







SETH: CONVERSATIONS


Conversations with Comic Artists      M. Thomas Inge, General Editor


Seth: Conversations

Edited by Eric Hoffman and Dominick Grace

[image: image]


Works by Seth

Palookaville, 22 issues (1990–2014)

It’s a Good Life, If You Don’t Weaken (1996)

Vernacular Drawings (2001)

Clyde Fans, Book One (2004)

Bannock, Beans and Black Tea: Memories of a Prince Edward Island Childhood in the Great Depression (2004) (with John Gallant)

Wimbledon Green: The Greatest Comic Book Collector in the World (2005)

Forty Cartoon Books of Interest (2006)

George Sprott (1894–1975) (2009)

The Great Northern Brotherhood of Canadian Cartoonists (2011)

www.upress.state.ms.us

The University Press of Mississippi is a member of the Association of American University Presses.

Copyright © 2015 by University Press of Mississippi

Copyright cover painting by Seth/Gregory Gallant

All rights reserved

Manufactured in the United States of America

First printing 2015

∞

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Seth, 1962–

[Interviews. Selections]

Seth : conversations / edited by Eric Hoffman and Dominick Grace.

pages cm. — (Conversations with comic artists series)

Collection of interviews originally published in various sources.

Includes index.

ISBN 978-1-62846-130-5 (hardback) — ISBN 978-1-62846-131-2 (ebook) 1. Seth, 1962–—Interviews. 2. Cartoonists—Canada—Interviews. I. Hoffman, Eric, 1976– editor. II. Grace, Dominick, 1963– editor. II
I. Title.

PN6733.S48Z46 2015



	741.5’971—dc23

	2014024115





British Library Cataloging-in-Publication Data available


CONTENTS

Introduction

Chronology

Interview

Michael Strafford / 1985

An Interview with Seth

Dylan Williams / 1995

An Interview with Seth

Bryan Miller / 2004

Seth Interview

Dave Sim / 2005

Retro Man

Gerald Hannon / 2006

On Cartooning

Rebecca Bengal / 2006

Talking to Seth

Thom Ernst / 2009

Comics Reporter Sunday Interview: Seth

Tom Spurgeon /2009

Interview with Seth

Eric Hoffman and Dominick Grace / 2013

Index


INTRODUCTION

Seth, born Gregory Gallant in Canada in 1962, is one of the most significant artists to emerge in the alternative comics boom of the 1980s, as a cartoonist, designer, and comics historian. As we have discussed elsewhere (see the introduction to Chester Brown: Conversations [2013]), the 1980s was a fascinating transitional period for the comics industry. Most “mainstream” (i.e. superhero-focused) publishers had died out, leaving Marvel and DC as the primary forces on the newsstands. Companies providing some sort of alternative to the hegemonic superhero world—e.g. Warren, or the underground publishers—were also shrinking or dying out. However, several factors conspired to create an environment receptive to new developments in comics. One of these was the development in the 1970s of the direct comics market, whereby comics stores could order books directly from distributors on a nonreturnable basis (in contrast to the longstanding returnable distribution system). This was a key factor in the proliferation of comics specialty stores, which could get books more cheaply and easily via the direct market than they could under the old newspaper and magazine distribution system. Coupled with this development was the growth of comic book conventions— again, a phenomenon that began in the early 1970s and flourished by the end of the decade.

These twin forces provided not only a venue for mainstream books to be more widely disseminated but also the development of a growing market of readers interested in comics as a legitimate cultural medium. Instead of finding their comic fixes haphazardly in convenience stores or on newsstands, comics fans could now, in many cities, find them in shops that specialized in comics. These shops provided a reliable source for new books as well as an increasing stock of back issues. Readers could now easily find the books they wanted—and many other books of which they had never heard before. The creation of this market benefited more than just the established publishers—though it came too late to save many stalwarts, such as Charlton, Gold Key, Dell, and others—and it remains a fascinating period in comics history, providing a pathway for new publishers to get their books distributed and noticed. The alternative/ground-level comics movement was born.

Charles Hatfield discusses the birth of the alternative comics movement in Alternative Comics: An Emerging Literature, noting that the term “ground-level” was applied to such books because such “they attempted to reconcile underground and mainstream attitudes” (26), for example by wedding the fantasy tropes of the mainstream with the look and sensibility of the underground—black and white art, more explicit sexual and violent content, and, most importantly, perhaps, a more idiosyncratic and personal perspective. The first wave of such books includes those with essentially mainstream narrative drives—the fantasy series The First Kingdom (1974–1977) by Jack Katz, for example—and in many cases the creative powers of mainstream talent seeking slightly more creative freedom. The second wave saw a more coherent and professional approach in the emergence of new companies (e.g. Pacific, which provided a home for Jack Kirby’s later superhero work, or Eclipse, which published many more graphic but still essentially mainstream titles). The third wave of the early to mid-1980s saw a ground-level comics world in many respects still heavily invested in mainstream sensibilities (one of the key books of this period is Howard Chaykin’s American Flagg! [1983–1988] for First Comics, a visually dense, relatively sophisticated satirical science fiction dystopian narrative that is nevertheless firmly rooted in mainstream genre tropes), yet which also saw the emergence of artists—and publishers—with more ideologically driven commitments to significant alternatives to the mainstream, and a far more diverse and eclectic approach to style and narrative. This period also saw the proliferation of artists interested in taking comics beyond the limits of mainstream tropes and of publishers interested not merely in providing somewhat more adult and sophisticated variations on superhero power fantasies but also in opening up comics as a medium capable of exploring any subject matter. If publishers such as Pacific, Eclipse, First, or Vortex closely approximate the mainstream aesthetic, ones like Raw (founded by Art Spiegelman and Françoise Mouly in 1980 in the wake of the demise of the underground comic Arcade as a new forum for avant-garde comics), Fantagraphics (founded in 1976 and initially the publisher of The Comics Journal [1977–present], this publisher put its aesthetic theories into practice when it began publishing comics in 1981) and Drawn & Quarterly (founded in 1990 by Chris Oliveros, on the model of Speigelman and Mouly’s Raw magazine [1980–1991], to publish art comics) set out to redefine what comics could be.

