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Due to the monetary windfall that resulted from the partnership of Marvel and Hasbro for the re-
launch of the G.I. Joe brand in 1982, these two companies decided to renew their nuptials (and refill
their coffers) with the introduction of another epic toy franchise.

In late 1983/early 1984, they utilized the über-successful three-pronged marketing approach which
they devised for G.I. Joe: begin with a monthly Marvel Comic book which was distributed across
America, pair the comic with a half-hour animated program constructed by Sunbow Productions that
would air every weekday afternoon, and all-the-while utilizing the more traditional modes of
advertising (magazine ads, television commercials, trade show displays, etc.) for an all-out media
blitz. Using this trinity of marketing strategies, the new brand’s success was inevitable. For the past
30 years, Hasbro’s Transformers brand has made hundreds of companies who’ve licensed their Autobot
and Decepticon characters rich beyond imagining. For instance, the worldwide box office gross for the
second Transformers film, 2009’s Transformers: Revenge of the Fallen, exceeded $830,000,000. That’s
in ticket receipts alone.      

Furthermore, what child doesn’t want to play with a colorful robot that they can change into a car or
jet or weapons system and back again—hundreds of times? But only THEY can do this; with
Transformers, children possess a secret knowledge—of how to change the robot into its alternate
mode—a knowledge that 98% of all full-grown, intelligent adults could never even begin to fathom.

But what exactly happened behind the scenes at Marvel Comics all those years ago to get the ball
rolling? Who were the creative types that struck the initial spark that would eventually conflagrate into
this scorching toy line; a brand simply overflowing with characters that reside in toy rooms all around
the world? Is there a kid on the Planet Earth that doesn’t recognize Bumblebee or Optimus Prime or
Planet Cybertron? Yet how many of those children know exactly where those names came from?

In the winter of 1983, Marvel Comics’ editor-in-chief was handed the reins to develop the back story
and characters for the Transformers franchise by Hasbro. EIC Jim Shooter, in an act of good faith,
delivered the project to writer/editor Denny O’Neil who was coming off of his revolutionary 1970s
run on DC’s Green Lantern/Green Arrow and who made his bones at Marvel scripting and editing many
of their flagship titles (e.g. Amazing Spider-Man, Daredevil, and Iron Man). O’Neil chose to work on
Transformers because the pay for Marvel’s toy tie-in projects was usually larger than that of standard
comic book fare.

However, it appeared that O’Neil didn’t “get it.”

His Transformers back story and the characters he rendered were deemed unacceptable to Shooter,
for even though he paid O’Neil for the project, the writer’s entire draft was scrapped with the exception
of a few lingering details that remained. The most important of these details: the heroic Autobots’
noble leader was named Optimus Prime.

So then, on the mild afternoon of Friday, November 18th, 1983, at Marvel Headquarters—on the
weekend before Thanksgiving break—Jim Shooter ran through the corridor that divided Marvel’s
editorial offices, desperate to find someone to re-create and develop the first series of Transformers
characters over the weekend: a project that HAD to be completed by Monday morning. Shooter had
taken it upon himself to draft an eight-page treatment that delineated to his chosen writer the
canonical back story of the Transformers, and couldn’t wait to unload it onto the desk of a willing
writer.

I N T R O D U C T I O N
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As Bob Budiansky recalls, he was the third or fourth choice to tackle the project, but upon asserting
to Shooter that he could finish the job by Monday morning—an inconvenience since it was the weekend
immediately before Thanksgiving vacation and everyone was getting ready to spend time with their
families and/or significant others—the staffer wrote like a man possessed. In two short days,
Budiansky rendered all of the Transformers’ biographical information, authoring those iconic “Tech
Spec” (Technical Specification) profiles for what would become the first wave of Hasbro’s Transformers.
Other than retaining Denny O’Neil’s moniker for Optimus Prime (and perhaps Prowl as well; it’s
unclear if Shooter or O’Neil came up with the name for the Autobot Strategist, too…), it was Bob
Budiansky who named almost all of the 28 original Transformers and fleshed out their character traits.  

Although he essentially functioned as the éminence grise of the Transformers universe, Budiansky is
largely unrecognized for rendering these personalities and most of the other Transformers who occupy
a hallowed place in “Generation One” canon (he wrote all of Hasbro’s Tech Spec bios and the “flavor
text” on toy packages from fall 1983 until early 1989). Regarding his approach to authoring the
original 28 Transformers’ Tech Specs, Budiansky states: “I knew there was a certain use of language,
a certain style of combining words and sounds in their writing that appealed to me…  Drawing from
my knowledge of comic books, science fiction, and my engineering background (I have a B.S. in Civil
Engineering), I came up with jargon that I hoped would lend a pseudo-scientific, cool-sounding veneer
to the characters.”

And he nailed it on the first try. Then again, so did Shooter. For if we carefully review the eight-page
treatment that the EIC handed to Budiansky to use as a template when drafting his biographies,
readers will be stunned speechless to find that all of Shooter’s words and ideas have been followed
with surgical exactitude these past 30 years… whether in movie theaters, on the small screen, or in
the four-color pages of comic books. What was originally slated to be a mere four-issue comic book
miniseries (!) sprawled into something unearthly; a licensed property with an entire universe all its
own. What follows is the first paragraph of the original treatment. Nothing has been changed or
altered in 30-plus years:

“Civil war rages on the planet Cybertron. Destruction is catastrophic and widespread, and yet no life
is lost.  None, at least, in the sense that we know life--for the inhabitants of Cybertron are all
machines. There is NO ‘life’ on Cybertron save for mechanical, electronic, ‘creatures.’ As mankind is
first among the organic denizens of Earth, intelligent, sentient robots are the dominant species on
Cybertron.  Even the planet itself is one vast mechanical construct.  Perhaps there was once a ‘real’
world upon which Cybertron was built on, into, under, and through until no trace of the original planet
can be found, but the origin of the planet is unknown, lost in antiquity.  Similarly, it is unknown
whether the robotic ‘life’ of Cybertron was originally created by some mysterious, advanced, alien
race in the dim, distant past, or whether these strange metallic beings somehow evolved from bizarre,
basic life forms beyond human comprehension.”

“What is certain is that the sentient, robotic beings of Cybertron are destroying one another.”

Mark W. Bellomo

Mark Bellomo has written over 200 articles for ToyFare, Wizard Magazine, Lee's Toy Review, Tomart's Action Figure Digest, and for Toy Shop Magazine
where he served a lengthy tenure as their Action Figure Columnist. He has written several college rhetoric/composition texts, published articles on
the American Modernist movement, and has authored a number of books on toys: Warman's Action Figures Field Guide, Transformers: Identification
& Price Guide, Warman's Field Guide to Transformers, the 1st and 2nd editions of The Ultimate Guide to G.I. Joe: 1982-1994, and Totally Tubular 80’s
Toys. He also contributes annually to three chapters to the world’s best-selling collectible reference guide, Toys & Prices (2007-2011).
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