
Kazi 1 

 

Ira Kazi  

October 12, 2011 

YA Author Profile: Bryan Lee O’Malley 

 Bryan Lee O’Malley is a Canadian comic book artist and musician. O’Malley’s unique 

mix of Japanese and Western drawing styles, hip characters, and ample amounts of pop-culture 

references has helped his works solidify a prominent place in indie-culture. His highly celebrated 

six volume graphic novel series, Scott Pilgrim has reach a level of popularity that is beyond the 

world of comics, as it is not only representative of the young adult novel genre, it has been 

turned into a film and video game.  

Part 1: O’Malley’s Precious Little Life 

The half-Korean and half-French-Canadian, O’Malley was born on February 21, 1979 in 

London, Ontario (Medley). He explains his experiences growing up as bi-racial boy: “I felt kind 

of out of place everywhere”, “but I was also a nerd and stuff, so it just kind of augmented the 

whole outsider thing” (McAlpin). He first discovered comics when he was living in the north, “in 

the boonies” as he puts it (ibid). Since his family did not have cable, he could not watch 

“Transformers”, a show that he was “really obsessed with” (ibid). He says: “So I found the 

comic one day at the drug store, or whatever. Transformers #19, and that was my gateway drug, 

pretty much. Within two or three years, I was reading X-Men. I was really a Marvel person all 

throughout childhood. I’ve still never read very many DC comics at all” (ibid). 

O’Malley enrolled in the film studies program at the University of Western Ontario after 

high school, but dropped out shortly after (ibid).  He explains:  “Well, I went into the field 

because I wanted to try to apply it to comics. I think that was my goal all along. It’s not like I 

was stupid; I was just a really bad worker. I wouldn’t really pay attention. I’d just be doodling 
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during class and stuff. I couldn’t deal with tests and essays and all that kind of stuff, so it didn’t 

really work out” (ibid). He then moved to Toronto, where he quickly became involved in the 

city’s comics scene.  

O’Malley is married to graphic novelist Hope Larson, who has created Salamander 

Dreams and Gray Horses. They have  moved around Canada and US few times, most recently, 

they “ moved from North Carolina, where they’d been living for a couple of years, to Los 

Angeles, a city he first visited and fell in love with in 2008” (ibid).  

Part 2: O’Malley vs. the World  

 O’Malley describes his very creative occupation in in three simple words: “makes shit 

up” (O’Malley’s Google+ page). His first published comic was Jen Van Meter’s Hopeless 

Savages: Ground Zero, which he only illustrated, but did not write.  He is one of the four 

illustrators that have worked on the series, as it uses a different illustrator per issue. His first 

original work that he both wrote and illustrated is the graphic novel, Lost at Sea in 2003. Lost at 

Sea tells the story of an 18 year old, Raleigh, who “like a lot of people her age, is facing 

adulthood in the eye. She feels lost and confused. But, unlike most, she doesn’t have a soul. Or at 

least that’s what she believes…Her mother sold it the devil in exchange for a successful career 

and subsequently, the devil placed it in a cat” (McCabe).  

Next came his magnum opus (at least so far), the Scott Pilgrim series, which follows the 

adventures of 23-year-old titular character “as he attempts to win the heart of Ramona Flowers. 

There’s a catch: before they can live happily ever after, he must defeat all seven of her evil exes” 

(Medley). The comics uniquely blend video games, manga influences, music and other aspects of 

modern pop culture.  “The series, with an estimated half million copies in print, is now Oni’s 

biggest seller. So far, it has been translated into 13 languages, proving jokes about Super Mario 
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Bros. 2 and The Legend of Zelda are universal”(ibid). Along with the graphic novels, O’Malley 

writes short graphic stories. Almost year after Lost at Sea was completed, he wrote “Baby Food” 

as a side story to the graphic novel (McAlpin). While writing the second volume of the Scott 

Pilgrim series, created “Monica Beetle” for Project Superior (ibid).  “O’Malley’s next book will 

be called Seconds and will be published by Villard Books in 2013. The book will be edited by 

Ryan Doherty” (Reid). 