Seth, along with several other major comics talents, emerged in the 1980s and benefited from this fertile environment. Like many of his contemporaries, Seth was influenced by both mainstream comics and underground comix, as well as by the DIY aesthetic of the punk and new wave movements. Indeed, he traces his pseudonym, with some embarrassment, to his involvement with youth culture: “I was involved with the punk scene and the nightclub scene and I got heavily involved in creating a whole new persona for myself and eventually that also involved coming up with a new name,” he tells Thom Ernst in one of the interviews collected here. He notes elsewhere, “I wanted a scary pseudonym and I made [a] list of names. I picked Seth. I shudder to imagine what else was on that list. Thank God that Seth is, at least, a real name. It could have been much worse” (Stukavsky n.p.).

However, Seth’s early career hews closer to the mainstream than to the alternative or underground. His first significant work was on Dean Motter’s Mister X (1983–1990, with numerous subsequent revivals), published by Vortex, on which Seth followed the Hernandez Brothers (who were themselves alternative mainstays with their Fantagraphics-published series Love and Rockets [1982–present]). Seth drew issues 6–13 (December 1985–June 1988) in a cartoony retro style incorporating elements of Bauhaus and Russian Constructivism; the book’s Radiant City looked like the future as imagined in the 1930s. Stylistically, this retro sensibility is consistent with Seth’s interests—his comic works often seem to fulfill his desire to evoke (and inhabit) what he calls in an interview with Bryan Miller collected here, a more “genuine” and less “vulgar” and increasingly rarefied past—yet Mister X was essentially a mainstream-style melodrama about the near-future dystopian city, built upon the principles of “psychotecture” (a melding of psychology and architecture, which means that the city’s design influences the minds of its inhabitants) from the designs of the eponymous character, who is now an antiheroic outlaw architect loner attempting to wrest back control of the city. Narratively, this is far from typical territory for Seth who, though he was heavily influenced by mainstream comics in his teen years (even designing and creating stories set in his own Marvel-style universe—discussed in M. Todd Hignite’s “Seth in the Studio”), is one of the least mainstream-inflected figures of the alternative comics movement, in contrast to many of his peers.

After Mister X, Seth focused on commercial illustration for a couple of years. Illustration remains a major component of his career. More than most of his peers, Seth has a foot set firmly in the commercial camp as well as in the fine art camp. He discusses this balancing act in several of the pieces here. He has done numerous book covers and internal illustrations and has designed several books and series, most notably perhaps the Fantagraphics-published The Complete Peanuts (2004–present), one of the earliest of the current crop of classic comic strip reprints and arguably influential on the design of many subsequent series. He has also done design work for releases of John Stanley’s comics (another influence) and one of his favorite Canadian cartoonists, Doug Wright, among others. Consequently, his influence and importance spread well beyond the confines of comics, though his own clear distinction between commercial work and his comics makes apparent where he sees his more significant work to lie.

That significance to comics begins with Palookaville (1990–present, 22 issues as of 2014), published by Drawn & Quarterly. Seth’s comic emerged relatively late compared to the seminal alternative comics of his contemporaries (e.g. the Hernandez’s Love and Rockets began in 1982, Chester Brown’s Yummy Fur [1983–1994] in 1983, Peter Bagge’s Neat Stuff [1985–1989] in 1985, Dan Clowes’s Eightball [1989–2004] in 1989), so by the time he reentered the comics world, the alternative revolution had opened up possibilities considerably from where they had been even a few years before. The diversity of work by these and other artists had established that alternative comics need not resemble mainstream comics even superficially but might be drawn in a variety of styles and encompass almost any sort of narrative. There was space in the market for a style as idiosyncratic and unique as Seth’s.

In addition to the mainstream influence that informed some of his juvenile and early work, Seth was also heavily influenced by a wide array of other comics models, from the undergrounds to newspaper strips and classic cartooning. Many of the interviews here delve into Seth’s influences, including the revelation that for Seth, Robert Crumb was perhaps the key influence, as he discusses in several interviews—also acknowledging that people are surprised to hear this. Looking at Seth’s work, one might not see an obvious Crumb influence, yet Seth does share with Crumb a fascination with earlier historical periods and a desire to invoke them in his work. He also shares with Crumb a history in commercial illustration, though unlike Crumb, Seth has not left illustration behind. Their work may not look similar, but complementary aesthetic senses inform their art.

If Crumb is invisible, the influence of the cartoonists of the New Yorker and other magazines from the golden age of cartooning is overt in Seth’s work. Indeed, his first graphic novel, It’s a Good Life, If You Don’t Weaken (1996, originally serialized in Palookaville 5–9), explicitly announces Seth’s fascination with the past and with earlier cartooning styles. The story takes one of its cues from the then-popular movement towards autobiography in alternate comics (by the early 1990s, figures such as Joe Matt, Joe Sacco, Chester Brown, and others began something of an alternative comics movement by making themselves characters in their own work), traceable back to autobiographical comics by figures such as Crumb and Harvey Pekar, or more transformatively, Art Spiegelman in Maus. It’s a Good Life seems to be part of this movement, as it follows “Seth” and his quest to track down work by the elusive cartoonist Kalo. What was not evident in the story, and indeed is never acknowledged within the work itself, is that Kalo never existed, and the Kalo cartoons Seth provides as evidence are his own pastiche work. By deliberately blurring the line between fact and fiction, the book grapples with the fact that autobiography is always at some level fictional. As Katie Mullins has asserted, “Indeed, the fictional Seth is a kind of comics creation: a character whose actions and ideologies are influenced and formed by various—mostly mainstream—canonical comics’ plots, characters, and philosophies” (n.p.).

