Jim Aparo Interview

Introduction

by Neal Cino

"Hello?" A voice answered me.

"Yes?"

"Hi, is this Jim Aparo?" I asked.

"Yes, it is."

"My name is Neal Cino and I just opened a comic shop. I'd like to know if you would come by and do a signing for me?"

There was a big laugh and he said, "You sure get to the point. Where are you located?"

"Brooklyn."

"Where...?"

"Brooklyn."

"Sure, why not? Just give me the time and date and I'll be there. How about transportation?"

"I'll have someone pick you up," I replied.

"Did you invest much money for your shop?" he asked.

"Yes sir, almost everything I had."

"Well, why don't you let me take care of getting there? Put that money you were going to get me there with back into your shop."

So it turned out that I picked him up with my car. On the way from his house to my shop, whenever we passed a gas station or came up to a toll, his hand always reached into his pocket. The routine of "I got it!" "No, I got it!" turned to "Okay, we'll split it."

Wow! I said to myself. What a generous guy!

This was 1990.

Fourteen years have gone by and a wonderful friendship has developed between us. Not a friendship of fan and artist, but a real friendship of loyalty and trust. When it came time to close my shop it was a sad feeling. I closed the door for the final

time in 1998. In those eight years I had had 29 signings with various artists and writers. As I put the key in the lock for the last time I realized how lucky I was, that even though I had a great time running the shop, I came out a fortunate person to have befriended a man like Jim Aparo. Suddenly my sadness evaporated and I walked away with a smile.

Jim Aparo, as a person and an artist, is still something that amazes me. At signings Jim never refuses to answer a question or sign an autograph for a fan. He greets everyone with a friendly smile and makes them feel as though he knows them personally. Without exaggeration, at times I have seen fans walk up to him with over 150 comics and ask him to please sign whatever he can. With a gracious smile he would tell them to leave the books and come back later. In between signing for other fans he would tackle the pile of books. As my face turned beet red, thinking, "What gall and greed that someone would request such a thing," I'd say to Jim, "Just sign a few, that's fair enough." His reply would be, "If he bought all these comics and read them all, carried them here, and has come to meet me, then it's my obligation to make him happy. Without fans I wouldn't be doing what I love."

Jim's art is unique. It can be recognized at a glance. It may have a simple look, but that's what makes it so dramatic. You can take a comic of his, remove all the text, and still understand the story.

His art has wonderful balance and a graceful flow which is pleasing to the eye. Artists and fans have compared him to other artists from time to time, but Jim's art is uniquely his own. It would be difficult for anyone to fill his spot, for he stands right up there with the Kirbys, the Adamses and the Kuberts. – Neal Cino

JIM APARO INTERVIEW

Conducted by Neal Cino

Transcribed by Aaron Kashtan

Neal Cino: Did you grow up in Connecticut?

Jim Aparo: Yes, I did.

Neal: Were you born here?

Jim: I was born in New Britain, Connecticut.

Neal: When did you realize that you had a gift for illustrating?

Jim: When I was about seven or eight years old.

Neal: Did your parents encourage your talent?

Jim: Yes, they were [there] for me. They pushed it along.

Neal: When you were going to school, did your teachers realize your talent?

Jim:ˇYes, they encouraged me to take art classes all through elementary and high school. I didn't go to college.

Neal: Did you graduate from high school?

Jim: Yes, I did.

Neal: Did they use you much for yearbooks, or anything to do with illustrating?

Jim: Yes, I did a lot of work for yearbooks. They used me almost like a staff artist. I did drawings for whatever they needed, especially in high school.

Neal: How come you didn't go to college?

Jim: Well, my parents wanted me to, but I wasn't interested. I just wanted to be an artist. I wanted to start working.

Neal: After you graduated high school, where did you go?

Jim: I worked for a big company called Stanley Works. It was a factory. I did all sorts of odd stuff in the press room. But I was still interested in art and in attending art school.

Neal: What kind of factory was Stanley Works?

Jim: They made all kinds of things. I was pressing hinges. I was also working on different kinds of machines. I needed to work until I broke into the art world.

Neal: I noticed that part of your middle finger is missing. Did that happen in the factory?

Jim: That was from working on the press. I was making a hinge. I slid the hinge in, and my finger got caught while working on bending the hinge. It pulled my finger. It took the first part of the joint right off.

