







 

MARS ATTACKS is back! The infamous science-fiction trading card series produced by Topps in 1962 celebrates its fiftieth anniversary with this first-ever compilation, including high-quality reproductions of the original series of fifty-five cards as well as the hard-to-find sequel from 1994, preliminary sketches by Wally Wood and Bob Powell, concept art, rare test-market materials, censored cards, and more. Also includes an introduction by series co-creator Len Brown and an afterword by Zina Saunders, daughter of artist Norm Saunders, providing an insider’s behind-the-scenes view of the bizarre and compelling world of Mars Attacks.
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Mars Attacks!

INTRODUCTION BY LEN BROWN

THE CLASSIC 55 (1962 SERIES)

VISIONS: NEW AND ORIGINAL (1994 SERIES)

THE WORLD OF MARS ATTACKS

BEHIND THE SCENES AND MORE

AFTERWORD BY ZINA SAUNDERS

BONUS TRADING CARDS
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On a spring day in 1955, I was thirteen years old and riding a bus in Brooklyn when I saw something that was life changing for me! At a red light, I stared out the window at a newsstand with a new magazine on display—issue number one of a publication “for boys” by Triple Nickel Books. The cover featured a man in a coonskin hat carrying a rifle through the woods, completely oblivious to a menacing Indian stalking him from behind. It was an adventure magazine featuring a biography of the American frontier hero Davy Crockett.

At the time, Crockett was a national rage, thanks to a Walt Disney television series, and kids across America were all singing the number one hit “The Ballad of Davy Crockett” by Bill Hayes, collecting Crockett trading cards, and dressing like their TV hero. At home I kept thinking about the magazine I had seen, and the following morning I decided to walk the two miles back to the newsstand and purchase it. I had no way of knowing that the events of that day would ultimately have a lasting effect upon my life.


I read the Crockett biography quickly, wrote a letter to an unknown editor praising this new boys’ publication, and just a few days later, received a surprise phone call. It was from Woody Gelman, the publisher of Triple Nickel Books and also the creative director for Topps Chewing Gum, Inc. in Brooklyn. In his position at Topps, Woody was the person who planned and created which trading card series Topps would release. Ever since my sixth birthday, I had been spending my pennies on the various trading card packages that Topps marketed in the late 1940s and early’50s.

Picture cards like Scoop (a series chronicling world history), Jets (modern airplanes), Freedom’s War (Korean War cards), Target Moon and Spacemen (two early sets that focused on outer space and science fiction), and of course, the annual baseball cards were all typical of the Topps products I collected back in my preteen days.

When Woody invited me to visit the Topps offices, I was overjoyed. I remember walking down 36th Street in Brooklyn for the first time and smelling the aroma of Bazooka Bubble Gum as I approached Topps. I really could taste sugar on my tongue, as it permeated the air outside the factory at 254 36th Street, where the gum was manufactured.



For five years after that first visit, I maintained a telephone friendship with Woody Gelman, as he became almost a second father to me (I lost my real dad to a heart attack when I was just five years old). When I turned eighteen, I received another important call from Woody: He stunned me with an offer of a part-time job as his assistant. I was walking on air, and in October 1959, I began a career at Topps that lasted for almost forty-one years, until I retired in May 2000.

During that span of time, there were many exciting projects and products I helped develop at Topps—trading cards and stickers from Star Wars to Star Trek, Wacky Packages to Garbage Pail Kids, Michael Jackson to Pokemon, and hundreds more. If anyone ever asks which was my personal favorite, I always answer, “Mars Attacks.” It was an original science-fiction trading card series that Woody and I co-created in 1962, based on a modern-day version of The War of the Worlds. At first we called the product Attack from Space, but ultimately we changed it to Mars Attacks, believing the shorter title would appear bolder and more dramatic on our packaging.

Our next decision was to figure out just what these Martian invaders would look like. Somehow, the cliché of little green men from another planet just didn’t seem dramatic enough.

My love of old comic books brought to mind an issue of E.C.’s Weird Science from 1952, with a striking cover illustration by Wally Wood. The cover depicted UFOs landing on the Earth and releasing a group of large-brained, foreboding aliens onto our world. The invaders were pretty hideous, like nothing I had ever seen before—until in 1955 when I saw a similar-looking creature in the Universal movie This Island Earth. Those big-brained aliens were the perfect inspiration for the Martians in our trading card series.