Part 3: O’Malley & the Infinite Happiness  

The reviews for O’Malley’s first work, Lost at Sea, are primarily positive. Most reader-

based comic review sites, like comicvine.com gave the book glowing reviews and recommended 

the title to other readers. At the same, some reviewers gave the title mixed reviews, such as 

McCabe who called the book “serious and touching” but also said that “It’s a shame that we 

aren’t given the chance to delve deeper into each of the other characters, as they embody a lot of 

the charm and spirit of the story. Instead they boarder on being two-dimensional, late-teen, 

hipster stereotypes” (McCabe). It should be noted that most of the reviews connect and/or 

compare Lost as Sea to Scott Pilgrim, even though Lost at Sea was published first. From the first 

title to the last, the Scott Pilgrim series has met glowing reviews from fans and critics alike. 

Hilary Goldstein, reviewer for IGN called herself “a dumb ass” for delaying read to the first 

volume, which she called “perhaps the coolest comics of the year. A New York Times review 

said: “Witty, self-aware dialogue and acute observational humor wink from the pages, and the 

result is an appealing, lighthearted account of a transitional period of life” (Yu). Along with the 

positive review, the series is part of many lists ranking great work or characters. For example, 

Publishers Weekly ranked the third volume, Scott Pilgrim & The Infinite Sadness, as one of the 

best comic books of 2006 in a critics' poll.  
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Not a lot of scholarly research has been done on O’Malley’s work yet. One of the articles, 

which include O’Malley’s books is written by teacher librarian, Michele Gorman, who wrote, 

"Graphic Novels: Three is a Crowd! Love Triangles for Older Teens" for  Teacher Librarian.  

Part 4: O’Malley gets it Together 

 O’Malley works are inspired by the medley things, from his ancestry to music, while his 

artistic style is based on his ability to mix the art form of mangas and North American comics. 

This “east-meets-west” style could be partially influenced by racial background. He says: “I felt 

kind of out of place everywhere. You know, it’s just another thing to whine about. I’m sure that 

influenced my art in some way, but it kind of sublimated, I think” (McAlpin). His experiences of 

growing up in Canada are clearly evident in his work, as shown through the settings of the 

stories.  “The homegrown series wears its flag on its sleeve, with past volumes exploring 

Pilgrim’s childhood in Northern Ontario, although Toronto gets most of the attention” (Medley).  

Scott Pilgrim series’ mix of pop-culture and video game references are influenced by the 

writer love for them. He explains: 

 ‘Mega Man 3 was this sort of ultimate religious experience when I was, like, 11 

or 12. ..Street Fighter was the whole reason I bought Super Nintendo and a Sega. 

I got both versions for both systems. I was just… that was the whole thing. Street 

Fighter was the most important thing when I was 14 or 15. Which is, obviously, 

kind of reflected in Scott Pilgrim.’ (McAlpin) 

  

Another source of inspiration for the series was a Canadian band, Plumtree's 1998 single "Scott 

Pilgrim"
 
(Kaplan). In particular, O'Malley was inspired by the lyric "I’ve liked you for a 

thousand years” (ibid).  

O”Malley mentioned a time when he was “inspired” by his wife and fellow graphic 

novelist, Hope. He wrote a short story, “Smiling is Something That Other People Do”, which he 

mentioned in an interview that he “stole” from her (McAlpin). He jokingly said: “She’ll never 
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forgive me for it. It’s just Hope and her friend found this giant cat out in the wilds of Chicago, 

and I stole the idea—the cat thing. I had originally done it as a mini-comic, with a CD, back in 

2003, then I revised it and put it in the SPX anthology, because it was about travel that year, so it 

worked” (ibid). 

