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INTRODUCTION

Born November 5, 1970, in Mississippi, John Ira Jennings considers himself an artist above everything else. His introduction to the comic book world was early and led him to a career in which he’s able to explore aspects of what it means to be human through art. By the same token, in cultivating, amassing, and preserving art through several means, Jennings is someone who understands what an education can help you do. He acquired his bachelor’s degree in 1993 at Jackson State University. In 1995, he received his MEd in media arts education and in 1997 a MFA in studio and graphic design at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. Similarly, he shares his knowledge. He has taught at SUNY University at Buffalo as associate professor of graphic design and visual studies, the University of California at Riverside as professor of cross cultural studies, and at the University of Illinois in hip hop design. Jennings has also been a Nasir Jones Hiphop Studies Fellow at Harvard University. His love of comics, education, and teaching has also led to his being the cofounder and organizer of the Schomburg Center’s Black Comic Book Festival, located in Harlem, New York; the MLK NorCal Black Comix Arts Festival in San Francisco, and SOL-CON: The Brown and Black Comix Expo at Ohio State University. Jennings has also coedited the Eisner award-winning The Blacker the Ink: Constructions of Black Identity in Comics and Sequential Art; Cosmic Underground: A Grimoire of Black Speculative Discontent; and Black Comix Returns, which features independent writers, artists, and conventions focused on black culture.

In several of his interviews Jennings discusses W. E. B. Du Bois and the influence of horror in his work, as well as growing up in Mississippi. Much of his art explores and deals with the historic trauma of black and brown people in the United States. In several interviews he pointedly discusses Martin Luther King Jr. as being an Afrofuturist. Mostly this is done by Jennings pushing and, at times, bypassing the boundaries of the comic book medium. Showcasing the underrepresented in comic books, Jennings unapologetically confronts racism and a mixture of stereotypes and misperceptions that ignores the humanity of black people (for example, focusing on the lynching of Emmett Till in Mississippi). In essence, art should matter; particularly, black people and people of color should see in the things they consume (comic books and graphic novels, specifically) reflected back at them. Artwork should represent the microcosm of people within a society. All the good, bad, and ugly of it. Jennings is someone who has seen a need for the artistic unrepresented within the comic book world and has done something about it. His work attempts to defy stereotypes of African Americans, through a variety of methods. Throughout his career Jennings has been using the comic book/ graphic novel medium to bring the marginalized to the forefront of their narratives. In a sense he reclaims this through an industry cluttered with supermen and wonder women. Instead of traditional heroes Jennings creates characters who they sell half their souls to the darkness in order to avenge their families.

One gets the sense when reading the solo works or collaborations Jennings has been involved in that he’s not interested in elitists who sit in some imaginary high tower, reading dead white men who write about the problems of dead white men. Rather he wants to challenge systemic racism, white supremacy, and the denial of seeing mankind in people by drawing and developing characters that may not look like typical superheroes. He does this through his art and writing without apology. Specifically, in the anthology APB: Artists Against Police Brutality, first co-created as a Facebook page, and later as coeditor and contributor, Jennings shines a light on institutional racism and what artists attempt to do to combat it. The anthology is filled with images of black and brown men and women dealing with police brutality and various forms of terrorism. However, each short story, personal account, essay, and comic illuminates how and why the lives of people of color continue to be devalued based on the color of their skin.

Likewise, Jennings is a man who successfully blends cultural heritage, politics, and the legacies of slavery into his narratives. Because he is a black man, there are some things he does not have to research or attempt to figure out. Also, unlike what often happens to black writers and artists in corporations, Jennings does not have management forcing Caucasian characters on him for fear of alienating white audiences. More importantly, comic books have a pulse. They are living and usually in the moment. Yes, there is a considerable amount of planning involved. By the time you get those pages in your hand, know that a culmination of artists, writers, and editors have been working on those storylines for months. Comic books do not just happen; at the same time they can respond to what is occurring in the world right now. As an educator, collaborator, curator, creator, writer, and artist Jennings takes this into consideration.

