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INTRODUCTION


COMICS HISTORIAN, artist, and visionary Jim Steranko described the genesis of modern comic books as a “dream that instantly developed into a full-scale industry.” More than just a cultural phenomenon, comic books became, along with jazz, a uniquely American art form. Like jazz, comics suffered through a long period of time when they were considered disreputable.

Although the comics form entered into popular culture far more swiftly than jazz, it was never accorded any degree of respect and was usually dismissed as an example of completely disposable art. People who found value in the comics medium, either as fans or creators, were viewed as little better than subliterates.

But, as the old song says, time was on our side. In the form of the graphic novel, the comics medium is now a legitimate expression of both art and literature. The creative urge can find its full outlet through the marriage of narrative and sequential art, melding drawing and story elements into something unique—a tale told through pictures and dialogue, separated into single images confined by panels.

Although comic books have been traditionally produced by a team (writer, pencil artist, inker, colorist, and letterer), very often graphic novels harken back to the older production method of newspaper strips. These features were created by writer-artists like Milton Caniff, Will Eisner, and Hal Foster. They were artists, but they were also blessed with the talent to spin gripping yarns. These were young men who started out with a dream and many pictures later found themselves to be the authors of enduring pieces of Americana, parents of cultural icons that have outlived their creators. The authors of today’s graphic novels may very well find that their own dreams will achieve a similar sort of immortality.

The Everything® Guide to Writing Graphic Novels outlines the process of comics’ creation, from story to panel layout to finished, printed production. Graphic novels have entered the mainstream and are a hot category for both established professionals and aspiring creators. From superheroes to werewolves, Hollywood is increasingly looking to adapt graphic novels into films. V for Vendetta, Road to Perdition, A History of Violence, The Watchmen—these are just a few graphic novels that have enjoyed immense popularity and translation into big-budget films.

This book breaks down the process into easy-to-follow steps, from the creation of characters to gripping storylines to the ins and outs of publication and production. You’ll find examples of comics’ artwork by famous, even legendary, artists to use as guides and inspirations. At the same time, you’ll get a little of the same kind of emotional nourishment provided by comics themselves—a sense of fun and adventure.
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As the old adage goes, a picture is worth a thousand words. Combine those thousand words with an equal number of pictures, and you have that uniquely American art form known as the graphic novel. The comics format, telling a story through pictures, is nothing new. It is as old as the creative urge. To tell a story using sequential art is both simple and complex, and that choice depends entirely upon the storyteller. This chapter looks back at the evolution of the medium from a compilation of newspaper strips to today’s sophisticated graphic novels.


From Funny Books to Graphic Novels

Funny book is a term now as quaint as groovy or fab. The word derives from the mid-1930s when comic magazines were only reprints of newspaper funny pages. At that time, comic books jammed Flash Gordon shoulder to shoulder with Popeye. The reading public was happy with this arrangement, because, after all, it was only a book that contained the “funnies,” and there was no stigma attached to reading the funny papers.

[image: ]

[image: ] New Fun #1 was the first American comic book with all original material.

It might have gone on that way, except the reprint and licensing fees to the comic strip syndication companies became exorbitant. Major Malcolm Wheeler-Nicholson, founder of DC Comics, decided the best way to cut costs was to publish magazines containing new, original material.

In 1935, the first issue of New Fun appeared. At the time, Major Wheeler-Nicholson had no idea that this single publication defined the modern comic book and created a new medium of entertainment and artistic expression. In a short time, the term funny book gave way to comic book.

Comic Book Superheroes

DC further established its influence on popular culture in 1938 when the company published the first issue of Action Comics, which featured the introduction of Superman. The creation of two teenagers from Ohio, Joe Shuster and Jerry Siegel, Superman kicked off an entirely new genre that became forever linked with comic books—the superhero.

The early Superman stories were crude but exuberant statements on the plight of the common man facing the uncertain world of the Depression. The days were bleak and liberal sentiments ran high.

[image: ]

[image: ] “Flash” Lightning was one of the many superheroes who appeared during the comic book boom of the 1940s.