Woody and I contacted Wally Wood (who back in 1961 had drawn a series of Believe It or Not! spoof cards for us called Crazy Cards). This time we asked him to help us visualize our Martian card concept. Wally, one of the most talented artists who ever put a pen to a sheet of paper, took on the assignment. His initial artwork looked beautiful, yet we felt they were a little subdued; we required more drama and excitement to be sure to catch our young audience’s attention. Each Mars Attack card needed to achieve the impact of a paperback cover, with a dramatic story clearly detailed at first glance.

We contacted another comic book veteran, Bob Powell, who had penciled a fairly violent series of trading cards called Civil War News for Topps in 1961. Bob submitted two or three thumbnail sketches for every scenario we gave him, and then Woody and I picked our favorite composition. He would then render a tight five-by-seven-inch pencil drawing on illustration board. That finished art was then forwarded to our painter, Norm Saunders, one of the most lauded pulp cover illustrators of the’40s and’50s. We felt very lucky to have Norm working with us on Mars Attacks. I loved watching him paint over the Powell pencils. He created beautiful, colorful masterpieces, working with a fine paintbrush under a magnifying glass, filling each card with more and more dramatic detail.

It took us six months to complete the artwork for the entire series of fifty-five Mars Attacks trading cards. Before sending the artwork to the printer, it was customary to run the material by the Topps president, Joel Shorin, for review. Usually Joel nodded approvingly and wished us good luck, but not so fast with those Mars Attacks cards! Joel felt that many of the images went too far in depicting violence and brutality. Not the least of his concerns was the presence of too many scantily clad women. Based on Joel’s strong words, we sent back at least a dozen paintings to Norm Saunders for modifications. He toned down the more violent images, eliminating some of the bloodshed, and the women revealed far less cleavage and flesh in the modified artwork. Despite these changes, Joel still feared bad publicity, so he decided to remove our regular corporate copyright line from the backs of the trading cards and replace it with the copyright “Bubbles Inc.”



It wasn’t long after Mars Attacks shipped that newspapers began to run feature stories citing the mayhem depicted on the trading cards, and Topps began to have second thoughts about shipping additional sets into new markets. The final straw occurred when Joel Shorin received a call from a friend in Connecticut who also happened to be the local district attorney. In no uncertain terms, Shorin was told that Mars Attacks was “unsuitable for children,” and he was cautioned about releasing more of the trading cards into the state. Sadly, the combination of bad press, some negative letters from concerned parents, and the DA’s phone call, brought an end to Topps’s plans to expand the series.


While Mars Attacks was never shipped nationally, it made a huge impact on the consumers who had seen the cards. Now, years later, fans young and old still try to complete their collections, despite the rarity of the cards. Any of these vintage cards appearing for sale are quickly grabbed up and sold. Today, a complete set of the fifty-five original 1962 Topps Mars Attacks cards in mint condition is valued at twenty-five thousand dollars—a pretty good increase for a product that initially sold for a nickel a pack, or a penny a card. More extraordinary, an original wax wrapper sells for over five hundred dollars, and an empty Mars Attacks display box (rarely found) is scooped up for over a thousand dollars!

In 1962, Topps received about thirty letters from students attending the same public school. It was obviously a class assignment, as all the letters had the same basic message, “Mars Attacks trading cards are not suitable for children.” Each student writer expressed hope that we would replace the series with something “more educational.” One letter, however, contained an additional final sentence: “We really love collecting your Mars Attacks cards. It is our teacher who is making us write this letter to you.” A true confession at the very end!

Mars Attacks bubble-gum trading cards are fifty years old and have survived their early criticism. Over the years, there have been action figures, model kits, comic books, life-size masks, hardcover science-fiction novels, and additional trading card sets.

In 1996, Hollywood called, and famed director Tim Burton brought Mars Attacks to the screen with an all-star cast including Jack Nicholson, Glenn Close, Annette Bening, Pierce Brosnan, Danny DeVito, and Sarah Jessica Parker.