To a degree, Seth’s subsequent graphic novels continue to expand on the preoccupations and themes of It’s a Good Life. Clyde Fans, which began its serialization in Palookaville in issue 10 (1998) and is (as of 2015) unfinished, focuses on two brothers and their electric fan company. A present-day narrative is balanced against narratives set in the 1950s, 1960s, and 1970s, tracking the lives of Abe and Simon Matchcard. The visual style is highly polished and contemplative, the narrative deliberately paced (Seth has acknowledged that serialization over a decade and a half is “not a good way to read it,” as he discusses in the final interview included here), the characters mundane and flawed. Seth allows himself to ramble, as he says, to let the narrative meander and be as long as it needs to be; plot is far less important than mood or characterization, as Seth deals with the inescapable grinding of time and its inevitable losses. Yet the charge of nostalgia that such a theme might suggest—that has often been directed at Seth’s work, and that he addresses in several of these interviews—is an overly simplistic way of reading. The loss of the past may be melancholy, but Seth’s work does not view the past wistfully or longingly. Certain aspects of the past—its objects and aesthetics—are celebrated, perhaps, but not idealized.

If Clyde Fans is a deliberately paced, highly polished, meandering work, Seth’s other graphic novels treat his interest in the past, history, place, and the complexities of fact and fiction in more economical and fluid ways. Seth’s Palookaville style is complemented by a looser, cartoonier style derived from his sketchbook works. He has published one sketchbook collection, Vernacular Drawings (2001), but has also in recent years released several books that had their genesis in other serialized venues or from sketchbook cartoons before emerging as fully formed work. Wimbledon Green (2005), for instance, emerged from a figure he first drew in his sketchbooks. It might be seen as a sort of companion piece to It’s a Good Life, with the titular character a more satirical treatment of the comics-obsessed fan and the at times isolating and alienating practice of collecting. Seth’s characteristic interest in questions of persona and identity are of course also explored; questions about Wimbledon Green’s agenda and even his reality are central to the book as it unfolds in a fragmented and subjective sequence of documentary-style linked strips, in which a variety of characters routinely break the fourth wall and address the reader directly. As such, this focus on the “reality” of the central character remains a concern in Seth’s following major works.

George Sprott (1874–1975) (2009), for instance, was originally serialized in one-page installments in 2006/7 in the New York Times, a format the polar opposite of the long, contemplative chapters of Clyde Fans. Where that work allows for expansion and rambling, Sprott required a high degree of focus and self-containment. Times readers may not have seen or read each installment, so each strip had to be designed both to be self-contained and part of the larger whole. As a consequence, the work—similar to Wimbledon Green but at a larger size and with polished art in the Palookaville style—is structured as a series of vignettes, again across time, that detail the life of a small-town television personality, and again from various perspectives. Seth’s fascination with persona and self-mythologizing, his interest in time and the past, and his desire to evoke a precise sense of space coalesce in this brief but dense narrative. It may be his most successful work to date, or at least the completed work with which he is happiest, as he suggests in his interview with Hoffman and Grace.

Seth’s interest in place and the physical world led him to a project (never realized) for which he decided to craft a locale first, in which to set the story. This led first to an expanding history of the city, Dominion, Ontario, written in his notebooks, and then to Seth’s construction of cardboard models of Dominion’s buildings. To date, he has constructed over eighty of these, with more to come, and they have toured art galleries as their own separate display. Clyde Fans is the first work with segments explicitly set in Dominion, and photographs of these models have appeared in recent issues of Palookaville, as well as being interspersed throughout the collected Sprott, which is also set in Dominion. It has now become Seth’s place, perhaps his version of Twain’s Hannibal, Missouri, Hardy’s Wessex, or, perhaps more appropriately for this Canadian artist, Stephen Leacock’s Mariposa (Seth has in fact provided lush illustrations for a new edition of Leacock’s Sunshine Sketches of a Little Town [2013]). If the past in Seth’s work is nearly always romanticized—that is, forced to fit those distinct parameters of cultural artifacts with which Seth fashions his narratives—then Dominion can be seen as a necessary creation for the preservation of this idealization. Indeed, place has always been important in Seth’s work—see his remarks on the importance of Radiant City to the story of Mister X in Michael Strafford’s 1985 interview, included here—yet his creation of Dominion makes its physical rooting even more central.

Place emerges as the primary focus of his most recent graphic novel, The Great Northern Brotherhood of Canadian Cartoonists (2011), which is not properly speaking even a narrative but another sketchbook/Dominion project given expanded life in graphic novel form. Here Seth offers perhaps his most radical metafictive work, as the book imagines an alternate Canada in which cartooning and comics receive serious and sustained respect (though now waning, of course—time and loss remain central concerns), and the narrative (such as it is) merely explores the now largely abandoned meeting place of the GNB Double C, as this organization is affectionately known, largely in the form of a guided tour of the GNB Double C’s Dominion, Ontario branch headquarters. “Seth” again narrates, providing mini biographies and samples of the work of many of the Brotherhood. Most of these are in fact imaginary creators and comics, but Seth weaves in a few real figures, such as Doug Wright, giving the work an oddly liminal status, locating it even more starkly on the border between fact and fiction than is the case with It’s a Good Life.

Seth has produced many other comics and illustrations and designs, too numerous to discuss in detail here (a select number are included in this book’s chronology), which reflect not only his productivity but also his ubiquity and importance in contemporary comics. His art graces the covers and interior pages of major magazines and books; he has provided innovative and influential designs for numerous books and series, comics-related and otherwise; and he continues to produce profound and thoughtful comics that go against the grain of most other artists. In his interview with Tom Spurgeon, he describes himself as “a contrarian.” He might be better described as sui generis: a true original.