Superman symbolized the frustration of the downtrodden and the poverty stricken. The character was such a powerful reflection of the times that adults as well as children followed his adventures.


E-SSENTIAL

IN 1933, OHIO NATIVES JERRY SIEGEL AND JOE SHUSTER CREATED WHAT IS INARGUABLY THE INDUSTRY’S MOST WELL-KNOWN CHARACTER, SUPERMAN, WHILE THEY WERE STILL IN THEIR TEENS. THE PAIR WERE UNABLE TO INTEREST A PUBLISHER IN THE CHARACTER, HOWEVER, UNTIL 1938 WHEN DC NEEDED MATERIAL TO FILL OUT THE FIRST ISSUE OF ACTION COMICS.



The Man of Steel sparked the first superhero mania, popularly known as the golden age of comics. During the comic book boom of the 1940s, characters in masks and capes appeared and disappeared with a dizzying frequency. DC cornered the market with their iconic characters such as Batman and Wonder Woman.

The number of monthly comic books produced by various publishers soared into the millions. Many of them featured cheap imitations of Superman, Batman, and Wonder Woman, and only a handful survived beyond the golden age.

New Genres Appear

By the end of World War II, the market was so saturated with superfolk publishers turned to other genres, putting out everything from educational comics to romance stories. The creators were by and large young cartoonists who aspired to become newspaper strip artists, like the immensely popular Milton Caniff, Alex Raymond, and Hal Foster.


E-FACT

IN THE EARLY 1950s, AT THE HEIGHT OF THE COMICS BOOM, WHEN PAPER WAS CHEAP AND PRINTING COSTS WERE A FRACTION OF WHAT THEY ARE TODAY, INDUSTRY-WIDE SALES OF COMIC BOOKS WERE ESTIMATED AT 70 MILLION TO 150 MILLION COPIES PER MONTH, A REMARKABLE FIGURE COMPARED TO TODAY’S SALES FIGURES OF AROUND 6 TO 7 MILLION PER MONTH.



[image: ]

[image: ] Terry and the Pirates by Milton Caniff, who was considered the “Rembrandt of the Comic Strip.”

Dark Times

Unfortunately, during the late 1940s the reputation of comics sank. The low-priced, cheaply printed periodicals with garish covers were associated with subpar literacy levels among children, and by the early 1950s they were even accused of contributing to juvenile delinquency. This stigma remained with comics until the mid-to-late 1960s, when the fledgling Marvel Comics Group became popular with college students.

[image: ]

[image: ] The seal of the Comics Code Authority, which appeared on books approved by them.


E-FACT

SEDUCTION OF THE INNOCENT, A BOOK BY CHILD PSYCHIATRIST FREDRIC WERTHAM PUBLISHED IN 1954, BLAMED JUVENILE DELINQUENCY ON CRIME COMIC BOOKS. WERTHAM’S ACCUSATIONS SPARKED A SENATE HEARING, AND THE PUBLIC OUTCRY RESULTED IN A SELF-CENSORING BODY CALLED THE COMICS CODE AUTHORITY. LAWS RESTRICTING THE SALE OF COMICS WERE INTRODUCED IN EIGHTEEN STATES.



Coming of Age

Another generation passed before the comics medium and the art of graphic storytelling was accepted as a legitimate form. By the 1990s, the term comic book had been replaced in favor of graphic novel when talking about a publication that contained a complete story arc and an expanded page format of at least ninety pages. Although the difference between the two was primarily a matter of packaging, the term graphic novel denoted a higher-end publication, usually with slicker production values.

Defining the Form

What separates graphic novels from other comics isn’t strictly defined. Generally a graphic novel is considered to be a self-contained story that has a beginning, middle, and end, addressing more mature themes than traditional comic books.

Graphic novels usually have higher production values as opposed to mass-produced comics. Comic historians consider He Done Her Wrong, by cartoonist Milt Gross, to be the first American graphic novel. It was published in 1930, years before the debut of Superman.