When it comes to comic books, they enable us to understand the times we are living in. They are spaces where we can examine our place in the world or engage in fantasies free of punishment. We cheer for the hero or root for that marginalized individual who achieves those small victories. We may even nod our head in agreement when someone is just going through a normal day and they nearly get sideswiped by falling debris. Jennings does this through his writing and specifically his artwork—most notably with Damian Duffy, a longtime collaborator. Jennings and Duffy have worked on a series of projects together, including The Hole: Consumer Culture Volume One, which explores consumerism and racism in inventive ways, and, more recently, the graphic novel Kindred, adapted from Octavia Butler’s 1979 novel, followed up by adaptations of Butler’s other novels Parable of the Sower and Parable of the Talents. Jennings has also created characters who previously had lingered on the fringes of mainstream comic books. His creations, specifically works where he has been the creator, writer, and artist, allow him to make a space which shows a spectrum of experiences beyond the stereotypes often used in comics. For example, in Jennings graphic novel Blue Hand Mojo: Hard Times Road his protagonist is not an ex-con (though he does work with criminals). Instead his past is violent for different reasons. He and his family are lynched. Somehow he reaches out to the black noire, a possible incarnation of the devil, and survives. He spends his time in depression era 1930s Chicago, helping friends through powerful gray magic, at times for a rather large price—sometimes monetary. He is what is known as a conjurer, a root-worker who uses supernatural forces to increase his abilities. His magic is also practical. It helps his dark-skinned, black girlfriend pass for white to make a living. The way Jennings portrays the world his protagonist moves in is complex, thought-provoking, and riddled with black people of various shades and ages. It is a world where magic is used to deal with racism, in a real and practical way. No one has a cape; still Jennings is creating superheroes.

Yes, literature employs many ideas and theories; however, we need stories that should be reachable—the most accessible place being comic books. That is what comics and graphic novels can do, help people make connections. They continue to assist us in understanding what is happening in the world and give us a reference point we may not have had before. The work that Jennings does makes him a forerunner in a forum where people of color, and, more specifically, those of African/Caribbean descent can be kings and villains in the same narrative. There is a standard now. It is not enough to be a face in the background.

When I was growing up all I knew were DC and Marvel Comics. I did not dream about comics with characters as strong as the ones I read in books. As an adult, when I read Kindred in graphic novel form, I felt compelled to reach out to Duffy but, more importantly, to Jennings. In the world of social media and as an educator I was able to ask them about their research processes and what did they read growing up. The visceral reaction of seeing Dana in their adaptation of Octavia Butler’s novel do all the things I imagined in my head traumatized me to the core. Her stature, haircut, and especially her skin color shook me. I did not know what to do with all my feelings. In not having to use my imagination I cried through the entire graphic novel. I saw myself for the first time ever. Dana looked like me. She was not some disproportionate, young male’s wet dream. She was a real person confronting an impossible problem. But she was also smart and capable—and had all the attributes of what can be considered a superhero. John Jennings did that. He made a hero who looked like me. Explaining his work helps me pull back the layers of his artistry and allows me to see connections with continual societal problems that may not be recognizable at first read in other forms of literature. Essentially, that is the motivation for this book. There’s an emptiness in academic study that is filled by Jennings’s teachings and constant exploration of humanity through his art and collaborations.

The interviews compiled in this volume begin with a conversation that discusses the evils of copyright and the love of hip hop. Other interviews go into the influence of Jack Kirby on Jennings’s perspective of what art can do, the collaboration of Black Kirby with Stacey Robinson and his love of horror, from Stephen King to Edgar Allan Poe, as well as the films Candyman and Us. Jennings also goes in-depth into the importance of comic books in academia and his favorite comic book character, as well as why and how Blade began the success of Marvel comic book characters moving from the comics to movies. What I want others to understand about Jennings’s work as a comic artist is to show how essential his craft has been to reshape how comic books are perceived. Equally as important is Jennings being from Mississippi and his mother’s and grandparents’ influence on not only his art but his approach to teaching, which is essential in understanding the necessity for his being widely known.

I’d like to thank the publications and interviewers who gave their permission to be included in this volume. But I would especially like to thank John Jennings for his contributions, patience, advice, and, most of all, art. Reading his interviews have given me a deeper appreciation of teaching and reminder of what comics are able to do.

DW
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Frank “Half-Man” Johnson, the protagonist of the graphic novel Blue Hand Mojo: Hard Times Road, from Pitch Black Rainbow: The Art of John Jennings (2014). © 2019 John Jennings, permission of John Jennings.


CHRONOLOGY





	1970

	John Ira Jennings is born in Brookhaven, Mississippi.




	1988

	Joins the military but discharged shortly thereafter due to an injury.




	1993

	Graduates from Jackson State University with a BA in art.




	1995

	Graduates from the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign with a MEd in media arts education.




	1997

	Graduates from the University of Illinois of Urbana-Champaign with a MFA in studio and graphic design.




	2001

	Becomes an associate professor of graphic design at University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.




