Valiant Days, Valiant Nights Article 

Interview with Kurt Busiek

Conducted by Ryan McLelland, September 18, 2003

RYAN MCLELLAND: When were you approached to join in on Acclaim's relaunch (or if this question pertains, when did you ask to write?)  Were you asked to just come aboard and write a character, or was Ninjak pitched to you? >>

KURT BUSIEK: I don't remember when it was, but Fabian called me up and asked me if I'd be interested in being part of the new Valiant launch.  I liked the idea of being in at the start of a line, even a revived and revamped line -- and Fabian pitched it as a relaunch along the lines of what Julie Schwartz did when he started up what became the Silver Age DC hero line, which made it sound like even more fun.  I've always enjoyed working with Fabian, and he was bringing in a lot of talent I thought was good, so I thought it'd be worth being a part of.

When Fabian first asked me, he didn't specify any characters, so I did some thinking and came up with new takes on X-O Manowar and Shadowman, which were the two Valiant series I knew the most about from reading early issues.  I liked them the way they were, but I also liked the idea of a ground-up revamp of a whole line, so I came up with new concepts  to throw at Fabes, to see if he liked them.

Fabian's reaction was, "Oh, Garth Ennis is already working on SHADOWMAN, and I wanted Mark Waid to do X-O.  Do any of the others interest you?"  I think it was Garth on SHADOWMAN at that point, at least -- I may be misremembering.

Anyway, I had an odd take on NINJAK that I didn't figured he'd want, but I thought it was fun so I told him just for the hell of it, so he could get a kick out of it.  As it happens, he liked it -- so that's what we went with.

RM:  One of Valiant's more popular characters was Ninjak.  The version that you came up with was a quite radical departure from the previous incarnation.  What made you decide to go this far from the original character?  How much freedoms were you allowed in general with all the characters?  In terms of writing, what did you try to do to make this Ninjak new and unique?  Were there any aspects from the older series that you liked and kept? 

KB: I didn't know much about the original NINJAK -- once I agreed to work on the line, I went out and bought almost the entire previous line, for research purposes, though.  Even though we were starting fresh, there might be aspects of the earlier versions that would be worth preserving, or villains we could revamp and use new versions of, or something.  But my whole approach to NINJAK came from something Bob Layton had said to me years ago, back before the first NINJAK series came out.  It was at a Chicago Con, and they had a big cutout of NINJAK up, so I told Bob it looked pretty good, and what was it.  He told me that Ninjak was "James Bond meets Batman."  I thought that sounded like a decent approach, but the name seemed silly to me -- it was just ninja with a K stuck on the end.  So I asked why the name, and Bob chuckled and said, "It's 'ninja' with a K stuck on the end so we can trademark it."

That's the line that stuck in my head, and when I was thinking about Valiant revamps, when I thought about Ninjak, I started from the point of thinking the name was goofy -- that no self-respecting ninja would call himself something that sounded so much like a commercial product.  But what if that was where the name came from, I thought -- what if it _was_  a commercial product, and there was a reason it was "ninja" with a K stuck on the end to make it trademarkable?

That was where the idea of a Ninjak video game came from, and an ordinary kid getting the ability to transform into the character from the game and winding up having to fight the game's villains for real -- and for life-and-death stakes.  That struck me as fun -- it's an easy source for wild villains, there could be a mystery as to why a game had been created that unleashed such a threat, and so on.  It was goofy, but then, I like goofy, and the idea of an up-beat, action-oriented superhero series with a premise like that -- well, I like SAVAGE DRAGON, I like early SPIDER-MAN (and in fact was writing UNTOLD TALES OF SPIDER-MAN at the time), so I'd buy a book like that.  Still, I didn't think Fabian would go for it -- I was just tossing it out in conversation.  When he liked it, it became a challenge -- let's make this guy as fun for new readers today as Spider-Man or the Flash was when they debuted.

It wasn't really a matter of deciding to go far from the original -- I really didn't know much about the original at that point, and was just bouncing off of the name and what it suggested to me.  And I'd been encouraged to go as wild as I felt like -- no boundaries, no limits.  So I did.

Had I read the run of NINJAK beforehand, I might have gotten caught up in the whole espionage/suspense atmosphere, and tried to cook up something with that flavor.  I like that sort of thing, too.  But I'd still have wanted to justify that name somehow...

We did intend from very early on to bring in our own version of Colin King, and eventually do a "Ninjak of Two Worlds" storyline where our Ninjak met the original, and got to interact with the previous Valiant Universe.  But alas, we didn't last long enough.  That was the "hint" in our Valiant Voyeur keychain dingus-thing, though.