E-FACT

IN 1968, GIL KANE AND ARCHIE GOODWIN SELF-PUBLISHED A FORTY-PAGE COMICS NOVEL ENTITLED HIS NAME IS-SAVAGE! A FEW YEARS LATER, KANE AND GOODWIN’S SCIENCE FICTION/SWORD AND SORCERY 119-PAGE GRAPHIC NOVEL, BLACK-MARK (1971), WAS PUBLISHED AS A STANDARD-SIZE PAPERBACK NOVEL BY BANTAM, WHICH WAS A VERY UNUSUAL MOVE FOR THE TIME.



Unlike the magazine format of comic books, a graphic novel is typically bound like a standard prose novel, sometimes with both softcover and hardcover editions. They are sold in bookstores as well as specialty comic book shops. They also have a much longer shelf life and remain in print longer.

Building Momentum

Graphic novels have been available in some shape or form for a long time. Milton Caniff often referred to his Terry and the Pirates and Steve Canyon newspaper strips as open-ended “picaresque novels.” Extended story arcs from both features were often compiled and packaged in single volumes.

The actual term graphic novel wasn’t popularized until 1978 when the two words appeared on the cover of the paperback edition of Will Eisner’s groundbreaking A Contract with God and Other Tenement Stories. Shortly after that, the term fell into common usage.

In many ways, the advent of the graphic novel is credited with saving the comics field, raising the medium’s profile to a new, respectable level. Frank Miller’s Batman: The Dark Knight Returns made the New York Times bestseller list and garnered a considerable amount of positive attention from the mainstream press.


E-SSENTIAL

MANGA, THE JAPANESE VERSION OF GRAPHIC NOVELS, HAS BEEN PUBLISHED SINCE THE 1950s. EUROPE BEGAN PUBLISHING ORIGINAL GRAPHIC NOVELS IN THE EARLY 1960s WITH BOOK-LENGTH STORIES. IN AMERICA A FEW COMIC BOOK CREATORS BEGAN EXPERIMENTING WITH THE FORM, HOPING TO STRETCH THE PARAMETERS.



In 1987, Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons’s Watchmen, a revisionistic take on superheroes, was hailed as a revolutionary step forward in the maturity of the genre. In the late 1980s, both Marvel and DC began ambitious graphic novel programs.

Other publishers quickly followed suit with unconventional material such as Art Spiegel-man’s Maus and autobiographical works such as American Splendor by Harvey Pekar.


E-FACT

WATCHMEN IS THE ONLY GRAPHIC NOVEL TO APPEAR ON TIME MAGAZINE’S 2005 LIST OF THE ONE HUNDRED BEST ENGLISH-LANGUAGE NOVELS FROM 1923 TO THE PRESENT. IT HELPED TO POPULARIZE THE GRAPHIC NOVEL FORMAT AND WON A HUGO AWARD FOR ALAN MOORE AND DAVE GIBBONS.



Current Trends

Unlike the standard prose novel, graphic novels aren’t bound by marketplace trends. However, since the medium is primarily visual, the quality and style of the artwork and the narrative is both the package and the product.

Movie Adaptations

The types of stories in graphic novels are limited only by the imaginations and artistic skills of their creators, which makes graphic novels one of the very few media with built-in cross-platform elements.

Hollywood producers are attracted to graphic novels for a variety of reasons, not the least of which is that a potential film is already storyboarded. A graphic novel is much easier to visualize as a movie than a book or even a script. Take a look at the number of movies adapted from graphic novels over the last few years:


	[image: ] A History of Violence by John Wagner and Vince Locke


	[image: ] Ghost World by Daniel Clowes
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[image: ] This panel sequence by Don Heck from The Whisperer in Darkness typifies the cinematic visuals that make graphic novels attractive to moviemakers.