This book gathers together interviews from early in his career to a new one conducted specifically for this book, in which Seth’s influences, ideologies of comics and art, major thematic preoccupations, and major (as well as some minor and even nonexistent) works are explored, from numerous perspectives—appropriately enough, given Seth’s own complex and multifaceted artistic endeavors. The first, Michael Strafford’s 1985 piece, is a brief interview with twenty-three-year-old Seth at the beginning of his career, shortly after he began providing artwork for Dean Motter’s Mister X. Seth discusses his aesthetic choices in illustrating the series, in particular his utilizing the work of Bauhaus and Russian Constructivism architecture which foreshadows his later concern with architecture in his creation of Dominion City.

[image: image]

Seth channels Doug Wright. From The Great Northern Brotherhood of Canadian Cartoonists © Seth. Used with permission from Drawn & Quarterly.

Dylan Williams’s expansive 1994 interview with Seth near the beginning of his professional career, following the positive critical reception of his comic Palookaville, finds Seth in the midst of his creation of It’s a Good Life, If You Don’t Weaken. Seth discusses the pros and cons of serialization as opposed to producing graphic novels, arguing in favor of serialization, at least from an economic standpoint. Seth discusses the changing economics of the medium on the eve of the collapse of the speculator bubble. Also addressed here is Seth’s early magazine work, his collaborations with Dean Motter on Mister X and his key associations with fellow Toronto-based artists Chester Brown and Joe Matt, and his technical methods, along with a candid discussion of various comics artists whom he admires or who have influenced his work.

Bryan Miller’s 2004 interview explores collecting and nostalgia—key Seth themes—before the discussion turns to Clyde Fans and then to Seth’s work as a designer. Seth also comments on autobiographical comics and the differences between mainstream, alternative, and underground work, as well as the relationship between comics and other media.

Dave Sim’s interview from 2005 is part of a series entitled “Advise and Consent,” interviews discussing creators’ use (or non-use) of editors. Seth discusses his views on editors and creative input, specifically his preferences against using either prior to publication. The interview expands to a more general discussion of authenticity among so-called “independent” comics artists and the difficulty of remaining entirely free from influence, either from other artists or from critics and the so-called artistic “establishment.”

Gerald Hannon’s fascinating and revealing 2006 profile for the magazine Toronto Life provides an excellent brief biography of Seth, rich in detail, as well as an insightful discussion of his singular oeuvre, offering a descriptive and insightful window into Seth’s daily life and the challenges and rewards of being an “alternative” comics artist. Rebecca Bengal’s 2006 piece is a short yet rewarding interview from the PBS series “On Cartooning,” focusing primarily on Seth’s technique and aesthetics, his influences, his illustrative strategies, and narrative devices. Also under discussion is Seth’s relationship to his characters, his working process, and what separates his comics work from his commercial work and the cultural legitimacy of the comics artist in the twenty-first century.

Thom Ernst’s 2009 interview explores the history of Seth’s adoption of his nom de plume and then continues its interest in names as Seth and Ernst discuss the problematics of terms such as graphic novel, comics, and others used in attempts to define Seth’s medium. This piece offers Seth’s most extended theorizing on the nature of comics as a medium, which leads into a discussion of genre more generally and of filmic adaptations of comics. Tom Spurgeon’s extensive 2009 interview goes into revealing detail about the genesis of George Sprott as a serial publication in the New York Times, as well as into Seth’s inspiration and influences for the book. The complex nature of serial production and the artist’s ongoing relationship with the work in that context, and the challenges of converting it to a book, are discussed, as are the technical aspects of the strip, which provide insight into Seth’s aesthetic choices. Seth also comments in detail on characterization and narrative strategies in the work. Seth’s interest in persona and some of his influences, notably Doug Wright, are addressed illuminatingly, and Seth’s design work gets comprehensive treatment as well.

Finally, our new major interview with Seth ranges widely and comprehensively across his career, revisiting much of his earlier work as he looks back on it now, exploring his expansion into installation art and film, and looking forward.

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

We gratefully acknowledge the original interviewers and publishers for their permission to reuse their work in this collection. The selection process during this project was challenging; though we believe the interviews collected here offer a satisfying and illuminating range of insights into Seth’s work, space limitations have necessitated some hard choices and the exclusion of several worthy pieces. We wish also to thank Walter Biggins and Vijay Shah, at the University Press of Mississippi, for their work shepherding this book through the publication process, and Anne Stascavage for her always meticulous editing. Thanks also to Drawn & Quarterly for permission to use Seth’s art and for providing scans. Finally, our sincere thanks go to Seth, who graciously and generously supported this project.

EH

DG

Works Cited

Hatfield, Charles. Alternative Comics: An Emerging Literature. Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2005.

Hignite, M. Todd. “Seth in the Studio.” Comic Art 6 (2004): 28–49.

Mullins, Katie. “Questioning Comics: Women and Autocritique in Seth’s It’s a Good Life, If You Don’t Weaken.” Canadian Literature 203 (2009): 11–27, 201. Online

Stukavsky, Ann (January 1, 2010). “Drawn Together: Seth and the Newspaper.” the newspaper: The University of Toronto’s Independent Weekly. Online. Retrieved May 25, 2013.


SELECTED CHRONOLOGY



	1962

	Born Gregory Gallant, September 16, in Clinton, Ontario, to John Henry Gallant and Violet Daisy Gallant (née Wilkinson), one of five children. Raised in a series of small Ontario towns.




	1980

	Moves to Toronto to study at the Ontario College of Art in Toronto, Ontario, which he attends until 1983.




	1982

	Adopts nom deplume “Seth.”




	1985

	Begins work on Dean Motter’s Mister X comic for the Toronto-based Vortex Comics, beginning with issue 6 (cover dated December 1985) and ending with issue 13 (cover dated June 1988).




	1986

	Meets cartoonist Chester Brown.




