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			Stan Lee’s original “how-to” book from the 1940s.
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		PREFACE

		Hi, Comic Book Writers!

		Interviewers often ask me to describe those exciting days at Marvel in the early ’60s when we were creating a brand-new universe of superheroes. It’s hard to put into words the fun and excitement of bringing new types of characters and stories onto the printed page. And it’s almost impossible to give enough credit to the enormously talented artists I worked with, artists who took our stories and depicted them so thrillingly, so dramatically that every tale was like watching a fantastic movie on the pages of each amazing comic book.

		But every strip begins with one thing—the story! And that’s what we’re gonna be talking about on the pandemonious pages that follow!

		Ever since Marvel’s superheroes conquered the world, or at least it feels that way, people have wanted to learn the magic; much as Stephen Strange sought the Ancient One to learn how to cast spells and help mankind, men and women of all ages have sought to learn how to string the words together to tell stories in comic book form.

		Of course, creatively, comic books are a literary world of their own. Unlike movies, television, or video games, they’re unique in the way they blend words and art on the printed page to tell titanic tales designed to open new vistas of imagination and excitement for the lucky reader.

		Writers who come from other disciplines soon discover just how challenging comics can be. In the past, some have asked me for tips, but there’s no way I could ever tell them all they had to know in a brief conversation. However, thanks to this book, which you’re so happily holding in your grateful hands, all of that has changed.

		What follows are the rules, the hints, and the tips as I have come to know them. But teamwork is as important in comics as it is in sports and life itself. To make certain that there’s nothing I’ve neglected, to ensure that I’ve covered all the literary bases, I’ve been lucky enough to be able to recruit Bob Greenberger and the hip horde of heroes at Dynamite Entertainment to help me put together a lifetime’s worth of comic book–writing experience into this valiant volume of indispensable info.

		Obviously, styles and methods have changed over the years just as typewriters have given way to computers. So, what you’re about to read is an amalgamation of the current collective wisdom on how to write comics today.

		But what has not changed, nor will it ever, is the desire to tell a story and tell it well. In each case, you want to write something new, something that’s never been written before. You want to explore situations no one has read before—and you have that in common with your readers. Every day, as fans walk into their comic shops or bookstores seeking the latest comic books, they have one thing in mind. They want to be transported into adventures and situations they’ve never encountered before. They want to be entertained, thrilled, and surprised.

		And that’s our job—to show you how to do it!

		Excelsior!
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		1 ORIGINS
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		The Marvel Universe was born when I created the Fantastic Four with Jack Kirby.

		THE HISTORY OF COMICS

		Looking around today, it’s hard to believe that comics haven’t always been a part of the world’s culture. No, they didn’t arrive fully formed from the fevered brow of some genius but rather, much like the process of writing, are the culmination of building blocks that date back thousands of years.

		The idea of using pictures to tell a story pretty much dates back to the earliest cave dwellers, who decorated their walls with images recounting their successful hunts and conquests.

		Through the centuries that followed, pictures were used as a part of developing languages, as seen in the colorful hieroglyphics found in the temples and pyramids of ancient Egypt. On the Pacific Rim, pictures of objects were simplified into a few elegant brushstrokes so pictograms, not letters, formed the written culture in China, Japan, Korea, and other countries.

		Gorgeous and meticulously crafted stained glass was used to tell religious tales, while illuminated scrolls throughout Europe decorated the words with pictures to enhance the reading experience. The printing press gave the world mass-produced books, which were often illustrated, and as the process evolved, illustrated stories became possible. Beginning in the eighteenth century, newspapers and magazines often used illustrations with their fiction.

		The Adventures of Mr. Obadiah Oldbuck, an 1837 English translation of the 1833 Swiss publication Histoire de M. Vieux Bois by humorist Rodolphe Töpffer, is the oldest recognized American example of comics.
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		The Adventures of Mr. Obadiah Oldbuck Extra, No. IX Bound Volume (Wilson Publishing, 1842).

		THE COMIC STRIP

		Improved printing techniques allowed newspapers to begin using color, which led to the Hearst papers featuring Richard Outcault’s cartoon in color, notably the bald, big-eared central figure whose bedclothes were colored yellow. The Yellow Kid became the first significant recurring comic strip character, which led to an explosion of merchandising after his 1895 debut, including an 1897 collection of the strips—the first graphic novel, using modern terms.

		The comic strips took everything that came before and synthesized it into a new form to entertain the masses. Newspapers fought bitterly to gain the rights to the most popular features, and their creators got rich and became newsworthy figures on their own.