	[image: ] Road to Perdition by Max Allan Collins and Richard Piers Rayner


	[image: ] Art School Confidential by Daniel Clowes


	[image: ] From Hell by Alan Moore and Eddie Campbell


	[image: ] The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen by Alan Moore and Kevin O’Neill


	[image: ] The Rocketeer by Dave Stevens


	[image: ] Sin City by Frank Miller


	[image: ] V for Vendetta by Alan Moore and David Lloyd


	[image: ] The Crow by James O’Barr




In fact, a graphic novel conference was organized a few years ago in New York City that featured filmmaker and comics writer Kevin Smith as the celebrity guest. The conference brought together industry professionals to discuss the business and cultural facets of graphic novels, from Japanese manga to superhero comics.

Obviously, superheroes such as those published by Marvel and DC will always be a major presence in the graphic narrative format, particularly as more movies are based on their characters and the publications reach wider audiences. According to Publishers Weekly, retail graphic novel sales were around $245 million in 2005, an 18 percent increase from 2004.

Mainstream Media

Bookstores, publishers, and mainstream cultural venues are devoting more resources to graphic novels. They can be found in Borders, Barnes & Noble, and online as promotional collateral for television shows such as Heroes. But just as popular culture is diverse, so are the genres featured in graphic novels.

With graphic novels, the sky isn’t the limit; the boundaries extend to all times and places and the stretches of the universe itself.

[image: ]

[image: ] The scope of graphic novels are limited only by the imaginations of the creators.
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DO YOU HAVE WHAT IT RAKES?
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Although a journey of a thousand miles may begin with a first step, preparation for the journey precedes it. Comfortable walking shoes have to be bought, maps consulted, routes planned, and research performed. Regardless of the kind of story you want to tell in your graphic novel, research is a necessity if for no other reason than to figure out what will grab and hold a potential audience. This chapter covers all the resources and skills you’ll need on your journey as a graphic novelist, from financial requirements to time-management skills.

[image: ]

[image: ] If your story deals with space travel and technology, you should make sure your research provides you with enough details to make it all seem real.

Research: Veracity Is Everything

For an audience to believe in a writer’s fictional world, the devil is always in the details. Connecting dozens of those details like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle to form a final, cohesive picture is your goal. Assuming you know the kind of story you want to tell and the genre in which it is placed, then the research to lay the foundation to suspend the disbelief of the readership should be your first task. For example, if your novel has a science-fiction setting, you’ll need grounding in basic scientific principles, especially when dealing with space travel or technology.


E-FACT

THE MUSEUM OF COMIC AND CARTOON ART (MOCCA) IS LOCATED AT 594 BROADWAY, SUITE 401, NEW YORK, NY 10012. THE WEB SITE IS www.moccany.org/online.html. THIS PLACE IS A COMIC LOVER’S DREAM, WITH ALMOST EVERY COMIC ART GENRE REPRESENTED: GRAPHIC NOVELS, ANIMATION, ANIME, CARTOONS, COMIC BOOKS, COMIC STRIPS, GAG CARTOONS, EDITORIAL CARTOONS, ETC. CALL 212-254-3511 FOR MUSEUM HOURS.



Using the Internet

The Internet is an important resource for writers and artists alike. You can consult online dictionaries and encyclopedias, take virtual tours of museums and research the market for your book.

Check out these helpful links:


	[image: ]The Comic Book Writer’s Guide to Information on the Internet:
http://members.aol.com/jaylay5000/WritersGuide.index.html


	[image: ] Comic Book Resources Forums:
http://forums.comicbookresources.com


	[image: ] Tools for Comics Creators:
www.hoboes.com/html/Comics/Creators


	[image: ] Artbomb.net: A Graphic Novel Explosion:
www.artbomb.net/home.jsp


	[image: ] Creative Markets:
www.hoboes.com/html/Comics/Creators/Markets.html




The Background Setting

Establishing a believable backdrop for your graphic novel is the result of research. Even fantasy stories need to be believable within context. There are always details that need to seem real, whether they’re weapons or eating utensils. J. R. R. Tolkien created very involved customs and traditions in his Middle-Earth saga, from the shape of the houses in Hobbiton to the types of clothes favored by the elves.