More toys, a line of apparel, a new comic book series, and additional trading cards are in the works as the Mars Attacks story continues. What else lies ahead? Tough to predict. I’ve been surprised so often that all I can do is look up at the stars at night and try to contemplate the possibilities!


Cover for The Adventures of Davy Crockett by Nat Wilson. Triple Nickel Books no. 1 (1955), published by Woody Gelman.
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Soupy Sales with Len Brown (left) and Woody Gelman (right), taken in 1967 at the time Topps released a series of “wallet-size” photo trading cards of the television personality.
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Scoop (1954) no. 72, “Ederle Swims Channel”
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Scoop no. 75, “Dillinger Shot”;
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Jets (1956) no. 116, “Convair YF-102”
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Freedom’s War (1950) no. 28,“They Won’t Stop!”;
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Target Moon (1957) no. 33, “First Men on the Moon”
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Target Moon no. 50, “Enjoying Earthshine”;
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Spacemen (1951) no. 175, “Overcoming Pirate Rocket.”
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Weird Science no. 16 (November–December 1952), illustrated by Wally Wood. This classic E.C. Comics cover prompted Gelman and Brown to contact Wood as the first artist hired to visualize their series concept.
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Movie poster and publicity photo for This Island Earth, released by Universal Pictures International (1955).
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According to Len Brown, the mutant aliens were one of the primary inspirations for the look and design of the Martians in Mars Attacks.
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Civil War News (1962) no. 12, “Bloody Combat.”
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Civil War News no. 48, “Smashing the Enemy,” which shares a title with Mars Attacks card no. 50.
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Movie poster for Mars Attacks! (Warner Bros., 1996). “The original cards were so beautiful,” director Tim Burton told Cinefantastique magazine in January 1996. “They were really pure, not campy. They had a lurid quality that I like.”
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“The idea to start on Mars was Woody’s,” says co-creator Len Brown, referring to Topps creative director Woody Gelman, who developed the series with him. “We worked fairly sequentially, as I recall, so this was the first card Norm Saunders painted.”
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Artist Norm Saunders produced most of the art for Mars Attacks from his uptown Manhattan apartment and visited Topps’s Brooklyn offices to deliver the finished paintings, feeling that was safer than sending them by mail. Saunders also brought his paints with him to Topps, in case he had to do any retouching.
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“The first artist we tried out was Wally Wood, because he had done an alien on the cover of an issue of Weird Science. We called Wally in and told him we wanted a creature with a big brain, and he did a lot of early sketches for us.” (See “Behind the Scenes and More,” starting on this page.)
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After Wally Wood pinned down the look of the Martians, comics veteran Bob Powell was brought in. “We felt that Bob’s layouts had a better sense of drama than anyone else’s. When it was clear that Bob was going to be our penciler, we asked him to give us two or three versions of each scene that we described. I wish we still had more of those roughs.”
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After getting back several rough sketches for each card concept, Gelman and Brown would pick their favorite. Powell would then tightly pencil the scene on a sturdy five-by-seven-inch illustration board, which the artists would paint directly over. This process, in effect, eliminated an important layer of the original artwork forever.
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While often cited for illustrating the entire series, Norm Saunders had some help. Though he did paint most of the Mars Attacks cards, other artists were brought in to keep the project on schedule when Topps requested the release be moved up. Additional painters included well-known pulp artists Geoffrey Biggs and Maurice Blumenfeld.
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Of the Golden Gate Bridge, Brown notes, “We tried to pick the most iconic landmarks that kids would recognize.” He and Gelman felt that showing familiar locations would give the series greater impact and make the destruction feel more real.
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Brown, Gelman, Powell, and Saunders all worked together on the earlier Civil War News card set that influenced the look and feel of Mars Attacks. Civil War’s bloody tone was itself inspired by the Horrors of War card set released by Gum, Inc., in 1938.
