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    Preface

    

    

    

    Secret Origins

    

    When I give the introductory lecture in my general education course called “The Graphic Novel,” I always explain to my students that while it is true I am a professor of Russian and Slavic studies, I’ve put a lot more years into reading comics than I have into Russian literature.

    Like most of the superheroes it discusses, the book you’re reading has an origin story, as does its author. And if you’ve read enough superhero comics and talked to enough fans, this story will likely sound familiar, if not derivative. But it is probably why 1970s Marvel has stuck with me all this time, since it’s the decade when I discovered comics.

    We can take as read the standard set of attributes for the emerging comics fan: smart, shy, fat, unathletic. Still, there was more to it. I can’t be certain, but I think my first comic was given to me by one of my older brothers (smart, shy, fat, unathletic). Yet while he could take or leave them, I immediately immersed myself in a world that I’ve never completely left.

    But it wasn’t the entire comics world, because the standard boyhood superpower fantasies were only ever a small part of what drew me in. I read DC comics, of course, but on the whole, they didn’t really speak to me in the same way. In Marvel, I found a reflection of the concerns that occupied my own head: that is, the self-reflection about the contents of said head. Marvel was filled with characters who narrated their experience, second-guessing themselves. They were a remedy to the lure of solipsism (“Am I the only one who truly has a mind and an interior life?”). They got me out of my head by getting into theirs, which in turn helped me explore my own head better.

    Not only did I quickly learn to distinguish between DC and Marvel, but I also started to notice that some Marvel comics were “better” than others. Recognizing artists was the first step, and a relatively easy one: the evidence was literally right in front of me. But eventually I realized that if I tracked the writer’s name, I was more likely to know in advance if the comic was “good.” Bill Mantlo was okay and reliable, for instance. But Steve Gerber? I recognized a sensibility that would shape my own.

    When I moved on to the prose works of Frank Herbert, I reveled in Dune’s pages-long inner monologues represented in italics (a device that now seems irredeemably cheesy to me): more trips into someone else’s world! I felt more like myself when I was able to sink into the minds of others.

    It took a few years, but Dostoyevsky was inevitable.

    When I went off to college, I turned to Russian literature as a counterpoint to the unbearable lightness of American culture, to the sense that nothing here really mattered. To the idea that everything could be bought and sold, and that we could all be reduced to a marketing demographic. Dostoyevsky and his literary heirs were the perfect antidote to everything about American life that made me feel like an outcast. But try though I might, I was never a perfect convert to the religion of high culture. In high school, Crime and Punishment gripped me and would not let me go, but I could find myself equally emotionally and intellectually invested in the fate of Jean Grey, the tragic heroine of Marvel Comics’ X-Men. As the cosmically powered Phoenix, she was the optimistic American counterpart to Russia’s preoccupation with death: she died repeatedly, but always came back.

    Still, I dedicated myself to all things Russian and soon embarked on my first extended study tour in the Soviet Union. After just a few months immersed in Russian intellectual life, in high culture with all its seriousness, in the reverential way people referred almost familiarly to Dostoyevsky as “Fyodor Mikhailovich” (as if they expected him to drop by later on for tea, cookies, and Slavophile ranting), after watching the intelligentsia do its best to set a wall between them and the grime of everyday life (both real and metaphorical), it dawned on me: I really missed the X-Men.

    It would take decades for Pushkin and the Punisher to comfortably cohabit in my intellectual imagination, rather than the time-sharing arrangement I established in graduate school (scholar by day, comics fan by night). Developing my graphic novel class (which I have taught at least once a year since 2007) was the obvious turning point, as was the inspiration provided by José Alaniz, who established himself as a top-notch Slavist and comics scholar right out of the gate. I am also grateful to my NYU colleagues Cyrus Patell and Deborah Williams for inviting me to write about the graphic novel for their Oxford History of the Novel volume, which led quite quickly to the book you have in your hands or on your screen.

    A version of this book was first serialized on my blog (https://www.eliotborenstein.net/marvel-in-the-1970s-1), revised and transformed with the encouragement of Cornell University Press’s editorial director, Mahinder Kingra. I am grateful to Susan Specter for shepherding the manuscript through production, and to Amanda Heller’s copyediting for saving me from my chronic sloppiness. I have benefited from the comments and queries of too many friends on Facebook to mention by name. You all deserve more than a No-Prize, but for the moment, that is all I have to offer.

    

  
    

    A Note on Formatting

    

    

    

    Most of the comics discussed in this book adhered to typographical norms that might look jarring in another medium. All text is in capital letters, a convention I have chosen not to reproduce here. These comics also use a bold font as a guide to the rhythms of the prose; words are set in bold to mimic the rhythms of oral speech rather than to indicate that the words are being excessively emphasized. For ease of readability, I have changed the bold to italic.

    Until recently, the convention in North American comics was to end most sentences with exclamation points (which are easier to see than periods if the production values are low). Some writers, such as Steve Gerber, bucked the trend and used periods more often. Others, such as Steve Englehart, continued to use exclamation marks long after they fell out of fashion. I have retained the punctuation of the original comics, using brackets to differentiate ellipses I have added from those in the original. All ellipses have been standardized to three dots without a final period.

    When sentences are broken up on the comics page into multiple balloons, long dashes are usually included to convey the interruption. I have kept the long dashes and added a forward slash (/) as a sign of separation between the balloons.

    

  
    

    Introduction

    

    

    

    The Best Marvel Comic of the 1970s

    

    The best Marvel comic of the 1970s was published in 1993 by Vertigo, an imprint of DC Comics. Neither the writer, Peter Milligan, nor the artist, Duncan Fegredo, had ever written for Marvel, though they would each eventually go on to do work for the company.¹ So what makes it a 1970s Marvel comic? And why is that particular era worthy of attention? At this point, Marvel’s famous impresario Stan Lee would probably write something along the lines of “Follow me, True Believer!” This book, however, is about the comics produced immediately after Lee’s heyday, and in any case, Lee’s prose style hardly needs new imitators. Instead, let’s just entertain this paradox for a little while.

    The comic in question is Enigma, a miniseries whose eight issues were published between March and October, eventually collected into a trade paperback that has been in and out of print since 1995. Before landing at Vertigo, Enigma was initially supposed to inaugurate the Touchmark imprint planned by Disney, but Disney canceled the line before printing a single page. The Disney connection is amusing, not just because the comic’s content is a far cry from the House of Mouse, but because Disney is now Marvel’s parent company.

    Why, then, start off a book about Marvel in the 1970s with a DC comic from the 1990s? Nearly everything that makes Enigma an artistic success is the culmination of trends developed at Marvel two decades before, during Milligan’s adolescence: experimentation with genre, narration, and narrative voice; emphasis on the characters’ inner lives; tentative steps in the direction of metafiction; struggles with complex ethical and philosophical questions; and overall embrace of playful weirdness. These aspects of and approaches to characters appeared in a diverse range of Marvel titles in the seventies, from Master of Kung Fu, Tomb of Dracula, and Howard the Duck to superheroes like Killraven, Deathlok, and Black Panther, who starred, respectively, in the books Amazing Adventures, Astonishing Tales, and Jungle Action. And yet the same Marvel-derived features that give Enigma its strength arrive in a form that even the most permissive editors at Marvel would never have let see the light of day.² Seen from the perspective of 1970s Marvel, the artistic triumph of Enigma is bittersweet, as Milligan and Fegredo materialized the aspirations that the publishing industry, the Comics Code, and the broader culture never let their predecessors achieve in their purest form.

    

    The Enigma Code

    Enigma is the story of Michael Smith, a young man whom the narrator describes as “a tree ape who lost most of his hair and now has nightmares about black horses and cancer” (1:4). Michael has a dull telephone repair job and an even duller love life (he and his girlfriend have sex once a week, on Saturdays), but he is shaken out of his complacency by the news that his city is plagued with supervillains. This is a shock; not only is Enigma set in a world without superheroes, but also these particular villains are familiar to Michael from his childhood comics reading. He comes to repair a phone for a man who suddenly turns into The Head, a villain who sucks people’s brains out through their noses. Later a group of worshippers are massacred in church by a man calling himself The Truth. Soon a model named Victoria Yes is transformed into Envelope Girl, who enfolds people into her manila body and sends them far away.

    Attacked by The Head, Michael is saved by a mysterious handsome man in a domino mask: Enigma. Enigma was his favorite superhero when he was a child, and over the course of the miniseries, Michael finds himself falling in love with the masked man. As the story unfolds, Michael meets Titus Bird, the gay washed-up ex–comics writer who created Enigma back in the seventies. Eventually they learn that Enigma was born the superpowered offspring of incestuous rape; as a baby, he accidentally used his reality-altering powers to destroy someone’s face and ended up thrown down a well, where he grew up with only lizards for company and food.

    When he gets older, he finds the ruins of Michael’s childhood home (it had been destroyed in a fire), and in this gutted husk of a building, he discovers the Enigma comics that Michael’s mother gave him as consolation for his father’s absence. The comics create an emotional bond with Michael, while also inspiring the future Enigma to model himself on their contents. Enigma’s insane and monstrous mother had been in a mental hospital this entire time, and now has been drawing on Enigma’s power to free herself and seek revenge on her grown son. Enigma made Michael fall in love with him in the hope that this humanizing emotion would somehow also tame his mother. At the end of the comic, Michael, Enigma, and Titus Bird walk into a field to confront the mother, but the reader never finds out how the conflict ends.

    If this plot summary sounds convoluted and far-fetched, then it has done its job. The twists and turns, the introduction of new elements that seem to come out of the blue, and the alternation between apparent cynicism and rank sentimentality were par for the course in some of the most intriguing comics to come out of Marvel in the 1970s. Milligan and Fegredo are also trafficking in the kind of pseudo-profound allegory that marred some of those same comics: The Enigma fights The Truth in a church, and The Truth dies in the church. But they also let the reader (and even Michael) know just how trite such allegory is. In issue 3 (“The Good Boy”) Michael says: “You know, Titus, those comics really meant something to me when I was a kid. They seem to speak to me. What did The Enigma mean, huh? What were you trying to say?”

    Titus replies: “Sorry to disappoint you, Mike, but they didn’t mean anything. I was half outa my mind on dope when I did them. The Head, The Truth, Envelope Girl, even Enigma himself, they’re the products of a sick and drug-crazed mind.”

    Michael continues to press Titus, demanding to know how the unpublished fourth issue of the original comic would have dealt with Enigma’s apparent death. Titus’s response: “Damn, I don’t know. Don’t get so excited. It was only a comic” (3:17).

    Titus may have dreamed up The Truth when stoned out of his gourd, but Enigma recognizes a different, lower-case truth: the possibility that a comic can be both profound and vapid, tacky and beautiful. This dialogue between creator and fan reminds us of the powerful impact that imperfect art can have on a reader of a certain age, a metaphor that is rendered literal when Enigma comes to life and seduces the now grown fan. As detractors of such “trash culture” as comics have argued for decades, that influence can also be pernicious, a contention reflected in Enigma itself. Soon the media report the appearance of suicidal cultists calling themselves Enigmatics, who have been mining the original Enigma comics for hidden meanings. When Titus hears that a young Enigmatic has shot himself after saying “And then what?” he realizes that this is a quote from his own work. Fegredo treats us to a page of the “original” comic, complete with garish colors, square jaws, and tacky seventies leisurewear. In it, Enigma stands on a rooftop talking to a “fat cat” who recites all his goals and plans (“I’ll be the owner of all this, all this mine, all mine”). After each of the fat cat’s statements, Enigma asks, “And then what?” Finally, Enigma renders his judgment: “You know what impresses me about you? Your ability to be as pathetic as you are and not want to kill yourself. If I were you, I’d have to kill myself” (4:22).³

    This and other brief glimpses of the “original” Enigma comics highlight one of the things that the seventies version tries to do, and that the 1990s comic accomplishes: it deploys a superhero figure in a conflict that is abstract and philosophical rather than simply a fight over property or national boundaries.⁴ The mode in the “original” stories is heavy-handed allegory, while the 1990s version manages to invoke the naïve allegorical constructs of its (imaginary) predecessor while both mocking them and developing them further, in the knowing, self-conscious way that challenging nineties comics often affected.

    

    The Voice of the Lizard Is Heard in Our Land

    Enigma also excels in the two other categories that defined the best of Marvel’s 1970s output: interiority and voice. The fact that the comic spends so much time in Michael Smith’s head is not at all surprising to the nineties reader, but it is something that only started to become mainstream two decades earlier. Enigma thematizes the very idea of interiority or the inner life while also commenting on the very aspects of escapist comics literature that drew the opprobrium of its critics after World War II. The Head is an avatar of expanded consciousness (made literal in his ever-expanding, grotesque cranium), and he is also a threat: he sucks out people’s brains. Envelope Girl, in addition to her obvious sexual implications, enfolds characters (and, by extension, the reader) inside her own internal world, only to send them somewhere they never intended to go. And they are joined by the Interior League, a group of terrorists who sneak into people’s homes and rearrange their furniture.

    The Interior League turn out to be the only villains who are the product of Michael’s rather than Titus’s imagination: he made them up when he was a child. Like all the villains, they are externalized through Enigma’s power, but they also stand in for what both Enigma the character and Enigma the comic can do: they enter other people’s minds and reconfigure the internal architecture that they find there. When Enigma brings such characters to life, he is manifesting Titus’s (the writer’s) and Michael’s (the reader’s) imaginations, making them part of the world of others. This is precisely what the would-be auteurs of Marvel in the 1970s were attempting.

    Intimately connected with the question of interiority is the establishment of a narrative voice or authorial point of view, by which I mean a perspective or worldview that can be inferred from the texts and attributed to the person or persons to whom authorship is ascribed. Narrative voice can also further the authorial point of view but refers to the style and subjectivity of the subject presumed to be telling the story. While a narrative voice distinct from the one developed by Stan Lee was a novelty at Marvel in the early 1970s (and increasingly suppressed by the decade’s end), the best Marvel writers after the 1960s developed approaches to narration that were neither ostensibly neutral third-person omniscient nor the carnival huckster persona established by Stan Lee.

    Enigma features a narrative voice so remarkable and puzzling that one of the challenges to the reader is to make sense out of this strange perspective that never seems aligned to any particular character. Already by the second page of the first issue (“The Lizard, the Head, the Enigma”), the narrator is dropping inventive similes that simply have to be the product of an individual perspective: “The well was like an old man who’d lost the desire to get dressed in the mornings … The well would sit around all day in its pajamas waiting for something to happen.”

    A few pages later, referring to Michael: “Sometimes he feels like a rumor drifting through a world of hard facts. What’s the point of you, Michael?” (1:4). In the third issue, the narrator will not stop talking, even when Michael is in the bathroom: “It’s lucky that this is the kind of story that follows its characters into the bathroom … Look, he’s sitting on the toilet, clutching a you-know-what. It comforts him. No, don’t laugh. Oh, all right, go ahead, laugh” (8).

    On the first page of issue 5 (“Lizards and Ghosts,” right after the miniseries’ halfway point), the narrator begins to address his mysterious nature: “Do I sound detached? Indifferent? I’m not, believe me. I’ll tell you a secret: I’m not a distant narrator, aloof from the action of this story … I’m a part of this story. I’m a character in this story. Don’t worry, you’ll understand everything by the end, possibly even before the end. For now, let’s turn the volume up …”

    

    
    Figure 1. Peter Milligan and Duncan Fegredo, “Lizards and Ghosts,” Enigma 5:1. Enigma™ & © 1993, 2022 Peter Milligan and Duncan Fegredo. Used by permission.

    

    The narrator’s identity is another enigma, one that the reader cannot possibly solve alone. Only at the very end, in issue 8, do we learn that this odd narrative voice is the result of an offhand simile worthy of … the narrator. Enigma tries to explain to Michael and Titus what it was like for him when he discovered the world outside the well:

    

    When I saw the world that I was going to have to inhabit I almost fainted. It was like you waking up and finding yourself in a ward full of frothing idiots, and knowing that you would have to spend the rest of your days with them. See that lizard, the green, plump one? Imagine if he had a human’s intelligence. Imagine if he knew this entire story … But could only communicate it to the minuscule brains of his fellow lizards. (8:16)

    

    Whereupon Enigma uses his powers to bring the lizard to consciousness, turning him into the comic’s narrator. The last page shows us one lizard haranguing a few others, trying to tell them what is going on but lamenting that they are too stupid to figure it out. The last lines are also the series’ first: “You could say it all started in Arizona. Twenty-five years ago. On a farm …” (8:24). Now the reader (or, really, the re-reader) is finally in a position to understand why the narrator speaks the way he does, why he takes such a dismissive tone when addressing his audience, and why he keeps mentioning lizards.

    It’s a nice trick, but does it amount to anything? I would argue that it does and that, once again, it involves the virtues and vices of seventies Marvel. The lizard narrator is a fine instantiation of what the Russian Formalists called skaz, a device involving a narrative persona that could not entirely be identified with the author but is not a direct participant in the story. The skaz narrator’s language and tone are always marked in some way that differentiates it from anything that could pass as neutral. Skaz was also a device used liberally by Marvel comics writers, especially Stan Lee; those who came after him faced the challenge of working within the tradition he helped create while establishing a narrative tone of their own.⁵

    Seventies Marvel writers escaped from Lee’s shadow by embracing one important aspect of his narration: Lee’s narrator loved words. This love was unabashedly unsophisticated, expressing itself primarily in alliteration (“Make mine Marvel!”) and an attempt at post-Beatnik informality. The writers who came after him also loved words, but theirs was a love informed by modernist (and, eventually, postmodernist) experimentation. This is certainly the case for Milligan as well; having already delivered a Joycean pastiche in his previous DC miniseries Skreemer (1989, with art by Brett Ewins and Steve Dillon), Milligan borrows the circular narrative structure of Finnegans Wake for the beginning and end of Enigma.⁶ More to the point, his lizard narrator is playful, reveling in absurdity at every opportunity.

    

    
    Figure 2. Peter Milligan and Duncan Fegredo, “Queer,” Enigma 8:18. Enigma™ & © 1993, 2022 Peter Milligan and Duncan Fegredo. Used by permission.

    

    The all-knowing lizard who tells the story of Enigma provides a counterpoint of misanthropic cynicism to the otherwise humanist, life-affirming character arc of Michael and Enigma. This balance between negativity and sentimentality was a particular hallmark of Steve Gerber, arguably Marvel’s best writer in the 1970s, but also found its way into the work of his colleagues.

    Equally important for our purposes is that this cross-time comparison between Enigma and 1970s Marvel is fundamentally unfair to Milligan’s predecessors. The aesthetic success of Enigma is no doubt a credit to Milligan and Fegredo, but it would also have been impossible in the conditions under which the Marvel creators labored two decades earlier. While Enigma is an unabashedly circular narrative, Milligan and Fegredo were able to create a comic that, at least as an object on paper, had a clear beginning, middle, and end. They did not have to find a way to include Spider-Man in their second issue. They were not beholden to a broad corporate editorial policy, nor did they have to worry about how well Enigma Underoos might sell. They wrote for a market that understood that comics could be created for adults, a market whose very existence would be unthinkable without the efforts of their seventies predecessors.

    Predicated on a nonexistent comic book with a mysterious protagonist whose adventures straddle the line between the pretentious and the profound, while telling the story of one man’s development as a conscious subject (Enigma) and another man’s awakening to his own sexuality (Michael), Enigma is a story of adolescence.⁷ With its emphasis on introspection, self-discovery, and asking the Big Questions, Marvel comics in the 1970s were an extended exploration of the philosophical territory that can be irresistible to young people on the cusp of adulthood. Brilliant, awkward, clumsy, and moving, these comics have never quite fit into standard narratives of the rise of American “graphic novels.” Given the overlap between adolescent concerns and the growing pains of the mainstream comics industry, it is tempting to extend the metaphor of an “awkward age” to 1970s comics themselves. Yet this “coming of age” narrative about North American comics is a temptation to be resisted, as Christopher Pizzino forcefully does in his 2016 book Arresting Development.⁸ The media coverage of comics in the wake of Batman: The Dark Knight Returns, Maus, and Watchmen was notorious for repeating the startling discovery that comics were not just for kids anymore, an assertion that displayed ignorance of the subject matter rather than real insight. In particular, Pizzino calls into question the connection between “darker” or “more adult” subject matter and the growing sophistication of an art form.

    The changes at Marvel in the 1970s were as much about the expansion of possibilities within an industry as they were about the potential of the form itself. The creators discussed in this book were extending the boundaries of the permissible within the comics mainstream. Their results have not lent themselves to a great deal of study within comics scholarship: the comics of the 1970s are less obviously groundbreaking than those from the early years of Stan Lee, Jack Kirby, and Steve Ditko while still not being as friendly to crossover acceptance as the graphic novels of the following decade. Even though many of these comics have been brought back into print as collected editions, they are barely mentioned in discussions of the evolution of the superhero genre or the history of comics as an art form. Marketed for fans and completists, these compilations remain confined to the pop culture niche in which they were originally published. This is regrettable because of the artistic value of the works themselves, and their role as a missing link in the evolution of mainstream comics. The more acclaimed works of auteurs such as Alan Moore, Grant Morrison, and Neil Gaiman, not to mention the “mature readers” imprints that published their work, did not come out of nowhere. A small group of creators at Marvel Comics in the 1970s laid the groundwork. It’s time to give them their due.⁹

    

    Being Human

    The modern age of Marvel Comics began with the first issue of Fantastic Four in 1961, near the beginning of a decade that, in addition to the turbulence it brought to society as a whole, was also a turning point for North American comics as an industry and an art form. The delightfully profane world of underground comics brought in a new countercultural readership, but it would not last out the decade. Not only were the counterculture’s own days numbered, but also local ordinances banning the sale of drug paraphernalia would eventually put head shops (the underground’s primary point of sale) out of business. Some of the stores that survived did so by turning themselves into comic shops, which would facilitate the spread of “ground-level” (adult-oriented but not underground) comics in the 1970s and the direct market in the 1980s.¹⁰

    Marvel Comics was not immune to these changes. The company that prided itself on its youth appeal (even if many of the attempts to get “hip” are cringe-inducing now) was swept up in a rapid aesthetic transformation that its main rival, DC Comics, could barely begin to match by the end of the decade. Marvel’s “superheroes with super problems” approach to the genre in the 1960s had been revolutionary. The neurotic latter-day Hamlet, Spider-Man, the fraught relationships of the bickering Fantastic Four, and the persecution complex of the mutant outcast X-Men all brought hints of new depth to the medium.