Neal: Is that your drawing hand?

Jim: Yes, it is. At first I was worried that I wouldn't be able to draw anymore, but later on I realized that I could still lean my pencil against that finger.

Neal: So what did you do after that?

Jim: Well, I worked in different jobs. I worked in a store called Plimpton's that sold art supplies. Then I got a job with someone who had a small art agency in Plainville, Connecticut. I did artwork for him. What I was doing for him was... You know the Yellow Pages in the phone book? I was illustrating the ads that he was getting from the phone company, which any person can do if you're an artist and they know you're an artist. They'll send it to you directly. In this case it would go through him. That didn't last long  he went out of business  but it was interesting.

Neal: So where did you go from there?

Jim: I went to work for an advertising agency in West Hartford, Connecticut. I would illustrate ads for air conditioning companies or refrigerator companies... things of that sort. The company was called Shaller's Ad Agency. I worked for them for about ten years.

Neal: How did you get involved with comics?

Jim: Every year I would call or write to certain people to see if there was work in the comic book industry. So this one particular year when I was on vacation, I called a company called Charlton Press, and a man named Dick Giordano answered the phone. I told him who I was and what I would like to do, and he said, "Well, come on down and I'll look and see what I can do." So I took a ride down there and he saw my samples. He liked what he saw, so he gave me a script.

Neal: Do you remember what script it was?

Jim: Yes, Bikini Luv. So I came back home; I was all excited. I took the first page and drew it all up. I inked it and lettered it. Then I called him back and said, "I want you to see what I did with the first page. If you approve of this, I'll continue and finish it. If not, I will go about my business." So I ran down to him. He looked at it and said, "Finish it." I said, "Would there be any more work following this?" He said, "Yes, I'll keep you busy." So that's how I got into the business and met Dick.

Neal: How did you like Bikini Luv?

Jim: I had fun with it, but I didn't care what character I was doing, just so long as I was working.

Neal: Did you keep your ad job just to be safe?

Jim: No, I was working for Dick full-time.

Neal: Were you married at this time?

Jim: Yes, I was, so it was scary.

Neal: Was your family worried that you were leaving a steady job to go into comics?

Jim: Well, yes. The ad agency wasn't doing too well; they were running out of clients. So I figured I would be out of a job anyway.

Neal: When you went to work full-time for Dick Giordano at Charlton, were you making a living, or did you have to supplement your income with a part-time job?

Jim: I was making a living. He kept me pretty busy [laughs].

Neal: So I guess your family was pretty happy about that?

Jim: Yes. I had told Dick, "You've got to guarantee me work." He said, "I will." So Charlton kept feeding it to me. I think eventually the ad agency went out of business, so I think I made a good choice.

Neal: How many years did you work for Charlton?

Jim: Gee, I don't know. I did a lot of stuff for them. It was quite a few years. Then Dick got the call to go to DC Comics.

Neal: When Dick went to DC Comics, what did you do?

Jim: Well, DC Comics told Dick, "You can bring down anybody you want"  because they were hiring him as an editor. So he took Steve Ditko, Pat Boyette and myself as his crew.

Neal: So you were guaranteed a job?

Jim: Yes, he was going to give us all work. The first thing I did was Aquaman.

Neal: You followed Nick Cardy?

Jim: Yes.

Neal: That must have been a tough thing to do.

Jim: Yes, it was. I never met Nick Cardy until later on. The man was there, and he was great at it. I forget what he moved on to. I think he was doing a cowboy book [ed. note: Bat Lash]. He was trying something different.

Neal: You told me years ago that when you started Aquaman, for the first few issues, you received a lot of bad fan mail.

Jim: That's true of anybody taking over a book that somebody else had, when people were great fans of that artist.

Neal: But wasn't it also that you drew him differently, that you were drawing him too skinny?

Jim: Yes, that's one of the reasons, but I think they just wanted Nick Cardy back. Nick didn't quit DC, he just decided to take over a different book. And of course the kids got angry: "A new artist? What happened to Nick?" But in time they just settled down. Then Dick would write in his column, in the letter section: "Jim will be coming along and he'll be doing great on the job and you'll enjoy him."

Neal: Nick Cardy would draw him muscular?

