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After graduating high school in 1970, I attended 
the Cooper Union School of Art in New York 
City. My ambition was to become a comic 

book artist, and in my time outside of class I worked 
part time at a comic book store and attended comic 
book conventions. I met several professional cartoonists 
and with their help and encouragement I was able to 
get into the field myself, dropping out of school in 1973. 

I was not interested in the superhero comics as much 
as the underground comics of Robert Crumb and Rick 
Griffin, as well as the fantasy work of French artists 

Mœbius and Druillet. My own work explored fantasy 
and surrealist themes. I have always been interested in 
the connection between the real world—the world of 
material things, orderly transitions, and logical, pre-
dictable outcomes—and the world of spiritual forces, 
visions, dreams, and delusions that follows illogical and 
unpredictable rules of its own. I believe that that lat-
ter realm plays a strong role in our experience of life.

My first professional work was drawing covers for 
a pornographic magazine, Screw. I also did a psyche-
delic comic strip called Dope Rider for High Times, a 



magazine targeted at the drug-
culture. In 1978 I sold my first 
story to Heavy Metal, a monthly 
graphic-story magazine inspired by 
the French magazine Métal Hur-
lant. Shortly after getting my foot in 
the door at Heavy Metal, I approa-
ched the editor, Julie Simmons, with 
ten episodes of a comic strip called 
the bus. I had drawn it in a hori-
zontal format hoping to sell it to a 
weekly newspaper, the Village Voice, 
and all of whose comic strips were formatted that 
way. The Village Voice turned it down, though the art 
director was gracious enough to tell me it was the 
best thing he had ever rejected. Julie liked it and ran 
it as a regular half-page feature, as Heavy Metal of-
ten sold half-page ads and had to fill the remaining 
space. The first episode appeared in January 1979 and 
it appeared about once a month for the next six years.

What I enjoyed most about the bus was working 
around the limitations. It revolved around a few situa-

tions: waiting for the bus, getting 
on the bus, paying the fare, sitting 
with other passengers, and getting 
off the bus. Into these commonplace 
situations I put the strangest twists 
I could come up with. The humor 
was inspired by the zany logic of 
Warner Brothers and Max Fleis-
cher cartoons; the paranoia of the 
Twilight Zone television program; 
and the surrealistic artwork of 
Bosch, Magritte, Dalí, and Escher. 

As time went by, I began to do surreal things with the 
bus itself, transforming it and playing with its secret 
life and history. As for the commuter, the dull-loo-
king businessman, we learn very little about him. Who 
is he? How does he feel about the constant surprises 
sprung on him? Does he actually have an office to go 
to in the morning and a home to return to at night, or 
does he just live for the trips? He doesn’t reveal much.

I like telling a story without dialog. It forces the 
reader to fill in what’s happening, and as long as the 



narrative is clear I think the rea-
der gets satisfaction from that. I’ve 
heard it said that a humorous story 
always leaves out a key element that 
the audience must fill in, and the 
satisfaction of making that connec-
tion – “getting it” – provokes the 
laugh. Omitting dialog is one way to 
force the reader to fill in the blanks. 

Heavy Metal went from monthly 
to quarterly in 1986. I decided to 
stop doing the bus because it didn’t 
seem worthwhile to continue on such an occasio-
nal basis. Also, I felt I was running out of ideas and 
at the same time I was getting too busy on commer-
cial assignments. The last strip appeared in Heavy 
Metal in December 1985, and a paperback collec-
tion of them was published by Ballantine in 1987.

In those days before the internet I rarely got feed-
back. My work was published and I was paid, but what 
did readers think of it? I didn’t know. As the years go by, 
though, I continue to hear from those who enjoyed it.

A few years ago Claude Amauger 
of Tanibis Editions expressed inte-
rest in bringing out a new antho-
logy of the bus, and it was published 
in 2012. Inspired by the renewed 
interest and with commercial work 
dwindling, in 2013 I decided to try 
to come up with some new adven-
tures. I wasn’t sure I still had any 
strange ideas in my head, but for-
tunately, when I went looking for 
them in the dark corners, I found 

a good number—enough for a second collection.
Other old projects are coming back to life as well. 

In addition to the bus, I am again doing Dope Ri-
der for High Times and my graphic novel, Murder 
by Remote Control, is going to be reprinted in 2016. 
I sometimes feel as if I’ve entered a time warp and 
am reliving my youth. I’m enjoying it immensely.

—Paul Kirchner
June 2015
















