{ THE BIG INTERVIEW }

reporting from worldwide trouble
spots in the form of comic books.

Far from trivialising his subjects, his
work has a depth and humanity often
missing from more traditional forms
of journalism. Olivia Snaije spoke to
him at his home in Portland, Oregon

“PD RATHER HANG OUT IN A CAFE.
That's where things are really
happening.” Joe Sacco is telling me
about how he goes about gathering

the material for his books. Cafés are fertile

ground for a reporter who likes to let his
characters talk, sketching out their lives and
relating what are all too often painful events. As
they talk, there is Sacco, who is always present in
his comics, a rubbery figure with a notebook and
eyes hidden behind his spectacles.

He is there in the pictures because he likes to
show the process of getting the story — the
frustration, the impatience and, every so often,
the elation when a source comes good. Sacco’s
journalism isn’t slick or glamorous; rather, he’s
like an archaeologist, scraping away layers to get
as close as he canto the truth.

It took Sacco seven years to research, write
and draw his recently released comic book,
Footnotes in Gaza, which focuses on two little-
known massacres of Palestinian civilians by the
Israeli military in 1956. These incidents are what
Sacco calls “footnotes” — events that drop “to the
bottom of history’s pages”.

He first became interested in the incidents on
assignment for a US magazine. Along with fellow
journalist Chris Hedges he gathered eyewitness
testimony in Khan Younis (Gaza), but the episode
was subsequently cut from the final article. This
) was enoughto pique Sacco, who decided toreturn
to Gaza and dig up the history. >
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one to act, hopefully in a positive way,” he
says. ‘I need to channel it. Anger is a fuel
that can propel me for years.”

Joe Sacco was born in Malta in 1960.
His family emigrated to Australia and
then to the United States. He completed
a journalism degree at the University of
Oregon, and after a series of go-
nowhere jobs he decided to do his own
thing, which included producing his own
comic. The first piece of graphic
reportage came out of accompanying a
rock band on tour around Europe. Then,
in 1991, Sacco decided he wanted to take
a closer look at the Palestinian situation
because he didnt think the American
media was providing the whole story.

Without

accreditation and with very little money,

any mainstream media

Sacco arrived in Palestine as a self-

described inexperienced, neurotic,
slightly panicky and bumbling reporter.
What he saw and heard there provided
the material for a series of nine comics
entitled Palestine, which, says Sacco,
were a complete flop in terms of sales.
His next work fared much better.

Time spent in Bosnia resulted in Safe
Area Gorazde, which received huge
crictical acclaim and was hailed by the
New York Times as “a notable book of
the year”. On the back of this success
Palestine was reprinted as a single
volume and went on to sell 60,000
copies in the United States alone.

Respected  Palestinian intellectual
Edward Said supplied an introduction in
which he wrote: “With the exception of
one or two novelists and poets, no one
has ever rendered this terrible state of
affairs better than Joe Sacco”.

Sacco went on to write and draw
further assignments for high-profile
international news publications including
Harper’s magazine, UK newspaper the
Guardian and the New York Times
Magazine, visiting conflict zones such as
Sarajevo and Iraq.

When on the job, Sacco tapes or takes
notes during interviews and usually
photographs his subjects. For Footnotes
in Gaza he had access to the photo
archives of UNRWA in Gaza City in order
to be able to draw the refugee camps of

the 1950s. Sacco’s technique is old-
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school - his first lines are drawn in pencil,
followed by pen, cross-hatching all the
way. If he makes a mistake he takes a
scalpel, cuts out the panel and pastes a
new one in, the old-fashioned way. He
works regular hours, completing two
pages of artwork every five days. The
432 pages of Footnotes took him four
years to produce.

His style has become far more
sophisticated with each graphic novel,
his characters more representational
and less “cartoony”. Sacco has said that
he was influenced by the drawing style of
Robert Crumb, a celebrated comic artist

I need to channel
my anger. ltis a fuel
that can propelme
for years

whose satirical work was synonymous
with the underground subculture of
1970s America, but he says the Flemish
painters of the 16th and 17th centuries
have been inspirational as well. Towards
the end of Footnotes there is a double-
page spread that could almost be a
scene from a Durer engraving, so
intricate is the cross-hatching.

Part of what draws the reader into
Footnotes is that Sacco interweaves the
events of 1956 with the present and
shows how he forges relationships with
the characters that help him during his
research. Centralto the story is his guide
Abed, a solid, reassuring figure who

evolves into a friend and constant

Sacco looks on

as three friends
discuss finding him
a suitable place to
live in Gaza
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In Sacco's work,
the experience of
reporting a story is
as important as the
story itself (right)
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companion: “Morning, noon
and night I'm with Abed, and if 'm
with Abed, | must be okay,” says Sacco.

In 2002 and 2003 Sacco made trips
to Khan Younis and then Rafah. The
situation was far from calm, and the
sound of gunfire and squeaking Israeli
tank tracks punctuated the night. The only
time we see Sacco without his glasses in
Footnotes is when he sits up one night,
unable to sleep with all the noise. Despite
the chaos, Sacco is “elsewhere, lostin the
filigree of the intricacies of a few hours in
November 1956”.