		When I was born, in 1922, comic strips could be found in every paper, usually spread across many pages and printed far larger than what you’re accustomed to today. The larger size led to gorgeous color pages and magnificently detailed artwork. Truth to tell, I read the strips but didn’t devour them with the same fervor as my friends. My favorites were George Herriman’s Krazy Kat, Red Barry, Skippy, and They’ll Do It Every Time.
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		Yellow Kid advertising poster (circa 1898) demonstrates the character’s popularity, used to sell newspapers and, later, merchandise.

		Instead, I read comics strips.… and everything else. As I’ll stress throughout this book, writers have to read and expose themselves to different types of storytelling. When I was a kid, I read books, discovering Shakespeare and coming to love his use of language. But my pulse quickened when I read the visceral adventures of pulp heroes in the dime magazines that had vivid and lurid covers. I also went to the movies as often as family finances allowed, and every Sunday we gathered around the radio to listen to the popular radio programs, from comedy to high adventure.

		As newspapers began to include comic strips, collections of the more popular strips seemed a logical way to make some money. By 1901, there were regular book collections of these strips. Just before I arrived in the world, some of these collections wound up being sold on newsstands in cities and train stations.

		A company called Cupples & Leon packaged and sold many of these collections, and in time they developed the size and shape of what became the comic books we know and love today. They were followed in 1929 by George Delacorte’s The Funnies, a twenty-four-page tabloid that mixed color with black-and-white strips, selling the publication on newsstands for one thin dime. While the publication struggled for thirty-six issues before folding, Delacorte went on to greater fame as the founder of Dell Publishing.
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		A favorite comic strip of mine was Krazy Kat (dated September 25, 1938). Note the surrealistic art style that still tells the story.

		BIRTH OF THE COMIC BOOK

		Famous Funnies is the comic that most historians will tell you is the first modern comic book. Conceived by Harry I. Wildenberg, the publication boasted a hundred different strips and features beginning in 1934. Never heard of Wildenberg? Well, he was a salesman for Eastern Color Printing Company in Waterbury, Connecticut. Since Eastern was the premier printer of color Sunday sections for newspapers around the country, they had the expertise to find a new format and a fresh way to turn a profit.

		It was Wildenberg who also conceived of repurposing comics as retailer premiums beginning with the Gulf Oil Company. One such premium led to the development of folding the tabloid-sized newsprint sheets into a sixty-four-page package that could be covered, stapled, and sold.

		With a fellow salesman named Maxwell Charles Gaines, Wildenberg sold armloads of premium comics. Gaines was equally successful partnering with Delacorte to work on The Funnies. Wildenberg and Gaines decided to try something: Stick a dime price tag on the cover of one of their premiums and sell it directly to kids on newsstands. The experiment was such a wild success that the comic book became the next Big Thing.
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		Famous Funnies #10 (Eastern Color, 1935) boasts a hundred popular comics, all reprinted from the newspapers in a mix of color and black and white.

		[image: ]

		The Funnies #6 (Dell, 1937) features two characters from different comic strips meeting up for winter fun. All the strips listed are reprinted from newspaper syndication.

		As it turned out, 1935 was the year of the comic book. Not only was Famous Funnies selling like gangbusters, but it also gained some competition. Popular Comics from Dell was packaged by Gaines, who smelled the profit in the air and went out on his own, buying the presses from the defunct New York Graphic. Then there was Major Malcolm Wheeler-Nicholson, solider-turned-pulp-writer, who also wanted in on the comics business but took the notion one step further by offering readers nothing but new material—which he could then own and exploit, rather than pay license fees to the newspaper syndicates. His aptly named New Comics is now considered the first release from the company that evolved into DC Entertainment, which just celebrated its seventy-fifth anniversary in 2010.
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		DC Entertainment’s success with New Fun Comics in 1935 led to a second title, New Comics (1936), which continued the trend away from reprint material to all-new stories.
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		An example of the pulp magazines churned out with astonishing regularity by Martin Goodman, which led to the use of the Marvel name when he jumped into the growing comic book field.

		The growth proved exponential, and the kids (including yours truly) couldn’t get enough of these four-color comics. Everyone wanted in on the field, including a relative of mine named Martin Goodman. I started writing comics for him when I was sixteen. His publishing empire had him producing pulp magazines on every concept imaginable, with titles like Western Book and Marvel Science Stories. He was a terrific distribution man and could sense when a trend was developing, so he could order up new titles to capitalize on the interest.

