared to most of what he wrote. And later, when some of us adequately gained our own voices, so that we could mesh our own ideas and specific skills with what he had taught us, Stan was smart enough to know when it was time to step aside and, at least for the most part, let his fledglings fly or fall on their own.)

			Stan wasn’t perfect, of course. No one is.

			In the end, perhaps he wasn’t able to find a way to bridge a growing gap between himself and some of the most talented and headstrong of his artists, such as Ditko, Kirby, and Wally Wood. But, while he hated to see each and every one of those Olympians depart, he felt, at the same time, that he had recruited a new generation of artists to help him carry the torch; the likes of John Romita (with whose help he steered The Amazing Spider-Man to even greater heights), John Buscema (whose Silver Surfer was, for its two-year life, the toast of college students all over the country), Gene Colan (who could combine nigh-photographic realism with heart-stopping superhero action), Jim Steranko (who combined his Kirby influences with pop-art imagination to take things to the next level), Marie Severin (whose humor work alone made her one of the greats), and the list goes on.

			Nothing stopped Stan. When I suggested “Dr. Voodoo” as the name and concept of a new supernatural hero, Stan turned the moniker over in his head for roughly three seconds and then said “Brother Voodoo.” It was an improvement.

			Even when he faltered, as when he proposed a new comic be titled The Mark of Satan, and I suggested that such an approach wouldn’t exactly put us in solid with the so-called Bible Belt and maybe Son of Satan was a way to slice the difference, well, once again he thought it over for a passing moment and then told me to go off and do it. Just as he had when I told him about Steve Englehart and Jim Starlin’s idea for Master of Kung Fu—or my own thoughts for a secret-identity kung-fu hero called Iron Fist—or when he guided writer Archie Goodwin and me to help him shape the first solo African American superhero, who became Luke Cage, Hero for Hire.

			But there isn’t a better way to show Stan’s indomitable spirit than to recount the events of Tuesday, November 9, 1965, and the morning after.

			At around 5:30 p m. on the 9th, there was a power blackout over most of the American Northeast, which plunged all of New York City and environs into darkness until well into the next morning. My new fellow Marvel staffer Denny O’Neil and I, after being eventually led off our subway train through creepy tunnels by a man with a lantern, gave up on any idea of writing anything that night. I was right in the middle of dialoguing an issue of Millie the Model, but what was I gonna do? No light—not to mention no electricity to power my Smith-Corona portable typewriter. So Denny and I went out with a friend and sat around talking and carousing by candlelight at a Greenwich Village restaurant called the Red Lantern.

			Next morning, we came into the office—walking the sixty or so blocks from the Village because the power was just beginning to come back on—and were astonished to find Stan already there, having made it in from his home out on Long Island, with a briefcase full of fully dialogued pages of a Daredevil issue that had needed scripting. Yes, the blackout had hit Long Island as well as Manhattan, but Stan knew that the production manager needed those pages written by the next morning, so he and his wife, Joan, set up what he referred to as a “candle brigade” to provide just enough light—and, on his manual typewriter, using the two-finger typing method by which he had always done his writing, he scripted dialogue for virtually a full comic book. All while his young acolytes had goofed off and sought the ready excuse of “well, there’s a blackout!”

			Like I said, nothing stopped Stan Lee.

			Not power blackouts, not defections of artists, not the inevitable ups or downs of comics sales over the years—nothing.

			Well, eventually, Stan left this mortal coil, as all must do one day. But, even though he always insisted that he was “not a legacy type of guy,” he did leave a legacy—a legacy that combined talent and hard work, and yes, as he would have insisted, a decent helping of luck from time to time as well.

			A legacy called Marvel Comics.
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				From left to right: Irwin Hasen, Roy Thomas, John Romita, and Stan Lee - Chicago Comic Con, 1995
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