	2008

	Receives tenure and becomes a professor at University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. The Hole: Consumer Culture Volume One, a disturbing horror/science fiction tale which looks at consumerism, is published by Front Forty Press. It is one of the many collaborations between Jennings and Damian Duffy.




	2009

	Collaborates with Duffy on Out of Sequence: Underrepresented Forces in American Comics, which explores the art of over sixty artists from diverse backgrounds, genders, ethnicities, and sexual orientations in the medium of comics and the use of sequential art. Wins a Glyph Award for The Hole for rising star in independent publishing.




	2011

	Becomes an associate professor of art and visual studies at University at Buffalo SUNY.




	2012

	Contributes illustrations to the comic-strip BlackJack: Heart of Evil (twenty-seven episodes)




	2013

	Collaborates with Stacey Robinson on Black Kirby: In Search of the Motherboxx Connection, published by Rosarium Publishing. Both he and Jennings utilize the art of artist Jack Kirby to reshape the narrative to reflect the black experience. Curates art exhibition The Motherboxx with Robinson, which contains essays from academics of varying backgrounds on the artwork and what it represents. Pitch Black Rainbow: The Art of John Jennings is collected in one anthology and published by Rosarium Publishing.




	2014

	Kid Code: Channel Zero, a hip hop–time travel adventure story is published by Rosarium Publishing. Jennings marries.




	2015

	APB: Artists Against Police Brutality, published by Rosarium Publishing, shines a light on institutional racism and what artists attempt to do to combat it. The Blacker the Ink: Constructions of Black Identity in Comics and Sequential Art, coedited with Frances Gateward is published by Rutgers University Press.




	2016

	The Blacker the Ink wins the Eisner Award for Best Scholarly Work in Comics. It also wins the Ray and Pat Browne Award for Best Edited Collection in Popular Culture and American Culture by the Popular Culture Association/American Culture Association. Wins the PEN Oakland–Josephine Miles Award for Excellence in Literature. Blue Hand Mojo: Hard Times Road is published by Rosarium Publishing.




	2017

	Kindred, the graphic novel based on Octavia E. Butler’s 1979 novel of the same name, is published by Abrams ComicArts. Jennings illustrates while Duffy adapts the written narrative. Kindred is the winner of the Bram Stoker Award for Superior Achievement in a Graphic Novel given by the Horror Writers’ Association. It is also the last graphic novel to be number one on the New York Times bestseller list for graphic novels before the list’s disbandment. Co-illustrates I Am Alfonso Jones, published by Tu Books. Jennings is awarded the Nasir Jones Hiphop Fellow at Harvard University.




	2018

	Becomes professor of media and cultural studies and faculty member in the Department of Creative Writing at University of California Riverside. Cosmic Underground: A Grimoire of Black Speculative Discontent, coedited with Reynaldo Anderson, is published by Cedar Grove Books. Black Comix Returns is updated and published by Lion Forge. I Am Alfonso Jones is YALSA’s top ten graphic novels for teenagers. Jennings creates the course Afrofuturism and the Visual Cultures of Horror at University of California Riverside. Jennings wins the gold from PubWest for The Encyclopedia of Black Comics Best Book Design. Jennings and Duffy win the Eisner Award for Best Adaptation from Another Medium for Kindred: A Graphic Novel Adaptation. The short story “It Could’ve Been,” written by Frederick Luis Aldama with art by Jennings is published. Co-creates with Stacey Robinson the art exhibition Uncaged: Hero for Hire, which debutes at University of California Riverside and examines the importance of Marvel Comics’ character Luke Cage.




	2018–2020

	The first few issues of Box of Bones, a comic book maxiseries cocreated, co-illustrated, and co-written by Jennings and Ayize Jama-Everett is published.




	2019

	Jennings becomes curator of his imprint Megascope, which is part of Abrams ComicArts. Co-creates a syllabus with Robinson and Duffy entitled Reflection Eternal: The Candyman Illustrated Syllabus, featuring artwork, design, and pedagogy based on the horror movie Candyman. Son is born.




	2020

	Parable of the Sower: A Graphic Novel Adaptation, adapted from the Octavia Butler novel of the same name, is published by Abrams ComicArts.




	2021–2022

	Parable of the Talents: A Graphic Novel Adaptation, adapted from the Octavia Butler novel and follow-up to Parable of the Sower, to be published by Abrams ComicArts.






JOHN JENNINGS: CONVERSATIONS


Fantastic Blackness with John Jennings

RAYMOND MORALES / 2012

From The Show, hosted and produced by Raymond Morales, MD, PhD, November 13, 2012. Reprinted by permission of Raymond Morales. Originally published on Black Kirby Now: An Interview with John Jennings.