		So, when Wheeler-Nicholson’s Detective Comics, Inc., released a new book in the spring of 1938, Goodman’s personal spider-sense started tingling. By then, the good major’s company had three successful titles, and they were seeking a cover feature for the newest addition, to be called Action Comics. Maxwell Gaines of EC Comics sent over a rejected comic strip from Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster, who were already churning out detective and science fiction stories for Wheeler-Nicholson. The young cartoonist-turned-editor Vin Sullivan liked what he saw and put the new feature, Superman, on the cover.
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		DC Entertainment’s third title was the first with a specific theme. Behind the Vin Sullivan cover, Detective Comics #1 also featured Siegel and Shuster’s Slam Bradley.
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		Action Comics #1, the first appearance of Superman and the book that propelled publishers to add costumed do-gooders with powers and abilities that dwarfed the imagination.

		Well, you know what happened next.

		Everyone wanted costumed heroes, their colorful capes flapping in the wind, bullets bouncing off their chests, and evil-doers cowering in fear. Goodman decided it was time to enter the field of comic books.

		He quickly assembled a team of writers and artists to fill several sixty-four-page titles, buying packages of material from studios until he could do it all himself. Along the way, Goodman resurrected the Sub-Mariner, a character from the black-and-white promotional comic Motion Pictures Funnies Weekly created by Bill Everett. The Sub-Mariner was far different than the Man of Steel, and Goodman had his first hit.

		Along with Carl Burgos’s Human Torch, the features debuted in Marvel Comics #1 in 1939, and the Golden Age of Marvel had begun. Joe Simon was hired away from a studio to be the line’s editor, and he brought with him a young artist named Jack Kirby, and together they gave the world Captain America. Soon after, at seventeen, I walked through the doors figuring I’d work for my relative for a while and move on to “real” writing. I went from gofer to temporary editor to publisher, a pretty amazing trajectory, and one totally unforeseen.

		Comic books thrilled kids of all ages, helped farm-boys-turned-soldiers learn to read en route to combat, and put hundreds of writers and artists to work at the tail end of the Great Depression. Superheroes rallied readers to collect scrap metal and buy war stamps, but after they licked the Axis (along with some help from the Allied forces), they began to lose steam.

		The second half of the 1940s saw an explosion in genres from funny animals to teen romance to crime to horror. Popular characters with names like Archie and Millie were now found alongside Batman, Captain Marvel, and Captain America. You name it, someone probably tried a comic about the subject. For me, it was a great learning experience as Martin had us stop one line of books and crank up another. I had to switch gears daily, something we’ll talk about in later chapters.
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		Marvel Entertainment’s first comic book, Marvel Comics #1, which spotlighted Carl Burgos’s Human Torch but also contained Wild Bill Everett’s Namor, the Sub-Mariner, the Angel, and Ka-Zar (coming from Goodman’s pulps).

		THE DREADED COMICS CODE ARRIVES

		Most of you also know of the dark days that followed. Parents grew concerned that their children were turning into juvenile delinquents, with comics cited as one of the root causes. Congress held hearings on these matters, studying radio, movies, this new thing called television, and, yes, comic books.

		With sales plummeting, the surviving publishers banded together under Max Gaines’s son William. While Bill wanted to fight back, he was outvoted, which led to the formation of the Comic Magazine Association of America and the birth of the Comics Code Authority. Now comics were scrubbed clean of horror and violence, with distributors safely displaying approved titles. There were just a lot fewer of them, and with tears in my eyes, I had to let dozens of people go during some of the bleakest days of my professional life.

		Soon after, Martin made a bad bet on switching distributors, and when American News went under without notice, we were in a jam. He made a pact with Independent News, the sister company to our rival DC Comics (formerly Detective Comics, Inc.), and we were limited to eight books a month, so Martin settled on a mix of sixteen bimonthly titles across all genres.

		During this time, DC’s editorial team tried reviving one of their moribund heroes, the Flash, in an issue of Showcase. Sales were encouraging, so he came back three more times and then returned to his own title. Other revivals followed, and suddenly DC was back in the superhero business. There were so many flying around then, they banded together as the Justice League of America.
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		MLJ Publishing hit pay dirt when they introduced a teen humor feature set in suburban America. Archie Andrews captured readers’—and publishers’—attention.