    Two key elements of Marvel Comics in the 1960s paved the way for the progress that would come in the 1970s: the emphasis on the adventures’ connection to what would later be termed “the world outside your window”—despite the existence of superpowers, Marvel’s heroes lived in a place that was supposed to resemble that of the readers—and a decade-long preoccupation with humanism.¹¹ Like Gene Roddenberry with Star Trek at roughly the same time, Stan Lee used fantastic situations as a chance to explore “what it means to be … human”—the ellipses were practically mandatory—while extolling humanity’s virtues.¹² On the surface, proclaiming the wonders of humanity might seem like a pointless proposition, since we humans do not have the option of one day deciding we would prefer to be, say, trilobites. But that’s the beauty of fantasy and science fiction (and the heroic fantasy of superhero comics): not being human becomes thinkable and viable, which makes humanity a category worthy of contestation. Superhero stories are often derided as escapist fantasies, and indeed the invitation to imagine yourself into a superheroic or even alien body sounds like the essence of escapism. But Stan Lee’s Marvel work closed the loop by indulging the reader’s superhuman fantasy only to place the human front and center. Being super was fantastic, but being human was paramount.

    Marvel in the 1970s saw a transformation that initially looked seamless on the surface but proved almost as dramatic as Bruce Banner turning into the Hulk. As Stan Lee stepped away from scripting nearly all of Marvel’s titles, his younger replacements were Marvel fans turned pro who, rather than looking at the counterculture from a skeptical, calculating distance, were the product of sixties youth culture. Moreover, the writers who joined after Lee’s initial hire, Roy Thomas (whose primary task was to preserve and adapt the approach pioneered by Lee and Kirby), were well read, with literary aspirations of the sort to which Lee only gestured.¹³ Their ambitions met with numerous constraints: the strictures of the Comics Code, the dictates of Marvel editorial policy, the narrowness of the existing comics market, the presumed immaturity of the readership, and the limits of their own talents. But what united the best of them was a shift in emphasis and perspective from the “world outside your window” to the “world inside your head.” In a thoroughly visual medium and a decidedly action-oriented genre, these writers went beyond mere quirks of characterization and angst-filled monologues to a quixotic attempt at interiority.

    Interiority was conveyed through thought balloons, spoken dialogue, and narrative captions. All of these were devices that had been exploited by their predecessors in the 1960s. Stan Lee’s voice simulated a conversation with the reader, simultaneously creating a sense of intimacy between narrator and reader but also a bit of a remove from the characters themselves (even as the reader was treated to their endless monologues). The writers of the seventies used this technique as a platform for something different: a narrator-reader dialogue focused intensely on the inner lives of the characters on the page. As these writers shifted their focus toward their characters’ introspective journeys, they grappled with formal questions of both genre and medium: medium because two-dimensional representational art has obvious limitations for depicting abstract subjectivity; and genre because internal drama seemed to be the antithesis of the obligatory fight scene.

    Here I see a parallel with the genealogy of science fiction elaborated by Fredric Jameson in Archaeologies of the Future. After briefly suggesting that the science fiction of the 1960s might represent a turn from “sociology” to “psychology,” Jameson proposes a term he finds more apt:

    

    Psychology is not merely disqualified by its humanist overtones (psychological tricks and paradoxes probably belong back in [Isaac] Asimov’s second or “science-and-technology” stage); it also finds itself displaced by psychoanalysis and relegated to the status of a pseudo-science if not to that of applied science and of testing and marketing techniques. “Subjectivity” is a more capacious and less dogmatic category under which to range what we find at work in [Philip K.] Dick’s hallucinations as well as in [Stanislaw] Lem’s cognitive paradoxes or [Ursula] Le Guin’s anthropological worlds.¹⁴

    

    Marvel’s superhero comics in the 1970s do not even remotely approximate the complexity of Lem and Le Guin, a comparison that, because of differences in their respective media and corporate comics’ narrow room for self-expression, would in any case be patently unfair. But Jameson’s highlighting of “subjectivity” could be productive when applied to post–Lee-Kirby superheroics. The comics credited to Stan Lee did not so much reproduce or convey a state of mind; rather, they declared it though the characters’ spoken words or the content of their thought balloons. There are a variety of reasons why this makes sense, starting with a lack of faith in the reader’s sophistication and ending with the very means by which the comics were produced. Lee and his collaborators pioneered the so-called “Marvel method” of comics creation, essentially a labor-saving device that allowed Lee to script numerous comics each month.¹⁵ Lee and Kirby (for example) would talk about the plot, with Kirby taking notes. Or perhaps Lee would write a brief outline, or just a few general ideas. Then Kirby would break down and pencil the entire issue (often jettisoning many of Lee’s ideas and replacing them with his own), after which Lee would add the dialogue. Wordiness can be seen as an instrument of writerly control, and also as a symptom of a process that looks ill-equipped to produce psychological nuance.

    In the world of underground and alternative comics, as well as in the cases of particularly talented mainstream figures such as Frank Miller and Jim Starlin, one might more often find comics produced by a writer/artist, a single individual with equal responsibility for words and pictures. But the shift to interiority at Marvel in the 1970s was almost always the work of a writer-artist team. Only Starlin and Kirby produced a significant writer-artist output toward the end of the decade, and even there, Starlin’s writing was largely in the Stan Lee mold, while Kirby’s many gifts did not include anything remotely resembling subtlety.

    

    Studying Comics

    The book you are currently reading would be inconceivable without the burgeoning scholarship in the no longer new field of comics studies. In teaching and writing about comics, I have been guided by the foundational work on comics as a form and medium, from the narratological insights of Thierry Groensteen’s System of Comics to Scott McCloud’s Understanding Comics.¹⁶ But the field of comics studies is by no means restricted to form. Matthew Pustz’s Comic Book Culture, Jeffrey A. Brown’s Black Superheroes, Milestone Comics, and Their Fans, and Benjamin Woo’s essay “The Android’s Dungeon: Comic-bookstores, Cultural Spaces, and the Social Practices of Audiences” are essential ethnographies of the comics-reading community, examining how graphic stories circulate and create affective bonds.¹⁷

    The World inside Your Head has a historical focus but it is also about the self-conscious attempts to move a popular medium in a direction that its practitioners found more “sophisticated” or “progressive”; the creators want to be taken seriously but do not necessarily want to be trapped in an apologetic mode. Bart Beaty’s Comics versus Art interrogates the status of comics as an art form with a complexity and nuance that could not have been available to comics critics of the 1970s; when he examines what he calls the “devaluation of comics as a cultural form” and the medium’s “recent rise to art world prominence,” he has no patience for arguments about whether or not “comics are, at long last, finally a legitimate art,” yet these are the questions that preoccupied comics apologists during the time period I have chosen to study.¹⁸

    One of the potential obstacles to comics’ legitimacy was the medium’s dominant genre in the United States: the superhero story. Often accurately, sometimes unfairly, and occasionally creatively, superheroes are held up as simplistic figures of adolescent wish fulfillment, male power fantasies, and fascistic violence. Fortunately, comics scholarship is as broad as the medium’s potential, spawning a subfield of superhero studies that, focused on genre, also examines works in other media. This is most obviously indebted to the advances in the field, ranging from single-author studies of Steve Ditko, Neil Gaiman, Jack Kirby, and Alan Moore;¹⁹ to broader examinations of the superhero phenomenon;²⁰ specific companies;²¹ and noteworthy characters.²² Then there is the excellent thematic work on religion,²³ disability,²⁴ gender and sexuality,²⁵ and race and ethnicity.²⁶

    While this book was in revision, Douglas Wolk brought out his long-awaited All of the Marvels: A Journey to the End of the Biggest Story Ever Told.²⁷ As part of his research, Wolk sat down to read every superhero comic Marvel had published since the first issue of Fantastic Four—something I myself recently did out of obsessive-compulsive fannish pleasure rather than any recognizable intellectual impulse. The World inside Your Head and All of the Marvels inevitably have many points in common (Wolk’s extended appreciation of Master of Kung Fu was particularly gratifying), but their approaches are quite different. Wolk brilliantly teases out the themes and narrative through-lines that have developed (intentionally or otherwise) over Marvel’s decades-long lifespan, from a vantage point that is simultaneously panoptic, combining a god’s-eye view of the Marvel universe with the insights that come from sorting the narrative’s disparate threads in relative isolation. The World inside Your Head parks itself firmly in a crucial yet understudied decade that marks a turning point in the artistic development of a mass medium.

    

    Assembling the Team

    The World inside Your Head concentrates on the work of five writers, all born within three years of one another: Steve Englehart (b. 1947), Doug Moench (b. 1948), Marv Wolfman (b. 1946), Don McGregor (b. 1945), and Steve Gerber (1947–2008). All of them pushed mainstream comics in the direction of interiority, but each in his own way.²⁸

    After a first chapter on Stan Lee and humanism, chapter 2 turns to the work of Steve Englehart. On the surface, Englehart (Captain America, Doctor Strange, The Avengers) is the most traditional of the bunch, often employing a Stan Lee–like second-person direct address and persisting with his abuse of exclamation points long after comics stopped using them to end every single sentence. But he took the 1960s-era technique of using an external struggle (the fight against a “bad guy”) as a parallel for an internal conflict and, with the help of wide reading in esoteric philosophy and a hearty appetite for hallucinogens, made the theme of most of his comics work what he called the “rising and advancing of the spirit” (his translation of the name of one of the characters he co-created, Shang-Chi).

    Doug Moench’s work on Marvel’s monster characters is part of the next chapter, though most of chapter 3 treats Moench’s run on Master of Kung Fu, a series whose success rested on the ongoing contrast between martial arts action and the internal monologue of the title character.

    Chapter 4 examines Marv Wolfman’s run on Tomb of Dracula (1973–1979). Closely collaborating with artist Gene Colan, who drew every single issue of the series, Wolfman focused on the inner lives of the supporting cast in order to show the effects the vampire had on the people whose lives he ruined, while also inviting the reader alternately to sympathize with and recoil from Dracula himself.

    The writer treated in chapter 5, Don McGregor (Black Panther, Killraven, Luke Cage), saw Lee’s humanism and raised it with heroic romanticism, creating adventure stories tinged with a wistful nostalgia for a mythical time when human relations were more straightforward and honorable. Though McGregor has a flair for humorous banter, the defining feature of his work is a preoccupation with narrating internal states at great length and in remarkably purple prose. Not only is the fighting a parallel to an inner struggle, but also the very images we see on the page are often a pretext for a lengthy meditation based on the protagonist’s conscious and bodily experience of the scene depicted by the artist.

    Finally, the greatest inroads in conveying subjectivity were made by Steve Gerber (Howard the Duck, Man-Thing, The Defenders, Omega the Unknown). Gerber’s scripting represents a high point in mainstream comics’ development of an authorial voice as well as a consistent focus on the characters’ perspectives. His clearest artistic triumph is Howard the Duck, who is the waddling embodiment of alienated skepticism. Howard allows Gerber to render his own verdict on the “humanity” so venerated by Stan Lee. An unwilling student of the human condition, Howard comes to an inevitable conclusion: being human stinks.

    I am well aware that so far I have spoken exclusively about writers in a medium defined by the combination of words and pictures. Yet to the extent that it represented a step forward, Marvel in the 1970s was a writer-dominated phenomenon.²⁹ Sometimes the writers in question had the good fortune of long relationships with their artistic collaborators, but often they found themselves writing for artists who either had not been selected yet or stepped in at the last minute. Moreover, while Gerber worked frequently with master craftsmen such as Gene Colan (and occasionally with fan sensation Frank Brunner), most of the time his artists were highly competent storytellers who never rose to the level of fan favorite (Sal Buscema, Jim Mooney). Englehart, too, was often paired with Buscema, and even with such deeply unpopular artists as Don Heck and Frank Robbins (though Colan and Brunner illustrated some of his work as well). Wolfman and Moench had better luck: Colan was already on Tomb of Dracula by the time the writer joined the book, and their productive collaboration lasted for sixty-four issues of the regular series. Moench, who, like Wolfman, wrote a wide variety of series in the 1970s, collaborated with top-notch artists on many of them, particularly on Master of Kung Fu (Paul Gulacy, Mike Zeck, and in the 1980s Gene Day). McGregor also had fairly consistent luck in this regard (P. Craig Russell on Amazing Adventures: War of the Worlds/Killraven; Billy Graham and Rich Buckler on Jungle Action: The Black Panther), but he was saddled with Robbins for part of Luke Cage, Power Man. I will certainly pay attention to the artists’ contributions, but my subject matter is largely writer-driven work.

    The conclusion focuses on Chris Claremont, the X-Men scribe who turned Marvel’s mutants into a runaway commercial success. Claremont represents both the apotheosis and the downfall of 1970s interiority. In his wordy soap operas, Claremont made the inner lives of his heroes of paramount importance. But he did so by reviving and retooling Stan Lee’s declarative mode, with his characters carefully laying out their motivations and angst in lengthy monologues that, more than his plots, required a superhuman suspension of disbelief.

    

    Diamonds among the Garbage

    As I imagine has already become clear, there is an inherent problem with trying to attract broader attention to these writers’ works: after finally reaching the point where the likes of Alan Moore, Art Spiegelman, Alison Bechdel, Mary Fleener, Neil Gaiman, and Chris Ware are treated with respect, looking back to the seventies once again requires that comics scholars and comics fans engage in the kind of special pleading that we only recently managed to set aside. The great graphic novelists since the 1980s (or at least the ones who have escaped the comics ghetto) might require attention and thought from their readers, but as cultural objects, they tend to be low context. That is, they can be understood on their own terms without extensive footnoting about a century of comics art.

    This is not the case with Moench, Wolfman, Englehart, Gerber, and McGregor—or with any mainstream comics creator of their era. They were not writing “graphic novels”; they were making comic books. Even their extended multipart storylines were usually unnamed. McGregor’s “Panther’s Rage” is a rare exception; readers are left to refer to Englehart’s “Secret Empire” or Gerber’s “Headmen” storylines in the absence of an actual title. Chasing monthly deadlines in an industry whose products were collectible because they were ephemeral, they rarely produced stories that completely made sense to people picking up just a few issues here and there. Mainstream comics were not serialized novels; instead they functioned as a continuous flow, with beginnings that were not only beginnings and endings that were never really endings.³⁰ They referenced events in other comics starring other heroes, excelling at the creation of endlessly immersive worlds. As cultural artifacts, they require explanation and curation, as well as no small amount of patience with stylistic elements that do not work for a contemporary audience.

    In one of the early issues of Jim Starlin’s Warlock saga (Strange Tales 181, “1000 Clowns!”), the title character finds himself in a trippy, Steve Ditko–inflected virtual reality as part of one of the villains’ attempts to brainwash him. Warlock’s unconscious resists the programming imposed on it, transforming the regimented world of his evil alter ego the Magus into an absurd realm populated by clowns. Most of the satire is primitive and self-explanatory, unless one counts the send-up of Marvel’s own corporate politics, which would be apparent only to readers who knew enough to recognize it. Douglas Wolk calls Warlock “one of the first American metacomics—at least part of its subtext concerned the comics industry and the art of cartooning.” About Strange Tales 181 he writes: “The routine involving clowns building a tower of garbage that repeatedly collapses because of the diamonds someone keeps sneaking into it is not exactly subtle, either, and Starlin himself puts in a cameo appearance as a hapless technician attempting to program Warlock.”³¹

    Typically, Warlock’s response to the tower’s collapse verges on hysteria: “HAHAHAHAHAHAHAHAHA Diamonds among the garbage! Let me out of here!” (Strange Tales 181:17)

    Starlin’s own comics were presumably some of those very diamonds, whose luster is obscured by the great piles of crap Marvel produced every month. If only that were the case! The problem is not just the various infelicities that marred Warlock, Captain Marvel, or the other comics that built Starlin’s reputation. The real problem is that the diamonds cannot be entirely extracted from the garbage, as the diamonds themselves are partially composed of trash.

    Which brings us back to Enigma. Enigma reverses Starlin’s formulation: it is not a diamond among the garbage but a diamond with a garbage core. Exquisitely constructed, an inspired fusion of the story’s action with the inner lives of its characters, it unabashedly proclaims the influence of its messier, flawed predecessors. That influence is, in fact, the crux of the plot: there was something about a philosophically suggestive, if sophomoric, seventies comic that literally turns the characters into better people, a magic that awakens an even greater magic within them. Milligan and Fegredo have composed a love letter to seventies comics in a language that wouldn’t exist were it not for the letter’s addressee. Investigating Marvel in the 1970s will not give us superpowers, bring our childhood fantasies to life, or reconfigure our understanding of our sexual orientation.³² But I hope it helps us appreciate those diamonds that can never be rid of their flaws.
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    Inside Out

    Stan Lee and the Drama of the Visible Self

    

    Stan Lee, Jack Kirby, Steve Ditko, and the other prime movers of early Marvel did more than simply “update” or “modernize” the superhero for the 1960s.¹ They filled the preexisting shell of the Golden Age superhero (extraordinary powers in most cases, the secret identity, and an origin story) with the content it had sorely lacked. Lee would tell future Marvel Comics editor in chief Joe Quesada the secret of the perfect Marvel hero:

    

    So imagine Spider-Man in his red and blue suit. And he’s at the precipice of a building. And he’s looking out at the cavernous city ahead of him. And the wind is blowing. Maybe there’s some rain coming down. He Thwips! his web, and he swings across the city … That’s a pretty good scene … But tell me who is inside that suit. Tell me who he loves. Tell me who loves him. Tell me what he does for a living. Tell me what his struggles are. Tell me what his pains are, what he dreams of. Now, when he Thwips! that web and jumps across the city, our hearts are inside that suit and they clutch. Because we’re either him, or we know somebody just like him.²

    

    Lee usually framed his lessons about Marvel in terms of character, in that character is more important than plot. But his phrasing in Quesada’s recollection of their conversation is much more revealing: “Tell me who is inside that suit.” Lee and his collaborators usually gave their characters a self, a sense of an inner life. Part of the formula was to emphasize the hero’s real-life problems, but even that is the result of a more important development: exploiting the possibilities of the “secret identity” concept in order to posit a troubled, conflicted, non-unitary self.

    This divided and therefore (somewhat) complex self would often be developed through metaphors of reversible transformation (the Hulk, Thor), permanent monstrosity (the Thing), the destructive role the masked identity plays in the unmasked life (Spider-Man), or entrapment behind a mask or within a suit of armor (Iron Man, Doctor Doom). Early Marvel made the drama of often divided selfhood visible, an understandable choice for depicting the abstract and ethereal within a pictorial medium.

    The “Marvel method” that Lee developed with his artistic collaborators meant that Lee, faced with fully rendered pages, overlaid them with excessive, often superfluous words. Lee clearly did not trust his audience to understand what they were seeing, since his characters so often described the action around them in obsessive detail. Yet Lee devoted at least as much effort to explaining what the readers could not see: the inner states of his characters, usually expressed in melodramatic dialogue, if not monologue.

    Lee’s approach speaks to one of early Marvel’s constant preoccupations: the nature and value of humanity. Whereas DC’s Superman rarely portrayed the Clark Kent / Superman dual identity as a question of psychology or subjectivity, Marvel used the contrast between the human and the superhuman as both a source of personal drama and a brief in favor of Western humanism. Just as Lee portrays the heroic costume as the fancy, attention-getting wrapping around the much more important “character” of the person behind the mask, the juxtaposition of human and superhuman, while obviously based on the fantastic appeal of enhanced abilities, led to repeated encomiums on the nobility of “man.”

    

    Words versus Pictures

    The history of North American comics can be seen as a struggle for primacy between writers and artists, with the writer/artist as the conscientious objector who wins by default. What I have in mind is not the relationships between individual writers and artists (though they certainly play a role). Rather, at issue is the extent to which it is the writer or the artist who drives public conversation about comics (not to mention sales). In the nineties, when a speculator’s market coincided with the rise of the artists who would go on to form Image Comics, it was the artist who dominated (look no further than this new company’s name). In the next decade, writers became the hot ticket (although there is a very strong argument to be made for the unfortunate primacy of editors at the Big Two companies, setting their line’s direction with or without writers’ consultation).