	1988

	Various commercial artworks published in Canadian magazines. Two very early and important jobs from that first year that launched Seth’s commercial art career were a cover for Saturday Night Magazine and a full-page feature in Toronto Life Fashion (“Jacque the Happy Lumberjack”). Subsequent commercial artwork has appeared in the Atlantic, Forbes, Globe and Mail, Mother Jones, the National Post, New York Magazine, New York Times, the New Yorker, Saturday Night, the Washington Post, CNQ (Canadian Notes and Queries), the Walrus, and many other publications too numerous to list.




	1991

	First two issues of Palookaville published by Montreal, Quebec-based Drawn & Quarterly. Meets cartoonist Joe Matt.




	1993

	Third and fourth issues of Palookaville published. Begins first serial, It’s a Good Life, If You Don’t Weaken, in the fourth issue.




	1994

	Fifth and sixth issues of Palookaville published.




	1995

	Seventh and eighth issues of Palookaville published.




	1996

	Ninth issue of Palookaville published. It’s a Good Life, If You Don’t Weaken subsequently published in collected format.




	1997

	Next major storyline, Clyde Fans, begins in the tenth and eleventh issues of Palookaville. Wins Ignatz Award for Outstanding Artist for Palookaville and Outstanding Graphic Novel or Collection for It’s a Good Life, If You Don’t Weaken.




	1998

	Twelfth issue of Palookaville published.




	1999

	Thirteenth issue of Palookaville published. Moves to Guelph, Ontario.




	2000

	Fourteenth issue of Palookaville published. Clyde Fans Part One collection published in comic book format.




	2001

	Selected drawings from sketchbooks published in Vernacular Drawings. Fifteenth issue of Palookaville published. Participates in group exhibit Substitute City: Artists Infiltrate Toronto held at the Power Plant in Toronto. Essay “John Stanley’s Teenage Trilogy” published in The Comics Journal.




	2002

	Marries Tania Van Spyk. Solo Exhibit at the Napoli Comicon in Naples, Italy. Provides cover and interior art for Aimee Mann compact disc Lost in Space.




	2003

	Sixteenth issue of Palookaville published.




	2004

	Designs the first two volumes of the New York Times bestselling The Complete Peanuts; twenty-five volumes are projected to be completed by 2016. Clyde Fans, Book One (collecting Clyde Fans parts one and two) published in hardcover. Seventeenth issue of Palookaville published. Collaboration with father, John Gallant, Bannock, Beans and Black Tea: Memories of a Prince Edward Island Childhood in the Great Depression. Provides cover for August 23, 2004, cover of the New Yorker, the first of several. Interview and feature in Comic Art no. 6. Included in significant New York Times graphic novel feature, “Not Funnies” and in McSweeney’s Quarterly Concern number 13 (edited by Chris Ware). Pens essay, “Chris Reynolds: An Appreciation” for The Comics Journal.




	2005

	Sketchbook work Wimbledon Green: The Greatest Comic Book Collector in the World published. Eighteenth issue of Palookaville published. Exhibit Present Tense: Seth held at the Art Gallery of Ontario; single-page story “Hush” purchased by the Art Gallery of Ontario for its permanent collection. Cofounds Doug Wright Awards with Brad MacKay. Wins Doug Wright Award for Clyde Fans, Book One. Awarded the PEI Museum Heritage Award for Bannock, Beans and Black Tea, and the Eisner Award for Best Publication Design and a special Harvey Kurtzman Award for Excellence in Production/Presentation for The Complete Peanuts. Excerpt from Wimbledon Green (“Jonah”) published in the New Yorker.




	2006

	Begins serialization of George Sprott in the September issue of the New York Times Magazine; twenty-five installments are published, running to February 2007. Exhibit Seth shown at the Macdonald Stewart Gallery in Guelph, Ontario. A small book, Forty Cartoon Books of Interest, designed and written by Seth, published (a supplement to Comic Art no. 8). Designs The Portable Dorothy Parker for Penguin books. Profile in Toronto Life. Designs (and is included in) Ivan Brunetti’s Anthology of Graphic Fiction, Cartoons, and True Stories.




	2007

	George Sprott continues in the New York Times Magazine. Designs inaugural pamphlet for the Center for Cartoon Studies in White River Junction, Vermont, which is used to establish the school’s identity. Selection from Wimbledon Green included in The Best American Comics 2007, edited by Chris Ware. Exhibit Uninked shown at the Phoenix Art Gallery in Phoenix, Arizona.




	2008

	Nineteenth issue of Palookaville published. Dominion City and Beaver City models exhibited as part of the RENDER Project at the University of Waterloo Art Gallery in Kitchener-Waterloo. Designs accompanying installation piece The North Star Talking Picture House, a full-scale cardboard theater showing silent films chosen by Seth. Selection from George Sprott reprinted in The Best American Comics 2008, edited by Lynda Barry. Awarded the Communications Arts Gold Award for Excellence for one of his New Yorker covers. Article “Seth on Thoreau MacDonald” published in The Devil’s Advocate magazine.




	2009

	Designs Drawn & Quarterly’s John Stanley Library; nine volumes published to date. Provides design for and coedits The Collected Doug Wright: Canada’s Master Cartoonist. George Sprott (1894–1975) (collecting the New York Times series) published. Wins Inkpot Award. Dominion exhibit shown at the Dundas Historical Museum in Dundas, Ontario and Dominion and The Wine King at the Niagara Arts Centre in St. Catharines, Ontario.




	2010

	Exhibit An Exhibition of Drawings shown at the Adam Baum-gold Gallery in New York City. Dominion exhibited at the Museum London in London, Ontario. Palookaville 20 published, for the first time as a hardback “annual.” Redesigns the entire magazine CNQ beginning with issue 79; provides covers for every issue since (now up to issue 88). George Sprott awarded the Doug Wright Award. First volume of Seth-designed reprints of Doug Wright’s Family published as Nipper; three volumes have been published to date.




