An Exclusive Interview with:

JIM STERANKO

Preproduction Artist on
RAIDERS OF THE LOST ARK
And lllustrator for Heavy Metal’s
Graphic Adaptation of OUTLAND

lllustrations above: Four preproduction paintings by Jim Steranko which were done 8% character

and clothing studies for George Lucas when Raiders of the Lesi Ark was still in the planning stages.

Top right, Jim Steranko stands in front of some of his creations, Center. a panel from Steranko’s
50 Heavy Metal Magazine adaptation of Outiand.

Interview by DOUGLAS RICE

: g Some years ago you
dropped out of the comics
¥ field to devote full atten-

tion to your Supergraphics publishing
company. What inspired you to return to
the field 1o illustrate Heavy Melals
graphic adaptation of Quffang?
STERANKO: As far as QOutland goes. |
saw the project as a worthwhile one. |
liked the idea of whail was essentially a
western plot taking place on a planet in
the very nedr fulure—even if there are a
number of holes in the scripl. There aneg
in almost any script. But, the idea was
entertaining and the film worked visually
In terms of theme and imagery, it struck
me as being the first noir science figtion
film, somewnat in the ‘Chandleresque’
vein. A siyle/technigue was so important
o me that | said it | couldn'tocome up with
one that suited me, | wouldn't take the
job.

FF: The final inkings of the drawings in
Outland are somewhat more angular than
your previous renderings. Were you
expenmenting with new techniques?

ithin the past few years, graphic novel-
izations of major genre movies have become
popular with *“‘comic art'’ oriented publica-
tions. In this exclusive interview, multi-talented
Jim Steranko talks about his return to the
comics field with HEAVY METAL’s graphic
adapitation of OUTLAND, his preproduction
work for Lucas/Spielberg’s RAIDERS OF
THE LOST ARK, creative experiences past
and present, and his philosophies of life in

general.

i‘ﬁ"'\

STERANKO: Outiand is avery dark film,
in terms of characters and visuals. | tried
o find a style that would compliment the
story. As | was developing this idea, |
remembered something that | had seen
yvears ago on the wall of Dan Adkins'
studio. It was a clipping he had cut from
Life magazine thal explored the deter-
ioration of a man’s mind. The man had
drawn four portraits of a cal, done over a
period of maybe twelve years. The first
cal as very realistic. The second was
modified. The third was modified even
further, and the fourth one was com-
pletely fragmented; almaost as if it weare
shards of a broken mirrar. The last cat
porirait was composed of a mass of
sharp points and angles; the softness of
line that appeared in the first portrait was
completely gone. This hard-edged fourih
drawing was the key to the Outland style,
2guating to the atmosphere on lo which
15 wery narsh and parancid. | tried 1o
incorporate into the style so that psycho-
logically it would affect the reader, just
as the cal picture artist was affected. | felt

it would subliminally influence the read-
ers perception of the strip and the stony.
FF: How did you settle on the one scene/
ocne shot approach in your panel layouts?
STERANKO: As for the double page
concept, | had 44 pages in which to tell
the story, and | thought that the device
would help lock it together.] hopad to
give readers the kind of familiarity that
audiences have when they face the wide
screen. The double-page device for the
Outland adaptation additionally acted
as what's called a’master or'establishing’
shot. The little panels are details, ar
‘inserts’ in film terms showing characler
development and dialogue advance.
There isn’l a nead lo eslablish a scene
more than once on a page ar a double
page. The comics are so small that no
matter where you look, the eye can pear
ipherally perceive all panels on the page
al once.

FF: Your preproduction work for the
Lucas/Spielberg film team-up of Raiders
of the Last Ark was welcome news for
wour fans.

STERANKO: The first Raliders painting |
did established the character of Indiana
Jones. There was really no acior dis-
cussed atthis point, at least notwith me. |
was told to produce a rugged, pulp-type
of hero who could appear to achieve the
kind of heroics that Indiana Jones is
involved in. As the film was being shot
and as dailies were coming in, some
malerial fillered back to America. | got a
call from Carol Titleman at Lucasfilm
who said, “"You wouldn't believe how
close the paintings are to the maternalon
the screen.” And | didn't, until | actually
saw the film. George, incidentally, was
vary specific about the scenes he wanted
painted. | remember one amusing aside.
| got a note from George's secretary
describing Indiana Jones, which said
fhat Indy should have a jacket like
George wears. That was the only in-
slruction. Fortunately, | knew what kind
of jacket George wears. |t all worked out
verywell, | pereeived Indiana Jones as a
cross between Doc Savage and Hum-

phrey Bogart. I'm pleased | wasn't far 51
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from wrong. Raiders of the Lost Ark is
definitely my kind of movie.

FF: Other people have been sayving
much the same thing about Raiders.
That they didn't think that kind of film
could be made anymore, because no-
body would buy it bul everybody is
buying it. They love it.

STERANKO: | have greal faith in Steven
Spielberg. | think he's one of America’s
finest filmmakers, cerainiyin the lop few
working in the business today. I any-
body can do i, he can doit. And George
Lucas is quite a visionary. He's obwi-
ously a master filmmaker who has a
headiul of surpnises in store for us, just
as he gave us Aaiders.