    I have already begun making my case for the importance of seventies writers in the introduction, and I will continue that argument in the next chapter. But it is in the 1960s that the writer-artist dynamic is particularly complex, wrapped up as it is in a basic question of authorship. Who really was the prime mover at Marvel, Stan Lee or Jack Kirby? This is a question with legal, financial, and moral ramifications. Stan Lee was undoubtedly the impresario, as both editor in chief and writer of record for nearly all of Marvel’s output before Roy Thomas’s arrival in 1965, by which point the majority of Marvel’s most iconic characters had debuted. Whether or not one accepts the maxim that history is written by the victors, Marvel’s history was initially written by its editor; while Lee heaped praise on “Jolly Jack” Kirby and “Sturdy Steve” Ditko, two of his main collaborators, he never let readers doubt his own role as Marvel’s creative genius.

    Though Lee would cease his regular scripting duties in the early 1970s, his name figured prominently on every Marvel publication. By contrast, Ditko left Marvel in 1966, while Kirby stayed on until 1970 (with a brief return from 1975 to 1980). Kirby’s contribution to Marvel’s creation was consistently downplayed. In later interviews, Kirby would claim that he was the primary creator of virtually all the characters he worked on, and that most of the plotting was done by him.

    This is not the place to relitigate the Lee-Kirby conflict; it has been explored thoroughly and effectively in Charles Hatfield’s Hand of Fire, Mark Evanier’s Kirby: King of Comics, Abraham Reisman’s True Believer: The Rise and Fall of Stan Lee, and Sean Howe’s Marvel Comics: The Untold Story, to name just four prominent examples. Because of the emphasis this chapter places on Lee, however, I feel obligated to state my own views on the matter: given all the evidence, Kirby’s case is much more compelling than Lee’s. Forced to choose between the two, I would have no trouble naming Kirby as the genius behind Marvel.

    Nonetheless, Kirby was not the sole author. Even when the plots came from Kirby or Ditko, the words were Lee’s. And while their style may seem clumsy or overblown to later readers’ tastes, they were an essential part of the comics’ success. All in all, Marvel’s 1960s and 1970s output appears excessively wordy in light of current trends, but the evolution of comics writing is not merely a matter of taste. It can be traced at least in part to changes in the visual layout of the comics page and the relative importance of words for following the action from one panel to the next.

    By the beginning of the twenty-first century, even the most mainstream comics were moving away from caption-heavy pages and extensive word balloons (with X-Men scribe Chris Claremont always a notable holdout). Both captions and thought balloons have fallen out of favor, reducing nearly all language on the page to spoken dialogue in word balloons. Four possible reasons suggest themselves: first, the inspiration of cinema, which never had thought balloons; second, the rise of the writer/artist (such as Frank Miller); third, the successful writing careers of writers who started out as writer/artists (Brian Bendis, Ed Brubaker); and fourth, the decline in the “Marvel method” of comics creation in favor of full scripts that are completed before the artist ever puts pencil to paper.

    The trend has been toward greater cooperation between the writer and artist from the very beginning and a better understanding of page layout on the part of the writer. The comics pages tended to slow down their depiction of action. When the resulting “decompressed storytelling” is seen as a flaw, the writer is usually blamed, but the writer is letting the artist slow down and use the visuals as the primary means by which the reader gets necessary information.

    With the noteworthy exceptions of comics narrated by one of the characters (one of the few instances in which captions have not fallen out of favor), the written word in mainstream comics has shed most of its responsibility for helping the reader move from panel to panel.³ But getting to this point has been a long journey. If we look at a middle-of-the road Golden Age comic published by National (the precursor to DC), we find pages that veer closer to the model of the illustrated story. Picking up any Justice Society of America story from the 1940s, we see very abrupt transitions from panel to panel, with the captions and the explanation-heavy dialogue doing most of the heavy lifting. Later, Jack Kirby would be credited with making superhero comics feel kinetic rather than static; while this is primarily a function of his movement of bodies through the space of the panel, it is greatly assisted by panel layouts that flow far more smoothly than those of most of his predecessors.⁴

    At the height of his work on Fantastic Four and Thor (the mid-1960s), Kirby produced dynamic comics that were a model of clarity: virtually any one of his pages could be understood without any words at all. His skill as a visual storyteller made all the action legible. Lee’s tendency to underline some of the action by having his character describe it aloud was most likely predicated on a lack of trust in his readers rather than on Kirby or the other pencillers with whom he worked. It would take decades, along with a recognition that the comics readership was skewing more and more adult, for superhero comics to let go of the habit of overexplanation.

    Even if we acknowledge the superfluous description that mars his writing, Lee’s dialogue and captions brought something to the page that his artistic collaborators could not: a focus on character (as Lee would put it) or selfhood (as I would). Through dialogue and captions, Lee developed his heroes’ inner lives while Kirby and Ditko so dynamically represented their outward actions and conflict.⁵ The point is not that comics artists cannot represent inner states visually; some of the best pencillers since the 1980s are past masters at combining facial expressions, body language, and pacing to give the reader a highly developed sense of mood and emotion. But that is not what Kirby did; his range of facial expressions was narrow, his emphasis was on motion and dynamism, and his confidence that his inkers would preserve nuance in the finished art was justifiably low.⁶

    Lee’s 1960s scripts tended to fulfill four primary functions:

    

    Addressing the reader in second-person captions, as part of Lee’s skaz-based efforts at fostering a sense of community between creators and readers.

    Enhancing or reinforcing the panel-to-panel flow with dialogue and captions that moved the reader along the page.

    Explaining what was happening on the pages (whether it needed explanation or not).

    Documenting and interrogating characters’ motivations, states of mind, and inner turmoil.

    

    Given the looseness of the Marvel method, we might even consider Lee’s words to be interpretive or exegetical, the verbal annotations of Kirby’s and Ditko’s visual art. Lee told his readers both how the characters felt and how they themselves should feel about what the characters did and felt. He was simulating the consciousness of his heroes while stimulating the consciousness of his readers.

    But what, in this case, does consciousness mean? Later writers and artists, who had the tools and the leeway to produce consciousness effects that were more subtle and evocative, gave their readers a sense of an inner world more consistent with the theory of consciousness as an emergent property: inner states are inferred or presented through actions, fragmentary utterances, and facial expressions. For Lee, the only way to demonstrate an inner state was to move it into the outer world. Consciousness had to be narrated, with interiority expressed primarily through spoken and unspoken monologue.

    

    Peter Parker and the Monologic Imagination

    Nearly all the personas Stan Lee co-created were hyperverbal. Even the Incredible Hulk, who mysteriously lost his mastery of personal pronouns within a few years of his first appearance, never stops talking. They do not all put their prolixity to the same use, however. The aforementioned Hulk, while repeatedly lamenting that the “puny humans” won’t leave him alone, does not engage in a great deal of soul-searching. Susan Storm Richards, the Fantastic Four’s Invisible Girl, labors under the narrative burden shouldered by so many female characters in mid-century pop adventure dramas: like the female companions in Doctor Who, she asks questions so that a male genius (Reed Richards, aka Mister Fantastic) can answer them. She also has a talent for simpering exclamations, her go-to phrase being “Oh, Reed!” They also serve who only stand and emote.

    While all the members of the Fantastic Four engage in both internal and external monologues at various points in their Lee-helmed careers, one of the advantages of a team book is the greater opportunity for dialogue. The more a character is isolated or alienated, the more central the role of the monologue. And of all the Lee-Kirby-Ditko heroes of the Marvel Age, who is more isolated or alienated than Peter Parker, the Amazing Spider-Man?

    Yet Peter Parker’s tendency to narrate his own inner conflicts is not just a function of his role as a solo hero, or even of Spider-Man’s perpetual unpopularity with the people he serves and protects. Rather, it has to do with the way in which he exemplifies Lee’s ethos of “real heroes with real problems.” Guilt-ridden after the death of his uncle Ben, anxious about providing for his frail aunt May (who seems to be permanently stationed at death’s door for over a decade), and torn by the incompatible duties of his dual identity, Spider-Man is profoundly neurotic.⁷ Small wonder that he is so proficient at the monologue; agonizing over virtually every choice he faces, Peter Parker would be the perfect Hamlet if one could only imagine a radioactive spider biting a Danish prince.

    At times, Peter’s propensity for monologue is transparently functional, such as when he spends three panels describing the improvements on his web-shooters before going into battle with the Vulture (Amazing Spider-Man 7, “The Return of the Vulture,” 1963). And, of course, his entire public persona is built on Spider-Man’s capacity for endless jokes at his enemies’ expense. In fact, Spider-Man’s facility at trash-talking points the way toward understanding his use of language. Differentiating between speaking styles was never one of Lee’s hallmarks as a scriptwriter; his characters fell into particular verbal types: gruff men from the “street” (Ben Grimm); noble, godlike beings (the Silver Surfer); hipsters (Mary Jane Watson with her cringe-worthy early dialogue); scientific explainers (Reed Richards); linguistically neutral heroes (Captain America); and generic women (Susan Storm Richards, Alicia Masters, Jane Foster). But Spider-Man does not talk exactly like Peter Parker; there is a continuity of concerns, certainly, but Peter Parker rarely displays Spider-Man’s cutting wit. When he becomes Spider-Man, Peter adopts a verbal mask to go with his spandex disguise.⁸

    This distinction between hero and civilian makes sense in the Marvel comic that does the most to explore the tensions surrounding the secret identity. One of the recurring themes in Spider-Man’s monologues is the burden of his double life, a burden made insurmountable by Spider-Man’s original sin. In his origin story, Peter puts on the Spider-Man costume in an attempt to make money and is so preoccupied that he can’t be bothered to stop a burglar running right past him. That burglar, of course, is the man who kills Ben Parker. From this point on, Peter will be wracked with guilt, but not just for his inadvertent role in his uncle’s death; the very act of taking on the identity of Spider-Man is tainted by selfishness. So now he must move in the opposite direction, performing heroics as Spider-Man to the detriment of his life as Peter Parker.⁹

    As a result, his monologues are unusually meta, since their subject is his dual identity. Before Spider-Man, DC comics exploited some of the potential of their main characters’ double lives, but rarely for emotional reasons; instead, the secret became a useful cog in the mechanics of plot, with both villains and vixens trying to uncover the heroes’ civilian identity. The shenanigans that punctuated the Superman stories of the 1950s function according to a psychology that could only charitably be called childlike: Lois Lane would try to prove Clark Kent was Superman, Clark would trick her, and the story would end with Superman’s smug satisfaction at putting one over on her yet again.¹⁰

    Satisfaction is rarely part of Peter Parker’s emotional repertoire. His monologues are about suffering, guilt, and a pervasive sense of inadequacy. The paradigmatic storyline comes in issue 50 (“Spider-Man No More!,” pencils by John Romita Sr.), when Peter comes back to his apartment after yet another successful fight with the bad guys and the TV confronts him with his ungrateful public (“No matter what I do, half the population is scared stiff of me!—And the other half probably think I’m some kinda full-time nut!” [50:3]). His roommate tells him that his aunt May is ill. Peter then engages in the version of multitasking at which he excels: moving forward in space (on his motorcycle) while ruminating over his own guilt: “I just pray I’m not … too late! / Aunt May must have had another attack! / And I was too busy playing super-hero to be there when I should have!” [4]). It turns out that May has been calling for him, but no one could find him (“If I’d been at home—like any other normal guy—they could have reached me fast! / But no—I was out … flexing my muscles … trying to help the very people who fear me!” [4]).

    The rest of the day is a disaster for him. He barely passes an exam (in “science”), and his teacher reminds him that his grades are slipping. Gwen invites him to a party, but he has to beg off. At home, he turns on the television to see Jonah Jameson offering a one-thousand-dollar award for Spider-Man’s arrest and conviction. He clutches his head, with sweat pouring down his brow (this during a time when superheroes were rarely shown to sweat), as he appears to be assaulted by Jameson’s accusations: the words “Menace!” “Egomaniac!” “Public Enemy!” “Fraud!” and “Mentally Disturbed!” surround his head, most of them coming from Jameson’s tirade, though one (“Fraud”) is never specifically uttered by the editor (7). Showing Peter succumbing to internalized negative thoughts, the panel could be an illustration for a cognitive behavioral therapy textbook.

    

    
    Figure 3. Stan Lee and John Romita Sr., “Spider-Man No More!,” The Amazing Spider-Man 50:7.

    

    Peter’s monologue continues in response: “But … what if he’s right?? How … can I have been so blind … never to have realized … ??? / Perhaps … only a madman would do what I do … taking the risks … accepting the dangers … and … for what?! / After all these years … it’s suddenly clear … I must be a glory-hungry fool … or worse!” (7).

    Now the scene shifts. Peter leaves his apartment, and finally stops speaking aloud. The monologue continues in thought balloons:

    

    Being Spider-Man has brought me nothing … but unhappiness! / In order to satisfy my craving for excitement … I’ve jeopardized everything that really matters … / Aunt May … my friends … the girls in my life … / And … for what?? / Can I be sure my only motive was the conquest of crime? / Or was it the heady thrill of battle … the precious taste of triumph … the paranoiac thirst for power which can never be quenched?? / May heaven forgive me … the more I think of it. . the more I feel that Jameson was right! / In which case … for the sake of my own sanity … / There’s only one thing left to do … (7)

    

    The next page is a full-page spread, a device usually reserved for important action scenes. But here it simply shows Peter with his back turned, walking away from a trash can in which he has dumped his costume: “I was just a young, unthinking teenager … when I first became … Spider-Man … / But the years have a way of slipping by … of changing the world about us … / And every boy … sooner or later … must put away his toys … and become … a man!” (8).

    Naturally, his resolve doesn’t even last the entire issue. He remembers his failure to save Uncle Ben and vows to continue his heroic career, “no matter how great my personal sacrifice” (18).

    Decades later, it might be hard to see the value in a story that has now played itself out so many times as to become a cliché, and Lee’s melodramatic language doesn’t help.¹¹ But this story, told in an anniversary issue (comics whose numbers end in 50 or 100 are usually treated as special events), privileges inner turmoil over external conflict. In doing so, however, it is merely highlighting the convergence of inner and outer drama that is the hallmark of 1960s Marvel.

    When Peter goes outside during his crisis of conscience in issue 50, the caption reads: “Like a man in a trance, the heartsick youth leaves his apartment, trudging listlessly through the night … his thoughts as dark and stormy as the skies above him …” (7).

    

    
    Figure 4. Stan Lee and John Romita Sr., “Spider-Man No More!,” The Amazing Spider-Man 50:8.

    

    It’s a cheap simile, as well as a predictable indulgence in the pathetic fallacy, but it also points to the main artistic device that allows Lee and his collaborators to convey interiority: using the external world and external action as a metaphor for the character’s inner state. In one of the most famous scenes in all of Marvel comics, Lee and Ditko showcase the perfect physical metaphor for the burdens under which Peter Parker constantly labors. Aunt May is in the hospital, and it’s all Peter’s fault: “In some mysterious way,” the doctor tells him, “Mrs. Parker absorbed a radioactive particle into her blood! And we’re unable to get it out!” (Amazing Spider-Man 32:4, “Man on a Rampage”). After one of Aunt May’s previous brushes with death (near-death experiences being something of a full-time occupation for her), Peter saved her with a transfusion from his (spider-irradiated) blood. It’s a classic example of the “Parker luck”: Peter did the right thing, saved the day, and yet he’s still on the hook for making things worse.

    Thanks to the magic of mad science, Spider-Man and part-time villainous Lizard Curt Connors have developed a serum to save her, but it’s been stolen. A fight with Doctor Octopus leaves Spider-Man trapped under tons of heavy debris from metal machinery, with the serum just out of reach. Not only that: the room is flooding, and if Spider-Man doesn’t free himself, he’ll drown. The issue ends on this cliffhanger, with nearly half of the following issue (33, “The Final Chapter!”) devoted to Spider-Man’s efforts to escape. Over the course of five pages, Spider-Man strains under the weight, narrating his dilemma all along:

    

    If she—doesn’t make it—it’ll be my fault! Just the way I’ll always blame myself for what happened to Uncle Ben … / The two people in all the world who’ve been kinder to me! I can’t fail again! It can’t happen a second time! I won’t let it—I won’t! / No matter what the odds—no matter what the cost—I’ll get that serum to Aunt May! And maybe then I’ll no longer be haunted by the memory—of Uncle Ben! (2)

    

    As he says all this, he is framed by yellow-tinted faces of May, unconscious in her bed, and Ben, looking down on him beatifically. Obviously they are not really there; Ditko is doing visually what Lee is accomplishing verbally: getting us into Spider-Man’s head. The action of the next three pages is nothing but Spider-Man trying to stand up and lift the weight (“I must prove equal to the task—I must be worthy of that strength— / —or else, I don’t deserve it!” [3]). Again, the words are clumsy, but they make Ditko’s visual metaphor perfectly clear: Spider-Man is defined both by the heavy weight on his shoulders (figuratively in the case of Aunt May, literally in the case of the machinery), as well as by his determination to bear the burden and keep fighting.¹² This is where my earlier, facetious comparison to Hamlet instructively breaks down: Peter may constantly bemoan his fate, but he is ultimately a man of action. A Marvel superhero can be troubled and neurotic, but he cannot be consistently tragic.

    

    
    Figure 5. Stan Lee and Steve Ditko, “The Final Chapter!,” The Amazing Spider-Man 33:3.

    

    
    Figure 6. Stan Lee and Steve Ditko, “The Final Chapter!,” The Amazing Spider-Man 33:4.

    

    
    Figure 7. Stan Lee and Steve Ditko, “The Final Chapter!,” The Amazing Spider-Man 33:5.

    

    After all, Peter Parker is Spider-Man, not Underground Man. The nameless protagonist of Dostoyevsky’s Notes from Underground (1864) is, like both Hamlet and the average Marvel superhero, intensely hyperverbal, accustomed to speaking at great length to no one in particular. While putting Spider-Man and his ilk on the same spectrum as some of the most ingeniously imagined heroes of world literature might seem like overreaching of exactly the sort that Stan Lee himself was famous for, I would like to stay with it for a moment. Not in order to make claims about quality or greatness, but to demonstrate two important characteristics of the Marvel hero.

    First is the question of self-narration and audience. The Underground Man, Hamlet, and Spider-Man can serve as examples of the challenge of portraying individual subjectivity and the endless ratiocination of the conscious self across three different media: prose fiction, theater, and comics. In each there is an element of artifice that must be overcome. Here Dostoyevsky has it easiest, since we can imagine someone simply sitting in a dank cellar writing endless notes for no one to see. But the Underground Man is still obliged to dream up imaginary interlocutors, responding to the nonexistent reactions of his nonexistent readers or conversation partners. Hamlet has the opposite problem: as a character in the theater, he truly does have an audience who have actually paid money to hear him. But dramatic convention has it that he is speaking aloud so we can hear him while at the same time is unaware that we are present; in his own world, that of the stage, no one else can hear what he is saying, since his speech is uttered only for those who live offstage. Spider-Man, as a comic book character, speaks aloud like Hamlet, except that we don’t actually “hear” him—we read him, as if we were the imagined readers who argue with the Underground Man.

    The audience question is thoroughly embedded in the medium, in this case the medium of comics. But the second issue is rooted in genre: superheroes are supposed to take action. Hamlet spends most of the play dithering, until act 5, which functions as an efficient narrative machine for the production of corpses. The Underground Man turns inaction into both an art form and a moral imperative. He is so preoccupied with his own consciousness that he finds any action next to impossible. He thinks so hard about deliberately bumping into a man he hates on the street that he finds himself swerving at the last possible moment. The Underground Man considers consciousness to be a disease, a term which makes sense in that he sees the problem as communicable. But when considered in isolation (and the Underground Man is definitely in isolation), it looks more like a disability. According to the Underground Man, the man of action charges forth without thinking, able to accomplish both great and terrible things because he is unburdened by consciousness. The conscious man is so wrapped up in his own thoughts that he can barely move.

    Such paralysis is unthinkable for Spider-Man, at least for more than a page or two (Steve Gerber’s Howard the Duck, however, will be another matter entirely). The sixties Marvel hero is meant to balance external action and inner turmoil, and therefore becomes what neither Hamlet nor the Underground Man can ever be: a multitasker. Lee’s characters compulsively narrate everything: their thoughts, their fears, the actions they are currently performing, and the events taking place around them. Here genre and medium converge. The superhero drama’s action requirements, when combined with Lee’s focus on his characters’ inner lives, necessitate a strange kind of narrative economy, in which fighting and fretting must share the same panel. Yet the ability to combine the two is made possible by the peculiarities of the comics medium. The reader controls the rate of movement across the page, allocating as much time as necessary to take in both the feelings and the fights. This is the same feature of comics that Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons would exploit so effectively in Watchmen (1986), where multiple “voice-over” narrators develop plotlines parallel to the events in the panels. The device is roughly the same; the difference lies in the sophistication brought to bear.

    The resemblance between the Marvel hero’s narrative monologue and the Shakespearean soliloquy thus involves not just artistry and audience but a particular understanding of time. In their study of Mussorgsky’s Boris Godunov, Caryl Emerson and Robert Williams Oldani differentiate between two different times in the operatic libretto—aria and recitative:

    

    Recitative is the dynamic, social and dialogic component; it knows real duration and expects a response “within the story” from those who hear it, or are implicated in it, on stage. Aria, on the other hand, stops or marks time: it is often a meditation sung to oneself, or to the audience, outside the public bounds of the story. Its relative autonomy is marked by decontextualization, melodiousness and rounded musical form. When “heard” at all by other onstage characters, aria is heard “as a song.”¹³

    

    Lee’s monologuing heroes fall into neither category: time does not always stop for them as they are narrating aloud. Nor do they fit Thierry Groensteen’s category of the “reciter,” whose voice is usually heard in narrative captions.¹⁴ They are obliged to function in two worlds at once, as part of the action in the “real time” of the comics narrative, and as the subjective narrator of events and emotion. Where prose can move seamlessly from one mode to the other, essentially pressing “pause” on the action while we hear the narrator’s thoughts, the visual component of comics makes such a pause difficult. As a result, Marvel comics readers internalize a set of conventions that allow them to follow both action and monologue without constantly being reminded that the hero’s thought process represented during a fistfight is not “realistic” (the same way people spontaneously breaking into song in a musical also defies “realism”).