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Gelman, a former animator, comic book writer, and co-creator of Topps’s own Bazooka Joe comics, was an accomplished cartoonist and often developed the card concepts with Brown. Gelman storyboarded many scenes himself before handing them to series penciler Bob Powell for embellishment.
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“Woody Gelman’s theory was that every card should look like either a pulp cover or a movie poster or a paperback jacket—the viewer should have an ‘Oh my gosh!’ reaction when they see it. He really wanted each card to tell a story.”
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The horizontal structure of the art in Mars Attacks and other early Topps series was an attempt to capture the feel of CinemaScope wide-screen movies. Years later, Topps would release a series of “Widevision” Mars Attacks trading cards based on the 1996 feature film.
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A similar scene to this is shown in one of Wally Wood’s development sketches (this page). Brown says, “Topps unfortunately felt that showing skeletons was too gruesome for kids, but I always thought the look of terror on the man’s face here was much more horrifying.”
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“Woody came up with this scene. He said, ‘Let’s have them drinking martinis like they’re toasting their victory.’ I remember saying to Woody, ‘Should it look like an Earth martini glass or should it be something a little weirder?’ We ended up going with a regular martini glass so it would be more recognizable.”
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The original test run was called Attack from Space (only a handful of these sets was produced), but the title changed when the set was released officially. Recalls Brown, “We thought the fewer words of Mars Attacks would look bolder on the wrapper, like more of a headline.”
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“We were planning the next card set to follow Civil War News, and science fiction was the obvious choice. We thought about a time travel series, but we didn’t know if we could come up with enough scenarios.” Inspired by H. G. Wells’s The War of the Worlds, Brown and Gelman eventually settled on a more basic concept: an alien invasion.
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Brown recalls that the set’s release in the United Kingdom caused controversy. “They were incensed. We heard from our English subsidiary that a speaker in Parliament brought up this card, about how awful it was, from a British point of view, that we were selling cards like this to children in our country.”
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The “Beauty” in this card was originally painted by Saunders wearing a small, revealing nightie. Feeling the art was too sexual for the kids they’d be selling to, management at Topps insisted the women be covered. “Norm painted great flesh. There was a lot of skin and cleavage showing. I was sorry we had to change this one.”
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“We didn’t really discuss whether the Martians were any certain height,” says Brown. Despite being portrayed in the Tim Burton film as small, impish aliens, the Martians were never thought of that way during development of the card series. “I think the idea was they were human sized.”
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“We were optimistic when we tested the series as Attack from Space, but I don’t think we shipped all that many sets with that title. We would typically do a test run of maybe four or five cases and get it into a dozen or so local stores and monitor the sales.”
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In-house Topps staff, including Jane Fitzsimmons, were responsible for packaging and other illustrations, including the original wrapper and display box. Foreign editions used different wraps produced independently from Topps in the United States.
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“We could show skeletons of dead human beings or people in flames, but we couldn’t show the rounded, pretty flesh of a woman’s shoulder—we had to paint over the original artwork after Topps objected. In this card, we had to cover the woman right up to her neck!”
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“It was pure inhumanity,” Brown recollects. “The saucers are striking the Earth, and here they are burning the cattle up and just destroying whatever they can.” This scene was directly translated to the screen by Tim Burton in his 1996 film.
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“What other ways could they torture humans? What else could they do? First they burn them, so now let’s freeze them.” Conceptualizing the various Martian weapons and powers was a process Brown enjoyed. “Imagine spending time talking about these things!”
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Many of the concepts in Mars Attacks were taken from popular science-fiction, horror, and pulp trends of the day. “The Incredible Shrinking Man [1957] was a movie I loved. This scene contains one of the many elements Woody and I would talk about.”
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“I remember being unhappy when we put these captions on the front of the cards. When we were planning the series, and as the paintings were coming in, we didn’t realize that’s what we were going to do: take about a quarter of an inch of finished art and cover it. I always felt bad about that.”

