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OST PEOPLE YOU MEET KNOW
MORE ABOUT COMICS THAN
| DO,” LAUGHS NAIF AL-MUTAWA,

ALEC MARBELLA

CREATOR OF THE 99, THE WORLD'S

FIRST COMIC-BOOK SERIES WHOSE SUPER-
HEROES ARE BASED ON ISLAMIC CULTURE. THAT MIGHT HAVE BEEN TRUE SEVERAL YEARS
AGO, BUT, SINCE THE SUMMER OF 2003, AL-MUTAWA, A 35-YEAR-OLD KUWAITI PSYCHOLOGIST,
HAS TAKEN A PATH AS CHALLENGING AND AS INTRIGUING AS THAT OF HIS FICTIONAL
SUPERHEROES. AND, JUST LIKE IN THE COMICS, IT ALL BEGAN WITH AN UNEXPECTED

TWIST OF FATE.

The setting: London, a gray and chilly
day. Al-Mutawa and his sister Samar
were sharing a cab across town. During
their conversation, Samar reminded Naif
of his desire to return to his first love—
writing. “I was one of those people who
had wanted to be a writer ever since
I was a little kid. My parents were
very supportive, as long as it was only
a hobby,” recalls Al-Mutawa. One
thought led to another, and by the
time he stepped out of the cab, the
first seeds of The 99 had been planted.

Later that summer in New York, he
sketched out a business plan on the
back of a napkin in the Howard
Johnson’s restaurant in Times Square.
The goal was to create a band of super-
heroes based on Islamic archetypes,
each imbued with one of the 99 quali-
ties that the Qur’an attributes to God.

Al-Mutawa explains that, during his
clinical training in the 1990’ at New
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York’s Bellevue Hospital, he worked
with many Arab survivors of torture.
Later, in Kuwait after the Gulf War,
he treated former prisoners of war
and other patients with post-traumatic
stress disorder. “Those experiences
made me very aware of the lack of
heroes, and of the need for them,” he
says. It also led to the 1996 publication
of his first children’s book, To Bounce
or Not to Bounce, which later won

a UNESCO award for literature in the
service of tolerance.

Thanks to a former business-school
classmate, Al-Mutawa landed a meeting
with Tom DiFalco, a former editor-
in-chief of Marvel Comics, and Neil
Adams, a renowned DC Comics illus-
trator. DiFalco and Adams “told me
my concept was a comic-book project,”
Al-Mutawa explains. Others found his
idea exciting enough to back it with
cash: By June 2004, he had raised more
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than $6.8 million from 54 investors
in eight countries, and he established
the Teshkeel Media Group (TMG) in
Kuwait. Its mission: positive, inspira-
tional comics and media products
for children in the Arab and Islamic
worlds, with The 99 series as its cor-
nerstone. At that point, Al-Mutawa
recalls thinking, “I have the money.

I have the idea. Now what?”

“From the first moment Naif called
and told me about The 99, I thought it
was a terrific idea, both from the social
and business points of view,” com-
ments Larry Durocher, former publisher
of Rolling Stone magazine and a con-
sultant to the project whom Al-Mutawa
regards as a mentor. “It seemed it could
be a profound door-opener for people
to better understand each other, and to

Above: Kuwaiti psychologist Naif Al-
| Mutawa, author and publisher of

| The 99, sketched his business plan for
Teshkeel Media Group in the classic
style: on the back of a napkin in Times
Square. Opposite: Released in November,
the cover of the first English edition of
The 99 featured heroes Jabbar and Dana
and their trainer, Zoran.
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‘I THOUGHT IT WAS
A TERRIFIC IDEA,
BOTH FROMWM THE
SOCIAL AND BUSINESS
POINTS OF VIEW.”

—LARRY DUROCHER,
FORMER PUBLISHER OF
ROLLING STONE

understand what Islam is all about.”
Encouraged by Durocher and other pro-
fessionals, Al-Mutawa assembled a top-
notch international management and art-
istic team, many of whom had worked
in New York for Marvel Comics.

Sven Larsen, former director of mar-
keting and creative services at Marvel,
joined Teshkeel in 2005. “I was
attracted to the challenge of bringing
comic books and pop culture to a part
of the world that was significantly
underrepresented in that regard,”
he explains. “There is an unmet
demand for popular culture based
on Islamic and Arabic history
that’s crying out to be filled. It
is compelling for kids to have
heroes who speak, act and look
like them.” Larsen adds that he
was also intrigued by the story of
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The 99. “It was exciting to come across
a new story, one that was not based on
the cultures or mythologies I was famil-
iar with. Given the problems in the
world today, I wanted to be involved
in a project looking to bridge the gap
between cultures and promote peace
and tolerance.”

Fabian Nicieza, an acclaimed writer
in the American comic-book industry,
best known for top-selling Marvel

titles such as X-Men and X-Force,
joined Teshkeel’s team as co-writer
of The 99.

“I understand how it is when people
have not had heroic characters to call
their own,” comments Nicieza, who
emigrated from Argentina to the United
States when he was a child. “I was
enthused to work with someone who has
a chance to bring his dreams and ideas
to life. I respect Naif’s beliefs. We have
a real chance to do something here
that can affect people positively.”

Working together over more
than a year, Nicieza and Al-Mutawa

lllustrator Dan Panosian and writer

Fabian Nicieza both worked on
numerous Marvel Comics best-sellers.