    We should not be surprised that so much of Peter Parker’s internal (and external) monologue is about his secret identity. Not only is it the axis around which nearly all his problems revolve, but also it is a clear metaphor for the very problem of interiority and representation: To what extent can or does one’s external presentation match with the self for which the body and costume serve as a calling card? Semiotics teaches us that the relationship between signifier and signified is arbitrary, but that only really holds for systems that cannot be seen as products of any kind of intent (such as language). Masked superheroes are deliberately setting up a barrier between the self they perform and the self they see as true, natural, or essential. Small wonder that the anxious and neurotic Peter Parker feels the need to talk about his identities all the time.

    Peter Parker is far from the only Marvel hero to suffer (out loud) because of his divided self. But he is one of the few for whom the secret identity as a problem is not compounded by disability, monstrosity, physical metamorphosis, or entrapment.¹⁵

    The Fantastic Four, in turn, include two members whose metaphorical portfolio also includes the drama of the interior and the exterior. Sue Storm Richards, so often an afterthought to her friends and enemies alike, possesses the deeply ironic power of invisibility. But it is Ben Grimm, transformed by cosmic rays into the brick-bodied orange monster known as the Thing, who suffers from profound depression and fits of rage due to science-fictional dysphoria: the body he presents to the world is not the self he knows himself to be. In the early comics, both his mental and physical states are bipolar; his occasional, often inexplicable reversions to his human form cause bouts of euphoria that inevitably turn to depressive rage when his monstrous body returns.¹⁶

    The Thing’s ongoing trauma complicates the relationship between the internal and the external, in part because of the general metaphorical power of monstrosity, and in part because of the character’s context as member of a team. Taken together, the Fantastic Four lend themselves to interpretations that are obvious but nonetheless valid. For example, they represent the four elements (Reed is water, Sue is air, Johnny is fire, Ben is earth).¹⁷ But they also are yet another superheroic example of art (which is at least partly the product of intention) functioning differently from natural semiotic systems (which arise on their own): in their case, the relationship between signifier (outer experience/power set) and signified (inner self/character) is anything but arbitrary. Numerous stories have reimagined the Fantastic Four and their powers over the years, including:

    

    Having entirely different people gaining their familiar power set from cosmic rays (including even Lee and Kirby themselves) (What If? volume 3, issues 1, 11, 1978)

    Having Reed, Ben, and Sue gain entirely different superpowers (What If? volume 1, issue 6, 1977)

    Having all four gain the same power (What If? volume 2, issue 11, 1990)

    Having them fail to gain superpowers at all (What If? volume 1, issue 36, 1982)

    Having them lose control of their powers (What If? volume 2, issue 89, 1996)

    Having Russian cosmonauts gain the four’s powers (What If? volume 4, 2006)

    An alternate universe in which Reed Richards becomes the Thing (first appearance, Fantastic Four 1:118, 1972)

    A storyline in which Sue and Johnny swap powers, and then the superpowers of all four teammates begin hopping from person to person all over New York City (Fantastic Four 1:520–24, 2005)

    A storyline in which Doctor Doom tortures the Fantastic Four by swapping their powers: Reed’s stretching ability becomes medieval stretching torture for Johnny; Sue is on fire and feeling herself burn (Fantastic Four 3:70, 2003)

    

    The wrongness of these scenarios only reinforces the rightness of the original power set distribution. Johnny is the Human Torch because he is a hothead, Reed’s mind is as flexible as his body, Sue is always in danger of metaphorically fading into the background, and Ben is strong and prone to anger. Thus the external manifestation of their powers ultimately renders their inner selves visible and legible to the outside world. No wonder they have no secret identities—the Fantastic Four, more than nearly any other Marvel character, are always essentially themselves.¹⁸

    The Lee-Kirby formula of Marvel comics is a delicate balance between the super and the human, with both aspects proving essential to the line’s success. The Galactus Trilogy, by confronting our fantastic heroes with a far more fantastic adversary, doubles down on the human in order to serve as Marvel Comics’ implicit thesis statement: Marvel functions best when it finds the balance between the prosaic and the extraordinary, between interiority and action, between the human and the superhuman.

    

    Food of the Gods

    The clearest, most concise statement of the Kirby-Lee dialectic of the human and the cosmic can be found in the Fantastic Four storyline usually referred to as the “Galactus Trilogy,” which ran in issues 48–50 of The Fantastic Four (1966). Later comics would up the ante for the cosmic and would still try to balance the cosmic and the human. But the writers of the 1970s, who came of age in the 1960s, would flip the script. Instead of using the cosmic to showcase the beauty of ordinary humanity, they would take advantage of the mind-expanding possibilities of the cosmic in order to help their characters transcend.

    The title the “Galactus Trilogy” is something of a misnomer.¹⁹ Though it would later become a touchstone for the ever-widening scope of the Marvel universe and the more “cosmic” storylines of the 1970s, it could not have been conceived as anything more than a sequence of issues of The Fantastic Four. A modern reader encountering the trilogy for the first time might be nonplussed to discover that the first half of issue 48 (“The Coming of Galactus!”) is devoted to the partial resolution of a storyline involving the hidden superpowered race known as the Inhumans, who otherwise play no role in the story of Galactus. The final installment (the fiftieth issue) bears a cover that features the Silver Surfer, the herald of the world-eating Galactus, whose betrayal of his master is a turning point in the plot. But the bottom corner shows a picture of the Human Torch in civilian garb, with the label “AT LAST! THE HUMAN TORCH IN COLLEGE! DON’T MISS JOHNNY’S FIRST DAY!”

    Yet everything about the Galactus Trilogy that detracts from its trilogy status is an important part of the story’s overall point. The superfluity is the message. The storyline is best understood not in isolation but as part of a longer sequence of issues starting with number 44 (“Among Us Hide … The Inhumans!,” November 1965), continuing through the aforementioned “This Man … This Monster!” in issue 51, the introduction of the Black Panther, the return of both the Silver Surfer and the Inhumans, and a battle with Doctor Doom (ending in issue 60, “The Peril and the Power!,” March 1967). Even these parameters are unsatisfying, because the Fantastic Four of this era did not function according to the logic of serialization as it operates in comics today. As Charles Hatfield puts it: “The ‘trilogy’ … has none of the formal separateness or claims to historic importance that we might expect in the marketing of ‘event’ series in today’s comic books. Rather, the operative mode is that of a soap opera.”²⁰

    “Soap opera” is a term often bandied about during discussions of Marvel comics, usually to highlight Marvel’s emphasis on interpersonal drama set against the backdrop of clashes with supervillains. Hatfield reminds us of the formal dimension of the “soap opera” comparison. If today’s editors want to make sure potential readers know when is a good time to start reading a series already in progress (such as Marvel’s “Point One” program, indicating that a particular issue is a good “jumping-on point”), neither mid-1960s Marvel comics nor televised soap operas wanted to give their audience an easy jumping-off point. Both recall the storytelling strategy of Scheherazade: hook your audience on a new plot before wrapping up the old one.

    Maligned as it may be, the temporality of soap opera has one advantage over that of the stand-alone story, in that it has a greater resemblance to ordinary life. We all function in multiple “plotlines” at the same time, with little opportunity to feel a sense of overall resolution. For those of a more theoretical bent, a stand-alone narrative fits a Freudian pattern of presence and absence: it either is there or is not. Soap opera is more like the Deleuzian notion of “flow”: it is story as an ongoing process, with a tap that can turn it on or turn it off. Flows are messier, but this fits with one of the points made by the mid-1960s Fantastic Four: humans are messier too. And this is a mess to be celebrated.

    Humanity itself is put to the test during the Galactus Trilogy, both as a species and as a way of existing in the world. The Watcher warns the Fantastic Four that the godlike Galactus is on his way to earth in order to consume it, preceded by his herald, the Silver Surfer. Over the equivalent of two issues spread out over three, our heroes confront the futility of trying to operate on a cosmic scale, while the Silver Surfer learns about the beauty of humanity. The Watcher leads the Human Torch on a scavenger hunt in Galactus’s ship, allowing him to find the Ultimate Nullifier, a weapon that frightens even Galactus. Galactus yields, swearing never to try to eat the earth again (like many a dieter, he will waver frequently in his resolutions). Before leaving, Galactus punishes the Silver Surfer for his rebellion, banishing him to earth.

    The fight against Galactus is a confrontation between two incompatible scales of existence: the human and the cosmic. Long after Galactus’s introduction to the Marvel Universe, he will serve as a shorthand for heroes fighting out of their league; one might argue that pitting him against Dazzler (a disco-inspired hero who makes light shows) and Squirrel Girl (who talks to squirrels) reduces Galactus’s impact, but the opposite is also true: holding their own against Galactus elevates the underdog heroes, if not to godliness, then at least to a more exalted heroic status.

    Douglas Wolk cites the Galactus Trilogy as a “defining moment” for the Lee-Kirby Fantastic Four, introducing the element of the sublime that would become essential to subsequent “cosmic” events.²¹ Once the Inhumans are dispensed with, Lee and Kirby switch the scene to outer space, introducing the Silver Surfer by showing the terror he inspires in the hearts of the Skrulls, an aggressive alien race introduced earlier in the series. Then we see the citizens of New York coping poorly with the apocalyptic omens that the Surfer (for reasons that are not entirely clear) sets in motion (the sky appears to be on fire). The Fantastic Four can do nothing about the problem in the heavens, so they immediately set about cleaning up the mess provoked on the earth below, calming and occasionally fighting New Yorkers who have run riot. Kirby spends an entire page on a thug punching the Thing (to no avail, of course), and then collapsing into unconsciousness when Ben flicks one of his stony fingers at him. It’s a small moment, but that is probably the point: this is the last time Ben’s physical violence is going to be effective before the story is over.

    

    
    Figure 8. Stan Lee and Jack Kirby, “If This Be Doomsday!,” Fantastic Four 49:2.

    

    Indeed, the Fantastic Four cannot succeed in direct conflict with Galactus. As the world devourer and the Watcher debate each other in a full-page spread on the second page of issue 49 (“If This Be Doomsday!”), Reed remarks: “See how he ignores us … as though we’re of no consequence!” Ben tries and fails to get Galactus’s attention, eventually punching him in the shin; Galactus responds with a smoke bomb that Reed calls “a type of cosmic insect repellant!” Johnny trains all his flame onto Galactus, prompting him to extinguish Johnny’s flame as he remarks, “You puny human gnats can be more annoying than I had supposed!” Reed is too smart to bother attacking, while Sue is typically too passive to do more than ask questions (“Can it really be?? Does he actually mean to attack the entire human race??”).

    In the absence of any hope of a successful straightforward confrontation with Galactus, the Fantastic Four instead indulge in the kind of conflict at which Lee excelled: petty interpersonal sniping. In issue 48, before Galactus arrives, Sue is miffed that Reed is ignoring her, in a scene that could easily have been avoided if he had bothered to take his wife and teammate into his confidence:

    

    What does Reed expect me to do while he locks himself in his lab for hours on end? / The flames in the sky are gone! The danger seems to be over! You’d think he’d remember his wife! / Even Mrs. Reed Richards might like to be taken out to dinner once in a while / …

    Well, I’ve no intention of being completely ignored while he juggles those test tubes of his for the rest of the night. / Reed! Look at you! You haven’t even shaved! And you must be starved! / For the love of Pete, girl! Is that what you disturbed me for? / Disturbed you??! All I wanted was—Oh! He broke the connection! (14)

    

    But in the very next issue, Sue’s approach wins out. Johnny returns from his humiliating defeat by Galactus, covered in the soot that somehow has formed after his flame was extinguished. Once again, one of our heroes laments his insignificance: “I just realized how a mosquito must feel when someone swats it! Galactus made a monkey out of me!” For the record, this is already the fifth and sixth times the Fantastic Four have been compared to animals and vermin in the seven pages since Galactus appeared (“gnats,” “insect repellant,” “insects,” “gnats” again, “mosquito,” “monkey”). Sue’s response to Johnny is typically maternal (“In the meantime, why don’t you get cleaned up?), but it is a sentiment shared by Ben and Reed. In the next panel, Johnny walks in on his two teammates in the bathroom (probably the first bathroom scene in Marvel comics history). Ben is in the tub while a shirtless Reed shaves:

    

    Johnny: What’s with you guys?? Galactus is planning to tear our planet apart, and you’re makin’ like a TV shaving commercial!!!

    Ben: Relax, Johnny! We been tryin’ to cook up a plan!

    Reed: No harm in tidying up while we’re thinking, is there, lad? You could use a shower yourself! (49:6)

    

    Reed has made a complete reversal from his unshaven, disheveled hermit’s desperation in the previous issue, and for good reason: in the absence of the raw power needed to defeat Galactus, these issues demonstrate that the only weapon in their possession (so far) is their basic, prosaic humanity.

    This single page of grooming is followed by eight pages devoted to eating, using the contrast between the food habits of cosmic beings and the culinary rituals of ordinary humans as the linchpin for the story’s argument about the value of humanity. Thanks to the power of comic book coincidence, the Silver Surfer, knocked off the roof of a building by the Thing in a previous issue, has fallen through a skylight into the apartment of none other than Alicia Masters, Ben Grimm’s blind sculptress girlfriend.

    Alicia typically plays a similar role to Sue Richards—asking questions, emoting, and occasionally needing to be rescued—but her “superpower” is the perfect complement to that of the Fantastic Four’s sole female member. Whereas Sue can turn invisible, Alicia is blind, but in the quasi-mystical way that this disability is so often utilized in popular narrative: unable to perceive the visual spectrum, she nonetheless “sees” essential truths better than those without visual impairment.²² It’s a cliché, of course, and deeply offensive to real people with real disabilities, but it is a trope that serves double duty. First, it enables Lee’s worst narrating habits, providing yet another reason for a character to verbalize what is happening right before the reader’s eyes. Second, her insights spark a crucial transformation in the Silver Surfer.

    Alicia spends much of page 7 telling readers how they are supposed to feel about this mysterious new character:

    

    Alicia: I’ve never heard anyone speak so … so strangely! And yet, there is a certain nobility in your voice!

    

    
    Figure 9. Stan Lee and Jack Kirby, “If This Be Doomsday!,” Fantastic Four 49:6.

    

    Surfer: Nobility? The word has no meaning to me!

    … … … … … … … … … … … … … … … . .

    Alicia: Your face! Never have I sensed such unimaginable loneliness in a living being!

    

    Flustered, Alicia tries playing hostess:

    

    Alicia: Perhaps you are hungry? Let me give you something to eat, while I try to understand what you’ve been saying.

    Surfer: Hungry? Eat? Can it be that you actually consume these foreign morsels? Galactus is right! The mysteries of the universe are truly without limit!

    

    While the Surfer contemplates the enigma of mid-afternoon tea, his master decides to serve himself. The last panel of page 7 is a picture of Alicia setting the table, while the first panel of page 8 show Galactus assembling a giant machine on top of the Baxter Building in order to turn the earth into his next meal: “Soon my preparations will be completed … / And then the planet will furnish me with all the energy I need … until I have stripped it of everything!” Over the next two pages, the Watcher shows the Fantastic Four the fate that awaits their world. Galactus’s “elemental converter” will convert the oceans into “pure energy,” whereupon its ray will “reduce the entire globe to a lifeless, empty husk” (9–10).

    Meanwhile, the Surfer is already consuming a similar feast, but on a much smaller scale: “The process you call eating is far too wasteful! / How much simpler it is to convert all those items into pure energy! For energy alone is … power! / […] / And the objects in this room … pictures, bits of sculpture, decorations … they are all wasteful! / Before the great Galactus is done, everything shall be reduced to sheer energy!” (11).

    The problem here is not that the Surfer is wrong but rather that he misses the point entirely. Reducing everything to energy is efficient, but it also negates specificity, context, and pleasure. The only difference between the Surfer’s reduction of the food to energy and taking a gourmet meal and flushing it directly down the toilet is that the latter provides no caloric content. The Silver Surfer, and by extension Galactus, are the epitome of the impulse to cut to the chase: Why have matter when you can have energy? Why have the moment when you can jump to the end point? And why have pleasure when it is fundamentally irrelevant?²³ The entire material world is reduced to an object of digestion.

    It is telling that among the many objects the Surfer atomizes are Alicia’s sculptures: the Surfer’s worldview has no room for art, or indeed for aesthetics of any kind. Alicia accuses the Silver Surfer of intending to destroy the earth, to which he responds,

    

    Destroy is merely a word! We simply change things! We change elements into energy … the energy which sustains Galactus! For it is only he that matters!” Alicia’s protest is based on ownership (“This is our world! Ours!”) and emotion: “Perhaps we are not as powerful as your Galactus … but we have hearts … we have souls … we live / … breathe … feel! Can’t you see that?? Are you as blind as I?

    

    Overcome by “this strange feeling … this new emotion …, ” the Silver Surfer comes to a revelation: “At last I know … beauty!” (11). Alicia implores the Surfer to look out the window at the city below them:

    

    Alicia: “Look at the people! Each of them is entitled to life … to happiness … each of them is … human!”

    Surfer:Human? What can that word mean to me? / And yet, never have I beheld a species from such close range! Never have I ever felt this new sensation … this thing some call … pity! (12)

    

    Lee’s incessant abuse of ellipses is Shatneresque, and Surfer’s transformation is given barely more than a page to unfold, but the basic argument is a more flowery corollary to the earlier Fantastic Four bathroom scene: the cosmic scale of godlike beings threatens to completely eclipse our own ordinary world (indeed, to swallow it whole), but the mere fact of the sublime must not be permitted to negate the mundane.²⁴

    If any story has earned the right to be resolved by a deus ex machina, the Galactus Trilogy is it. The storyline would lose its focus if the Fantastic Four could, on their own, prove to be credible opponents to a god from outer space. The Watcher, who functions on the same level as Galactus, sends Johnny on a hallucinatory journey through space, guiding him to Galactus’s ship so that he can steal a weapon. The Human Torch is out of his depth; when he returns, all he can tell his teammates is “I travelled through worlds … so big … so big … there … there aren’t any words!” Followed by the inevitable vermin metaphor: “We’re like ants … just ants! … ants!!” Following on the heels of the Silver Surfer’s own conversion to melodramatic humanism, it’s a statement that could be a step backwards. But the weapon Johnny brings back works by placing Galactus in the same position in which he has put humanity. Reed threatens his opponent with the “ultimate nullifier,” which makes Galactus recoil in terror: “In the name of the eternal cosmos … put it down!! Your feeble mind cannot begin to comprehend its power!! You hold the means to destroy a galaxy … to lay waste to a universe!” (50:8).

    Now that Galactus faces the prospect of nullification, his insults take an intriguing metaphorical turn. He tells the Watcher, “You have given a match to a child who lives in a tinderbox!” (50:8). His rhetoric is still insulting, true, but a child is several steps above vermin and animals, and has the potential to mature into an adult. Which is the point the Watcher is trying to make: give humanity time to grow and evolve.

    

    (In)Humanism

    As with so many other aspects of 1960s Marvel comics, the preoccupation with humanity now looks dated. But that is precisely the point: postwar American popular culture continually reasserted a naïve humanism as a response to forces that, like Galactus, seemed horrifically indifferent to emotion, individuality, and life itself, from nuclear weapons and mutually assured destruction to increasing bureaucracy and the advent of computers (a technology feared as widely as it was misunderstood). Whatever “human” was supposed to mean, it was under constant threat of metaphorical and literal extinction.

    Science fiction (a genre from which Marvel comics borrowed liberally) was uniquely suited to playing out the drama of beset humanity, not only because it allowed the literal destruction of humanity to be part of a compelling narrative, but also because it offered a possibility that “real life” does not: comparing humanity to some other form of sentience. On a literal level, there could be something underwhelming about affirming the choice to be human; as of now, earth people don’t have any other option. In science fiction and fantasy, alternatives abound. Humans encounter aliens, androids, elves, and orcs on a regular basis. By the 1980s, Jack Chalker would turn the transformation of humans into an almost endless variety of proudly alien species, which is the big draw of his multivolume Well World series, and by the turn of the century, Warren Ellis and Darrick Robertson’s comic series Transmetropolitan would feature humans who sought out alien DNA in order to become human-alien hybrids.

    But human-alien encounters in popular science fiction of the 1960s (as opposed to the more cerebral and experimental works of what was then called the New Wave) still unfolded in the shadow of Golden Age science fiction editor John W. Campbell’s humanist challenge (“Write me a creature that thinks as well as a man, or better than a man, but not like a man”). Star Trek had the humanist approach to aliens down pat: Spock was the original series’ most fascinating character, but episode after episode reminded him and the viewers that being human was truly the highest value.