[image: image]


[image: image]


Bob Powell, in addition to producing roughs for most of Topps’s nonsports cards in the 1960s—including Civil War News and Batman—also contributed drawings of ball players that were printed on the backs of their annual baseball card sets.
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“Giant insects were one of the weapons that the Martians used against Earth. We wanted visual elements that were popular in science-fiction movies.” Films like Them (1954) and Tarantula (1955) inspired the use of enormous bugs.
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“I credit Bob Powell for these insects,” Brown states. “Norm had the freedom to change things if he thought they didn’t look right—because Norm was so good—but Bob Powell did pretty tight pencils.”
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After publication, many of the original paintings were altered by the artists. These images were reportedly changed at the request of Topps, who briefly considered re-releasing the series with less offensive imagery (see this page for Rosem Enterprises’ Mars Attacks—The Unpublished Version).
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“I know I came up with this one,” Brown says. “This was almost a cliché in horror magazines, but it must have made a big impact on me in my younger days, because I really wanted to get that image in the series once we were doing insects as part of the invasion.” Wally Wood storyboarded an early version of this concept, shown on this page.

[image: image]


[image: image]


Len Brown and Wally Wood would team up again in the mid-1960s to create the super-hero comic book T.H.U.N.D.E.R. Agents. Wood named lead character Dynamo’s alter ego Leonard Brown, after his friend and co-writer. The characters have been revived several times over the years, most recently by DC Comics in 2010.
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Recalling the inspiration for the Martians’ mechanical monstrosities, Brown says, “I go back to the movie serial The Phantom Empire [1935], with Gene Autry, and another called Undersea Kingdom [1936]. They both used very similar, very clunky 1930s-style robots.”
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Controversy erupted when upset parents, teachers, and lawmakers voiced disapproval over the violent and salacious imagery used on the cards. “At the time,” Brown says, “we actually kept a file of all the complaints we received.”
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Brown and Gelman were surprised by the uproar over the series content. “Our Civil War set was just as gory as Mars Attacks. I suspect because it was historical, people just felt that kids were learning, so the violence was okay.”
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Following the initial release of Mars Attacks in 1962, the card set brought more backlash and controversy than sales, so Topps chose not to distribute the series nationally. Despite its fame today, the original set was never widely available, and very few were produced.
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Perhaps controversy did not come as a complete surprise to Topps management, who weren’t thrilled with their first look at the finished product. “They didn’t like what they were seeing, and we were told to do a lot of retouching. This original painting showed the dog’s skeleton. Norm had to go back and paint the fur on.”
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Because of their uneasiness over the material, Topps decided to release the series under the copyright “Bubbles Inc.” rather than Topps, a practice begun in 1956 when they produced a trading card series based around then-controversial rocker Elvis Presley.
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“One fellow who worked in our department told us, ‘I think you got it all wrong—this is a worldwide invasion. All the cards should depict famous places!’ By showing how individuals on the street were dealing with this, with just one or two people fighting a Martian or a monster, he thought we weren’t showing the larger calamity. We were making it too small.”
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Brown and Gelman agreed that the series shouldn’t show only large-scale destruction. “I think we did right by including both, how the common man—or woman, in a lot of cases—was menaced by the Martians. It didn’t always have to be the Martians destroying the White House or the Golden Gate Bridge,” says Brown, before adding, “but Mount Rushmore would have been neat.”

[image: image]


[image: image]


“I recall seeing a horror movie from the 1950s—I believe it was War of the Colossal Beast [1958]—which showed a sixty-foot-tall creature being electrocuted by high-voltage power lines. That scene inspired this card. If you look close, you can see a man falling from the tower. I have no idea what he was doing up there, however!”
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Brown wrote the copy on the back of the cards for the entire series. “I had a lot of fun writing them. Even though I was causing myself trouble, I was for more copy because I was a big reader. They could have given me eight lines of copy in larger type, but I wanted more for the kids to read.”
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“I got away with a lot back in those days,” Brown says. “I don’t think management even bothered to read the backs. They were very worried about the artwork being offensive, but they let me write about any gruesome thing I wanted!”
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Brown recalls that, when writing copy, “I’d have all the original paintings on my desk, going through them and writing about what I saw. It didn’t take that long, because Woody and I had talked out each scenario beforehand, so I already had a lot of our little thoughts about what to say in mind before I started to write.”
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“I did one and a half cards a day for Topps doing Mars Attacks,” said Norm Saunders in a 1981 interview. Like most card and comics companies of the time, Topps retained the original paintings and eventually sold them off in the 1970s. “Of course, nobody knew the true value or historical significance of the art back then,” says Brown.