Basing a fantasy world on ancient Earth cultures is an accepted practice. Master fantasy writers Robert E. Howard and Fritz Leiber used everything from ancient Greece to Medieval Europe as templates for their fantasy universes.

[image: ]

[image: ] Thoroughly research the time period in which you set your story—don’t give a nineteenth-century character an automatic pistol when revolvers were in use.


E-FACT

JIMMY CORRIGAN, THE SMARTEST KID ON EARTH WAS CALLED “THE FIRST FORMAL MASTERPIECE OF THE MEDIUM.” THIS COMIC APPEARED IN THE OCTOBER 1, 2005, ISSUE OF THE NEW YORKER. JIMMY IS PRESENTED AS AN UNHAPPY, LONELY MAN WHO ESCAPES HIS DRAB EXISTENCE THROUGH A RICH FANTASY LIFE.



If you’re writing a period piece set in the old West, be sure to thoroughly research the kind of firearms in use during that time. You don’t want to give Wyatt Earp an automatic pistol, unless you’re writing a time-travel tale.

Character Research

If you’re using a historical personage as a major character in your story research everything about that character. In The Road to Perdition, the award-winning graphic novel by Max Allan Collins, Frank Nitti, the number-two man of gangster Al Capone, played a pivotal role.

Frank Nitti was also an important character in Brian DePalma’s film, The Untouchables, the story of Eliot Ness and his investigators battling the Capone mob in 1930s Chicago. In the last few minutes of the film, the audience watched Ness pursue and kill Nitti by throwing him from a rooftop.

In reality, Nitti lived for another decade and took his own life. The storytellers decided to sacrifice the historical reality for the sake of a plot point. The Road to Perdition presented a much more realistically drawn Frank Nitti.

The Current Market

Another important area to research is the market for your graphic novel. Thoroughly explore it; look at what is popular among readers and what the publishers are producing, then gauge what trends seem to be selling better than others. Where does your property fit in today’s market? Also take note of the packaging, cover design, and title logo designs.

[image: ]

[image: ] A graphic novel featuring a serious treatment of real people such as gangster Frank Nitti should avoid the stereotypical view.


Financial Resources and Commitment

Eventually in every creative endeavor the topic of costs rears its ugly head. If you feel that your concept and ideas are unique enough to be commercial and that you have the enthusiasm to carry through with all the steps necessary to complete the project, there are some facts that you should consider. First, printing costs have continued to increase over the last decade, and the cost of producing your graphic novel must be evaluated realistically.


E-SSENTIAL

ART SPIEGELMAN’S GRAPHIC NOVEL MAUS DEPICTED HIS JEWISH FAMILY’S ORDEAL UNDER THE NAZIS DURING THE HOLOCAUST AND WON THE PULITZER PRIZE IN 1986. THE 1992 PULITZER PRIZE BOARD CREATED A SPECIAL CATEGORY TO HONOR SPIEGELMAN AND THE STORY’S TWO VOLUMES, MAUS I: A SURVIVOR’S TALE AND MAUS II: AND HERE MY TROUBLES BEGIN.



[image: ]

[image: ] Before entering into a partnership with others to produce your graphic novel, make sure you’re all on the same page.

Next, you need to know a little about the prepress production to assess what a project will cost and what your profit will be. (Chapter 7 covers the various production steps involved for a graphic novel, from script to coloring.) Some creator-owned properties are produced as solo efforts, as in the case of Frank Miller, Mike Mignola, Art Spiegelman, and John Byrne, but more are produced as a collaboration between several creators, usually a writer and an artist, like Richard and Wendy Pini, or Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster.

Obviously, the fewer people involved in the project, the less the profits will have to be split, but conversely, if more people are involved, the production time and workload will be reduced as well.

If working with others, even close friends or family members, be sure to draw up an agreement in writing, before publishing, which spells out what everyone’s role in the project is and what the compensation for their efforts will be. This will help avoid any disagreements at a later point. All parties to the agreement should sign it and retain a copy for their records.