    In the Marvel comics of the same era, humanism and interiority were two sides of the same coin. The superpowered characters were made relatable to the extent that they had the same problems as ordinary humans, as demonstrated most effectively through interior and exterior monologue, emotionally saturated narrative captions, and equally emotional interpersonal dialogue. Being human for the characters scripted by Stan Lee meant being messy and contradictory, ordinary as well as heroic. No matter how great their powers, the viewpoint characters (Thor as opposed to Odin, for example) had to be grounded, as though their fantastic exploits and amazing abilities needed the ballast of everyday humanity in order to keep the characters from floating too far away from the implied reader’s concerns.

    In the 1970s, the emphasis on interiority would only increase, but the question of humanism would be asked and answered differently. At times the answers would be more cynical or jaded (Gerber), and at times they would constitute a call for transcendence (Englehart). Of all the writers examined here, only McGregor, with his heroic romanticism, would stay within Lee’s humanist framework. But nearly all of them learned the overall lesson of Lee’s emphasis on the characters’ inner life while improving on or simply rejecting his techniques for bringing the inner life into focus.

    Some of the changes introduced by Lee’s 1970s heirs were made possible by the nature of their collaborations with their artists. Even Lee’s most ardent defenders recognize that his approach to comics creation was predicated on speed (necessitated by his multiple scripting credits) and the shifting of a significant part of the plot-development burden onto his pencillers (Jack Kirby in particular). The internal and external monologues delivered by Lee’s characters functioned as a parallel track to the layouts that were produced with often minimal input on his part. Most of the 1970s writers discussed in this book took on fewer assignments and gave more detailed scripts to their collaborators.

    They also had different priorities. If Lee’s plots provided the opportunity to learn about his characters’ inner lives, the 1970s writers often came close to prioritizing interiority over plot itself. It helped that most of them were doing this work away from the spotlight. With the exception of Steve Englehart, all of the writers in the subsequent chapters were doing their best work in the corners of the Marvel Universe that Spider-Man and the Fantastic Four rarely visited. On some level, these writers recognized that the dissatisfactions and outsider status characterizing so many of Marvel’s heroes could be extended further, with room not just for engaging in more complicated social critique but for depicting subjects whose alienation from their surroundings was more than merely situational. The Marvel writers of the 1970s excelled at conveying the inner lives of characters who were fundamentally ill at ease with the reality in which they lived.
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    Everyday Transcendence

    Steve Englehart and the Quest for Selfhood

    

    For a company so committed to its vision of humanism, Marvel Comics had a complicated history when it came to the question of enlightenment. The characters co-created by Lee, Kirby, and Ditko were defined by their inherent personal flaws, leaving ample room not just for interpersonal drama but for personal growth. The serialized nature of Marvel’s storytelling, however, led to a widely recognized problem: if characters are allowed to change too much, they can depart from their initial premise and foreclose the possibilities for future storytelling. Critics and comics professionals often point to Lee’s dictum on the “illusion of change” over actual change as the moment when Marvel veered off course, but emphasizing this alleged shift plays down the conservative impulses that had already guided Marvel’s storytelling.¹ Things certainly happened to the characters whose adventures appeared under Lee’s bylines: Reed and Sue got married and had a baby, and Peter Parker went to college. But these events fit squarely within the respective series’ metaphorical frameworks (the Fantastic Four is a family, and Peter Parker gets As in school and Fs in work-life balance).

    What these characters were not allowed to do was to surmount their own psychological barriers and become more psychologically healthy or spiritually enlightened. Enlightenment for Marvel superhero comics was like marriage for the classical comedy: it marked the end of the story. When the mysterious Enclave engineers an artificial being who is supposed to outclass all of humanity, the man known only as “Him” kills his creator and immediately leaves earth to explore the universe.² The High Evolutionary, a scientist whose experiments in accelerated evolution create bizarre humanoid animals, turns his science on himself and becomes a bodiless spirit that also leaves earth behind.³ This trope of transcending the human only to abandon the planet becomes a commonplace (the title character in “Alpha, the Ultimate Mutant!,” Defenders 1, no. 16), even in the DC universe (the newly transfigured Rhea leaving earth behind in Grant Morrison and Richard Case’s Doom Patrol 2, no. 24, “The House that Jack Built”).

    In other instances, enlightenment is part of the character’s origin. Stephen Strange sets out in search of a cure for his damaged hands, but what could anyone really expect from a trek to a Tibetan mountaintop and an audience with a mystic calling himself “the Ancient One”? Stock tips? Strange’s enlightenment is an inevitable byproduct of the overdetermined path he has chosen.

    Lee and Kirby’s recurring or headlining characters were more often godlike beings who could gain wisdom from slumming with humanity. Thor is consigned by Odin to the identity of Dr. Donald Blake in order to teach him humility, while the Silver Surfer becomes a better person when he sides with mundane humanity and is trapped on our planet. Lee, at least, preferred to have his characters learn from their earthly experience rather than leave the planet behind.

    In this, Lee and his collaborators were at something of a remove from the young adult audience that flocked to Marvel comics in the 1960s and formed the readership for the underground comics revolution during the same decade. The trippy visuals of Ditko’s Doctor Strange and the cosmic weirdness of a bald silver spaceman on a surfboard struck a chord with readers who might have been toying with the idea of tuning in, turning on, and dropping out, but the comics creators were middle-aged (mostly) liberal white men from the outer boroughs of New York. For all their attempts at being “hip,” Marvel comics were at best the product of the audience’s cool uncle who tried to prove that he was hep to what the kids were doing while still holding down a nine-to-five office job.⁴

    It would fall to the next cohort of Marvel comics writers to weave their generation’s concerns into the Marvel fabric. These included conscientious objectors, pot smokers, and spiritual seekers. Or, to put it more simply, Steve Englehart.

    Englehart was briefly the co-creator of Master of Kung Fu, remaining with the book for only a few issues before being replaced by Doug Moench (see chapter 3). It was Englehart who came up with not only the hero’s name (Shang-Chi) but also the specific English interpretation of that name, which has stuck with the character ever since: the rising and advancing of the spirit.⁵ Setting aside the question of linguistic accuracy, Shang-Chi’s name is a handy encapsulation of one of Englehart’s primary themes: the quest for enlightenment and personal growth.

    Throughout his Marvel work, Englehart appeared to be interested in his characters only to the extent that he could show them growing and changing before the reader’s very eyes, preferably in a manner that required a great deal of introspection and, not infrequently, esoteric or pharmacological assistance. Englehart’s drama was one of self-development, but that did not mean that all his characters advanced along the same predetermined path. For some of Englehart’s characters, the self was something to be altered and reaffirmed, using superheroic adventures as a crucible (Captain America); transcended entirely (Mantis); extended and explored (Wanda and the Vision); reforged through partnership (Doctor Strange and Clea, Captain Marvel and Rick Jones, among many others); or utterly annihilated in the name of an ego-less enlightenment (the Ancient One and, to a lesser extent, Doctor Strange). At the same time, Englehart also explores the more harmful results of obsession and compulsion (Drax and Kang), of selves who are doomed to repeat the same patterns again and again.

    

    Doctor Strange and Self-Denial

    Englehart’s successful career at Marvel (1971–1976) was a turning point in the redefinition of the superhero mainstream. On the one hand, we have the well-known stories of Englehart and his Doctor Strange collaborator dropping acid and wandering around Manhattan as they planned the Sorcerer Supreme’s latest adventures.⁶ On the other hand, Englehart not only crafted exciting and complex superhero stories in The Avengers and The Defenders but also was the writer who turned Captain America from a failing title with limited appeal to a best-selling and timely comic. Even more intriguing, he took the flag-wearing hero seriously as a symbol of American idealism while challenging his worldview in an extended Watergate-inspired storyline that ended at the same time as Richard Nixon’s presidency.

    Doctor Strange is a good place to start examining Englehart’s Marvel career. It is not his earliest contribution to the company’s titles, but his work on the character (in Marvel Premiere from 1973 to 1974, then in the Doctor’s own series until just before Englehart’s departure from the company in 1976) coincides with his most productive Marvel years. More to the point, long before Englehart took over his adventures, Doctor Strange had been coded as the company’s most countercultural character. This is due primarily to the art by co-creator Steve Ditko, whose surreal depictions of alternate magical dimensions overlapped nicely with the psychedelic aesthetic of the burgeoning hippie movement (never mind the fact that Ditko’s own libertarian politics made him an unlikely idol for the new youth culture).⁷ A baby boomer, Englehart was part of the generation that had the chance to read the Lee-Ditko Doctor Strange stories in their teens and move on to Carlos Castaneda while in college. And perhaps even subsequently embark on a career making odd, occasionally trippy comics of their own.

    By 1973, when he took over Doctor Strange’s adventures in Marvel Premiere, Englehart already had some experience with the character. In the first eleven issues of The Defenders, Strange was one of several characters Englehart juggled over the course of two years. But as Englehart himself puts it in multiple interviews. he had treated the sorcerer as simply a superhero who could shoot rays from his hands. When he got the assignment to write Strange’s solo book, Englehart set out to determine exactly what kind of person a mystical superhero would be.⁸ Immersing himself in various esoteric traditions, Englehart also changed the course of his own life, or at least his career; the modern occult would become an important part of some of his most significant writing, including the four-volume series of prose novels about Max August (starting with The Point Man in 1980).

    In Doctor Strange, Englehart gave his readers a hero who undoubtedly “rose and advanced.” By his second issue, Strange had moved on from being merely “Master of the Mystic Arts” to “Sorcerer Supreme,” and his knowledge, power, and perspective would continue to grow throughout Englehart’s tenure. But unlike the development of Captain America or the members of the Avengers over whom he had the greatest creative control (Mantis, the Scarlet Witch, and the Vision), Stephen Strange’s journey was less explicitly about self-discovery and self-actualization than it was about understanding and accepting his place in the universe. Most of Englehart’s Marvel characters followed paths that had a distinctly American feel to them: they learned who they were and tried to be all that they could be. Strange did that too, but in a manner that is more Taoist. Stephen Strange sought the way of the universe, a way that, despite needing the occasional course correction, was a path for Strange to join more than to forge.

    But first Englehart had some housekeeping to do. As was fairly common at the time, his initial script for Marvel Premiere was part of a story that had been going on for quite a while—in this case the penultimate installment in a plot that had begun exactly one year before he took over the book. To muddle matters further, the first chapter was written by Stan Lee and Barry Smith and the second by Roy Thomas and Archie Goodwin; only with the third (“The Lurker in the Labyrinth,” Marvel Premiere 5, November 1972) did the title get a “permanent” writer, Gardner Fox. Strange was battling a menagerie of enemies rooted in H. P. Lovecraft’s Cthulhu mythos, led by the mysterious Shuma-Gorath. In Englehart’s hands, the battle becomes as much about acceptance as conflict: Strange’s mentor, the Ancient One, has been starving himself to death in order to foil Shuma-Gorath’s plans and resist being brought into the fray. But he casts a spell to save Stephen, giving the enemy the foothold for which he has been waiting. The last page of Marvel Premiere 9 (“The Crypts of Kaa-U!”) reveals that Shuma-Gorath has taken up residence in the Ancient One’s psyche, and is now free to act.

    In the final chapter of the story (Marvel Premiere 10, “Finally, Shuma-Gorath!”), we see that Shuma-Gorath has transformed himself into a “negative image of the Ancient One” after burrowing into the old man’s soul. Now Stephen Strange’s fight against Shuma-Gorath accrues added layers of significance: since Shuma-Gorath is based within the Ancient One, Strange’s mentor becomes the battleground for the fate of the universe. Moreover, the very nature of the battle is self-referential: the Ancient One almost defeated Shuma-Gorath through passive resistance and self-abnegation, but now Strange is forced to do active battle according to the typical heroic paradigm. Once inside the Ancient One’s mind, Shuma-Gorath, now in control of the man’s consciousness, forces Strange to fight simulacra of his familiar enemies before finally revealing his true, Lovecraftian form. Strange realizes that all these battles have been a distraction, giving Shuma-Gorath time to carry out his plan and drain the Ancient One of all his strength. Strange must finish the job that his mentor began: he must kill the Ancient One.

    It is not the act of ending the Ancient One’s life that is important here but the nature of this particular mercy killing. Strange finally arrives at a glowing polyhedron he describes as “the Ancient One’s ego!” Inside is mostly darkness, save for a small glowing light that turns out to be “the Ancient One’s conception of self!” We see an image of the Ancient One in silent meditation, maintaining, as Strange notes, “an inner peace” in the face of death. Strange hesitates, but in a full-page spread we see him hurl a spell at this ego image, shouting, “He saved my life so that I could end his!”

    

    
    Figure 10. Steve Englehart and Frank Brunner, “Finally, Shuma-Gorath!,” Marvel Premiere 10:16.

    

    A despondent Strange leaves the crypt in which he has found his master’s mortal body, cursing himself as a murderer. But then he hears the Ancient One’s voice speaking from a tree. The Ancient One has “become one with the universe!”: “Hear, Stephen Strange—until now, everyone’s universe has been divided into two parts: / Himself … and everything else! / But when you destroyed my ego, you destroyed my conception of self—and also my conception of what was not myself” (Marvel Premiere 10:19).

    For Stephen Strange, the result is an advancement in his station, from Master of the Mystic Arts to “this realm’s new Sorcerer Supreme!” For the Ancient One, it is an obliteration of his sense of individual self, but one that leads to a stage of enlightenment that he himself could never have anticipated. It is fitting that Strange is so passive and confused in these last few pages, even as the Ancient One informs him that he has bequeathed all his magical powers to his former pupil. The Ancient One has shown him that the path forward required that he take on a new and crucial role without exalting his own sense of self-worth.

    Indeed, after the resolution of the Shuma-Gorath storyline, Strange spends much of the next four months of real time in a state of confusion and self-doubt. Issue 11 (“Homecoming!”) is mostly a reprint, but with a framing story about Stephen’s brief return to the Ancient One’s temple and his fears that he is not up to the demands of his new role. Issue 12 (“Portal to the Past”) begins with Strange floating in the desert in the lotus position, as his lover Clea and servant Wong try to snap him out of his trance. Strange holds a lizard in his hand, and explains to Clea, with tears in his eyes, that he now feels a connection to (and responsibility for) all living things: “For a few seconds, I held the life of a sacred being in my hands. What an awesome responsibility” (4).

    This short sequence is merely a transition from one storyline to another, but it serves as something of a mission statement for the new Sorcerer Supreme, as well as a reminder of the challenges of conveying Zen-style enlightenment within the trappings of a genre that privileges conflict above all else. He needs to combine enlightenment with action and soul-searching with a self-denying humility. Strange ends his musings by saying, “I have dwelt inside myself long enough!” (12:4). Yet this is not actually the case: for the remainder of Englehart’s tenure, Stephen Strange will “dwell inside himself” rather frequently, even if it is in the name of transcending ego.

    

    Doctor Strange Confronts the Infinite. Then He Does It Again.

    One of Stephen Strange’s more frequent lamentations is “Curse me for a novice!” which he usually exclaims when he has failed at a task he considers to be simple or has missed the obvious. It works only because Strange is not a novice: when Lee and Ditko introduce him in Strange Tales 110 (“Doctor Strange Master of Black Magic!,” July 1963), Doctor Strange has already established himself as the Master of the Mystic Arts, defending humanity from within his Sanctum Sanctorum in Greenwich Village. By the end of the same year, Lee and Ditko reveal his origin (in Strange Tales 115, “The Origin of Doctor Strange”), going back in time to Strange’s years as a surgeon and his eventual quest for the Ancient One. Doctor Strange is then cemented in the reader’s mind as both hypercompetent (his first appearance) and a man on a journey (his fourth appearance).

    Englehart sustains both aspects of Stephen Strange’s persona over the course of Marvel Premiere and Doctor Strange. This is particularly fitting, since Englehart himself started to explore the occult only as a response to this new assignment. Englehart wants Strange to be powerful, but it seems that he also wants Strange, like the writer himself, to be learning about magic along the way.

    Over the roughly sixty years since his creation, Doctor Strange has lent himself to a variety of types of stories, from team books to adventure tales to superheroics, all of which have their roots in the early Lee-Ditko days. Englehart was not alone in emphasizing the “cosmic” nature of Strange’s stories (does anyone really want to watch the Sorcerer Supreme stop bank robbers?), but he was the first to pick up on one of the key elements of the doctor’s classic adventures: the confrontation with not just the cosmic but the infinite and ineffable.

    Lee and Ditko set the standard here with the introduction of Eternity, an anthropomorphic embodiment of all of creation. It says a lot about Doctor Strange that Eternity has appeared so many times since that one could almost call him a supporting character. Englehart takes some time before bringing Eternity back. In his first solo Doctor Strange storyline (and the last one to be published in Marvel Premiere), he nonetheless raises the stakes for the Sorcerer Supreme. In a multipart confrontation with the wizard Sise-neg, Strange and his archenemy, Baron Mordo, follow their antagonist back to the beginning of time, where Sise-neg plans to supplant all of creation with a new version made by him. Along the way, Sise-neg attains godhood, reverses the spelling of his name to become “Genesis,” and realizes that the best thing he can do is “recreate the universe—exactly as it was before!” (Marvel Premiere 14:19).

    Witnessing this event causes Mordo to go mad, but Strange merely muses on the paradox before realizing that, having returned to his own time, he finds it is New Year’s Eve (1974). The revelation of the iterative, cyclical nature of all creation gets folded into the very human ritual that recognizes the iterative, cyclical nature of our calendar. This, in Englehart’s hands, is Stephen Strange’s greatest gift: his capacity to confront the ineffable and return to the human world, changed and yet the same.

    “Changed and yet the same” describes not just Strange but the world itself. By issue 10 of his own series, Strange will see the earth destroyed and re-created, a perfect replica of the original that is somehow different for not being the original. The metaphysics of Doctor Strange also resonates with the basic temporality of Marvel comics: the iterative present that Stan Lee referred to as “not change, but the illusion of change.” Englehart’s Doctor Strange is, perhaps in spite of itself, a perverse justification of Lee’s dictum, showing that even when the status quo is apparently regained, something is learned along the way. And the hero can grow from it.

    This, in fact, is Englehart’s master plot for Doctor Strange. The first sequence of Strange’s new solo title has him nearly killed by a magic-wielding anti-magic Christian zealot calling himself the Silver Dagger. To escape death, Strange enters the Orb of Agamatto, the crystal ball that featured prominently in many previous adventures. Over the course of four issues (bracketing a reprint in the middle), Strange find himself trapped in a realm of unreality, meeting Lewis Carroll’s Caterpillar, dining with bizarre simulacra of his fellow superheroes, and having his very sanity challenged by what he sees. The only way for him to escape is to confront Death itself. The encounter does not go well; no matter what he does, there seems to be no escape from Death (pictured as a giant skull hanging in space). The only respite is provided by a humanoid hole in space, whose outline is that of Eternity.

    Death has no hold over Eternity, but the Eternity shape provides only a brief respite: Death distorts the space around Eternity, leaving Strange potentially vulnerable to Death’s touch. Typically for an Englehart Doctor Strange story (Doctor Strange 4, “… Where Bound’ries … Decay”), the hero’s victory comes not from violence but from contemplation and wisdom. Strange thinks:

    

    Perhaps this is only the dulling of my will again—but I know it is not! I have seldom felt so lucid! / The Ancient One told me that no man ever believes his time has come—but I am forced to believe! / Death is a part of life, just as life is a part of death. Escape—attack—these are born of the instinctive fear and anger death breeds on his approach. / But death though remorseless is not evil. When the time comes, death is only an experience for the soul—one unlike any other, but an experience nonetheless. And fear and anger only confuse perception. / I have feared death, deep inside, though my arts have taught me much about the mastery of my mind. Despite the arts, I am a man, and men do not wish to die. Thus, I have fought every step of the way! / But I fight no longer! / I fear death no longer! / I am ready to die. (4:30)

    

    At that point Doctor Strange expands his body to fill up the entirety of the Eternity-shaped hole in space, “to feel death’s touch on all of him at once,” and dies (31).

    Of course, this is comics, and mystical comics at that. Doctor Strange is not permanently dead; instead, he has yet another encounter with the floating head of the Ancient One, who explains that this was the greatest trial of the Sorcerer Supreme, and that he shall be reborn “with no physical fears to arrest your development,” and with an ankh symbol appearing on his forehead whenever he faces Death (32).

    Stephen Strange has yet to defeat Silver Dagger; that’s a matter for the next issue. What he has done, however, is confront the truth of his existence, experience annihilation, and be reborn as a new iteration of his previous self. In other words, the second iteration of the Englehart Doctor Strange enlightenment plot.

    After a four-issue battle with Dormammu, Lord of the Dark Dimension, and his sister Umar (defeated by the combined mental energies of every living being on earth, including the readers of that particular issue of Doctor Strange), Nightmare, Lord of Dreams, hatches a convoluted plan that threatens to destroy the world. He has trapped Eternity in a nightmare, but Eternity’s nightmares have a way of becoming a reality. Eternity forces Stephen to confront versions of himself from his past (the surgeon, the drunk), as well as others that never existed (including one in which he disguises himself as Richard Nixon).