		The JLA’s sales success was not lost on Martin, who one day ordered up a new superhero title. With my wife, Joan’s, encouragement, I figured I had nothing to lose and created a team that I wanted to read. With the peerless pencils of Jack Kirby, we produced the Fantastic Four, and sure enough, it clicked with readers. Suddenly, the Marvel Universe was born.

		The 1960s saw Marvel introduce one pulse-pounding hero after another, while DC’s line also grew. We saw more publishers arrive, and a new sales cycle was underway, fueled by the Baby Boomers, the children now buying our books. They were better educated, had more free time on their hands, and were seeking diversions, and our stuff proved very diverting.

		[image: ]

		The Haunt of Fear (#17 shown here) were the types of comic books that were difficult to approve by the Comics Code.

		MODERN COMICS

		As all things do, times changed, and we finally managed to convince the Comics Code to relax their rules to reflect modern-day sensibilities. That led to new genres arriving in the 1970s, as horror became the next wave of titles, with publishers now free to use vampires and werewolves once more.

		Another thing happened at that time: The readers found one another. They exchanged letters with each other and with us. They wrote about their favorite characters and creators in fanzines and then began convening at conventions. Some wound up trying out at and getting hired by DC, Marvel, Charlton, and Gold Key. They brought fresh blood to the field, which made it an exciting time to be working.

		Then came the arrival of what we call the Direct Sales Channel, which basically means that the distributor sold the books to retailers but at a deeper discount with the proviso that the books could not be returned for credit. This led to the formation of comic book stores, consolidating the field and creating a financial climate that would allow smaller publishers to enter the field.

		Many of these early pioneers proved to be one- or two-man operations, producing their one title, such as Cerebus the Aardvark or ElfQuest. Those successes led to an explosion of new publishers around 1980. I couldn’t keep up with the announcements, as we welcomed Eclipse, Pacific, First, and many others to the party. Most of them are long gone, but the talent they introduced and many of their creations are still with us.

		The increasing sophistication of the field allowed everyone to experiment with formats and subject matter. Parallel to all this was the evolution of the comic book into a graphic novel, which is a longer story with better production values. Jack and I even dipped our collective toes into this format with 1978’s Silver Surfer book published not by Marvel but by a division of Simon & Schuster. Today, graphic novels are either these longer stories or collections of serialized storylines.

		And during the 1980s, and continuing today, imported material from international publishers broadened the choices available to readers. Obviously, the most popular of those imports are the Japanese manga, but walk into a bookstore or comic shop and you can sample works from Italy, France, England, and elsewhere.

		Digital comics seem to be the new frontier being explored with classic material and newly created content. It’s very exciting, since it means new pioneers are using the tools available to create exciting or moving stories, delivered to your computer, cell phone, or the next great gadget that I can’t even conceive of.

		But all these devices and delivery systems exist to tell stories. And storytelling is the primary job of the writer. So let’s get started with figuring out how to write these graphic stories.
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		Dave Sims’s delightful Cerebus the Aardvark was one of the first self-published success stories of the modern age. His stories veered from high drama to subtle satire and ran an incredible three hundred issues.
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		Wendy and Richard Pini met through the letter column of my Silver Surfer comic and went on to create their own wondrous world with ElfQuest, which endures today.

	
		2 THE TOOLS
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		Comic book characters have all the greatest gadgets. But what tools does a comic book creator need?

		WHAT YOU NEED

		Writers write, but what do they use to write on? You want to write stories, you have ideas just exploding within you, but you sit there, stumped. You’ve tried keeping notes, or started manuscripts, or have dictated into digital recorders, but you struggle to finish those thoughts.

		We’ve all been there. Quite often the problem is that you just don’t have the proper tools at your disposal. In this chapter, we’ll explore what every good writer keeps in his or her office.

		Obviously, everyone does things just a little differently, and no one is right or wrong; people just pick what makes them most comfortable and productive. That usually changes with time and experience. After all, when I got started, I was scribbling with pencil and paper before graduating to a trusty Remington manual typewriter. These days, I’m pounding away on a computer, but you know what? I still jot down ideas with pen and paper. Some things won’t ever change.

		PENCILS AND PAPER

		Pens and pencils are essential. Even in this digital age, there will come times and opportunities where you just don’t have access to your computer, cell phone, or semaphore flags. But, if you keep a writing instrument with you at all times, you can always find something to write on as that moment of inspiration arrives. If all else fails, the palm of your hand is a trusted surface, one you won’t lose—as long as you transcribe your thoughts before you next wash your hands.