Raymond Morales: Good evening folks. Thank you for tuning in; we have another fantastic evening of The Show. We have an amazing broadcast coming forward. We’re going to have a good time this evening; as always we’re going to have an amazing conversation. Politics and bullspit and in the process we’re going to bring to the forefront an illustrious artists.

Go ahead and tell them who you are, where you come from, and give them a little spiel about yourself, okay?

John Jennings: My name is Professor John Jennings. I teach now at the University of Buffalo in the department of visual studies, and, basically, I’m a graphic novelist and social justice kind of entrepreneur to a certain degree. I make stories about black people and about their struggles and graphic novels, so that’s what I do. I’m also a curator.

RM: You know if you’re someone who loves artwork, comic book art or any graphic novel work, you should be a fan of John Jennings. I feel that they are all amazing work. So you touched on the fact that you’re a graphic novelist, first let’s start talking about your career. Let’s talk about what you’re working on now, we’ll talk about how you got there, and then we’ll jump to the future. So what are you working on right now?

JJ: I appreciate that. Thank you, right now I’m working on this this new comic called Blue Hand Mojo, which is basically a narrative about a Mississippi conjure man and is set in the 1930s, like the Depression Era. And, basically, it’s kind of a southern gothic tale to a certain degree, but it’s dealing with the great migration, the numbers game, and also looking at the black body as kind of a haunted space. It’s dealing with this idea that I call the “Ethno-Gothic” where you’re dealing with the revenants of slavery and discrimination, which kind of followed black people to Chicago and other spaces as they migrated up north. I actually got a humanities fellowship from the University of Buffalo to work on this project, so it’s very exciting. So in the spring I’m basically going to be working on a new graphic novel about this.

RM: So they’re going to like pay you to draw.

JJ: It’s like the University of Buffalo is subsidizing this graphic novel to a certain degree. So basically, the Humanities Institute is kind of like how the IPRH is at the University of Illinois where scholars apply for monies to buy themselves out of the contracts to work on a research project. And so, I think I might be the first artist to get one there. But you compete against anthropologists and historians and what have you to get this opportunity. It is quite an honor actually, so it feels good to be supported in the work.

RM: You actually showcased some of your work; actually you showcased a snippet of it I believe in tonight’s lecture.

JJ: That’s correct—some of the beginning pieces of it. Yeah, I mean, I’ve been working on this story for about a year now. It was a collaborative piece at first, now it’s just me working on it, and it’s grown and changed over the last year. And I think it’s in a good space now. I mean, I really am excited about the piece. Something else I’m working on right now is this collaboration with a really, really talented writer Nnedi Okorafor, who is a winner of the World Fantasy Award for best novel [2011]. Her book is called Who Fears Death. It’s like a postapocalyptic, sci-fi narrative, that’s set in sub-Saharan Africa; it’s beautiful. But the piece I’m working on for her is a short story called “On the Road,” and it’s kind of like a … it’s not so much unlike the sort of stuff that I do. It’s about this woman who’s haunted by her ancestors because she’s not really living up to a full potential, and it’s like a wake-up call for her. She’s a Nigerian American character and what happens in the story is this weird thing that happens to her on the road where she’s basically changed by this experience. So I was honored to be working on this peace with Nnedi. I’m adapting it into a graphic novel for her.

RM: That is dope.

JJ: I’m really excited about that project. We’ve been working on it for about a year, give or take, and you know, I’m changing some things with it. But you know it’s really exciting to work on it with her. She’s a very talented woman.

RM: Yeah, and it’s crazy. You’ve only mentioned two actual projects, but really you have so many arms that you’re not even …

JJ: Yeah, I mean, it’s like, you know, I’m working on curatorial projects. I have a new piece that I’m working on with Stacey “Black Star” Robinson called Black Kirby, which is touring right now. It’s a show of our own work which is about eighty-five objects that we generated over the summer. And it’s looking at the intersections between Jewish American creators and Black American creators. But it’s also an Afrofuturistic, black-power fantasy piece. So, it’s dealing with these social justice issues, its dealing with empowerment through entrepreneurship, and it’s dealing with black history. It’s like a mishmash of a lot of different things. It’s beginning to get some really good feedback from critics and stuff, and it’s travelling. And we actually do it with self-publishing a catalog through Create Space.

RM: Feel free to talk louder so that some people can actually hear you.

JJ: Oh, am I not talking loud enough? I’m sorry.

RM: Nah, I was just playing. But in terms of Black Kirby, people may not know that you’re referencing Jack Kirby. Who is that for people who are new to the comic world, who may not be familiar with his work? They should. I mean they’re familiar with his work. But they’re not familiar with Jack Kirby.