    At first none of this makes any sense on the level of plot: Eternity has rendered himself visible to the people of earth and told Doctor Strange that our world is coming to an end. Strange pleads on humanity’s behalf, which then leads to Eternity’s arrangement of the Doctor’s encounters with his various incarnations. But as Eternity reminds Strange in issue 13 (“Planet Earth Is No More!”), he is Adam Qadmon, the blueprint of humanity, or the universe in anthropomorphic form. He embodies the very notion of “cosmos,” that is, of a universe that is understood as a homology between the human and the reality that contains it. Strange’s exploration of his own multifaceted humanity is analogous to Eternity’s plight as he himself explains it: Eternity was subject to Nightmare’s influence because of the effect of the ever-growing human race on his own consciousness. He became introspective and subject to dreaming. He was behind the creation of plants, mammals, primates, and “man”: “All this did I do, to advance myself … but as the distance between their level and mine lessened, and their numbers increased … / Their effect on me grew more pronounced!” (13:17).

    Thus we see how a story that, on the surface, seems astonishingly egocentric (just how many times is Stephen Strange going to encounter someone wearing his face?) is, like the Ancient One’s ascension, about exploring the ego in order to move beyond it. Just as Strange had to let death touch him “everywhere at once” in order to experience and transcend death, now he has to wallow in externalized self-absorption in order to learn more about the universe (that is, about Eternity). For Stephen Strange, the way out is almost always through.

    But Strange is also at loggerheads with Eternity, because the anthropomorphic embodiment of the cosmos did, in fact, destroy the earth at the end of issue 12, and will not undo the damage done while under Nightmare’s sway. Sorcerer Supreme or no, Stephen Strange is clearly out of his league. Moreover, a “physical” confrontation with Eternity would be a step back from all the progress he has made (observing creation, meeting God, accepting death).

    Englehart finds a solution that is consistent with the central metaphors of the book while verging on a parody of fanboy expectations of superhero conflict. Out of nowhere, a giant-sized version of the Ancient One appears, grabs Eternity by the hand, and then body-slams him into submission. The captions explain: “By now, Dr. Strange has seen everything! / Two titans grapple with each other, but not as they appear! / There is no need of human form here—not for them! It is just what he sees!” (13:26).

    That is, once again a metaphysical conflict plays out through human metaphors, abstraction rendered as the banal. The captions tell us that this is about the limits of Doctor Strange’s perceptions, but it is also a clever concession to medium (comics are ill-suited to depict the abstract directly) and genre (superhero stories require a fight scene).

    Yet there is another reason why this fight scene is not what it seems. After the conflict is resolved, and after the Ancient One has, for the third time in Englehart’s run, explained the story to its protagonist, he shocks his disciple by stepping inside Eternity, his face replacing the one Eternity usually wears: “But what is this your face betrays? Surprise? / Did I not tell you that now— / —I am one with the universe?” (31).

    The battle between the Ancient One and Eternity, like Stephen Strange’s confrontation of his doppelgängers, was a battle with his own self. The story is a set of concentric circles: Eternity embodies the harmony between the human and the universe; Doctor Strange must learn about himself to understand the universe better; Eternity must fight himself (the Ancient One) in order to decide the fate of the earth. This particular Doctor Strange storyline is designed like Eternity, collapsing the human and the cosmic into one.

    Though it is an unusually efficient summation of Englehart’s agenda for Doctor Strange, the end of the Eternity plot manages to be both familiar and novel. Certainly there is nothing new in Stephen’s confrontation with a cosmic abstraction followed by a post-game conversation with the Ancient One. But where previously the lessons involved a fundamental advancement in Strange’s own consciousness, this time the springboard for future stories is that Strange is the only thing that has not changed. Under Nightmare’s influence, Eternity has destroyed the world (issue 13 is even titled “Planet Earth Is No More!”). Eternity will not undo the past, but he agrees to “re-create the planet earth,” from its earliest days up to the moment before its destruction: “Now, it continues … without Mordo, without Death. It continues as the first Earth would … / … for it is in all respects identical. / No mortal knows of his first self’s demise—to them, there is still but one reality.”

    “Everything?” whispers Doctor Strange. “Everything is the same?”

    “Everything!” rumbles Eternity, “… with one exception! / I left no second Dr. Strange!” (13:31).

    After a brief crossover with Tomb of Dracula (Doctor Strange 14, “The Tomb of Doctor Strange”; Tomb of Dracula 44, “His Name Is Doctor Strange”), in which Stephen Strange yet again dies and comes back to life), issues 15 and 16 deal with the fallout of the earth’s destruction and re-creation. In issue 15 (“Where There’s Smoke …”), Strange cannot forget that everything around him is a re-creation:

    

    Everything is the same, and yet different! I cannot tell it is different—it looks and feels the same— / But I know! I know so much that other men could never even suspect—and I worried before— / —that I had opened myself too much! / What sort of victory did I win, when Eternity re-created the world? / I knew reality was an illusion, but to be reminded every moment, by everything I see—! / The mind of man needs the illusion! I— (15:7)

    

    Stephen is interrupted by Clea’s appearance, which is, in turn, a reminder that she herself is a re-creation unaware of her strange ontological status. At first Stephen cannot bring himself to tell Clea the truth; instead, he confesses to a pair of (older, male) magicians who have been staying at his house. Even they have difficulty accepting that they are not “originals” (“I recall my life clearly—my childhood—”). Their consternation allows Strange to regain some of his composure:

    

    Strange: What is memory, anyway? Yesterday’s reality is no more tangible— / —than last night’s dream! / Gentlemen, I fear for my sanity!

    Magician: Then, Doctor, you have done the right thing in telling us—for sanity in its practical application is shared reality! Keeping this to yourself only worsens the crisis!

    Strange: But even you were shaken! How can I tell those less advanced? / How can I tell Clea?

    Magician: The question, doctor, is how can you not? (26)

    

    Predictably, Clea does, in fact, fall to pieces at the news (to be fair to Englehart, Strange paves the way with observations about her vulnerability to the news that are not based on her gender: “But though she was born to magic, she still has had little formal training! The concept could still be too much—” [26]). But her breakdown, combined with the intervention of a suicidal heroin addict to whom Strange gave shelter earlier in the issue, literally drags Strange and Clea down to hell to do battle with Satan himself.

    After a series of torments, Strange manages to free himself and Clea not through power but through a triumph of will, concentration, and self-discipline. He essentially ignores Satan, refusing to grant him a foothold in his psyche (or, as Strange’s magician friends had put it, refusing to make Satan part of his “shared reality”). On the last page of issue 16, Stephen explains to Clea that he has been vulnerable to Satan because of “having [his] self-confidence shattered when [he] failed to save the world!” But Doctor Strange has now realized “I was the one who insisted on seeing everything darkly, even when the world rolled on as bright as ever!” (31). From the moment of his return to his Sanctum Sanctorum after Eternity’s re-creation of earth, Strange has been hesitant, self-absorbed, and brooding. Yes, he fought Satan, but the storyline, complete with Strange’s regaining of his former confidence, is the metaphorical rendition of Stephen Strange’s battle with depression.

    Clea, too, has learned from her time in hell; in the following issue, she resolves to get on with her life: “Your example in defying Satan showed me the folly of such negative thinking. / The revelation of my death and resurrection was a shock, to be sure—but in the final analysis, I still exist! That is what matters” (Doctor Strange 17:7, “Utopia Rising!”).

    The battle with Satan is followed by one more (incomplete) storyline before Englehart’s abrupt departure, but by this point the writer has already not just stated the comic’s thesis but restated it several times: enlightenment is a rite of passage as iterative process, involving revelation and disillusionment that inevitably require the hero’s return to his previous existence, changed by the experience yet obliged to reincorporate with the reality he (temporarily) left behind. Though Englehart never overtly gestures in the direction, Stephen Strange, with one foot in the mundane and one in the divine, could just as easily be earth’s Shaman Supreme as Sorcerer Supreme.

    Earlier I called this approach “deconstructive” because it necessitates a dual consciousness unafflicted by cognitive dissonance. The hero knows that his everyday reality is contingent, and that the insights he has achieved reveal the limitations of conventional understanding; but he is obliged nonetheless to live within that reality even after his enlightenment. This is no easy task, even for the Sorcerer Supreme; hence his very human bout of depression after the world has been destroyed and re-created. Unlike the comic-book heroes who achieve godhood and leave earth behind (including some characters penned by Englehart himself), Doctor Strange must both transcend and remain.

    

    The Marriage of True Minds

    So far I have approached transcendence in Doctor Strange as an entirely individual issue, which, given the series’ emphasis on moving beyond the ego, is rather ironic. But it is a solo book, so one could reasonably expect its attention to be focused almost entirely on the eponymous hero. But there is one aspect of Englehart’s Doctor Strange stories that widens the focus: Stephen Strange’s relationship with Clea.

    This would seem to be an unlikely avenue for exploration, given that the immense power differential between the two of them is both figurative and literal. Clea is both lover and disciple, an arrangement whose potential pitfalls are obvious enough. Yet despite the disturbing gendered implications, it was a step forward for the character. Clea had been introduced years earlier by Lee and Ditko as the mysterious “girl” in Dormammu’s Dark Dimension, who went from aiding Strange to becoming a perennial damsel in distress. Once she moved to his Sanctum Santorum, the only role available to her was that of girlfriend. To make matters worse, leaving her homeworld deprived her of most of the magic she previously wielded.

    But one of the first things Englehart did was to kill off the Ancient One and promote Stephen Strange to Sorcerer Supreme, thereby opening a vacancy for a disciple. Clea had aptitude but little training—just what a senior wizard might be looking for in a student. Now Clea had more of a reason to be prominent in Strange’s adventures, and if the first few issues of his new series had her once again play the hostage, at least she was targeted by the Silver Dagger more as the magician’s apprentice than as his girlfriend.

    In fact, her captivity at Silver Dagger’s hands proved to be the first step in a reconfiguration of her relationship with her mentor and love. In issue 5 (“Cloak and Dagger”), when Stephen returns to reality after his confrontation with Death, he is a disembodied spirit who, in the throes of panic, mistakes a wax mannequin for his own abandoned body. Touching the mannequin, Clea makes contact with Doctor Strange:

    

    She senses it! She knew! And as she touches the torso, Doctor Strange senses her! / Clea gives him a point of reference—something to build his reality around! Instantaneously— / —he surges gratefully into her willing mind! / Once there, his excess energy is shared between them— / —so that he can recover coherency— / —and she can recover her strength. / The reunion that follows is completely unparalleled. / The two are one—and the one is whole! (16)

    

    The sexual implications are a bit obvious, if not retrograde, with Clea as a receptive vessel waiting for Strange to fill her; but they are also consistent with the essentialist cosmologies that animate so many occult traditions, not to mention Englehart’s own comfort level with generalizations about men’s and women’s “nature.”⁹

    Clea is now stronger (“The power is more easily mine!” [30]), and it is only when the two of them work together that they defeat the Silver Dagger decisively. Though still her teacher, Strange now takes for granted that they are a team. In issue 6 (“Lift High the Veil of Fears!”), when he resolves to go fight Umar in the Dark Dimension, Clea shocks him when she refuses to accompany him to her former home. He agrees not to press her for more information, but laments to himself, “I shall be that much more sorely beset in the Dark Dimension without her” (22).

    There is no need to go into detail about the convoluted—but clever—four-part story. Suffice to say that Clea ends up confronting Dormammu in the center of the earth while Doctor Strange fights Umar in the Dark Dimension, and that Clea is obliged to return to her home in order to save Stephen from certain death. Doctor Strange has lost his powers, and it is only by working together that they can restore his might—but to Clea, not to Doctor Strange (if only temporarily). Again and again we are told that Stephen and Clea are more than the sum of their parts: Strange cannot accept other magicians’ help in the fight against Dormammu, a godlike being whose essence is “too alien for any of us to know him exactly as he is” (9:6), making it impossible for their spells to work in concert. But this is not the case for Stephen and Clea; as he himself affirms, “You and I are in perfect harmony” (9:6).

    Within the confines of a book called “Doctor Strange,” not “Doctor Strange and Clea,” Englehart implicitly argues for the power and utility of a love that submerges the individual ego. But it can never be a merger of equals, both because of their status as teacher and novice and because of the patriarchal values that structure their relationship. Still, Strange and Clea are only one example of a dyad that simultaneously erodes the barriers of selfhood while reinforcing the strengths of the self. The multiple, overlapping connections between Stephen and Clea make them a poor test case. But what if the bond were between two men?

    

    Complementary Distribution

    At roughly the same time Englehart was writing the Doctor Strange solo title, he was also scripting, and eventually plotting, another cosmic hero: Captain Marvel (1974–1976). Created in 1967 by Stan Lee, Captain Marvel was initially more important as evidence for a copyright claim than as an actual superhero.¹⁰ The history of the various Captain Marvels is quite convoluted, and we need not go into it here. The original Fawcett character was no longer being published, and Marvel Comics had an obvious incentive in owning a character with “Marvel” in his name.

    Lee and Kirby had just introduced the alien race known as the Kree a few months earlier, in Fantastic Four 65 (“The Sentry Sinister,” August 1967), and now this new character was part of a Kree mission to earth: Captain Mar-vell arrived on our planet to spy for his people. His early adventures have little to recommend them on their own merits, but they did introduce or develop concepts that proved important to Marvel in general and the present study in particular.¹¹ The Kree proved to be one of the most important alien empires in the Marvel Universe, playing a crucial role in Englehart’s own adventures.

    It took years for the character to catch on, and his book was plagued by poor sales. Roy Thomas and Gil Kane modernized his costume and altered the series’ premise in issue 17 (October 1969), but the series was canceled a few issues later (issue 21, August 1970). Mar-Vell and his new sidekick (more about him in a bit) played a key role in the classic Kree-Skrull War (Avengers 89–97, also written by Thomas). The series was revived with issue 22 in March 1973, but only hit its stride once writer/artist Jim Starlin took over for issues 25–34 (March 1973–September 1974).

    The key feature of Thomas’s revamp would be an important part of most of Mar-Vell’s adventures in his solo title: the inclusion of eternal Marvel sidekick Rick Jones. Initially attached to the Hulk before doing a stint as a replacement for Captain America’s long-dead partner Bucky, Rick became molecularly bonded with Mar-Vell thanks to the intervention of the Kree Supreme Intelligence. Mar-Vell was trapped in the Negative Zone, and the only way to free him was to don a pair of golden “Nega-Bands,” clap them together, and change places with him for a period of three hours.

    To comics readers, this new status quo was suspiciously familiar. Roy Thomas was fixated on Golden Age superhero characters (eventually writing World War II superhero adventures for both Marvel and DC), and he seems to have found the parallels between Mar-Vell and the original Fawcett Captain Marvel too hard to resist. That Captain Marvel was actually a boy named Billy Batson, who, when he said the name “Shazam,” turned into a superpowered adult whose powers and physique were so reminiscent of Superman as to spark a lawsuit.

    Starlin used Captain Marvel as a vehicle for delivering a number of concepts he had been developing on his own for years, most notably the series’ new villain, Thanos (now world-famous from the Avengers movies). Suddenly Captain Marvel was an exciting and unpredictable title whose scope far exceeded that of standard superhero fare. “Cosmic” in its subject matter (interstellar warfare), it shared Englehart’s own interest in expanded consciousness and higher realities. Starlin, who had already worked with Englehart on Master of Kung Fu, was initially uncertain of his own writing abilities, and asked Englehart to script his last two issues of the book (the end of the Thanos storyline, plus an earth-bound adventure that sowed the seeds for the next storyline). When Starlin left the book altogether, Englehart took over, with Al Milgrom on the art chores (and also serving as co-plotter).

    Starlin had elevated Mar-Vell from his status as ex-soldier to the more exalted title of “Protector of the Universe”; a godlike being named Eon granted him new abilities, including something called “cosmic awareness.” But Englehart, though an admirer of Starlin’s revitalization of the Captain’s comic, still felt that there was room to develop Mar-Vell further. In particular, as he writes in his introduction to the Marvel Masterworks edition containing his stories, he found the protagonist to be too “reactive.”¹² Meanwhile, he was fascinated by the relationship between Mar-Vell and Rick Jones, who did more than take each other’s place in the Negative Zone; their minds were linked together, which meant they never had any privacy. This would be Englehart’s hook: the bond between Rick and Mar-Vell and its effects on their very selfhood.

    That bond turned out to have a great deal of untapped potential. The analogy to Billy Batson and Fawcett’s Captain Marvel is undeniable, but the Marvel Comics version added several layers of complexity. Billy Batson and the “World’s Mightiest Mortal” are simply different manifestations of the same consciousness, while Rick Jones and Mar-Vell each have well-established separate identities before they are forced together. The great cliché of the superhero’s secret identity is that the civilian and the hero cannot be seen together (“Clark, why is it that you’re never around when Superman is here?”). In this case the cliché is made literal: Rick and Mar-Vell have to take turns leaving the Negative Zone and wearing the Nega-Bands. At the same time, they are in near-constant communication; the artists often draw one of them in the positive cosmos and the other as a head floating over his shoulder, seen only by his partner and the reader.

    Starlin leaves the book with Mar-Vell lying unconscious, poisoned by nerve gas (Captain Marvel 34, “Blown Away!”).¹³ Englehart turns a comatose protagonist into a narrative opportunity: with Mar-Vell unconscious until the very last page, Rick is left not only to carry the story but to animate the hero as well. Rick discovers that, through their mental link, he can make Captain Marvel’s body move, deploying his powers in one fight in the Negative Zone and another in our world. Considering Englehart’s later complaint that Mar-Vell was too reactive, it is fitting that Englehart’s first post-Starlin story requires that the hero’s partner use his mindless body as a puppet:

    

    I saw very clearly that Mar-Vell had a reactionary nature—not in the sense of right-wing politics, but in the sense of … reacting. He rarely seemed to take the initiative in situations, preferring to remain primarily an observer while others did things to him, until he was pressed so hard he had to fight free. This was primarily a function of his being joined at the lobe to Rick, so he was unable to make any decision without taking Rick’s well-being into account.¹⁴

    

    Though the contrast will only be explored in subsequent stories, issue 35 (“Deadly Genesis”) is an exaggeration of the dynamic underlying the Rick–Mar-Vell relationship. Mar-Vell is mature, deliberate, and controlled, while Rick is impulsive and overactive. Though the context could not be more distant, the opposition between Rick and Mar-Vell resembles the master plot of Soviet socialist realism, as elaborated by the scholar Katerina Clark. Socialist realism allegorizes the dialect of spontaneity and consciousness. Spontaneity is the active, impulsive efforts of a protagonist whose general goals align with socialism but who has not developed a sophisticated understanding of the system, and has not fully incorporated himself within the structures that govern his world. The supervisory authorities and bureaucracy represent consciousness, the full understanding of socialism’s mission, but have a weakness for procedures and a tendency toward inertia. The socialist realist master plot uses the hero’s journey from spontaneity to consciousness not just as an example to the reader but as a metaphor for the revolutionary process itself.

    Of course, Captain Marvel is not socialist realism; if it were, its sales would have been even lower. But the spontaneity/consciousness dialectic, despite its roots in Soviet socialist thought, is surprisingly applicable to American mass culture, in particular to trends that took off in the 1970s. One of the most successful formulae for wedding activism to crowd-pleasing is the story of the lone crusader or whistleblower who starts out apolitical, discovers an injustice, and begins fighting for a relatively narrow cause before joining or founding an organization to combat the problem on a larger scale (Norma Rae, Silkwood, Erin Brockovich, dozens of network television “Movies of the Week”). In American entertainment, the role played by socialism in Soviet culture is filled by environmentalism, feminism, civil rights, or the fight against corporate or governmental corruption.

    Englehart’s first Captain Marvel storyline dealt with this dynamic on two fronts. First, it put Captain Marvel in conflict with the Marvel character who superficially embodied passivity, but who observed the ideal of noninterference primarily in the breach: Uatu, the Watcher. Introduced by Lee and Kirby in an early issue of The Fantastic Four, Uatu is a member of a godlike race whose disastrous history led them to swear off all direct involvement with other species, choosing to observe them instead. Motivated by jealousy of Captain Marvel’s heroism, Uatu lets Mar-Vell’s enemies, the Lunatic Legion, use his home on the moon as a base from which to launch their attacks. Once the Legion is defeated, Uatu returns to his homeworld for judgment, followed by Mar-Vell and Rick, who want to defend him at his trial.

    As is so often the case in Englehart’s “Cosmic” adventures, the real drama here is both interpersonal and, thanks to the strange bond between Rick and Mar-Vell, internal. Mar-Vell can fly to the moon under his own power, but he has to switch places with Rick every three hours. The trip will be long, Rick might miss an upcoming performance (he’s a budding rock star), and Mar-Vell gets him a space suit so he can survive during the Captain’s intervals in the Negative Zone. Before they depart, Rick complains to Mar-Vell that he has lost all privacy, to which Mar-Vell responds, “It’s only that our minds seem to be growing more closely linked, more symbiotic, as time goes by—and I’m beginning to truly know you.” Rick does not want this kind of closeness, and resents both the imposition on his time and the fact that the more mature Mar-Vell is “always right” (Captain Marvel 37:7).

    Their argument is sparked by an intriguing exchange between Rick and his backup singer, Dandy, who gives him a pill as a present (“in case your ‘personal thing’ gets boring!”) Rick hems and haws, and Dandy responds that it is “vitamin C, kid. What do you think it is?” (37:6). Later, overcome by boredom in the Negative Zone, Rick finds the pill: “Wellll … she said it was vitamin C!” And takes it (37:17, “Lift-Off!”).