[image: image]


[image: image]


In recent years, a handful of original art from the series has surfaced, commanding high prices. In 2007, the original art for “The Invasion Begins” (card no. 1) sold at auction for over $80,000.
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Despite its short print run, the series made an indelible impression on youngsters. In the years following its release, individual cards could sometimes still be found in penny vending machines.
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The card art from the original 1962 series that appears in this volume was taken directly from the original transparencies, which still survive. The card backs were scanned from an archived set that had been kept in storage at Topps since its initial release.
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By the mid-1980s, Mars Attacks had achieved full-blown cult status, and other companies were seeking to capitalize on the phenomenon by releasing unauthorized products. Topps considered reprinting the series, and even commissioned eleven new cards, but their plans did not see fruition until 1994 (see this page).
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Spurred by the newfound popularity of Mars Attacks, in 1987 Topps editor Gary Gerani created a spiritual successor to the series titled Dinosaurs Attack. Similar to its predecessor, Dinosaurs Attack only gained notoriety years after its original release.
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This card shares its name with a card in the previous Topps series, Civil War News (see this page). Despite having used the same creative team for both series, Brown insists this was just a coincidence.
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Over the years, Mars Attacks cards have skyrocketed in value. While they originally sold for just five cents a pack, single cards in high-grade condition can command hundreds if not thousands of dollars.
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Card no. 1, “The Invasion Begins,” is the rarest to find in high-grade condition. In addition to it being one of the most iconic images in the series, it is also hard to find in good condition, since card sets tended to be stacked sequentially, and the top card was most susceptible to wear and damage.
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Norm Saunders painted a trilogy of war card series for Topps: Civil War News, Mars Attacks, and Battle (about World War II). He also contributed to such other great series as Ugly Stickers in 1965, Batman in 1966, and Wacky Packages, starting in 1967. A prolific commercial artist who painted more pulp covers than anybody else (“one hundred or more a year for twenty years, starting in 1935,” he told The Wrapper magazine in 1981), Saunders died on March 7, 1989, at the age of eighty-two.
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The destruction of Mars was an afterthought—but perhaps a foregone conclusion. “In those days, there was no thought of creating a sequel or a second card set, so we had no problem destroying every last Martian.”
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The images shown on pages this page and this page are no illusion. Loaned to Topps by a collector for this book, what you see is the only known sealed pack of Mars Attacks trading cards to have surfaced.
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Zina Saunders

In 1994, two years before the Tim Burton/Warner Bros. movie, Topps released a second series of Mars Attacks cards. Officially titled Mars Attacks Archives, the set consisted of a reprint of the classic fifty-five-card series from 1962, as well as eleven paintings by Herb Trimpe and Earl Norem (cards 56–66 starting on this page), which were commissioned in 1989, based on unused concepts from Bob Powell and Wally Wood. Card copy was by Len Brown, who had also written the backs for the original 1962 series.
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By 1994, Topps was producing their own comic books as well as a variety of painted trading cards, and pulled together from their stable of artists a new thirty-two-card subset titled Visions: New and Original (starting on this page)
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Previous and below: Keith Giffen
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Ken Steacy
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Ted Boonthanakit
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Ted Boonthanakit
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Earl Norem
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Earl Norem
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Drew Friedman
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Zina Saunders
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John Pound
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Charlie Adlard
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Kevin Altieri
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Simon Bisley
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John Bolton

[image: image]



Frank Brunner
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Mark Chiarello
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Joe Ciardiello
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Geof Darrow

[image: image]



Ricardo Delgado
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Steve Fastner and Rich Larsen
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Keith Giffen
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Sam Kieth
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Miran Kim
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Michael Ploog
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John Rheaume
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Zina Saunders
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Mark Schultz
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Joe Smith
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Ken Steacy
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William Stout
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Timothy Truman
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John Van Fleet
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Norm Saunders
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Over the years, a variety of Mars Attacks cards have been produced by Topps for a number of different companies. Above is a card from Non-Sport Update (July–August 1994), illustrated by Garbage Pail Kids artist Jay Lynch. Exclusive tie-in cards from Screamin’ Products models, Pocket Comics, and others are collected here for the first time (this page).


“Air Assault Martian” by Rob Robison. Screamin’ Products model, 1995.
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“Slaughter in the Streets” by Chris Ryan. Screamin’ Products model, 1995.
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“Terror in the Sky” by Ed Repka. Screamin’ Products model, 1995.
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“The Invasion Begins” by Ed Repka. Screamin’ Products model, 1995.

