BRENT ANDERSON'S EPIC TECKNIGHT

BY JENNIFER M. CONTINO

(Originally posted at Comicon.com/Pulse May 29, 2008)

Although most people know Brent Anderson for his work on mainstream comics like Astro City, he's also working on an epic self-published project featuring an anachronistic hero, the TecKnight (http://brentandersonart.com/tecknight.asp ). Anderson told us what it was like collaborating with his wife, Shirley Johnston on this project that began life as a potential, alternate Batman type tale for DC.

THE PULSE: Who or what is the TecKnight?

BRENT E. ANDERSON: The TecKnight is an anachronistic hero in the Batman/Dark Knight Detective model living in a world of nano-technology and limitless cyber space virtual realities. He's made aware of a dangerous new threat to the very existence of the actual universe, and comes out of a two hundred year retirement to save it.

THE PULSE: How did you come up with a character you described on your website as "an anachronistic Batmanesque super hero?"

ANDERSON: I did some world-building years ago to pitch an Elseworlds Batman concept to DC, but I never was able to come up with more than a loose outline of a story. My wife, Shirley Johnston, asked to read the background material and offered to write a story set against this backdrop and incorporate my outline. The result was a text-heavy script for a 200-plus page graphic novel, which I then decided to star my character the TecKnight instead of an alternate reality Batman. I've been a fan of the "super science" stories of e.e. "Doc" Smith, (the Lensmen and Skylark series) since I was a kid. I tried to incorporate much of that over-the-top super-science approach as I could in designing the TecKnight universe. What has resulted is a terrific piece of science fiction, comic book archetypal tropes, social commentary and one smashing action/adventure story. If I can find an interested publisher, the "Jar of Ashes" graphic novel would shoot to the top of my work schedule (alongside the ongoing Astro City).

THE PULSE: What else defines the TecKnight?

ANDERSON: What I find interesting in the TecKnight character is the fact that he unwittingly sold the rights to his intellectual property persona to the very villain who is threatening to destroy the inner planets of the solar system! Adam Wayneterra has to violate intellectual property laws and use the very TecKnight program he helped develop to infiltrate the rightful owner of that property to prevent him from destroying the universe.

THE PULSE: What makes him different from the Batman?

ANDERSON: Everything. Which is why I pulled the concept back to developing my own character instead of playing it off of an already established one.

THE PULSE: What made him retire?

ANDERSON: The fact that nano-technology, the ability to change matter from any form into any other form, created a world where there is no need to steal to eat or to consume entertainment. There is no real crime to fight (in the traditional Batman sense find criminal, punch him in the face, take him to jail), so TecKnight, aka Adam Wayneterra, went into retirement. He briefly tried being a "ferret", an internet detective who worms his way through the internets seeking out and identifying copyright infringers, but it wasn't quite the same thing as punching a bad guy in the mouth, so he retired.

THE PULSE: Who is this Joquesne that prompted the TecKnight to return?

ANDERSON: Joquesne mysteriously becomes a major player in the ratings war of the internet world of virtual reality, where the constant tabulation of consumer interaction is the coin of the realm. He's quickly become Number Four in this competition for ratings against The Big Three and there seems no stopping his rise to Number One. Adam Wayneterra's ex-wife, a lawyer in defending and prosecuting intellectual property law (the only law in this TecKnight universe) brings information to Adam asking him to investigate Joquesne's operation, because there's something fishy about the whole thing.

THE PULSE: Why does he seem to be the only one able to save our corner of the Universe?

ANDERSON: Because of his investigative past and (the now considered antiquated) understanding of the criminal mind, the unreasoning grab for power in a universe where anything and everything is there for the taking except a 100% rating share. His ex prompts him to come out of retirement. It's during the course of his investigation he discovers the true threat.

THE PULSE: You've been working on this story for over ten years, why has it taken so long for your vision of the series to be realized?

ANDERSON: It's taken this long to shape itself, I believe, because it needs to be what it needs to be, I guess. I pitched it to Dark Horse several years ago, but it didn't "float their boat" and I really needed to do more design work on the lead character of TecKnight, since what I pitched to them was pretty weak.

THE PULSE: Why did you want to make this a world where virtual reality is the environment?