	2011

	A sketchbook work, The Great Northern Brotherhood of Canadian Cartoonists (a.k.a. The G.N.B. Double C) published. Exhibition of G.N.B. Double C drawings held at the Adam Baumgold Gallery. Awarded the Toronto Harbourfront Festival Prize. Essay “Creating a Personal Vernacular Canadian Design Style” published in The Devil’s Advocate.




	2012

	Designs About Love: Three Stories by Anton Chekhov for Biblioasis. Begins collaboration with Lemony Snicket on All the Wrong Questions series of books for Little, Brown.




	2013

	Palookaville 21 published. Exhibit It’s a Good Life, If You Don’t Weaken (And selected Early Works) shown at the Adam Baum-gold Gallery. Designs deluxe edition of Sunshine Sketches of a Little Town by Stephen Leacock for McClelland & Stewart. Second volume of All the Wrong Questions, “When Did You See Her Last?” published.




	2014

	File Under 13: Suspicious Incidents, third All the Wrong Questions volume published. Palookaville 22 published. Documentary on Seth, Seth’s Dominion, directed by Luc Chamberland premieres at Ottowa International Festival; includes never-before-seen puppet show “The Apology of Albert Batch” and significant animation based on Seth’s work.






SETH: CONVERSATIONS


Interview

MICHAEL STRAFFORD / 1985

Arken Sword (1986) 28–29. Reprinted by permission.

Seth’s interview was conducted [at the UK Comic Art Convention in 1985] by Michael Strafford and comes from the second issue of his cassette magazine Comicast.

Seth: I came to Toronto, Canada, about five years ago. Before that I’d always wanted to be a comic book illustrator with fairly typical ideas of what I wanted to do. I had piles of horror strips, and superheroes et cetera. Then I went to art school and over two years I got disenchanted with comics and I gave them up. I was in the commercial design department, but after the third year of that I became disenchanted with that too because I didn’t want to be drawing brillo pads for the rest of my life. So I dropped out of school and spent a year bumming around. At the end of that year, in which I really didn’t do anything, I got my portfolio back together and started working on my comics again. By this time I felt that I had matured as an artist and had learned new influences. I found that I had a direction of my own for a change. It was coincidentally around this time that I came across Bill [Marks] and Vortex who were looking for a new artist on Mister X. I was also involved with a group of artists called The Circle, who were a sort of minimalist comic art movement who were working towards simplicity [in] style and content.

Michael: How do you think you’ve followed the Hernandez Brothers?

S: They’re a hard act to follow, because they’re very good. I’m a big fan of theirs. I felt their problem on Mister X was that Jaime is an amazing artist for figure drawing but he doesn’t seem to have a great love of architecture, and to me the protagonist of Mister X is the city. Radiant City is the main character. If Mister X is the main character, then you have to explore him too much, and since he’s an enigma, it becomes very hard in that direction. So I feel that in certain areas I probably enjoy working on the series more than they did, because I have a great love for the Bauhaus, the Russian Constructivists, and the international style of architecture, which are a lot of the influences the book comes from. It’s really hard to follow Jaime because he’s such an excellent figure drawer and I don’t feel as confident about my figure drawing as I do about my architecture.

M: Mister X is designed as a whole package rather than a strip with a cover stuck around it. Do you prefer this?

S: Yes, I do. I really think that it’s important to work as an entire package. Dean created Mister X to be the very pinnacle of comic art, to be a venue for all the very best elements of design. That follows exactly what I feel too. I’m striving to create a really slick, concise package. I like the way that the cover integrates with the interior graphics, which integrates with the rest of the book. I design everything as a spread, which sometimes confuses the colorist. I like every spread to work perfectly, so I make sure I know where the text and ad pages go. I like the book to work as a complete design element and not to be chopped up. I remember in the late sixties that Marvel would take Jack Kirby’s pages, cut them in half, and put ads in the bottom. That’s just abominable. That shows the lack of concern they have for comics as an art medium.

M: How is the more avant-garde art taken across in America / Canada?

S: It’s really a shame because it’s pretty much the same all over the world, I think. There’s a very small hardcore crowd that will look at alternative work, and the rest of the comics market doesn’t seem very interested. They’re too busy with the mainstreams. Even Love and Rockets, which I believe is a very successful small press book, sells about 8,000–10,000 copies. Things like Raw, Weirdo, all the small presses, reach an audience that isn’t really that connected with the regular comic book world. I used to have a pet theory that there was a comics wall, with Marvel and DC on one side, and Raw and the like on the other. I thought that Mister X and Love and Rockets, for example, could stand in between. I don’t really go with that theory anymore. I tend to regard comics as a whole now. I try to hope that you can reach both markets at the same time. I tend to hope that there are people at Marvel who read Raw.

M: Would you like to work on an anthology like Love and Rockets, where you have short stories that are vaguely interconnected?

S: Yes and no. I’d like to work in a short-story format, but I don’t think I’d like to interconnect them. Ideally, I’d like to do concise packages that had, say, six-page installments over ten issues, that finished off, leaving those characters for good. Then I could start on something new. I like the idea of having a beginning and an end. Sometimes I feel that one of the biggest problems with the comics market is that there is no end to comics characters. They go on for eternity. A lot of the time there’s a lot of wasted space, a lot of self-indulgence.
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Radiant City. From Mister X. Courtesy of Vortex Comics Inc. © 2013.

M: Are you ever self-indulgent?

S: Oh, for sure. I always try to keep the storytelling as the main point, but occasionally there’ll be something I really want to draw. Like, I may want to throw in a cityscape, and I’ll contrive it, as long as it tells a story.

M: You said earlier that the book is based around the city. Are you trying to put emotional content into the structures of the city itself?

