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JACK KIRBY - THE MASTER OF COMIC BOOK ART

Interviewed Febriary 1987 by Ken Viola
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! thank God that i February 1957, before he
passed through that portal to the Positive Zone and the
cosmnos beyond, | got Lo meet and interview fack Kirby.

Like a lot of you, [ was fortunate enough lo come of
age und grow wp with Jack Kirby. Over 25 years had
passed since my secking and fertile mind had first
encountered and embraced Jack’s art as it leaped off the
racks right inte my hands.

There were a ot of comic books fo cheose from in
those days, or 50 1t seemed, and not much meney lo buy
with, even at 10¢ each... hut Jack's work never let you
down, | can still, if | close my eyes and let myseif fall
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back, feel that thrill of excitement and anticipation that

came from the discovery of a new Kirby book.

[ firmly believe tht the best part of us afl, the
Sfinality that gives meaning, purpose and satisfaction lo
our lfves, is the ability to communicate and share with
each other what is special about being human,; to feel
down to the very fibier of our being that tingle, thal spark
deep in our soul; The Essence Of Life,

When I first began the journey to make my 1987
fitm The Masters Of Comic Book Art, [ had no idea it
would end up being about The Storyteller - artists who
both drew and wrote. [t is the supreme challenge of the

artist and their ability to 1/l the story ~ to break it
down visually, in terms of confeni, time, space, action,
emotion, reflection... et al, The accomplishment of that

goal iy to take the personal and private experience of the

artist and give i to the reader. To then be able tv com-
municate that same spark of life to the masses is the
raresi of gifts. That achicverent is Jack Kirby's life's work.

In @ medium which is comprised of a singular
cxpression, uniquely compased of a combination of
words and pictures, with Kirhy's work you almost didn't
need the words,

He came from a humble anid oppressed beginaing.
Instifled with a strang work ethic and an overwhelming
thirst for survival, ke self- inteflectualized with his own
hand. heart, and mind his means of escape.

When I visited him in his home in Thousand Qaks,
Califarnia, he had made it ts the top of his mountagn.
Jack had the support ard love of his wife, Roz. His oht-
dren were grown. He wat happy. fulfilled. The legacy of

hus fife’s work lived on: a fruc triumph of the reul
American Dream.

Close-up and in-persan, Juck was bursting with cnergy, cracdding,
glowing, and awe-inspiring: rough-hevwn on the outside, kind and pure
inside.

Juck told me that hehind Dr. Domn's mask was a flawless, unmarked
face that Dasm could not bring himself to look upon. Ile told me how miuch
ke loved young peaple, among them kids who grew up in the 19605, my gen-
eration. On the wall in bis studio was a phota of fack with Frank Zappa.
How swell he'd come o undersrand human nature,

“Comic book peaple are the nicest peaple in the world, " he confidcd fo
niy.

1 miss Jien,
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KEN VIGLA: When you approach the blank comic book page, how do
you service it in terms of the storytelling?

JACK KIRBY 1 see that story first. I feel that story first, | know those
people first, and 1 put them down as I'd like them to live on those
pages. My stories are very sincere. My stories are people stories and
there are elements that are very, very real. It doesn’t matter what the
sibject is, and I've done stories on i wide range of subjects.

[ feel that no matter what kind of a story you're going to write, if
you're sincere i telling that stery and not congriving U, you will find
whatever you feel will have a pungent element of that story. The reader
will feel it Becanse he's (or she's) no ditferent than you. F've abways felt
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to do something beyond their own way of life, for which they had no
snethod, They were willing to put themselves e that position, to cre-
ate new myths, which is not 2 small job, and did it!

{ think it’s not only laudable, but natural. | think every une of us
has the potential and the urge to do it. Some of us do it with music, a
jot of us with pencils, some with machines. The best car Tever drove
was worked on by a young man who loved to work with autotiobile
engines. This fella was an artist, he gave me a myth-making car. if J
had Pegasus, 1'd have felt the same as | did about that car, becavse it
tan so simoathly that only an artist could've done that. And 1 feel that
in his way this young mechanic did what | had done all my life.

KV You've said that the intellectual approach to your work was based
on growing up in New York,

JK: Tt had 1o be. Whatever way of life | projected was fashioned by
what I was. Whether | wrote about Europeans, of people from other
regions, it was my limited impressions that were put on

those pages. They were involving impressions and some-

how they made their way to the reader because he felt
like 1 did.

