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ANYONE WITH AN INTEREST IN CLASSIC EUROPEAN COMICS IS WELL AWARE OF HUGO PRATT’S 
BELOVED ADVENTURE SERIES CORTO MALTESE, AND WITH GOOD REASON; we can all make 
time for the eponymous sailor and his sea-faring adventures, which Pratt created between 1967 and 
1989. A quarter-century after the famed illustrator’s death, however, it’s fitting that Pratt’s earlier 
work and especially his early war comics -- where the world renowned illustrator was truly able to cut 
his teeth and first display an instinctive ability to portray the great wars of the world, informed by a 
life filled with outsized experiences -- are finally receiving the attention they finally deserve. 

Much like the characters of his stories, Pratt’s life was one of travel and unusual experiences; born 
in Italy, he was raised partially in Ethiopia where his father, a non-commissioned officer in the Milizia 
Volontaria per la Sicurezza Nazionale, was stationed just before the outbreak of the Second World 
War. At the ripe age of fourteen, and under the direction of his father, Pratt was forced to join the 
colonial police, thus birthing his first personal experience with the military world. 

Through a mixed bag of military culture -- including Abyssinian, Senegalese, French, Italian and 
British influences that came with the colonization of Africa -- Pratt became learned in the charms, 
customs, and languages that many traditional imperialists never considered important. It was around 
this time that Pratt discovered American adventure comics, with Terry and the Pirates by Milton 
Caniff making the biggest impression of all, depicting a young American boy on adventures around 
the world that found him facing off against daring foes amid culturally rich backgrounds.
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 Pratt became so enthralled with the concept of depicting adventures in visual storytelling that, 
after returning to Venice in the wake of his father’s death in military captivity, he spent two years 
flexing his knowledge of English by translating for Allied forces before setting out for his true lot in 
life: cartooning. 

In 1945, armed with his love of American comics and accompanied by like-minded creators known 
as the “Venice Group,” Pratt began his illustration career by teaming up with writer Mario Faustinelli, 
with whom he created his first comic book serial, Asso di Picche (“Ace of Spades”) -- a thrilling riff 
on American superhero comics of the golden age featuring a masked vigilante taking on international 
crime. With an 18-part story set in what was intended to be San Francisco, California, it was clear 
that Pratt was more than happy to oblige an audience as focused on American heroism as he was. 

Asso di Picche proved successful for its small Italian audience until 1949; WWII had taken its toll on 
Italy as the iron reign fell and fascists continued to be purged from the country. With aftershocks of 
the conflict in full swing, and post-war Italy finding its feet again, work was hard to come by even for 
cartoonists. Luckily for Pratt, he and his team received an invite by publisher Editorial Abril to move 
to Argentina, kicking off one of the most important, and little-known, parts of Pratt’s comic career. 

His time in Argentina saw Pratt become acquainted with a number of local cartoonists, create his 
first comics as both writer and artist -- Anna della jungla (“Ann of the Jungle”), and Capitan Cormorant 
-- and, most importantly in terms of his career, begin working for the magazine Salgari, where he 
would co-create the strip Sgt. Kirk alongside writer Hector German Oesterheld. Sgt. Kirk, displayed 
a new sensitivity for Pratt in his portrayal of the serial’s subjects. Drawing on both professional and 
personal experience of war, Pratt brought a message of empathy towards Native Americans that had 
been rarely seen in the Western genre throughout comics and Hollywood before. 

One of the more notable recurring aspects of Pratt’s career was his ability to look back and bring 
a new light to wars past. This was particularly prominent in the late 1950s as Pratt’s career took 
yet another turn, allowing him to return to World War II (as well as the Korean War that had just 
ended years prior) through the series Ernie Pike. Pratt and his Sgt. Kirk collaborator Oesterheld drew 
on their combined wealth of historical knowledge to fictionalize the real life stories of Ernie Pyle, 
a Pulitzer Prize winning journalist killed in action in Japan during WWII, whose reporting and war 
correspondence a shifted readers’ focus from the front lines propaganda to the everyday experience 
of the unknown soldier. In true Pratt fashion, the story of the everyman doing extraordinary things 
for the sake of his country came alive on the page through visual narrations; honoring those whose 
experiences he chose to mimic.



After a brief stint in Sao Paulo, Brazil, Pratt moved to London where he found a home illustrating war 
comics for the British publishing company Fleetway. He contributed to titles including War Picture 
Library, War at Sea Picture Library, and Battle Picture Library, gaining notice for his bold use of 
heavy lines, impeccable rendering of battles, and his kinetic storytelling abilities. 

Through stories like Battle Stations, Rockets of Revenge and Wagons of Gold; Pratt and his 
collaborators brought examples of humility and empathy during times of war that were, if not at odds 
with more traditional tales of derring-do, then at least rare but welcome glimpses of a deeper, more 
complicated morality than was usually displayed in “boys’ comics.” This was done without sacrificing 
the expected adventure and excitement, with audiences scrambling to see the sea-faring thrills of, 
say, the notorious Battler Britton and the moral struggles between British submariners marooned 
with a group of Nazis. 