S: Yes, I am. Just lately I’ve been giving some thought to reworking the way I draw the city. I’m going to be using more oblique angles. I’m not going to be as dramatic as, say, The Cabinet of Dr. Caligari, but I’m going to give a bit more of a demented feeling to the city, as though the psychotecture was working.

M: Do you have any input on the writing side?

S: We sit down and toss ideas back and forth, but it is Dean’s creation, so I leave the direction to him. We discuss new ideas and new characters, and Dean is pretty open to that. He allows me free rein when I’m working on backup strips. He doesn’t force break-downs on me, or how a character should look. He lets me do what I think is right.

M: Does the book have an end?

S: Dean claims there is an ending. I don’t know it. I don’t know when it will end or if it will end. It’s a commercial property, so I don’t think Bill Marks would want to end it in four years’ time if it was selling well, and it was still a quality comic.

M: Will you be working on anything else?

S: Not at the moment. I’m concentrating on working on my skills as an artist, and later as a writer, too. I feel I’m ready to publish a book of my own, but I don’t think I’m fast enough to do Mister X and my own book every two months. I’m enjoying working on Mister X anyway.


An Interview with Seth

DYLAN WILLIAMS / 1995

Destroy All Comics 2.2 (February 1995) pp. 1–27. Reprinted with permission.

Seth: My very first influences in comics or cartooning, the first things that interested me in it, would be a combination of a few newspaper strips. The first would be Peanuts, of course. Peanuts has been a lifelong interest, and I don’t think a point will ever come where I don’t love it as much as I do now. Around that same time, there was a Canadian editorial cartoonist [for the London Free Press, in London, Ontario] who signed his work Ting, although his real name was Merle Tingley, who came to my school when I was in grade one or two and gave a little lecture, and after that . . . I think I was always following his work anyways, because like a lot of editorial cartoonists he had a little mascot creature in his drawings that was a worm! You had to look for it in the cartoon, so that was enough to make me interested in it when I was that young, ’cause obviously I wasn’t interested in the subject matter. He really inspired me and made me see that people were cartoonists, that there were actually people doing this. That, and my parents used to have certain strips they really liked, which I mentioned in Palookaville. Nancy and Andy Capp, that my mother really liked, were real big favorites of mine, and still are, and this strip called Little Nipper by Canadian cartoonist Doug Wright was another thing that I still think is a great strip. These things were probably the first things that got me interested. Like any kid, I was reading a few comics at that time, I was reading Heckle and Jeckle and Richie Rich and Archies and stuff.

Dylan Williams: Did your parents have any anthologies of the cartoonist’s work, or did they just get it in the paper?

Seth: Just from the paper. There were a few paperbacks around the house, but the truth is, there weren’t ever many books around my family’s house. I think my interest in reading and cartooning is something that really just sprang . . . I don’t even know how it came about, except that I liked the stuff. Because there was no tradition in our family towards the arts in any way, like nobody in my family even was much of a reader.
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The formative influence of comic strips on Seth. From It’s a Good Life, If You Don’t Weaken © Seth. Used with permission from Drawn & Quarterly.

Williams: Did you get the New Yorker?

Seth: No, my family was definitely lower middle class. At one point or another, we were even living in a trailer park. So, definitely as a young man I wasn’t flipping through the New Yorker or the New York Times or anything. My dad was a mechanic when I was really young, and later he was a shop teacher. I’ve got to give him credit though. He had a grade three education, and he managed to up it, and go back to school and go through teachers college and everything, so in retrospect, it’s kind of impressive.

I remember sometime in grade school, actually it was at summer camp, I read some Marvel comics. They were Kirby X-Men. They were in a big box, so they hadn’t just come out or anything, and this fired me up. This really got me interested in comic books in a way I’d never been before.

Williams: It’s funny, when I think about Kirby stuff, those are the ones that I think are the least great, but even then they are so great.

Seth: When I look at those, I still have all of them around here somewhere, that stuff just looks great to me. There’s a real nostalgic charm to it that’s unmistakable. It’s really appealing to me. For some reason that got me fired up, and when I got back home, I remember I started watching the Spider-Man cartoon on TV and stuff, and then I remember, it kind of clicked together one day, “Hey, Spider-Man’s in a comic book,” so I started buying comic books, and within a few years I was a total Marvel addict. I went through this period, through most of my teen years, of buying and reading every single Marvel comic that ever came out. That’s where I developed my drawing ability. If I hadn’t loved comic books, I wouldn’t have spent that much time drawing. I think it’s probably true of an awful lot of people who do comics, since the fact that they were kind of an outsider to the scene. I was definitely a loser in high school. If they had a drawing ability, they would produce their own comic books. I must have drawn hundreds of comic books when I was in high school, all superhero crap, and some horror stuff.

Williams: There should be some therapy group for kids like that.

Seth: To keep them from ending up at Marvel. I see some groups for those kids, but they don’t look too good. They’re role playing groups in the back of a comic shop or something. I was fortunate that I didn’t know a single other person who read comic books until I was in my twenties. I was horribly ashamed of it, in fact, so there was no way I was going to tell anyone in high school that I was reading comic books. I figured, “I’m enough of a loser, I don’t need to add this to the group. They have plenty of reasons to hate me as it is.” But that’s where I think I really developed my drawing abilities. If it hadn’t been for that I probably wouldn’t be able to produce a comic book now.

I guess it was around when I went to art school that I lost interest in those Marvel comics, but I still had interest in the medium.

Williams: And you were just doing painting?

Seth: Sure, yeah, I was in a more commercially oriented department.

Williams: Were you in illustration?

Seth: I was in what they called communication and design, which incorporated any kind of artwork that was for commercial purposes. I took illustration courses, and I took graphic design courses, and production art, and technique. All those things. But halfway through art school, I really realized, “This doesn’t do me any good. At the end of this I’m going to end up working on the Jell-O account or something, this isn’t going to make me a cartoonist,” so I kind of got disenchanted with the whole thing, and that’s when I . . .