Part 5: O’Malley vs. the Universe 

In 2010, the Scott Pilgrim series was made into a film titled, “Scott Pilgrim vs. the 

World”, directed by Edgar Wright and starring Michael Cera, Jason Schwartzman, and Mary 

Elizabeth Winstead (imbd). Talks and speculations of the transition from paper to film and 

O’Malley’s thoughts on the matter became a popular topic of interest of fans and interviewers 

years before the film’s release. For example, in a 2006 interview, O’Malley was asked questions 

regarding his involvement with the film, to which he responded: “I’m gonna get a paycheck as a 

consultant or something, so hopefully by the end of the year, I’ll hear about that. I’m the guy 

who made it up, and if they have some questions they want to ask, they’re free to ask me” 

(McAplin). Although he did not write the script, he was supportive of the director and the 

direction of the project, and even contributed a song to the soundtrack (imbd).  The film received 

mostly positive reviews from fans and critic and appeared on numerous top-ten lists but failed to 

perform well at the box-office, only earning about 48 million on a budget of 60 million (after tax 

rebates) (Fritz). 

 A video game based on the series was released on PlayStation Network on August 10, 

2010, and on Xbox Live Arcade on August 25, 2010 (Vore).  A kin to the film, the game 

received generally positive reviews, and it won "Best Adapted Video Game" at the 2010 Spike 

Video Game Awards. Furthermore, the animated short, entitled “Scott Pilgrim vs. the 

Animation”, was produced by Titmouse Inc. and it aired on Adult Swim on August 12, 2010, 
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later being released on their website. The short, which includes the voices of Michel Cera and 

some of the cast members, is based on the flashback from the second graphic novel, elaborating 

on Scott's adventures in high school (Fischer). 

Part 6: O’Malley’s Finest Hour 

Any reader of the Scott Pilgrim series will notice the influence of music, whether as 

references (i.e. the character Young Neil) or the inclusion of couple of O”Malley’s original songs 

in the graphic novels. O’Malley’s description of his music: “Kupek is a band, and I am the only 

member of the band” (radiomaru). The band has been creating music since 2000 and released its 

first album in 2002, “This is Intolerable”, described Kupek as “ kind of a concept album about... 

BEING SAD” (ibid). As of now, the band has recorded seven albums that include remixes and 

original music. The unsigned band describes its music as “crunk/indie/powerpop” and allows 

free downloading of its music on O’Malley’s website (myspace). 
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Appendix I: Bibliography 

 

Graphic novels 

Hopeless Savages: Ground Zero 

Lost at Sea (2003) 

Scott Pilgrim series 

 Scott Pilgrim's Precious Little Life  

 Scott Pilgrim vs. The World  

 Scott Pilgrim & The Infinite Sadness  

 Scott Pilgrim Gets It Together  

 Scott Pilgrim vs. The Universe  

 Scott Pilgrim's Finest Hour  

Short stories 

"Lost At Sea", a two-page full-color comic in the Oni Press Color Special 2002 

"Monica Beetle" in Project: Superior  

"Smiling Is Something Other People Do", in The SPX 2003 Anthology  
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Appendix II: List of awards 

2005 Doug Wright Award for Best Emerging Talent
[4]

 

2005 Harvey Award nominations for Best New Talent, Best Cartoonist, and Best Graphic Album 

of Original Work
[5]

 

2005 Eagle Awards nomination for Favourite Comics Writer/Artist; Scott Pilgrim vs. the 

World nominated for Favourite Graphic Novel
[6]

 

2006 Eisner Award nomination for Best Writer/Artist: Humor
[7]

 

2006 Joe Shuster Award for Outstanding Canadian Comic Book Cartoonist (Writer/Artist).
[8]

 

2006 Scott Pilgrim Volume 2 nominated for Doug Wright Award for Best Book
[9]

 

2010 Scott Pilgrim vs. the Universe Eisner Award for Best Humor Publication
[10]

 

2010 Harvey Award Special Award for Humor In Comics
[11]

 

 

 

Appendix III: Discography 

This is Intolerable (2002) 

Nameless, Faceless Compilation (2004) 

Awkward Songz (2005 (split album w/ Faux Photos)) 

Before the Beginning and After the End (2006) 

B is for Bupek: Miscellany by Kupek (2007) 

Tries Again (2008) 

Good Times Singles Club (2009) 
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