Fans reacted differently to Pratt’s work having spent years reading war comics that, more often 
than not, were more restrained and detached from the reality of war. Even on stories where Pratt was 
not the sole author -- an issue complicated by Pratt’s tendency even in this period to re-write scripts 
uncredited --  fans were drawn in regardless because, for many, Pratt’s visual storytelling was enough 
on its own. Pratt’s work for Fleetway provided a look into all of the influences gained by Pratt over 
the years, including a style of linework and inking often compared to that of cartoonist Milton Caniff, 
that was more muscular and dynamic than many of his British peers, bringing an emotional intensity 
that other artists lacked.

The overall effect was something that, even as it worked inside the framework of the conservative 
British comics industry, was quietly revolutionary, acting as foreshadowing for the powerhouse 
of adventure found in his later work with Corto Maltese. Not for nothing would the term “drawn 
literature” be coined in his honour.



After ending his time working for Fleetway, Pratt eventually settled back where he considered home 
in Italy. There, he illustrated for an Italian children’s magazine, Il Corriere dei Piccoli, producing 
stories such as Billy James, Fanfulla’s Adventures and several others with writer Milo Milani, chief 
editor of the magazine. Two years later, however, Pratt chose to revisit an old friend by founding his 
own monthly Sgt. Kirk comic which included Luck Star O’Hara, and -- most importantly -- The Ballad 
of the Salt Sea, a tale of the high seas featuring a rapscallion captain that would later become the 
famous Corto Maltese. 

Taking off after being picked up by the French magazine Pif Gazette in 1970, the reach of Corto 
Maltese offered Pratt a whole new glimpse at the world as the stories traveled from France and Italy 
to all over the world where it is still revered to this day. 

Pulling elements from his previous work in war comics -- note the First World War setting -- it’s hard 
to not draw parallels between Pratt’s own life and the life he created for Corto. Acting as an alter ego, 
Corto traveled all over the world as the swashbuckler with a heart of gold, giving Pratt the landscape 
to adventure and travel once again as he grew older and was no longer able to participate in the 
reverie. While the characters and circumstances on the page may have been new, the smallest details 
-- from lines in uniforms to the sun-in-your-eyes, far away landscapes of tropical lands -- harken back 
to a time when Pratt was the captain of his own journey himself. 

I have to admit that recounting the many adventures and travels of Hugo Pratt is no easy feat. For all 
of the worldly excursions that are featured across the spectacular decades of his career, Pratt’s life 
was one of living story in and of itself, with parallels easily drawn between his fiction and what created 
the bombastic and deeply passionate stories that are just now given the modern light in which they 
can shine once again. Though every comic creators likes to believe in the old adage of “write what 
you know”, Pratt managed to do that and more; offering multiple generations a glimpse into the past 
-- and therefore into his own life -- through the gift of the swift lines, far away landscapes, and the 
wildly undaunted lives found in his unmatched visual storytelling. 

Chloe Maveal writes for Publishers Weekly, Polygon,
and Shelfdust, and is a long-form essayist at Neotext.
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Battle Picture Library issue 62, June 1962
Art by Pino Dell´Orco



War Picture Library issue 91, March 1961
Art by Pino Dell´Orco



TOM TULLY
Tom Tully is one the most prolific writers ever to grace British comics. His diverse portfolio of work was produced 
over four decades. Born in Glasgow, Tully entered the industry in the sixties when he began working for Fleetway. 
One of his earliest strips, Heros the Spartan, ran in the original Eagle and was illustrated by the great Frank 
Bellamy. He also wrote Mytek the Mighty (Valiant & Vulcan) and The Steel Claw (Valiant & Vulcan) in the same 
decade.  The seventies saw Tully work on a variety of significant stories including Adam Eterno (Thunder), Johnny 
Red (Battle), Harlem Heroes (2000 AD), The Leopard from Lime Street (Buster) and Roy of the Rovers (Tiger), the 

strip he worked on longer than any other writer.

GORDON SOWMAN
Gordon Sowman worked as a friter for Fleetway in the 1950s and 60s. He contributed to many stories for their 
Picture Library line (Battle, War, Thriller) and, under the pseudonym of Desmond Reid, wrote such titles as 

Homicide Blues and Death in Dockland for the Sexton Blake Library.



HUGO PRATT
Hugo Pratt was one of the 20th century’s greatest comic artists and his influence on comic art can still be felt 
today.  Born in Rimini on July 15th 1927, his childhood was partly spent in Ethiopia where his father, a soldier in 
the Italian army, was stationed. It was here that he was introduced to Milton Caniff’s Terry and the Pirates, whose 
style would be a huge influence on his own. After his father’s capture by British troops and subsequent death 
from disease as a prisoner of war Pratt returned to Italy in 1943 and became an interpreter for the Allied army 
for the rest of the war. He began drawing comics in 1945, but it was when he moved to Argentina in 1949 that 
he started to find his artistic voice, meeting fellow artists Alberto Breccia, Francisco Solano López and Héctor 

Germán Oesterheld, with whom he created Sgt. Kirk and Ernie Pike. 
 

In 1959 he moved to London where he worked for Fleetway drawing sixty-four page war stories that appeared in 
Battle Picture Library, War Picture Library, War at Sea Picture Library and Battler Britton. In 1967 he created 
the internationally popular comic book character Corto Maltese, for the Sgt. Kirk magazine, and two years later 
new Corto stories were created for the French magazine Pif Gadget. In the eighties he wrote scripts for Milo 
Manara, and together they created such graphic novels as El Gaucho and Indian Summer. He won countless 
awards for his work and was made a Knight of Arts and Letters by the French Minister of Culture before he died 

in 1995. 
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