Jim: Yes, I slimmed him down [laughs].

Neal: Did you slim him down so he would have a swimmer's build and it would be easier for him to swim, rather than that bulky look that made him almost look muscle-bound?

Jim: Yes. It's easier for someone [slim] to move around in the water, than for someone with a lot of muscle. As I went on, of course, I added a little more "beef" to his physique. I said to myself, he's a little too thin. Then the fans eventually came around.

Neal: Wasn't Nick Cardy still doing some of the covers for Aquaman?

Jim: Yes, he was. But I did all the interiors.

Neal: Whose work did you like at that time?

Jim: Neal Adams, Joe Kubert and Nick Cardy.

Neal: What did you do after Aquaman?

Jim: The Phantom Stranger.

Neal: That was written by Len Wein?

Jim: Yes, Len Wein. Joe Orlando was my editor.

Neal: Did you like Len Wein's writing?

Jim: Yes, very much. He was good.

Neal: Did you enjoy drawing the Phantom Stranger?

Jim: Yes, he was a good character. It was interesting, because they took him all over the world and nobody knew who he was.

Neal: You illustrated a splash in Secret Origins #10 of the Phantom Stranger standing in the foreground, and in the background on a hill stood three crosses of the Crucifixion. Obviously the one in the middle was Jesus Christ. Did you get any flak from your church [about that]? I know that you're very much involved with your church.

Jim: No. I showed the issue to my pastor and he said it was great.

Neal: How did you research all the places the Phantom Stranger visited?

Jim: That's a good question. How did I research places? I went to the library, but I did not go to the adult section, I went to the children's section. See, the adult part of the library has travel books, but with much more text. The children's section has much more illustration. The Phantom Stranger went all over the globe. So the best place was the children's part. They had a series of books of the world, with hundreds of photos of Europe and China and everywhere else. So that was my reference. I've never been to these places, but the Phantom Stranger was all over the world.

Neal: The way you illustrated all those places, it seems as though you've been there.

Jim: [laughs] Yes, I know.

Neal: What was your favorite Phantom Stranger story?

Jim: I don't have a favorite; to me they are all great, because of the stories and the way they were written. I enjoyed drawing the character; that was the main thing. It was really good.

Neal: Now there were five origins of the Phantom Stranger [ed. note: Secret Origins #10 presented four origins, not five]. Did you like the particular origin you illustrated?

Jim: Yes, that was the one you mentioned, the crucifixion of Jesus Christ, where the Phantom Stranger was the Roman soldier who was beating up on Jesus with a whip.

Neal: Did you like them having five origins to choose from?

Jim: Yes, I thought it was fun. The reader could pick the origin he liked best.

Neal: Other than your origin, did you read the others?

Jim: Yes, I read them all.

Neal: Which one did you like, other than yours?

Jim: I liked them all. They all did a great job.

Neal: Would you have liked it if they had just given him one origin?

Jim: No, I think what they did was good. The kids liked the character even more and more after that.

Neal: What did you move on to after the Phantom Stranger?

Jim: The Brave and the Bold.

Neal: Weren't you doing two titles at that time?

Jim: I was just doing The Brave and the Bold, because the books went monthly where they used to be bimonthly.

Neal: Was that your longest-running title?

Jim: Yes. I think I started at issue #98 and ended at issue #200. Murray Boltinoff was my editor. He had the book; he liked what I did, so he took me on. 

Neal: Bob Haney wrote most of the stories?

Jim: Yes, he was the writer. He was a nice guy. Then after Brave and the Bold came Batman and the outsiders. That was like Brave and the Bold.

Neal: Mike Barr was the writer?

Jim: Yes, we worked together. I knew Mike personally. Some of the characters were new and some of them were from The Brave and the Bold. Also, a lot of costume changes came about.

Neal: Did you and Mike Barr work well together?

Jim: Yes, we got along great. He did a great job. You know, he's the one who recommended me for that book. Also, at that time I was doing different stories for DC.

Neal: What kind of stories?

Jim: Oh, I don't quite remember, but it was like fill-ins. From there I moved on to the Spectre.

Neal: How did you like the Spectre?

Jim: It was good. I enjoyed it. He was a strange character.

Neal: You also inked some of the Spectre stories?

Jim: Yes. I was real busy at the time, so I couldn't pencil them, and I just inked them.