I'm a people writer.  know the next gay. [ know
what he’s thinking, what he's capable of. The age of
the writer is immaterial. {'m no wiser now than Twas at
that time. | knew people well, 1 was brought up among
throngs of them.

I remenber doing an editorial cartoon in which Neville
Chamberlain was patting the head of a boa constrictor
—who was Hitler. In the center of the snake was a
bulge which I labeled Czechoslavakia. Neville
Chamberlain had just given Czechoslovakia to
Hitler. The boss of the syndicate called me in.
He sez, *You're only a young squirt. How
dare you draw a political cartoon like that?l”
During that day it was really important. These
things were really happening. We either sati-
rized o projected them in many ways. And
he sez. “How would you know about these
things?” 1 said, “It's not a matter of polities
to me. [ know 2 gangster when 1 see onel If
you give a gangster onc thing, he's gonna ask
for more!” That was the way of things. It’s
sumething you just know and when you put
it down the other guy understands.

All my stories have been that way, they've
never been contrived. If | wrote Peter Pan, you
would like it. Peter Pan: would be a real great kid,
and the characters would be the kind of people
you liked, or disliked... and whatever | wrote
would be positive, because ahead | feei there's a
happy ending for us all. That may be from my love
of the mavies.  can't integpret it any other way. |
feel it's real, and no matter what happens. the end-
ing is correct. The ending is dramatic and we can
understand it. And | hope everyone can interpret
their own script.
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KV: What are your basic coucepts for the hero
and the viflain?

JK: The hero to me is an extreme, an ordinary
goy in an extreme position. The villain is the same
except the results of his actions can be very harm-
ful and drastic. The hero's actions can resolve the
sttuation in positive terms. 1le woald do it for the
villain's vwn good and welfare. The hero isn't
cardhaard figure, and teither is the villain or
the victimn. | feel that all three have fo
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corvect a very extreme situation in some hopeful manner, and that §
reflects in every story that § write. o

The hero isn't free from the same things that plague the villain. &
They are both human beings with problems. The villain has the prob-
lern of greed, vengeance ot whatever plagues him and it must be
resolved. Ome villain 1 had was a likable fellow, and he'd give you a
pretty good meal before he'd finish you off. He'd be nice and that was
a realistic part of his make-up. He just had style but his intentions
were very evil and destructive, He had the kind of problems that
made him destructive, and therefore these prablems not only had to
be altered. but anatyzed i some way, so they could be resolved. And
the hero was the form of analysis.

KV: There was an incredible run of issues of the Fantastic Four, in

which you created Galactus, the Silver Surfer, the Inhumans, and the
Black Panther.

JK: Yes, that's true,
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KV: Do you recalt that period of creative break- .
through, and your inspirations?

JK: My inspirations were the fact that Ihad to make
sales and come up with characters that were no

§

- -i. longes stereotypes. In other words, T couldn’t depend
=4 on gangsters, | had to get something new.
e LI For some reason | went to the Bible, and I came up

with Galactus. And there | was in front of this tremendous
figure, who [ knew very well because I've always
felt him. I certainly couldn't treat him in the
same way | could any ordinary mortal. And I
remember in my first story, | had to back
away from him to resolve that story. The
Silver Surfer is, of course, the falfen angel.
When Galactus relegated him to Earth, he
stayed on Earth, and that was the begin-
ning of his adventures.
They were {igures that had never been
\ used before in comics. They were above
mythic figures. And of course they were
| the first gods. I began thinking along
i those lines, and The New Gods evolved. |
hegan to ask myself, “Everybody else
had their gods. What are ours? What is
the shape of our soctety in the form of
myths and legends? Who are our gods?
Wha are our evil ones, and our good ones?”
1 tried to resolve this in the New Gods,
and | came up with some very interesting
characters, and very good sales, which satis-
fied me immensely. Now, 1 didn't resolve the
questions. I'm a guy who lives with a lot of
questions, and | find that very interesting.
say, “What's out there?” and 1 ry ta resolve
that, and | never can. I dor’t think anybody
can. Wha's got the answets? I'd sure like to
hear the ultimate one, But 1 haven't yet, and
so 1 live with a fot of questions, / find that
entertaining. If my life were to end tomor-
row. it would be fulfifled irt that manner. |
would say the questions have been terrific!
i've had a good time.

So I felt these new characters I'd come
up with were very valid and very real. They
asked the question which is rarely asked
in our society. It's felt and seen but
rarely asked. Who are our gods?

I'm sure you and 1 will never see
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