ANDERSON: Because the internet and virtual reality is very topical and is having a tremendous influence on not only our own entertainment culture but on the collective cultures of the world. I wanted to build a world of endless entertainment and consumerism which, on the surface would be considered a utopia by many people, but was, in actuality, a dystopic future of escape and telemetric control, where people are oblivious to the fact that they are merely interchangeable components in some other people's grab for power and control.

THE PULSE: What is this world like? How far in the future is this set? Why has technology become so profound?

ANDERSON: Nano medecine has made immortality a distinct possibility. At the time of the story, Adam Wayneterra has been retired as the TecKnight for almost three hundred years, and he is in perfect health for a man perpetually 50-plus years old, thanks to nano-doc health programs. The technology is profound because I needed it to be to tell my story. The technology is the magic fairy dust that makes telling the story possible. It's a fable, a parable, a social commentary, a dark farce and a tribute to all the fine virtual realities which have come into existence in my lifetime; radio, comic books and television (actually before my lifetime) the internet, personal computers and now iPods and personal communication devices. The next step is wet-netting, as I've defined it in my story.

THE PULSE: I know you've been working on this for over ten years ... how, if at all, has your vision or ideas for the series changed?

ANDERSON: It has undergone a substantial evolution and transformation over the years as I've slowly gained more understanding of just what the internet is and how it is shaping our global culture. My wife's involvement in writing the script really set me on fire! It's a terrific story and I sometimes wish I could devote ALL my creative time to it, but I'll just have to work on it when I can and hope someone wants to someday publish it. Who knows, I may publish it myself if I can make that happen.

THE PULSE: How have some of the newer advances in technology affected the TecKnight?

ANDERSON: The TecKnight virtual reality universe was much more prophetic ten years ago than it is today. Many of the concepts in my original outline and Shirley's more knowledgeable contributions to the script are coming to fruition in some form today. There are still some magical technological advances, such as nano-tech and tectonic plate energy harnesses, which will forever remain magic fairy dust, but are essential to the telling of the story I need to tell. I don't believe the true meaning of the story will ever be dated.

THE PULSE: What was it like working on this with your wife, Shirley?

ANDERSON: It's been an interesting experience collaborating with her on not only this project, but on "Good Mother Dinosaur" and its sequel "Escape the House," two children's book ideas we are also collaborating on. Shirley is a prose poet at heart and thinks and creates from a heartfelt humane place, which is reflected in the emotional imagery of her writing and the realism of her characters. Her writing doesn't easily fit into the world of commercial book selling, so stepping out of my commercial literal drawing mode and trying to compliment the way she writes in my drawing has been a challenge. But I love challenge. It keeps me fresh and creatively fluid.

THE PULSE: What kind of challenges did you face getting these 200 pages created with your busy work schedule?

ANDERSON: Juggling my studio time effectively so I get some work done periodically and regularly on TecKnight is a constant challenge. Also, there are huge design problems to be resolved. How does one depict the 3-D virtual reality world of the internet on the 2-D virtual reality world of the comic book page? What cyphers and emblems of accepted graphic narratives does one use to convey such a concept? I've got some ideas, but until I actually sit down and work them out I won't know how well they will work.

THE PULSE: How many parts are planned for the TecKnight?

ANDERSON: It started out as four 48-page books, but the story can be broken down into as many or as few comics as needs be. Ideally, I would like to work it out as a graphic novel book deal and not serialize it, but whatever deal will get it completed is the deal I will pursue.

THE PULSE: When is the first volume due to be in stores?

ANDERSON: We'll have to find a publisher, work out the deal, finish the art, then get it scheduled. It could be a long time.

THE PULSE: What other projects are you working on?

ANDERSON: The first of possibly three children's book ideas called "Good Mother Dinosaur" (and its first sequel "Escape the House"). I've also started a comics adaptation of a play I was in last summer called "The Divide", as well as a daily comic strip called "You Can't Always Get What You Want". I have drawers full of fun story ideas, character developments, comic strip ideas and comic book and graphic novel concepts. There are not enough years left in my lifetime to do it all, but I will keep plugging away on one after the other until I can't do it anymore. Creating comics makes me feel alive. And I like feeling alive. 