Neal: The pencils were by Frank Thorne and Ernie Chan?

Jim: Yes, that's right.

Neal: Do you remember what your favorite Spectre story was?

Jim: Funny you should mention that. There was a story that stood out for some kind of reason. It was the one where this character was tied to a chair and he was looking at this huge ripsaw. In front of the saw stood a villain who the Spectre turned into wood, and then the Spectre cut him up into pieces.

Neal: That was the story "The Man Who Stalked the Spectre" [ed. note: Adventure Comics #435]?

Jim: Was that the title?

Neal: Yes. Mike Fleisher was the writer.

Jim: I also like the story called "The Swami" that was in the Spectre also. [Ed. note: Adventure Comics #433; the full title was "The Swami and... the Spectre."] I enjoyed that story. That was also written by Mike, I think. 

Neal: Yes, it was. Do you think Mike was a little gory for that time?

Jim: Well, yes, but still it wasn't. You know, the war was still on and you saw more gory stuff on television. This was the character and it was just a comic book. Mike was a good writer.

Neal: Were you working with Dick the bulk of the time?

Jim: Yes, it was a long time. Then I was working with Murray for a good stretch.

Neal: Did you and Dick ever argue over creative differences?

Jim: No, never. Dick was not that way to me. He knew what I was able to do and he trusted me all the way, and I did the same to him, because we were both really artists. He took on the editor's job and I stayed with the artwork.

Neal: So Dick and DC gave you a lot of freedom?

Jim: Oh yes, they did.

Neal: Freedom to do what you wanted?

Jim: I just had to be careful when there was a character like the Spectre or the Phantom Stranger. If they were killing someone, you couldn't show the details. I remember one charcter that was killed with a pair of giant scissors. I don't remember what story that was; I think it was a Spectre story. [Ed. note: Probably Adventure Comics #431.]

Neal: Yes, I think it was.

Jim: Well, he was cut in half with a giant pair of scissors, and all you see is the word "snap" and the character's word balloon crying out. Then you see the character wrapped up in some kind of long cloth that came from a window or something.

Neal:ˇSo they just played up the words.

Jim: Yes, that's a good way to put it.

Neal: Did DC ever come up to you and ask you to copy a certain artist's style, whoever was the hot artist at the time, to sell more books? Like, "Do it the Kirby way"?

Jim: No, nobody copies Kirby.

Neal: I'm not saying copy Kirby or anyone else, but kind of make it look that way, whoever it was?

Jim: Yes, I know what you mean. They sometimes would say that, but your own style always gets in. Kirby is Kirby and other artists are other artists. Joe Kubert  who could copy these people?

Neal: Who were some of the artists that influenced you?

Jim: Oh, a lot of guys. JosÇ [Luis] Garcia Lopez, Joe Kubert, Milton Caniff were some. But I always did it in my style. You learn that as you go along. Those guys are great. I think every artist uses someone else's style, a little, that they like, as they start out, but just as a guide until you develop your own style of drawing that makes you stand out from every other artist.

Neal: Did you ink most of your art?

Jim: I did in the beginning. As time went on and I started working, Murray Boltinoff said, "Let's have another artist ink over you, let's just try it out." So I tried it. I was sort of bent by it, but I came to find out I liked it, and the people who inked over me kept my style as best they could. There was one inker who was ready to quit the company, but when he found out I was just going to be penciling and he would be inking over me, he stayed on.

Neal: Do you remember his name?

Jim: Yes, Mike DeCarlo. He inked my stuff for a long time. He was a good inker. 

Neal: When you inked over Frank Thorne and Ernie Chan, their styles were so different, especially Frank Thorne's, which was pretty rough. Did you have trouble inking over them?

Jim: Yes, I did, because I was trying to keep their style without overpowering it with mine. But I managed to blend my inking with their art.

Neal: When they saw the finished product, did they like your inking?

Jim: Yes, they liked it. I just followed the penciling and their shadings. When you ink, that's what you try to do. When I would do my own penciling and inking, I would leave a lot of the shading out. I knew, when it came to the inking, where to put the shading. That's how you learn.

Neal: Did you meet most of the people you collaborated with, to discuss what you were going to do?

Jim: You know, it's funny: half the time I never met those guys. Every time I would go to DC, they were there the day before or something.