If working alone, this of course will not be necessary. What will be required is a strong work ethic and a well thought out production schedule. Whether working alone or with others, a deep commitment to the novel and a strong work ethic are required to undertake a project of this complexity.

Writing, penciling, inking, coloring, and lettering a ninety-page graphic novel is not for the faint-hearted. If you feel that you are up for the challenge, here are some facts you should know:


	[image: ] Research shows the average independent comic book costs anywhere from $400 to $800 per page to produce. This is before printing costs are factored in. A graphic novel should be at least ninety pages long.


	[image: ] Have sufficient resources to carry you through, specifically six months to one year’s expenses, if you’re working on the book full time plus enough money to pay print production costs, promotional costs, and enough to hire a lawyer and accountant to take care of those pesky business details when setting up your business.


	[image: ] Different business models apply to small, independent publishers versus big corporations. If they keep their page rates low, independent publishers make all their money on the back end of the project. Be sure any collaborators are aware of this fact from the beginning.




If you’re a Renaissance man or woman and can write as well as draw, you’re in luck. Your project may take longer to produce, but it will undeniably reflect your unique vision of the book and you can avoid the conflicts that sometimes arise among multiple creators. Best of all, all the profit and glory will be yours.


Attitude and Determination

If you have researched the preliminary information about the process of creating a graphic novel and the fire still burns in your heart for the project, congratulations: You may be the rare individual who has what it takes to succeed in the business of comics and publishing. If you have done your homework and considered the practical aspects of your project, you’ll be well positioned to prepare yourself for the various hats you’ll have to wear during the process.

Fame and Glory

It takes a lot of energy to keep the creative fires burning during production and the challenges you will face before you eventually see your name on the cover of your finished graphic novel. If your primary motivation for the project is the thought of celebrity and riches, this is the time to rethink your approach. But if your primary motivation is the simple burning need to tell your story, you stand a much better chance of weathering the storms that inevitably will arise.

[image: ]

[image: ] Keeping your goal in mind through all the research and preparation can sometimes be difficult, but by understanding the process you’ll run into fewer roadblocks.

Proper Preparation

An understanding of the process and realistic planning for the project will help you navigate through the many minefields that await the novice. This is not meant as discouragement; plenty of people with a dream have achieved their goals and seen their books in print. Most of these fortunate individuals have drawn up a plan and followed it step by step. It’s not rocket science, and proper preparation will get you to your goal.


E-FACT

IN A BOLD MARKETING MOVE, HARLEQUIN ENTERPRISES PUBLISHES MANGA VERSIONS OF OVER 250 OF ITS TITLES IN JAPAN UNDER A LICENSING AGREEMENT WITH JAPAN’S OHZORA PUBLISHING COMPANY, A CREATOR OF MANGA TITLES. IN AN EAST-MEETS-WEST APPROACH, HARLEQUIN ROMANCE WRITERS ARE TEAMED WITH JAPANESE MANGA ARTISTS.



It Pays to Be Positive

If you have done your research, gathered your resources, and checked your motivations, feel confident in proceeding with your project. Ignore naysayers and snipers of negativity. There will always be those who can’t achieve their own dreams and try to squash the dreams of others. Let those words roll off your back. A positive attitude at this stage is your greatest ally; it will see you through any minor setbacks.

Time Management

Entering the dangerous waters of time management is the bane of all creators, writers, and artists who may not have as rigid a standard in this regard as most people. From long experience, we have a few tips and suggestions to offer in this matter. Trying to juggle and balance everyday commitments from work to family often seems like a strenuous series of gymnastic tricks. Some may be obvious, but all bear mentioning.

Schedule Yourself

Although it is easier said than done, reserving a block of time per day or per week to work on your graphic novel is an essential first step. Treat this time as if you were at a regular job, resisting interruption wherever possible.

Some people balk at the very idea, but establishing a daily or weekly quota for yourself is one sure way of getting the job done. All too often the real world intrudes into your creativity, bringing on both frustration and conflict. This is the point where it is vital to remind yourself that you are the boss who set the quota and that you have to live up to the commitments you made to yourself and your goals.
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