Neil Vokes had actually designed our Colin King to look like an old Sean Connery, as a nod to the James Bond influence, but Valiant made him youthen him up.  He looked great as an old, cranky, balding Connery, though  -- we were going to use him as a mentor to Ninjak, and then get to see a world where he was still young and could do all that cool stuff himself ... he'd have been even crankier after that.

RM: What was the fan reaction to your run on Ninjak? 


KB: Fan reaction to virtually the whole line was complete apathy.  Everyone knew that fans and retailers were resistant to the Valiant name, and we'd have to overcome that resistance. But nobody knew just how deep that resistance was.  Valiant fans checked us out, but there weren't enough of them -- and, of course, they wanted the old versions, not the new takes.  And the guys we were trying to reach out to with new versions and a fresh start either weren't interested in a new line or had been burned by Valiant's previous "fresh starts" and didn't trust the new one.  So retailers resisted the whole idea, and fans resisted it too.

We did get some readers, though.  And some of 'em hated NINJAK, because it was upbeat and goofy, and some hated it because it wasn't Colin King.  But we got a lot of good reviews from people who realized we were trying to do something fun and different and fresh, and we got a lot of positive mail from those few readers who'd given us a try and liked it.  But I think we were either the worst-selling or second-worst-selling launch in the line, and the whole line launched low.  So that's what the fans thought of us overall.  They thought: No thanks.

RM: You were on Ninjak for its entire 12 issue run.  Other creators brought on board to Acclaim to reboot titles, like Mark Waid and Garth Ennis, had bolted after 5-or-so issues.  Did you feel you wanted to give Ninjak all you could?  After 12 issues did you feel you had told all the story you needed or was the comic canceled?  Was there anything you wanted to do with the character that you never had a chance to do? >>

KB: I actually wasn't on NINJAK for the whole run -- Valiant just stuck my name on it.  I lasted 'til about #7, when Marvel offered me both AVENGERS and IRON MAN, and I had to choose between staying on a book I liked writing, but which was probably doomed because it was selling less than 10,000 copies with no hope of improvement, and moving to books I'd been a fan of for years, which would kick off at maybe twenty times that number.  If NINJAK had been thriving, I'd have stayed, but the writing was on the wall even then.

I'd done a couple of issues with Bob Washington's help, though, and I'd done a 12-issue outline, so the idea was, we'd transition the book from me to Bob.  First, I'd co-plot with him, then he'd work from my outline, reshaping it as it went, and then he'd take it off into his own direction solo.  All of this wasn't for pay -- #7  was the last issue I got paid anything on -- I gave them the outline for free and offered to work with Bob just to make it as smooth a transition as possible.  The plan was for me to be credited as co-plotter, then "consultant," and then it's be all Bob's.  But Valiant credited me as co-writer, to make it look like I was doing more of the book than I was.

After a while, they stopped even sending me comps, and didn't run the plots or scripts by me, so I wasn't even able to consult.  And my original ending got thrown out, so Bob wrote a completely new  twelfth issue, without any input from me at all.  My name's on it, but I've never even read it -- I was never sent a copy, and have no idea how it finished up.  I didn't really want to have to pay to read a book I was credited with co-writing, not after I'd done  a bunch of work for free, but they were either disorganized or disinterested, so I stopped getting issues around #9.

We had plenty of plans for what we'd have done in the future, though.  We'd set it up that Lord Akuma's spirit would have possessed a vice-president at Acclaim (an actual guy, we had permission to use his name and likeness), so Acclaim, the video-game company, would have been a part of the strip.  We were going to do Ninjak of Two Worlds, we were going to get Denny a summer job working on Project X-O (through his father's  military connections), and if the series lasted long enough, Denny and Town were going to graduate college and become video-game designers at Acclaim, creating games that Akuma would use to create new soldiers to try and advance his plans ... I expect people would have still thought it was goofy, but it'd have been a blast to do.

RM: Lastly, any last thought and retrospects on Valiant/Acclaim? 

KB: I wish they could have made a go of it.  Ultimately, the idea of a completely new take on the characters  didn't work, but I think continuing the existing series as they were would have died even faster.  There was just too much scorched earth.  Acclaim would probably have been better off putting the Valiant properties away for several years, and bringing them back when the last Valiant promotion wasn't such a recent sore spot with retailers and fans.

And even then, maybe NINJAK would have died.  But it  was a good group of people to work with, and we had fun.  And it gave us QUANTUM & WOODY, and for that, it's earned its place in comics history.

 

 