    Obviously the writer who dropped acid to plot Doctor Strange stories had something else in mind. But despite all the winks and nods accompanying the repeated invocations of “vitamin C,” the story somehow got approved by the Comics Code, and soon Rick’s journey to the moon became a trip through the doors of perception.¹⁵ Unfortunately for Mar-Vell, the drug also has an effect on him. When he lands on the moon, he stumbles. Or in other words, he trips. At first he thinks he might be coming down with something (“Perhaps I should have borrowed Rick’s vitamin C” [37:23]), but soon he is completely incapacitated by the disorienting visual imagery and debilitating physical sensations coming at him through his link to Rick. The Watcher defeats him in a one-sided battle.

    When he awakens, Mar-Vell quickly throws off the effects of his contact high thanks to his cosmic awareness and discovers that he and Rick are now fundamentally changed: “We’re more than the same person! / We’re the sum of our parts— / and then some!” (Captain Marvel 38:17, “—No Way Out!”). When Rick also wakes up, Mar-Vell explains the new status quo while still engaged in a physical battle against the Lunatic Legion. The ensuing two pages are quintessentially Marvel: drawings of punching and kicking accompanied by a complex dialogue on an unrelated topic. Rick and Mar-Vell talk about their enhanced bond and even make their peace with it while Mar-Vell simultaneously hits one opponent in the head, elbows another in the jaw, and kicks a third in the face. The (temporary) resolution of the Rick–Mar-Vell conflict plays out against the backdrop of intense physical violence.

    

    
    Figure 11. Steve Englehart and Al Milgrom, “—No Way Out!,” Captain Marvel 38:17.

    

    Just as Doctor Strange’s path to enlightenment is more of a spiral than a straight line, the bond between Mar-Vell and Rick strengthens thanks to continual rupture. No sooner have they reached a greater mutual understanding than they discover the ability to break free of the Negative Zone and coexist in the positive cosmos (issue 39, “The Trial of the Watcher”). They are both present at the Watcher’s trial (for breaking his people’s law against interfering with less advanced civilizations), and both continue to behave in keeping with their customary roles. Mar-Vell is reactive, while Rick is the one who talks him into following Uatu in the first place and also comes to Mar-Vell’s rescue when he is attacked by a local monster.

    

    Being Rick Jones

    The remainder of Englehart’s run on Captain Marvel works within a new status quo: Rick and Mar-Vell can coexist in the positive cosmos but also can merge at will when it is more convenient for Captain Marvel to function alone (when flying in space, for instance). The Kree Supreme Intelligence, who reveals himself to be Mar-Vell’s stealthy arch-nemesis, complicates things further in issue 41 (“Havoc on Homeworld!”) when he divides the Nega-Bands between Mar-Vell and Rick, thereby also giving Rick access to some of Mar-Vell’s power.

    From an editorial standpoint, it was a foregone conclusion that Rick and Mar-Vell would stick together after their release from the Negative Zone, but motivating their continued collaboration within the logic of the story took some effort. After the trial of the Watcher, issue 40 (“Rocky Mountain ‘Bye!’ ”) shows the two men back on earth, each reveling in his newfound independence:

    

    And all they want to be is free of each other. Oh, they try to tell themselves that they’re sorry to leave each other—that their shared history was, for all its problems, an era of glory, never to be forgotten— / —but then they remember that their minds hold no secrets from each other. / The truth is, they’re glad to be single men again! They crave privacy! Solitude! LONELINESS! / Anything but togetherness! / And so, they speak no words. They simply say goodbye, as men will … / … and they go their separate ways. (6)

    

    By the end of that same issue, they are standing together against the backdrop of a sunset, each with his hand on the other’s shoulder, and Mar-Vell with his other hand on Rick’s wrist. Mar-Vell has just resolved to leave earth, to which Rick responds: “Amen, brother. / My destiny’s not here either, man. I’m just as out of place as you. / Take me with you, Marv!” (31).

    What leads them to this decision is a parallel set of emotional traumas and failed attachments. Rick has arrived just in time for his gig but is functionally a man displaced from time. He no longer recognizes young people’s fashions and is still wearing the space suit he used for his trip across the galaxy. His performance onstage is greeted with laughter: “The 50s haircut—the 60s ballads—the 70s spacesuit—! / He’s the Renaissance man of decadence! / Instant time warp!” (18). Infuriated, Rick harnesses the power of his space suit’s exoskeleton to tear up the stage before storming off.

    Meanwhile, Mar-Vell’s lost love, Una, killed years ago by his enemy Yon-Rogg and reanimated by Eon as a mindless, aggressive zombie in issue 29 (“Metamorphosis!”)—he had his reasons—has been possessed by a roving space parasite. Returning to earth, she seeks out her lost love, first attacking a not yet superpowered Carol Danvers, who had been set up as a possible rival for Mar-Vell’s affections in the early issues of the series. Mar-Vell has no choice but to kill her again, which is when he decides to leave earth.

    With decades of slash fiction and queer theory separating us from these stories, it is tempting to see the Rick–Mar-Vell relationship in terms of unacknowledged homoeroticism. And far be it from me to try to “rescue” a fictional male friendship from queer subtext. But what is going on in these stories is actually more interesting than that. One of the reasons why that final panel of issue 40 is so memorable is that the novelty of seeing Rick and Mar-Vell in physical contact is a function of their unusual bond: until now, their connection has been a matter of minds, more metaphysical than physical. There is love here, to be sure, but it is based on hyperconnection and identification rather than eros. Their relationship is to actual homoeroticism what René Girard’s homophobic theories are to real, lived homosexuality: Girard explains away homosexual feeling as the wish to resemble the object of desire, while Rick needs to be Mar-Vell.¹⁶

    Within their storyworld, Rick and Mar-Vell complement each other in a fashion that mimics the editorial rationale behind putting them together in the first place. On their own, neither of them showed much promise as a full-fledged character. Captain Marvel was terminally bland, while Rick, the eternal sidekick, made sense only when paired with a superpowered hero. The star of Englehart’s Captain Marvel was neither Rick nor Mar-Vell but Rick and Mar-Vell. This does not mean that there was no conflict between the two; quite the contrary, that conflict was the heart of the story. The intermingling of their minds that began with the “vitamin C” incident rendered the distinction between internal and interpersonal conflict almost meaningless.

    Englehart’s last Captain Marvel storyline (issues 41–46) turns all the subtext of the Rick–Mar-Vell relationship into text. The Supreme Intelligence reveals why he has been manipulating Mar-Vell for all the hero’s adult life. The Captain had become the greatest of Kree warriors, but this is despite his own personal flaws: “You had one fatal weakness: an utter lack of personal ambition! You were a product of my space corps, content to climb the ladder of rank like any other officer— / — and that could not be! / I was obliged to prod you!” (41:16).

    From the 1980s on, major comic book crossover events tended to feature adversaries who were stand-ins for editors: the Anti-Monitor in DC’s Crisis on Infinite Earths destroyed the alternate universe because the powers that be wanted a single universe; Parallax messed with time in Zero Hour because the editors wanted to fix DC’s timeline; and the Beyonder in Secret Wars set all of Marvel’s heroes against all of Marvel’s villains because that was the primary corporate mandate for the series. Now the Supreme Intelligence lays bare Englehart’s narrative agenda, explaining the need to combine the unambitious Mar-Vell with the unpredictable and imaginative Rick Jones.

    The Supreme Intelligence needs the Mar-Vell–Rick Jones connection in order to make it possible for him to assimilate the very un-Kree mind of the young earthman. During the Kree-Skrull War, the Intelligence had explained that the Kree had reached an “evolutionary dead end,” while Jones himself turned out to be the key to ending the war.¹⁷ Jones, like all earthpeople, has the potential for greatness inherent in a species that is so prone to mutation, accident, and a myriad of other means for developing superpowers. Prodded by the Supreme Intelligence, Rick used his latent mental powers to summon simulacra of the superheroes whose comics he (like writer Roy Thomas) had read in his youth.

    If the Supreme Intelligence is a stand-in for the writer, Rick is a surrogate for the avid comics reader, whose well-trained imagination is ready for any heroic battle. Now armed with a Nega-Band, he is far more creative with the power than Mar-Vell ever was. After learning to fly within minutes of gaining the band, in issue 42 (“Shoot-Out at the O.K. Space Station!”) he realizes that he can use the power to transform his clothes into a costume more suited for outer space. Mar-Vell is stunned: “Incredible! I never thought to use the power to change matter— / — and this crazy youth intuits the possibility while semi-conscious! / That leads to frightening conjectures—!” (6).

    Perhaps it does, but one that appears to escape Mar-Vell is Rick’s choice of costume: it is the same color scheme as Captain Marvel’s, only reversed. With the exception of the solid-red tunic and the lack of a mask, every other element is blue where Mar-Vell’s is red and red where Mar-Vell’s is blue. Rick is simultaneously imitating Mar-Vell, complementing him, and setting himself up as the Captain’s opposite number. Issue 42 takes place on a planet where everything resembles the Old West, and the default narrative pushes them into particular roles: the star on the Captain’s chest leads one of the inhabitants to assume Mar-Vell is a marshal (“You called me Mar-Shall. That is not my name …” [3]). Soon Rick is jokingly referring to himself as his partner’s deputy, but he will not be satisfied with a subordinate position for long.

    Immediately after wondering to himself what else he can do with his new power (“I don’t have to play second fiddle any more” [17]), Rick spies a beautiful woman in a saloon. That woman, whose name is Fawn, will follow him to other planets over the next few issues, until it is revealed that Rick has created her with his mind. Mar-Vell never used the Nega-Bands to create an imaginary friend, but Rick does so without giving it any conscious thought. Though they share Captain Marvel’s power, and though Mar-Vell is undoubtedly a more formidable warrior, Rick brings with him the power that stopped the Kree-Skrull War: his imagination. And it is the one power that Mar-Vell sorely lacks.

    Over the next two issues, while Rick is learning more about Fawn, Mar-Vell is forced to battle a former ally, Drax the Destroyer. Drax had been created by the god Chronos (and the writer/artist Jim Starlin) as the ultimate adversary for Thanos, and now that Thanos is (presumed) dead, Drax has been wandering the galaxy without purpose. He accuses Mar-Vell of killing Thanos and depriving Drax’s existence of any meaning.

    The fight is complicated by Mar-Vell’s reluctance to do battle, and by the fact that he and Rick are inadvertently siphoning power from each other, along with personality traits. Though Drax is not evil, he is the perfect opponent for Mar-Vell: single-minded, unimaginative, and forced to play out the same behavioral loops again and again. Mar-Vell starts to win only when he inadvertently steals so much energy from Rick that the young man nearly dies, and when he also starts to talk and act like Rick. Drax is an extreme version of what Mar-Vell could have been without Rick: a consummate warrior who is unable to think outside the framework within which he finds himself.

    Fortunately, Mar-Vell is in no danger of becoming so limited, because he has Rick. Rick, however, is both solution and problem rolled into one. Even though they can coexist in the positive cosmos, their interdependence has only increased. The Supreme Intelligence declares his goal of merging the two men in order to assimilate Rick, and merger is a very real threat. The storyline is built on three concentric circles of conflict and merger: the Supreme Intelligence’s agenda, Rick and Mar-Vell’s problem, and the battle between the indigenous population of Deneb IV and the genocidal Null-Trons encountered by the heroes in issues 44 (“Death Throes!”) and 45 (“The Bi-Centennial!”).

    After narrowly escaping the Null-Trons, Captain Marvel is subdued by a band of Denebians, who bring him and Rick to their General, a humanoid head grafted to the body of a Null-Tron (itself a giant stony head with mechanical arms). The General is only the most extreme case of the problem that has beset his race: over the course of the war, most of the Denebians have lost limbs and become cyborgs, while the General has lost his entire body.

    Somehow, the General know all about Mar-Vell and Rick’s problem: as he explains, “If you do not do exactly as I tell you, you are doomed—and who should know better than I—? / —for your two separate identities are on the verge of merging—into one!” (43:1).

    Conveniently, the General has a giant soul gem that can absorb the two men into itself and serve as their final battleground.¹⁸ He is not helping out of the goodness of his no longer existent heart. As Mar-Vell and Rick battle within the phantasmagorical realm inside the gem, everything they do is reflected by the two warring armies on the surface of Deneb. The General, part humanoid, part Null-Tron, cannot decide where his loyalties lie, so he has set up a proxy war in order to determine which side will win.

    Their fight ends abruptly, much as the entire storyline would (with Englehart on his way out of Marvel and the last issue assigned to newcomer Chris Claremont for scripting). Fawn, Rick Jones’s dream girl unconsciously created by his psychic powers, enters the soul gem and “opens” their mind to the truth:

    

    Your obsessions with winning, one over the other, are irrational! / Granted, that only makes them stronger— / Especially here, at the cores of your beings— / but believe me, should either of you win, he’d be much the poorer for it! / Yes, you’ve changed from before you were linked, and you’ll continue to change— / but change is life, and life is always preferable to death! / You won’t merge—not if you don’t want to! Make use of your unique abilities! Don’t let them make use of you! (43:31)

    

    It’s not the most satisfying resolution for a conflict, relying as it does on a Fawn-ex-machina. Her powers of persuasion immediately put an end to the fighting so they can confront (and defeat) the Supreme Intelligence in issue 46 (“Only One Can Win!”). Fawn conveniently dies, in a moment that at least has the virtue of symmetry: Mar-Vell resolves to leave earth in issue 40 when forced to kill the parasite-controlled body of his former love Una, and now Rick has to watch Fawn die before he and Mar-Vell resolve to return to earth once more.

    Englehart was on the verge of establishing a new status quo for Captain Marvel, based on two years of character development and his extended exploration of Mar-Vell and Rick’s unique intersubjectivity. The two men had a truly symbiotic partnership, and, thanks to Fawn, they were now in a position to figure out the complexities of their new status as both individuals and a dyad. Where the book would have gone had Englehart remained is unclear, but his accomplishment is not. He transformed Rick Jones from a wisecracking sidekick into a source of spontaneity and innovation that compensated for Mar-Vell’s lack of initiative. More than that, Rick lent Mar-Vell his initiative while benefiting from the Captain’s maturity.

    Englehart had a knack for adding complexity to previously flat characters. By the time he took over Captain Marvel (where Starlin had already set Mar-Vell on a more promising path), he was a past master at it. Englehart, after all, was the man who rescued Captain America from irrelevance.

    

    Captain America: Symbol and Cipher

    Captain America’s revival in the 1960s was a key event in the development of the Marvel Universe; the character quickly became a mainstay of the Avengers, and eventually got his own series. His inclusion, along with Namor the Sub-Mariner’s, was a sign that Marvel was not just a reboot of old Timely Comics concepts (such as the Human Torch, a Golden Age character who appeared decades before the Fantastic Four’s Johnny Storm) but a continuation. Bringing in Captain America gave Marvel a long history.¹⁹

    It did not, however, promise anything resembling depth. As a person rather than just intellectual property, Captain America was one of the blandest characters in 1960s Marvel. The problem goes back to the character’s purpose and his design: wrapping himself in a flag, Captain America was more symbol than man. He did not need superpowers, nor did he require an inner life. From the cover of his first appearance, which famously depicted him punching Adolf Hitler in the face, Captain America was an external embodiment of an outward-looking, anti-fascist American ideal.

    His return after an absence of nearly two decades could have provided the perfect opportunity to develop the character’s subjectivity.²⁰ After all, he was, as the comics of later decades would so frequently put it, a man out of time. Culture shock alone could have made him interesting, but it took at least another decade for later writers to take advantage of this dilemma. And by that point, it was too late to make this issue central to Cap’s character, since he had been around in the Marvel Age for longer than his adventures had lasted in the Golden Age.²¹ It was only when Captain America was moved into other media (the Avengers film franchise) or alternate comic book universes (the late 1990s Heroes Reborn experiment and, most notably, the Ultimate Marvel line) that his status as a temporal refugee would be exploited for greater effect.

    Imported into the Silver Age, Captain America never hid his Golden Age roots. He was a terrible fit with Stan Lee’s injunction to find the man behind the mask. While Captain America’s secret identity was technically Steve Rogers, this fact meant little when Steve Rogers was left so underdeveloped. It is telling that a 1978 storyline featured Captain America’s realization that he had no memories of his life before the super-soldier serum gave him his powers early in World War II. His memories restored, he (and we) soon learn about his childhood, his older brother who died during the attack on Pearl Harbor, and his lifelong dream of being an artist. Only the art would survive the next several decades of retcons (Rogers was a commercial artist in the 1980s). All of this was in stories that appeared fifteen years after Captain America was rescued from suspended animation on ice, and yet there was little Silver Age canon to reverse: nobody cared about Steve Rogers.

    Indeed, even Steve Englehart, whose run on Captain America (from 1972 to 1975) rescued the book from the doldrums and transformed it into a best-seller, did little to establish a “Steve Rogers” who was in any way different from his costumed alter ego. If anything, Englehart took a step backwards, dispensing with Rogers’s job as a police officer. Instead, Englehart gave his protagonist a sense of subjectivity by doubling down on the very idea of Captain America: What did it mean to be a person who served as a country’s symbol when the country was changing in ways he was only beginning to understand?

    In order to do this, Englehart would have to pay attention to the gap between Captain America’s “natural habitat” (World War II) and the Vietnam War–era America in which he lived, all without pretending that the hero was such a recent arrival as not to understand basic facts of 1970s life.

    In the first year of his tenure on the title, he paved the way for exploring Captain America’s complicated connection to the 1970s by displacing his culture shock onto others. In issue 161 (“… If He Loses His Soul!,” May 1973), Steve learns that his girlfriend, Shield Agent Sharon Carter, has a secret: an older sister named Peggy who has lived in an asylum for decades.²² Peggy was Captain America’s lover while undercover in France during World War II, but he never knew her real name (she appeared only briefly in two Lee-Kirby stories published in 1966). Catatonic for decades, she finally awakens as a woman out of time, physically older than Captain America and unaware that her sister is dating him. Peggy’s confusion about the new world in which she finds herself and her dated cultural references simultaneously remind the readers that Captain America is the product of a different world while also showing how far he has come since he was defrosted by the Avengers.

    Peggy’s story progresses at a measured pace, allowing readers to follow her development from total bewilderment to competent SHIELD agent, not to mention the maturation of her emotional ties. After accepting that she and Steve have no future, she gets involved with fellow agent Gabe Jones. A World War II veteran, Jones is her contemporary and, unlike Captain America, he has aged at a natural pace. Their relationship was one of Marvel’s first interracial romances (Gabe is Black), another sign that Peggy is not stuck in the past. In one of Englehart’s last issues (185, “Scream the Scarlet Skull!,” pencils by Frank Robbins), both Peggy and Gabe are captives of the Red Skull, a Nazi who is disgusted by their bond, not to mention their defiance. It is a scene involving three former World War II combatants, all at least in their fifties, as the Red Skull himself notes: “Ah, such insolence! Were we all not thirty years older, I could believe this was the war once again! / But I have those thirty years of hatred to drive me now” (18).

    To which Gabe replies: “Yeah, and I’ve got thirty years of life to drive me!” before spitting in the Red Skull’s eye (22). This is a double rebuke. Gabe’s words exemplify a healthy acceptance of the passage of time, as opposed to a sick obsession; in switching her affection from Cap to Gabe, Peggy is making the same choice. Her presence in the present day is a sign of strength and perseverance. The Red Skull expresses his surprise that Peggy has withstood seven hours of Nazi torture and promises to keep it going for “seven days if necessary.” Peggy’s reply: “We’ll—still be here, creep— / —and we’ll still spit in your eye!” (27). Even in chains, Peggy is no longer the helpless woman who had been hiding for years in an asylum. Still fighting the good fight, she is exactly where she is supposed to be.

    The same cannot be said for the other temporally displaced characters Englehart introduces to the series: the 1950s-era Captain America and Bucky, who are the antagonists in his first storyline (issues 153–156, September–December 1972, pencils by Sal Buscema). Their backstory is one of the rare instances when an obsession with continuity advances a thematic and aesthetic agenda that looks beyond the world of comics themselves. Englehart’s hook was based on a contradiction embedded within Captain America’s introduction to the modern Marvel Universe in issue 4 of Avengers (“Captain America Joins … the Avengers!,” March 1964). In one of the first major retcons of the Silver Age, the reader is told that Captain America and Bucky were presumed dead in a battle with Baron Zemo in the last days of the war. Bucky, it turns out, is indeed dead (and would stay that way for over four decades before his retcon as the Winter Soldier), but Captain America was frozen in ice.

    The problem, though, is one that would be readily apparent to a comics reader of Englehart’s generation: Captain America was published until 1949, well after the end of World War II. In addition, he and Bucky fought communists in adventures published in 1953 and 1954. Lee, who wrote the 1950s stories, was only too happy to ignore them ten years later. But Englehart, who was determined not to shy away from the political implications of a hero wearing the American flag, saw the existence of a commie-bashing Captain America as an opportunity.

    Englehart reveals that the 1950s Cap and Bucky were fanboys who idolized the original heroes. The man who would be Cap (decades later given the name William Burnside; I will use it for convenience’s sake, even though it is anachronistic) was a history PhD whose research centered on “Project: Rebirth,” the program that gave Steve Rogers his powers in 1940. Burnside rediscovers the super-soldier serum and undergoes plastic surgery to make himself look like Rogers, whose identity he assumes. “Rogers” makes the acquaintance of a boy whose name would later be revealed as Jack Monroe; Monroe idolized Bucky. Burnside and Monroe work with the FBI to use the super-soldier serum to give them both the original powers of Captain America. Assuming their idols’ identities, they fight crime and sedition but lose hold of their sanity (without the “vita-ray” used on Steve Rogers, the serum makes them psychotic). The FBI puts them into suspended animation, but they are awakened not long before issue 153 (“Captain America—Hero or Hoax?”) begins.