		Many writers keep notepads in their pockets or shoulder bags. This can be anything from a spiral-bound reporter’s notepad to a Moleskine journal of blank paper. This way, you can immediately take your brainstorm and preserve it for posterity. Neil Gaiman writes lovingly of the Moleskine journals he uses, and given his globe-trotting, it comes in handy, since he need never worry about plugs or country-specific adapters. Garth Ennis is also known for jotting his thoughts down in his little black book, an act that is said to cause his artists to shudder, unsure of what visceral thrill they will be called upon to illustrate weeks hence.

		In fact, Garth told interviewer Mark Salisbury for his useful Writers on Comics Scriptwriting, “What I tend to do is, I have these wee notebooks. Every idea I have, no matter what, no matter when, goes into them; every line of dialogue, every cool scene, every idea for a character, even ideas for whole new stories go in there. Then, when it comes down to writing the particular episode of whatever I’m doing, I trawl through the notebooks. It’s my own dopey wee system and I’m loathe to change it, you know. I note down all the ideas, the lines of dialogue, and then I divide it into scenes, which I’ll letter, say, A to J, for that issue.”

		Often, writers will jot down character descriptions, story titles, and a few words describing a scenario, letting them work as bookmarks. We may get to them tomorrow or years from now, but they will sit there, patiently waiting their turn.

		These days, most cell phones and PDAs come with digital notepads, and you can easily put those same ideas into bits and bytes, transferring them to your computer for later use. Some writers carry digital recorders with them, speaking into them, sometimes elaborating on the notion to complete the thought.

		SOFTWARE

		Just about everyone I know, save for Harlan Ellison, uses a computer of some sort. To write, you don’t need one kind over another, so if you’re comfortable being a Mac, that’s swell. Prefer a PC? No problem.

		“Assuming you don’t use a typewriter, all you need is a decent writing program,” Marvelous Marv Wolfman confirmed for me. “The program doesn’t make you a better writer, but one thing computers do allow is easy revision. As most people use Microsoft Word, I’d recommend that or a program that can save to it. You don’t need screenplay software like Final Draft—which I do use for screenplays, but they are not the best tools for comics. Writing isn’t about how good the materials you have are but how you create characters and compose your story. Also, computers allow you to rewrite without retyping the entire page: Rewrite, rewrite, rewrite.”

		As you might imagine, if you gather a group of a dozen writers in a room and ask a question, you’ll get at least two dozen answers. Chris Ryall, a snappy writer and chief creative officer at IDW Publishing, adds to Marv’s thoughts.

		“I actually don’t have a firm recommendation of particular software that writers need to use—anything from open-source word processing to MS Word to Final Draft to a Smith-Corona Sterling typewriter is fine with me, as long as the submission is formatted cleanly and has sound spelling and grammar. Comic book script format is more fluid than screenplay formatting, and there are all kinds of sample scripts online, as well as good scriptwriting books that offer appropriate reference. I know some writers get hung up on format, but I’d rather have the heavy lifting done on the story stage.”

		Chris’s IDW colleague, Andy Schmidt, adds, “This is pretty easy. If we’re just talking about comics writing, you can do it with a simple word processor like Microsoft Word or Text Edit. As long as you can save in an easy-to-use format like Word or Rich Text, you should be golden.

		“Many writers used advanced programs like Final Draft and such, but they really aren’t necessary. In my experience, many editors don’t have these programs on their own computers, and so the writers have to convert the files anyway. It’s really up to what fits you as a writer best.

		“Many of the different kinds of software have a trial feature, so I’d suggest you try a couple out and see what works for you. Personally, I stick with Word. It’s easy to use and allows for flexibility, but that’s just me.

		“The only other thing you really need is the ability to e-mail your scripts in. I’d also recommend having a printer. For some reason, and maybe this is just me, reading something on a printed page is a different experience, and so I’m coming to my own writing with a fresher set of eyes and I get a better edit on it before I turn in my first draft if I go through it on paper and then make changes from there.”

		Before you ask, no, it doesn’t matter what e-mail program you use, since you’re merely attaching a file for your editor to receive. Now, some companies are particular about the files they receive, preferring, say, Microsoft Word over anything else. Each company has its own system, and rather than operate in blissful ignorance, you should check each company’s website for submission guidelines. Additionally, if you’ve actually spoken to an editor before you write your story, he or she may have a requirement for the manuscript.

		One of the most important rules, valid from cover to cover, is this: When in doubt, ask a question. Far better you ask and get a snappy comeback than not ask and
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