Neal: When you received a script, did you take liberties with the writer's story?

Jim: No, I never did; I left it alone. I felt that the writers worked hard. I would give them the respect and leave it alone. If there were changes to be made, it would be up to the editor or the writer. The writers were good, so I stuck to the script.

Neal: Did you ever have a story you refused to do?

Jim: No. Most all of the scripts that came my way, I liked.

Neal: Did you have the opportunity to create your own character, whether it be a good guy or bad?

Jim: No, I don't think so.

Neal: Didn't you come up with a character in the Brave and the Bold story, issue #178, that you told me about, the character made out of papier-machÇ?

Jim: Yes, but they told me what they wanted. I was given a description, so that's what I drew, like a lot of new characters.

Neal: Did you receive any visual reference?

Jim: No, they never gave anything to look at.

Neal:ˇSo you illustrated a new character just by description alone, and whatever you visualized you put on paper.

Jim: Pretty much. I guess that would be creating a character.

Neal: What did they tihink of your renditions of new characters that you drew just from the descriptions?

Jim: I never got a complaint.

Neal: Did you ever write or want to write a story?

Jim: I wrote for myself every once in a while. Maybe a Batman story, but after a couple of pages I just put it aside. I never had the ambition to write; I just stuck to my artwork. That was my passion. Even if I did want to write, I didn't have time. I was always swamped with work.

Neal: How was your page rate at DC?

Jim: They paid very well.

Neal: Did you ever try to venture out from comic books to a syndicated comic strip?

Jim: I tried that years before I got into comic books, when I was working for the ad agency. There was someone who worked there with me, and he was running a children's show on channel 30, which is in West Hartford. So we submitted a comic strip to the Hartford Times and they printed it, hoping that a syndicate would pick it up, but it never happened. Then I came up with a strip on my own, called Eskimo Pete, but I never bothered to send it to any syndicate.

Neal: Why didn't you submit it?

Jim: I just wanted to do comic books. That was my goal I set, and what I really liked.

Neal: Did you travel to DC Comics much?

Jim: At the beginning I did, but then everything was done by phone and mail. I used to do so many pages a week, then make photocopies for myself to see what I did, and mail out the pages. Then I would move on to the next so many pages, then do the same until the whole book was done. By that time I would receive another script. So it was consistently moving week by week.

Neal: Did you keep a pretty tight schedule? Usually when someone works at home they tend to be distracted.

Jim: Yes, I kept a tight work schedule. I would get up in the morning, do what I had to, then go to breakfast with my wife. When I got back I got right to work. I usually started about 10 a.m. and quit about 5 p.m. That was Monday through Friday. Sometimes I would work on a Saturday if I had to correct something or if I was behind, but that was rare.

Neal: Did you think with all that work, with all the penciling, inking and lettering, that you might burn out?

Jim: Yes, but I tried to keep a pretty good pace. [I tried] not to let the work back up, where I would have to rush through stuff. I just stayed consistent.

Neal: How about a mental block, where what you had in mind just didn't come out the way you wanted it to come out on paper?

Jim: I had plenty, but to me a mental block would last about an hour or so. I would go upstairs, have a cup of coffee or something  you know, just get away from it for a while.

Neal: Where do you think you did your best work?

Jim: Definitely The Brave and the Bold, and Batman and the Outsiders. I did so many different characters; it was a real challenge. I tried all different techniques. Also I enjoyed doing the books. It was always different.

Neal: When did you start working on the Batman title?

Jim: Oh, I think I was consistently doing the book in the '80s.

Neal: Who offered it to you?

Jim: It was Scott Peterson and Darren Vincenzo. Scott was the editor and Darren was the assistant editor. They were both nice guys.

Neal: How did you feel when you were offered to do [the story featuring] the death of Robin, Jason Todd? Was there any pressure?

Jim: No, no pressure. Just that there were two versions of it: one where Batman is holding Robin and he says, "He's alive," and the other where he says, "He's dead." I just hoped they knew what they were doing. It's always rough when you kill a character off.

Neal: What did you want? Did you want him to live or to die?

Jim: Personally, I think it was wrong. They wrote him as a bad kid; maybe they should have tried to change him a little, and to see if that would work, before they killed him. Fans decided what to do. It's funny: most of the calls, you know, when they put the phone number to vote, the majority of calls came from Canada. But I guess the editors knew what they were doing.