[image: image]



“Mars Attacks Modeling” by John G. Gernon. Screamin’ Products model, 1995.
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“Attacking Martian” by Steve Bissette. Screamin’ Products model, 1995.
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“No Place to Hide” by Jim Groman. Screamin’ Products model, 1995.
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“Target Earth” by Cathy Diefendorf. Screamin’ Products model, 1995.

[image: image]



“Contemplating Conquest” by Jim Elliot. Screamin’ Products model, 1995.
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Exclusive trading cards by Gus LaMonica for Pocket Comics, 1988. Fifty-four were planned, but the series was canceled after four issues.
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Promo cards designed by Jay Lynch and painted by Zina Saunders, 2002. Produced for the Midwest Non-Sport Trading Card Show and the Philly Non-Sports Card Show, the cards were ingeniously designed so that the two images could fit together from any direction ad infinitum. Both Lynch and Saunders are featured alongside the Martians. Norm Saunders, Zina’s father, is depicted at the top of the card below.
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“War Dogs of the Golden Horde” by Peter Scanlan. Del Rey Books, 1997.

[image: image]



“Martian Deathtrap” by Ken Steacy. Del Rey Books, 1997.
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During the development of Mars Attacks, illustrators Wally Wood and Bob Powell produced hundreds of drawings, many of which are lost to history. Some development sketches have survived, including the early Martian concept designs above and on next two pages.
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“Jet Interceptor.” Previously unpublished development sketch by Wally Wood. This concept would eventually become “Death in the Cockpit” (card no. 12 this page). Donated from a private collection.
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Before it was called Mars Attacks, the series was test-marketed as Attack from Space. Previous page and below: A rare one-cent display box.
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Uncut Attack from Space card wrapper.
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Mars Attacks display box.
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Mars Attacks card wrapper.
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Uncut Mars Attacks UK edition card wrapper.
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No. 3, “Attacking an Army Base”

Following public backlash after the release of Mars Attacks in 1962, Topps toyed with the idea of releasing a more toned-down, less offensive set, reportedly asking the original artists to retouch the offending images on several cards to remove the excessive gore and sexual overtones. Although the project was never completed, thirteen of the altered paintings eventually saw publication in 1984 when Rosem Enterprises released them as Mars Attacks—The Unpublished Version (starting on this page).
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No. 6, “Burning Navy Ships”
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No. 8, “Terror in Times Square”
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No. 11, “Destroy the City”
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No. 15, “Saucers Invade China”
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No. 17, “Beast and the Beauty”
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No. 19, “Burning Flesh”
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No. 21, “Prize Capture”
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No. 29, “Death in the Shelter”
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No. 30, “Trapped!!”
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No. 32, “Robot Terror”
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No. 36, “Destroying a Dog”
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No. 38, “Victims of the Bug”
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Dad painted Mars Attacks when I was about nine, at the same time he was becoming a real person to me. It was then that I began to actually know my father as someone other than the grown-up who bossed me around and sang a jazzy bedtime-lullaby version of “Three Little Fishes” while bobbing his cigarette in the dark of the bedroom I shared with my little brother.

My father began to have a personality separate from what he imposed on me, and I began to listen to his opinions as something other than orders from on high. He had no shortage of opinions; my father was all opinions, all the time. For example, the civil rights movement: he was for it. Religion: he was against it. And, of course, most pertinent to this book, Mars Attacks: just a bunch of bug-eyed monsters he painted for bubble-gum cards.

Dad had a brash personality. He was talkative and flamboyant, and he had a deep appreciation for—and commitment to—irreverence, and a very strong appreciation for the funny and fierce stuff of which people are composed. And he thought children were very much people. We weren’t tiny angels who didn’t know how to tell a lie. We weren’t small cardboard figures who only had sugary syrup sloshing around in our heads. Dad knew damn well that we were ferocious little warriors, bloodthirsty and cruel, and delighted by horror.

In other words, Dad was the perfect artist for Mars Attacks.

His studio was on the third floor of the brownstone we lived in on the Upper West Side of Manhattan. In the same room was our one and only TV, so I was often sitting there watching Soupy Sales or Sonny Fox while just a few feet away Dad was wreaking death and destruction on the human race.