JJ: Stacey and I got this idea because, well, the first thing I was working on was this show with Dr. Adilifu Nama, who’s a professor at Loyola Marymount University, and he wanted to do a show about the black independent experience in comics. And so we did a show called Fantastic Blackness and so when he said Fantastic Blackness, I said, oh, Fantastic Four. So I actually used the typeface which is used for The Fantastic Four which is a Marvel comic that was created by Jack Kirby and Stan Lee in the 1960s. It’s one of the first, like, major Marvel … right, it was like the DNA.

RM: Right.

JJ: And so we started flipping some of the characters.

RM: Yes.

JJ: Because we started flipping these Marvel characters, these Jack Kirby characters into black characters. So like Captain America became Major Sankofa.

RM: Like some of these that are here. [Morales is referring to the artwork being showcased in the background where the interview is taking place].

JJ: Yes, or like Big Barda from Mister Miracle [DC Comics] becomes Big Sister. You know, stuff like that.

RM: The Hulk …

JJ: Yeah, so like the Hulk became the Buck. [Laughter] So this is where it kind of started from. And so then what happened is that Jack Kirby’s family actually sued, or tried to sue, Disney for remuneration for some of his creations. Look at some of the characters that he created. He co-created Captain America. He co-created Thor, Iron Man, the Silver Surfer, and Galactus. He had just a pantheon of characters. They call Marvel the house that Jack built, right?

RM: Right.

JJ: So then we started thinking; we start thinking about the connections between some of the things the Jewish creators were going through. For instance, the idea of a passing narrative. You know, because a lot of the creators would change—either the creators were changing their names, like his [Jack Kirby] real name is Jacob [Giacobbe] Kurtzberg and Stan Lee is Stanley Lieber. You know, that kind of idea. And there were a lot of Jewish creators who basically couldn’t get better jobs because at the time comics were considered such a low medium. But they changed the landscape of the pop culture, kind of like the experience in America, and inspired a lot who are African American who are working in what we call the Black Age of Comics movement. So, that’s what we got this idea of Black Kirby from. So the show is called Black Kirby Presents: In search of the Motherboxx Connection. We’re looking at the connections between, like, funk, you know, and this idea of Afrofuturism that comes from this musical tradition.

RM: Mm-hmm.

JJ: But then looking at stuff like the fact that Jack Kirby co-created the Black Panther before the Black Panther party actually started.

RM: Which makes you wonder.

JJ: Yeah, it does. I mean, you know, so we would like to make any connections more explicit, like X-Men, which is obviously about otherness and was kind of like made in the encounter of what was going on in the civil rights movement in looking at those characters and how they could be reflecting Dr. King and Malcolm X. Like that kind of piece. So we just made those more explicit and just started remixing things. We put in a lot of hip hop. We put in science fiction. We put in all kinds of stuff, you know, just black power politics and looking at how those things have been depicted. So that’s where Black Kirby came from. So the mother-box was this idea that Jack Kirby had where it was a living computer that connected to the source, which of course is a reference, which we look at as a reference, a reference to the hip hop magazine, you know.

RM: Yes, right.

JJ: So we were like, Hey, the mother-box connection, the mothership connection. We just started making this piece. Oh, and the fact that the source is this blank wall, which is basically what this hand of fire writes on. So it’s almost like cosmic graffiti. We were like, This is perfect. It just started mixing up just perfectly. So Black Kirby is kind of like Gnarls Barkley where it’s like two people joining together to become one. It’s a really cool way to talk about double consciousness, too. So we started playing with those theories and stuff. And we made, like, eighty-five artifacts over the summer, and people like it.

RM: Some of it is very striking. We saw some of the images already. But I think the story you’re getting at in terms of Jewish artists during that period of time and even scholars in general if you look at some of the early other forms and, for example, in Vaudeville, we spoke earlier about the Three Stooges, right? And how, I think, it was Columbia Tristar pictures that basically abused them. I forgot who their manager was at the time who basically paid them on a forhire basis, sort of as a consultant. Yeah, you know, once their work was done, that’s all the money they’re going to get.

JJ: And that’s what happened to Jack Kirby. Definitely, and a lot of artists too.

RM: It’s a story that goes beyond the years, and the reality is that these artists could have never imagined that they were going to make all these digital movies. And then go into DVDs, which didn’t exist at that time.

JJ: Well, it’s like Bill Finger. Are you familiar with Bill Finger?

RM: No, I’m not.

JJ:
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