As Sacco and Abed accumulate
eyewitness accounts and sift through
them with a fine-toothed comb for
inconsistencies, they eat honey-soaked
pastries and consume large quantities of
coffee. Abed becomes as obsessed as
Sacco about getting the facts straight:
“The more we hear, the more we fillin our
picture of that day in ‘56, and the more
critical we become of each tale we hear”
Sacco says. In the end, Sacco and Abed
gettheir stories; theresultisacompelling
body of work that reintegrates these
footnotes into history.

What's next for Sacco? Obviously,
dont
Currently at work on several stories,

“heavy” issues frighten him.
including one about African migrant
workers who attempt to get into Europe
via Malta and one about an investigation
into rural poverty in India, Sacco has
nevertheless found a balance - he
returns to his home in Portland, Oregon,
where he can peacefully concentrate on
recreating in drawings the stories he
brings back from the rest of the world.
Footnotes in Gaza is published by
Jonathan Cape, London W
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THE BIG INTERVIEW

19 6 O JoeSaccoisborninMalta. His fatherisan engineer,
his mother a teacher. The family emigrates to Australiaand thento
the United States.
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19 8 1 Aftergraduatinginjournalismfrom the University of
Oregon and becoming frustrated with dead-end jobs, Sacco
heads to Europe, drawing comics in Malta.
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19 8 5 Saccoreturnstothe USand publishes his first
graphic stories in small-press magazines in the US and Canada.
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1990 -91 LivinginBerlin,Sacco becomesinterestedin
the Middle East: “It's so under-reported in America. | thought
maybe it is conceivable | could do a comicabout it.”

Lpsb» Jgizg dawgVl il aoloid! 1y oy s puiy O Loy
13255001 oMY Jliwg 1)l 08 Qi Loy s V adhaio
“pgpa0 ol lpic ;900 ULS Rogs (solid qu waasel

19 9 3 Saccopublishes the first of nine issues of his comic
Palestine: “l was this naive person who didn’t know where he was
going or what he was doing.”
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1994 -95 SaccospendstimeinBosnia, out of which
comes his breakthrough book Safe Area Gorazde.
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2 0 O 1 Palestineis published in book form. Sacco returns to
Gaza for the first of two visits gathering new material.
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2 0 O 9 rootnotesin Gazais published. Beyond his current
projects, Sacco plans on stepping away fromreporting to work on
agraphic memoir of the Rolling Stones.
bz @l asy)li slpsol as M85¢ (08 Jiuolgd” OLS yin

a8,9 o, 8,900 Wl)Sin (sl Jowd @dlxall e 8,:9 sleiuM oSl

8 yupaidl sigiw &io)

GULFLIFE 57



oSl Jodyg gyl (s Lz wastially 3¢ (5] 8392l 5,8 (sl
lis sy Ol g8 alol lo .J=a)l (sde epodl Loy waagll Ol»
5935)l 393 80 Wlgid (59 (smiag wuol Ul s Lol Jsall
038 Olgiady (suanll sle sz Sl

Whicwl (sl @5l @y=lag (1960 ple Uallo b 6SLuw 5> g
oo @lall 58 o3l sle Jua> Judg (Spel sl g3 o9
aslell Jlocl o sac (59 bzl Ol asg p3 (Ugs gl asols
Q00d o] Asd (09 ey Sl senitlly pgsy O 5,8 gyl
Wl)" d}1> oo ssan 2y, Jol b .6,0mall @is0sSl
Loyl sl (8 aisld dg> (] dnsawgoll Jg)ll )8 (o ba>lg)
limos ST 8,05 ity Ol (sde 1991 plall (6 pjell Aic aiS)
Joidy V S0Vl oMYl ol Heui 5] udnadall &l (sle
alolS & izl

L Jad8 2laosg 8250l oMYl Jilwg (oo pauss ST wgs oo
- 8yl Jul8 Ldlxo UlSg «purudd (] 9SLw Jog 98l (oo
o, Log . Bglzeall Las @l (S dulac -awmss wog 135
Olgisy 8,8.00 Laad gawi oo @l 83loll ;99 azanws 2l
o> Olanall Cux o g3 Jiie wsb 289 «pulaild»
=8g)ls .ssladl amall (sle bl ST oS Wl alee al,
9 &ol Aihio» Ulgiey LS aic pz diwgdl 8 olaol il
alzxo aule cailbly &l sglaxdl o iSIl Jugd 489 «or>9¢
eladl i auels (sdeg Lol plall QLS» il 504U & yes0ull
Gileo culogy A1y LIS o «oulald» jaad aclb waycl
cl>g Ba>g &S0Vl daziall GLVg)l (28 &3 60,000 Lol
Jobl sirdaadall jSaoll LS (sl OLS)l dondio (b

58 GULFLIFE

In addition to
reporting the
story, Sacco's
books are full of
the incidentals of
daily life
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