Williams: So you still wanted to be a cartoonist?

Seth: Yeah, even during all this I still wanted to be a cartoonist, I just didn’t know what the hell I was going to do with it. I was really kind of mixed up. There’s only been one point in my whole life, since I was a kid, where I didn’t think I was going to be a cartoonist, and that was in my third year of art school, and I was really fucked up, and I thought, “This ain’t going to happen. This is a dream.” I guess this actually would have been right after I dropped out of art school, because I hadn’t even drawn anything for about eight months, and I thought, “I’m not going to be a cartoonist. I’m not going anywhere. I’m working at a shitty job, and I’m not doing any art, and what was I thinking anyway, I don’t even know what I’m going to do.”

Williams: What kind of job was it?

Seth: I was working in a jewelry factory, assembling costume jewelry. And I was also really fucked up on drugs at that point too, so life really didn’t seem like it was heading anywhere.

Williams: So, how much art school did you have?

Seth: I was there for about two and a half years.

Williams: Did you learn all the basics of drawing?

Seth: I guess so. I start to wonder what you really learn in art school. It’s a good place to kill time.

Williams: It depends on the teacher. If the teacher is really teaching you stuff, then it’s important, but if it’s one of those, “draw how you feel,” kind of things . . .

Seth: Yeah. First of all, I think I was too young when I was there. I just wasn’t prepared to learn. The truth is, I didn’t really have a clue. I remember being in graphic design class, and I didn’t even know what graphic design was when I was nineteen years old! I would look at the stuff, and it would seem like some sort of a magic thing to be able to get a graphic design that you would get an A on. I didn’t know how it worked. Now, it’s like an instinctual thing. You look at something and you can tell what’s good graphic design and what isn’t, but at that point I was completely lost. I was an idiot, and I didn’t learn anything really useful when I was in art school. I feel like most of my learning has come through self-teaching, because you have to learn when you’re ready.

Williams: I really think that most art school is a fraud because nobody is really ready to sit down and learn that stuff when they’re nineteen.

Seth: Exactly.

Williams: You have to be like twenty-five, or you have to be mature enough to actually digest the stuff.

Seth: I mean, what the hell do you know about anything when you’re nineteen, and how can you translate that experience into any sort of an artistic statement? It’s pointless. I think the best thing you might get out of art school is a lot of life-drawing classes. That was always fun. I don’t know if it helped my drawing, but I sure enjoyed it. It’s always a pleasure to draw from the figure.

Williams: Yeah, I agree. If you sit down and actually look at things . . .

Seth: It’s definitely something every cartoonist should do.

Williams: I spent three years straight, all the way through the summer and everything, just going to figure drawing classes.

Seth: It’s definitely important, because you really can’t learn to draw from other cartoonists.

You can learn to emulate their stylistic tics, but it’s not going to help you draw any. When it really comes down to the basics of drawing and composition, you can’t learn that from anybody else. You’ve got to learn that yourself.

Williams: What renewed your interest in cartooning?

Seth: I guess when I was about twenty, when I was in art school, I pretty much lost interest in cartooning, for a while. That’s because I stopped reading the Marvel comics. I was still interested in comics, but I just didn’t realize there was such potential to the medium. So for a couple of years there I just stopped doing any kind of cartooning. I was just goofing around. I dropped out of art school. I started doing a lot of drugs and stuff, and then I read an ad that Vortex Comics was looking for an artist or something. I went up there and showed them some stuff that I had and they didn’t care for it, but this guy Ken Steacy . . . I don’t know if you’ve ever heard of him . . .

Williams: The airbrush guy.

Seth: Yeah. He took me out to the comic shop, because I told him I wasn’t reading any comics and he said, “You gotta buy this Love and Rockets.” So this would probably be ’82 or ’83, and so I picked up issue number three and I started reading Love and Rockets. For a while that’s all I read, then I started branching out and reading some other stuff. I was picking up Chester [Brown]’s minicomic Yummy Fur, and . . .

Williams: Did you know Chester then?

Seth: No, I didn’t. I wrote him a letter sometime around then, and that’s when we made our first contact. We didn’t really meet until we both worked at Vortex a couple of years later.

Then I started to get interested in comics again, and started to read some of the undergrounds I’d read as a teenager, but didn’t really understand. I started to pick up on Crumb, and started to dig more deeply into the alternative comics scene. I started reading Weirdo and Raw, and stuff like that.

Williams: Was that stuff available at any store around there?

Seth: Yeah, it was actually pretty easy to find here in Toronto. Toronto is not bad for . . . The Beguiling wasn’t open yet, which, in my mind, is probably the best comic shop I’ve ever seen.

Williams: That’s what everybody says. Except Quimby’s, which sounds like it’s pretty close.

Seth: I haven’t heard much about that, but there were a couple of comic shops here that were pretty good. There’s a place called the Dragon Lady that had a lot of old stuff, and there was a place called the Silver Snail that carried a fair amount of alternative stuff at that time, although it’s pretty much a mainstream store now. But, it was easy enough to find this stuff . . . American Splendor and things like that, so I got my interest in cartooning revitalized around that time, and that’s when I ended up drawing Mister X.

Williams: There was some other comic that somebody told me you drew for Vortex.

Seth: I did a bit of stuff in their Vortex Magazine. They had an anthology title, but besides that I didn’t do anything for them but Mister X.

Williams: What did you feel about doing the Mister X stuff?

Seth: In retrospect, I didn’t have any moral qualms about it. Looking back on it, I probably should have had some moral qualms about coming on after the Hernandez Brothers, after Bill had supposedly screwed them around, but the truth is, I didn’t really know anything about that at that time. I’d just started reading The Comics Journal, and by the time I was working on Mister X it wasn’t common knowledge that Bill had screwed them around.
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