Dad worked at a drawing table he bought at the estate auction of one of his illustration heroes, J. C. Leyendecker. He would sit on a tall stool with a splintered and tattered straw seat covered by a threadbare folded-up towel. Wearing a green eyeshade, he painted with a magnifying glass in his left hand hovering over his paintbrush, so he could add all the tiny little details to his masterpieces.

Each Mars Attacks illustration began as a pencil sketch by Bob Powell. They were very detailed, very finished, and Dad would paint directly on top of them in gouache. Dad had a story about how he came to paint in gouache. The very first staff art job he ever had, back in the 1920s in Minneapolis, was with Fawcett Publications, which published Captain Billy’s Whiz Bang, a humor magazine that had bought a few of Dad’s cartoons. During the interview, Captain Billy, who ran the place, asked if Dad knew how to paint in “goo-wash.” “Oh, sure, of course. Done it a million times!” my father said, and he got the job. As soon as he was out the door, Dad made a beeline to the library and had a hell of a time looking up what “goo-wash” was, having no idea how to spell it. It was one of the most enduring and enriching lessons my father ever taught me: If someone asks if you know how to do something, lie. Dad got a lot of assignments and learned a lot of new things by following that maxim, and so have I.

Dad would sit at his table, unwrap Powell’s sketch, and start painting. He was a fast painter, and he counseled me never to let an art director know how fast you are—they won’t pay you as much if they know you do the painting in half the time they think it takes you.

He’d paint glaring Martians sending their minions into battle, snatching moist young women from their beds, and siccing mammoth murderous bugs on our hapless world to crunch us up and spit us out. One of my favorite paintings was of a Martian burning the fur and flesh off a dog in front of a little boy on a sunny suburban street. In the original painting, there was only a skeleton left leaping in the air, but Topps sent the art back with the admonition that it was too gruesome. All along, dad had been grinding out Mars Attacks image after Mars Attacks image depicting Martians eviscerating humans as horrifyingly as they could. But a doggy? Never! So Dad painted the flesh and fur back on so that kiddies could sleep with images of frying dogs—frying, but properly furred!—dancing in their heads. America’s children have Joel Shorin, president of Topps and guardian of young, impressionable minds, to thank for that gallant decision!

But Dad did not work alone on Mars Attacks. Unbeknownst to Norm Saunders, veteran of a thousand covers for pulp magazines and paperback books, he had a secret helper in the form of his nine-year-old daughter, Zina—me. I would wait for Dad to leave his drawing table for the day, and carefully review his work. It was always nearly flawless, to my expert, albeit exceedingly young, eye—but note the “nearly.” I always found that the length and density of the eyelashes on the women my father drew fell sadly short of what I knew to be the properly glamorous shape and size of a B-movie girl’s lashes. So I would “fix” them, adding my own swipes of black paint to their eyelids. “Ah! Now, that’s eyelashes!” I would say to myself, before carefully washing out the brush and replacing it where he had left it.

When I asked my father, years later when I was in my twenties, if he was aware that I used to revise and improve his Mars Attacks paintings, he said, “Of course I did—I’d just paint it out and fix ’em back up.”

So he said. But when I look carefully—really, really carefully—at those women being mauled by the lusty Martians my father painted fifty years ago, I swear their eyelashes have a suspiciously Zina flare.


Pre-Mars Attacks, circa 1958 to 1962, a young Zina Saunders poses with her father, Norm, in his studio. Zina recalls, “For many of Dad’s assignments he would take photos of my mother and himself, posing in costume, as photo reference, setting up his Polaroid on a tripod using a timer. Sometimes I would join in.”
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Bonus Trading Cards
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LEN BROWN, former creative director at Topps, where he worked for over forty years, is a writer and editor best known as the co-creator of Mars Attacks and of the comic book series T.H.U.N.D.E.R. Agents. He lives in Texas.

ZINA SAUNDERS is an author, illustrator, and animator. Her work has appeared in publications such as Mother Jones, the New Republic, the Nation, the New York Times, and the Wall Street Journal. She lives in New York City.
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THE TOPPS COMPANY, INC., founded in 1938, is the preeminent creator and brand marketer of sports cards, entertainment products, and distinctive confectionery.
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115 West 18th Street
New York, NY 10011
www.abramscomicarts.com
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