FF: With the Raiders expenence under
vyour bell. has this in any way altered your
perceplions of film-making as a career?
STERANKQ: Yes, il makes me wanl 1o
do film more than ever. My ultimate goal
is some form of film-making, perhaps
writing and directing. When | founded
Supergraphics in the late 60s, the idea

- was to parlay the money that was made

on a project like the History of Comics
into a bigger package and so an until
there was enough to back production of
one of my own films:

" Over the years, most of what 've done
seems 10 point in that direclion. Prevue
magazine is aboat 75% film-oriented. ['s
something that all of us like; hard-care
comics fans inciuded. | believe that both
Lucas and Spielberg were somewhat
tamiliar with my comic work. Of course
they are students of the pulp era, asam |
Because | had done a number of pulp
Iype properties, like The Shadow and G-
&8 and His Battle Acas, It may have been
only natural for them tocall me to do the
producton illustrations for Raiders. As a
matter of {act I'm hoping thal George
asks me to work on the others Raiders
films.

The reaszon | look lhe job was o
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contribute anything that | had to the
property. Neither of those gentlemen
really need much help, and if's a pleasure
warking with the kind ol professionals
who know exactly whal they re doing.
FF: Are you inleresled in the area ol
production design or art direction?
STERANKO: | could gel sencusly in-
valved in production design, |.can't say
that I'm enthralled about straight story-
boarding, but F'd do it if the project was
right. I'd consider being involved: in
creating the lone and aimosphere of a
film, doing & sernes of production illus-

trations right down to stonye-boarding. -

And Ultknow it when it comes along

FF: Though, as yei, you have received no
major filr screen credil, your backaground
abilities and creative aims make you an
1deal subject for an interview in a times of
fransition in popular media. Anyones who
nas followed your carear Knows you are
a man of many lalents. arlisl wriler,
designer, editor, publisher, historian,
spokesman, magician, escape artist,
musician and snappy dresser. Your
range of experience and expertise in
these areas (among others) at your young
age seems 1o be leading o something
on an even grander scale. Do you feel

this. ar are you finally finding a com-

fartable niche 1o develop fully?
SETERANKO: I'm noi sure anyone de-
velops well when theyre comfortable.
least of all me. Developmenl depends
largely upon pressure. either external or
internal, oiten both—like diamonds
develop from coal tar, To put itsimply, |
am most comiorable or fullilled when
I'm experiencing the discomion of (he
birth of my ideas. That sensation is ulti-
mately the most satistying.

A number of years ago. | fell that | was
living five separale lilelimes. | had tive
careers going at once under ditferent
names. and kept track ol people from ihe
name oy which the W calec me.

lllustration at right: an unpublished scene from Steranko’s Chandier.

FF: In your work as a paperback cover
artist, you've done art for westems,
fantasy, SF. and pulp-aclionfhorror. |
think you'll agree that, 1o date, your mast
noteworthy eftorts in- this area are the
paintings you did for The Shadow reprint
series. [n some cases you nol anly had o
fop the original pulp covers, but even
yoursell when the volumes were resiyled.
What are yourimpressions of the current
slate of paperback cover art, and can we
expect 1o s2e maore of your work in this
field in the near future?

STERANKO: Paperback illustration is
among the best art being produced
today. It's the lasl oulpost of American
illustration

As far as my own work appearing
again on paperback covers, | think thak
may be an improbability. | retired com-
mercially about three years ago. | ne
longer take assignmenis. except when
they really appeal 1o me, like the Qutiand
job or the Raiders of the Lost Ark pro-
duction paintings. | am hoping, however,
that if the Shadow paperback series is
reinslated thal | will be asked o par-
ticipate in the covers. | believe | still have
samething o say along those lines..'d
like a shol atl doing them again. | enjoyed
those paintings immensely. |1 was like
finding a time |1 had missed in the past,
like living again in 1838 and doing
something that | should and would hawve
done then—a second chancg at a lite
betore this one. As a kid, | listenad o The
Shadow on radio every Sunday for as
long as | can remember. | read the pulps
and the comics, and had a childlike
fantasy about someday adding to The
Shadow's legend. Years later, in a com-
pigtely unrelated sifuation, | met Bruce
Elloll who wrote many Shadow novels.
We became very close-in a kind of father
and son relahonship. Then, | mel Walter
Gibson who crealed The Shadow. He
was like Elliott's father. thereby making
mim my grandfather. So.in a way. | amthe
son ofthe son of The Shadow.
FF:our first graphic novel, Chandier
Aed Tige, was the mostimpressive book
that Byron Preiss published. While both
Preiss and Morming Slar Press have

sincere efforls to sustain this
form. do you feel thal the
: novel will have a chance to

evolve, ke comics?
STERANKQ: dont -believe comics
have evolved or matured, and I'm not

ey shouid ither. The
[ was 50

the same as
years ago. Infrinsically. its a perdect
form, like an eqgg. That form can stay the
way il 1s. If's the audience that arows up.

(Continued on page 62}
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