Neal: Out of the body of work in your career, what story that you completed did you like best, or what story stands out the most for you?

Jim: I can't say; there were so many stories. Every time I completed a story, I'd say, "Boy, this is the greatest thing I did." Then next month, that was the greatest thing I did. I was always trying to get better as I went along. I always tried to give the reader the best artwork that I could.

Neal: Did you ever give painting a try? Did you want to paint a Brave and the Bold or Batman cover?

Jim: Yes, but I didn't like it. Painting, for me, drove me up the wall. It never appealed to me. I don't know why. Maybe because it was too time-consuming or it took too long for the paints to dry. Who knows?

Neal: Did Marvel ever ask you to come work for them?

Jim: Yes, plenty of times. But it's funny: every time they would get in touch with me, I had just renewed my contract with DC. But I would never go to Marvel.

Neal: Any particular reason? Was it their style?

Jim: No, it wasn't that. I just liked where I was. They treated me well; why should I leave something good? I knew I what I had; I didn't know what I was going to get into. Anyway, there was a good fellow artist, [a] friend of mine  I can't mention his name, but he went to work for them, and he had told me, "Jim, stay where you are." So I thought about it for a while. I knew I had it good at the time with DC. I got along with everyone, especially with Paul Levitz.

Neal: Did you ever think of doing a story or two for Marvel?

Jim: I was offered that from Marvel, but I didn't want any conflict. I didn't care for Marvel. DC was my home. I was loyal to them.

Neal: When you retired from DC, did you retire by choice?

Jim: No, not by choice. I would have liked to have kept going, but they gradually phased me out.

Neal: You mention Paul Levitz. Didn't he write some Brave and the Bold and Aquaman stories that you penciled?

Jim: Oh, he wrote a few different stories that I illustrated. He could have stuck to that if he wanted to, and done very well. [Ed. note: The Levitz/Aparo Aquaman stories appeared in Adventure Comics #441-448. Levitz doesn't appear to have written any Brave and the Bold stories.]

Neal: Do you still keep in touch with Paul Levitz?

Jim: Yes. Still, to this day, Paul sends em toys. He sends notes and letters with the stuff. In fact, he just sent me an Aquaman statue. I have a lot of respect for him, even when he first arrived at DC and worked for Joe Orlando as an assistant.

Neal: How about Dick Giordano? Do you keep in touch with him?

Jim: No, I haven't seen him for a long time. We never seem to run into each other. It's hard to speak [to him] over the phone; he has a bad hearing problem. But it would be nice to see him again. He's always been my friend.

Neal: How long have you been away from DC?

Jim: About five years.

Neal: Have they given you any work in that time? A story, a pinup?

Jim: No, not really.

Neal: If they called you back to work for a monthly book, would you go?

Jim: Only if it were a Batman title. I was connected with Batman for a long time. I enjoy drawing him. That's the only character I would take time out for.

Neal: Would you be able to keep a strict work schedule like you used to?

Jim: It would be kind of difficult; I'm not a young man anymore. But I would give it my best.

Neal: How about if Marvel would offer something?

Jim: No, I don't think I would.

Neal: Do you miss the business?

Jim: Yes, I do, but I keep busy by doing commissions for fans.

Neal: It seems you don't go to many conventions. Any particular reason?

Jim: One a year is fine with me; I'm happy with that. Sometimes there is too much travel involved, but if it's close I'll attend.

Neal: Do you receive much fan mail now that you have been out of the business?

Jim: You know, I receive more fan mail now than I did when I was working. I always thought, "Out of sight, out of mind."

Neal: I think that applies to people that didn't make a difference. Apparently you made a difference. You were good and consistent at what you did. Obviously you have touched a lot of people.

Jim: That's nice to hear.

Neal: What do you think of today's talent?

Jim: DC sends me books every week, and I flip through a lot of them. Let me tell you, there is a lot of good talent out there. Some of the stuff really looks fabulous. I like what they have been doing with Batman, making him dark the way he should be.

Neal: So what does the future hold for you?

Jim: For right now, just spending time with my wife and grandkids is the best thing I could ever ask for.

Neal: Thanks, Jim.