    The false Cap–Bucky team provides an excellent story hook, but their real significance comes from their effect on Steve Rogers and, equally important, the reader’s perception of Steve Rogers. The real Captain America brings the best values of his generation to 1970s America without most of the baggage one might expect. He has a Black partner whom he tries (not always successfully) to treat as an equal, and he works alongside women without egregious condescension. His adaptation to his new surroundings began long before this storyline and continued throughout Englehart’s four-year tenure. Steve’s growth during this time, and the stark contrast with his replacement, exemplifies Englehart’s liberal vision: (Captain) America is not set in stone (or, rather, not frozen in ice) but is instead a work in progress.

    This is not the case with Burnside and Monroe. Whether because of their rigid ideology or the deleterious effects of the super-soldier serum, they are not just incapable of change but incapable of even understanding why change might be a good thing. To Englehart, who came of age in the 1960s, a 1950s-era Captain America and Bucky were an irresistible opportunity. It is the conformity and conservatism of the 1950s that are the enemy here, not the bravery and self-sacrifice of the 1940s.

    Burnside and Monroe are obsessed with “commies,” who they assume are pulling Steve Rogers’s strings (it never occurs to Burnside that Steve is actually the genuine article). Monroe, in particular, almost never misses the opportunity to use a racial slur around the Falcon or the other residents of Harlem, while Burnside is continually shocked that Sharon Carter knows how to fight.

    Even the conceit Englehart and penciller Sal Buscema use to differentiate Steve Rogers from his physically identical imposter drives home the contrast between the two men.²³ Steve and Sharon are vacationing in the Bahamas when Burnside and Monroe attack them, and after so much time on the beach, they are both completely sunburnt. While this is a tad ironic—the Red-baiting fifties “heroes” battle the “pinkos” who have replaced them—it is also a reminder that the protagonists of the Captain America comic are influenced by their surroundings, while their antagonists resist anything that might change them.

    

    The Invasion Is Coming from Inside the (White) House

    Englehart’s Captain America is an ongoing argument against fixed identity. Again, this would seem to be paradoxical: in costume, Captain America is literally iconic, and his Silver Age backstory sets him up as a relic of simpler times. But by the same token, his underdeveloped personality and nearly nonexistent secret identity make him a blank slate. What looked like a one-dimensional character actually granted Englehart a great deal of latitude.

    By starting his run with a fight against fifties Cap, Englehart showed what the real Captain America was not: narrow-minded, set in his ways, and anchored to a bygone era. Both fifties Cap and Steve Rogers had been in suspended animation, but it is Rogers who unconsciously resolves never to be frozen again.

    As the comic gears up for its classic “Secret Empire” storyline issues 169–175, January–July 1974, pencils by Sal Buscema), Captain America struggles against external forces that would define him against his will, from an accusation of murder to a PR campaign to have him replaced as America’s hero by the secretly villainous Moonstone. Meanwhile, he must also determine the identity and plans of his adversaries, the mysterious Secret Empire (which had been lurking around the Marvel Universe in various forms for several years already). The storyline is quintessentially seventies, a real-time reflection of the scandals and constitutional crisis of Watergate.

    The Secret Empire worked to discredit Captain America behind a front whose name was an obvious reference to Nixon: the Committee to Regain America’s Principles had the never-mentioned acronym “CRAP,” only a vowel or two off from Nixon’s infelicitously named “Committee to Re-Elect the President” (officially the CRP, but often mocked as CREEP). Yet “CRAP” also emphasized what would turn out to be the main theme of the storyline: What, exactly, are (Captain) America’s principles, and how can they be regained?

    Captain America was designed, in-universe, by concerned mad scientists, and in real life by Jack Kirby and Joe Simon, to rally Americans against external enemies (the Nazis and Japan). The false Captain America of the 1950s spent his brief career ferreting out both internal enemies (traitors) and the evil communists for whom they worked (the Soviets, the Chinese, and a strangely communist version of the Red Skull). The Secret Empire combines all these tropes into a mystifying plot that comes close to succeeding. An American cabal determined to seize power, they ruin Cap’s reputation and install the villainous Moonstone as a trusted American hero and agent of influence. Their machinations culminate in the landing of a flying saucer on the White House lawn, as though launching an invasion from outer space. But from within the spacecraft, the Secret Empire’s leader, Number One, announces his organization’s existence, stages a fight that Moonstone loses, and has Moonstone tell the American people that resistance is futile.

    When Captain America defeats Moonstone and gets him to reveal the Secret Empire’s real plans on national television, Number One escapes into the White House. Captain America follows him, and unmasks him in the Oval Office. We never see his face, but Cap’s shock, and Number One’s own words, provide enough clues for the contemporary reader: Number One is Nixon himself. The disgraced president, who explains that he could not stand the fact that “my power was still constrained by legalities” (175:32), pulls out a gun and kills himself before Captain America’s eyes.

    As in World War II, an evil adversary threatens the country; as in the paranoid fantasies of the 1950s Captain America, the United States is vulnerable to internal enemies plotting against it; but now these enemies are the country’s own leaders. When Captain America exits the White House, leaving Number One’s body behind, the narrator gets the last word: “A man can change in a flicker of time. / This man trusted the country of his birth … he saw its flaws … / … but trusted in the basic framework … its stated goals … it’s long-term virtue. / This man now is crushed inside. Like millions of other Americans, each in his own way, he has seen his trust mocked! / And this man is Captain America!” (Captain America 175:32, “Before the Dawn!). This is the point where everything converges: Steve Rogers’s character arc, the problem of Captain America as a symbol, Watergate-era disenchantment, and the challenge of making a character like Captain America relevant again. It is the moment which confirms that Captain America really is not frozen in time, or at least that he (and his writer) is fighting against the forces that would prefer his politics remain in the past. The country has changed drastically, and so he must change as well.

    The following issue bears the far from understated title “Captain America Must Die!” employing the typical language of superhero melodrama. But the title is not uttered by a cackling supervillain; Captain America himself bellows the words on the splash page. Almost entirely action-free, this issue takes the opportunity to retell the hero’s origin, something comics used to do fairly regularly in order to bring new readers up to speed. The retelling also has a thematic purpose. We see that young Steve Rogers was moved to enlist by watching the Nazis in newsreels (“They were suppressing—then murdering—the people of Europe, weren’t they?” [176:2]), and Captain America cannot help but find parallels with 1974 America (“I’ve seen America rocked with scandal—seen it manipulated by demagogues with sweet, empty words— / —seen all the things I hated when I saw those newsreels— [Captain America 176:14]).

    Thor tries to comfort his comrade, reminding him that the fight against evil is “glorious.” The problem, though, is that Steve Rogers’s fight cannot be a generic battle against evil (“I’m Captain America, after all—not Captain Asgard!”). Peggy Carter, by contrast, doubles down on the patriotism inherent in his mission: “Lots of people fight crime, or provide inspiration—but only you do it for the United States of America!” But Cap argues that America is no longer “the single entity” to which Peggy refers. The country was unified against the Nazis, but now there are “a great many different versions of what America is” (Captain America 176:27, “Captain America Must Die!”).

    Such a realization is a serious obstacle to Captain America’s continued existence. The confrontation with the Secret Empire caused a disenchantment about content (America and its leaders are not what he thought them to be); theoretically, this is not an insurmountable problem. If America has changed for the worse, it can also change for the better. But now Steve doubts the very form and structure of his superheroic identity. If America is truly plural, how can one man represent it?

    The inertia of comic book history makes the resolution to this storyline a foregone conclusion: of course Steve will eventually become Captain America again. But the process that leads him there seems to take this representational problem seriously. Not only does Englehart start his run with a fanatical Captain America doppelgänger, but also he now has Steve replaced by two different Captain America wannabes before he resumes the role: an athlete named Bob Russo, who appears for exactly one page in issue 178 (“If the Falcon Should Fall”) and breaks his arm during his big debut (“So much for this Captain America,” concludes the narrator [17]); and the second one, a young man named Roscoe, who is tortured to death by the Red Skull in the incident that spurs Steve into resuming his established costumed identity.

    Thus while Englehart cannot replace Steve with an entire team of Captain Americas who will represent the broad spectrum of American-ness, his run on the book does actually feature different Caps who stand for different things. In refusing to be Captain America, Steve inadvertently prompts more iterations of the identity he has abandoned (the athlete; Roscoe), but none of them can fill his shoes. This was all several years before “the new guy takes over the mantle” became an overused trope, but it is consistent with one of Englehart’s own recurring motifs: the contrast between personal growth (leading to transcendence) and mere iteration (leading to stagnation). It is only a minor motif for Captain America but will be key to Englehart’s Avengers stories.²⁴

    In his new costumed identity as Nomad: the Man Without a Country, Steve assumes that he can cast off the burden of symbolism and leave politics behind: “Captain America lies behind him, buried in the rubble that is politics, 1974 … / … but a life as a new breed of hero—a hero free to be his own man—ah, that lies ahead …” (Captain America 180:1, “The Coming of the Nomad,” pencils by Sal Buscema).

    This turns out to be a pipe dream: the Nomad sequence shows that there is no escape from politics. His primary adversary, modeled on the Symbionese Liberation Army (Patty Hearst’s kidnappers), is a fanatical group of snake-themed villains called the Serpent Squad. They are led by the new Viper, a woman who had previously been Madame Hydra. Her transformation, the reverse of Steve’s, is indicative; as a leader of Hydra, she ran a criminal organization whose implicitly fascist politics rarely contributed much to the stories. Now she is a militant anti-capitalist fanatic with an apparent death wish.

    Nomad defeats Viper and her Serpent Squad, of course; in issue 182 (“Inferno,” pencils by Frank Robbins), Viper even fulfills the dream of many a fanatic as she appears to die a martyr’s death.²⁵ But the next issue, which has Nomad searching all over New York to find the Falcon, shows that Steve Rogers has little cause for rejoicing. The real lesson he has to learn from the 1970s is not that politicians are corrupt but that there is no escape from politics. It is his fantasy of an apolitical existence that truly makes Captain America a relic. In the course of a few pages, Nomad is confronted by the Falcon’s bitter militant girlfriend Leila, is attacked by a crowd of protesters who vow to carry on and “crush the corporate insect” in Viper’s memory, stumbles upon a bank panic, and is harangued by a passer-by who laments the downfall of the Committee to Regain America’s Principles (“Mark my words: Captain America was the biggest crook of them all!” [183:22]). Finally, he discovers the Falcon, tied up and beaten, along with the crucified body of Roscoe, the fake Captain America tortured to death by the Red Skull.

    When Steve does reclaim the mantle of Captain America, it is after a two-page spread in which he realizes that he misunderstood the lessons of his battle with the Secret Empire. If he neglected to see that there were people leading his country who were “every bit as bad as the Red Skull,” the problem was his own need for simplistic binaries: “I didn’t want to know about those people. The Skull was okay to oppose and still is … / but Number One wasn’t, because he was supposed to be on our side.” The White House suicide led him to think that “the things I believe in were thirty years out of date,” but the real problem was Captain America himself: “If I’d paid more attention to the way American reality differed from the American dream …” (Captain America 183:30–31, “Nomad: No More,” pencils by Frank Robbins).

    And with that, Englehart resolves several problems at once. He reaffirms the value of Captain America as an icon while redefining the relationship between the symbol and the entity it symbolizes. To pretend to be entirely removed from politics is to pretend that the value system he represents need not be connected with anything that is changing in the surrounding world. In forcing Steve Rogers to confront the politics of his day, Englehart gives Captain America a personal arc that, for once, has nothing to do with dead Bucky or World War II. He has also, over the course of his time on the book, shown precisely how a liberal conscientious objector can write Captain America without any objections from his conscience. Fifties Cap defined Steve Rogers in the negative; the real Captain America will not be a jingoistic knee-jerk patriot who is blind to American injustice. Now Englehart has defined Captain America positively, as someone who has faced the challenges of his times and emerged all the stronger.

    So much stronger, in fact, that Englehart can finally have Captain America fight his Nazi archenemy, the Red Skull. This could have been a step backwards (“enough with the attempts at being relevant; let’s beat up a sixty-year-old Nazi”). But the return to form is actually earned. Just as Doctor Strange managed to go through several quests leading to new forms of enlightenment but still return to his Greenwich Village home, Captain America has returned to the iterative adventures of the modern superhero. Englehart was off the book before the Red Skull storyline could be resolved, but it seems likely that, had the writer stayed, the repercussions of Steve Rogers’s personal and political development would have continued to be felt.

    

    Kang Is a Strange Loop

    In terms of sheer impact on the evolving narrative that is the Marvel Universe, Englehart’s most significant comics of the 1970s were his run on The Avengers. Taking over from Roy Thomas in 1972, Englehart stayed with the book until 1976 (the year he left Marvel). Thomas set up a number of through lines for his successor, most notably the mystery of the android Vision’s true origins. Englehart would later say that he only started to write The Avengers well once he stopped trying to imitate Thomas, and in terms of the complexity of the comic’s plot and the intricacies of characterization, that is certainly true.²⁶ But consciously or not, Englehart did follow in Thomas’s footsteps down one particular path: in order for his heroes to develop, they had to dig into their past.

    As I have already noted, Thomas was a diehard enthusiast of the Golden Age of comics; if there was a way to connect current Marvel stories to the ones he read in his youth, he would find it. The most obvious example in Thomas’s Avengers run was when Rick Jones stopped the Kree-Skrull War by manifesting psychic reconstructions of the heroes he (and Thomas) had read about in his childhood. And it was Thomas who came up with the idea that the Vision was not created by the evil Ultron from scratch but was instead a drastically remodeled version of the Golden Age Human Torch (who was also an android).

    While this led to some very good stories (penned by Englehart, since Thomas only had the chance to drop vague hints before leaving the book), the Vision’s 1940s roots would hardly be significant on their own. But they established the model for self-discovery Englehart would use in The Avengers. If in Captain America the writer’s task was to find a way to make this World War II holdover contemporary and forward-looking, in The Avengers his main characters could learn about themselves only through a combination of biography and archaeology, facilitated by what would become Englehart’s master trope for the latter half of his Avengers comics: time travel.

    Time travel drove the plot of The Avengers from issues 129 to 143 (plus three “Giant-Size” issues), but its lasting effects were felt only by those who were simultaneously The Avengers’ central characters and its second-tier heroes. Team books such as The Avengers and, to a lesser extent, The Defenders posed a common challenge for all their writers. Unlike the Fantastic Four, whose membership was relatively stable, and whose characters’ solo adventures were always secondary to the team book, The Avengers and its ilk were designed to attract readers by featuring the company’s most popular characters.²⁷ This meant that The Avengers’ writer had little leeway when it came to the heroes who starred in their own titles; in fact, sometimes those characters would have to leave The Avengers because of circumstances in their own books.²⁸

    As a result, the very characters who drove the comic’s sales were rarely allowed to develop or change over the course of The Avengers’ stories. This is where the minor characters came in: Iron Man and Thor might act within very narrow parameters, but the Vision and the Scarlet Witch, for instance, were entirely fair game. The Avengers shook up their roster on a frequent basis, but for well over a hundred issues, these latter two characters were constants, while others, such as Hawkeye, would occasionally leave but eventually come back. Marvel’s successful formula was the marriage of superheroes to soap opera, and in The Avengers, the soap opera could center only on the characters who did not have books of their own. At its best, The Avengers succeeded through the tried-and-true technique of the bait and switch: come for Iron Man but stay for the Vision.

    With the introduction of Mantis, a character Englehart created, the soap opera quotient increased dramatically: Would Mantis abandon her lover, the Swordsman, in order to steal the Vision from Wanda, the Scarlet Witch, now that the synthezoid had finally confessed his love for her? Even more important than the love triangle/rectangle was that Englehart now had three compelling characters dealing with long-term identity crises.

    Wanda’s problem was relatively straightforward, especially for a heroine created in the 1960s: she needed to gain self-confidence and discover her untapped power. Finally out of the shadow of her overprotective brother Quicksilver, she chafes at the limits of her mutant hex power and finds a new mentor in the figure of Agatha Harkness, an aged sorceress who was the nanny to Reed and Sue Richards’s recently comatose mutant child. Her studies with Miss Harkness create tensions with the Vision because of the competing demands on her time, but she rather quickly (actually, extremely quickly) masters “true witchcraft” and marries her beloved. Her path is not without its bumps, but it follows a pattern familiar from Englehart’s other work: self-discovery and a drive to move ever forward.

    By contrast, Mantis and the Vision have no such clear path ahead of them. Both of them have mysteries in their biography that stretch back before their birth (or, in the Vision’s case, his creation), and each demonstrates the obligation to wrestle with the legacy of the past in order to create a future. Time travel will be the device that allows them to do so, but it also has significant thematic resonance, thanks to the antagonist who makes time travel necessary: Kang the Conqueror.

    Kang was a Stan Lee–era Avengers foe who had not been seen in recent years, but he would suddenly become a fixture for over an entire year (in real time). Englehart explores the usually unacknowledged advantage a time-traveling enemy would have: there was nothing stopping Kang from fleeing a losing battle with the Avengers, resting for a decade or two in the future, and then rejoining the fight only seconds after his departure. In the actual comics, Englehart did not go that far; instead, Kang was featured in issues 129 and Giant-Sized Avengers 2, followed by issues 131–132 and Giant-Sized Avengers 3, Giant-Sized Avengers 4 (at the end of a storyline running in issues 133–135), and 141–143. As the Vision puts it in Avengers 141 (“The Phantom Empire”): “Again? This is getting monotonous!” (14).

    But the monotony was the point. With the resources of nearly all of time and space at his disposal, Kang was determined to resist change. Englehart built on the preexisting Marvel mythology that, in the past of his own personal timeline, Kang had spent years in ancient Egypt as the pharaoh Rama-Tut before returning to the future and taking up the mantle of conqueror. Now he added two presumably inevitable futures that Kang found repulsive: first, that he would grow bored and return to ancient Egypt as Rama-Tut, eventually ending up in the present to thwart his past self (Kang). The second was to tie Kang to an obscure Avengers villain named Immortus, the master of Limbo. As the story progresses, we learn that Rama-Tut is fated to eventually become Immortus.

    On his own, Englehart’s Kang is not particularly interesting, but as a time traveler fighting against his own future, he becomes thematically compelling. Rama-Tut and Immortus are clearly wiser than Kang, and their lack of interest in expanding their power infuriates the man who insisted on putting “the Conqueror” after his name. Unlike all of Englehart’s other characters, Kang has his path to enlightenment mapped out ahead of him. Granted it is convoluted, but if it were more straightforward, it would make little difference. Kang rejects this path entirely. He does not want to rise or advance; he merely wants to win.

    And this is what makes Kang such an appropriate antagonist in the last years of Englehart’s run on The Avengers. What could be a more fitting counterpoint to a story in which Wanda, the Vision, and Mantis all make huge strides forward than a man whose life keeps circling back on itself as he insists on remaining unchanged? In issue 143 (“Right between the Eons!”), Kang is finally not merely defeated but destroyed, eliminating both the future Rama-Tut and Immortus from existence.²⁹ In his quest to conquer time and stave off his own future, Kang inadvertently chooses self-annihilation. This too is consistent with Englehart’s ethos: life can only be about moving forward.

    Instead of progress, Kang always chooses iteration: another attack, another trip in time, even other Kangs from other points on his timeline to attack different Avengers simultaneously (Giant Size Avengers 4, “… Let All Men Bring Together”). Kang embodies the most retrograde tendencies in the Marvel comics of his time. Kang is not change but the illusion of change. A backwards-looking time traveler, he implicitly critiques the superhero temporality that, as Umberto Eco puts it, is trapped in an interactive present. He is the mainstream comics impulse to provide not better but simply more.

    

    Re: Vision

    Though rarely able to sustain a solo series, the Vision has long enjoyed popularity among Marvel readers. He is also a gift to writers, particularly in his early years. Here is a character who is underdeveloped by design, since he is an artificial life form created as an adult, with no past, only a future. Like Pinocchio, the Vision is on a quest to become, if not a real boy, at least a full-fledged individual. So what does Englehart do? He gives him a hitherto undisclosed past.

    To be fair, this was all Roy Thomas’s idea. But Englehart was under no obligation to spend so much time on a dangling subplot consisting of only two hints: the Vision’s unexplained claustrophobia and an enemy robot identifying him as an artificial life form of “three decades’ vintage” when the synthezoid had been active for less than a decade in real time—and still less in Marvel time (issue 102, “What to Do till the Sentinels Come”). Instead, Englehart uses Thomas’s retcon as the stimulus for, and gradual resolution of, the Vision’s identity crisis.

    After a slow-burning near-romance that plays out over several years, the Vision and Wanda the Scarlet Witch finally admit their love for each other. The fact that he is synthetic and she is a mutant could have provided enough drama on its own, but now each of them can move forward in their relationship only by finally coming to terms with their own individual identity. Wanda gains power and assertiveness, while the Vision explores his past in order to see that he is justified in thinking of himself as a man.

    In keeping with Englehart’s use of time travel as a metaphor, the Vision makes his initial discovery thanks to a temporal paradox. Kang has taken over Immortus’s realm of Limbo and brought back heroes and villains from the past to fight the Avengers. Limbo, as depicted in these issues, is a timeless realm in which no events actually amount to anything. Theoretically, the Vision and the rest of the cast of characters could spend eternity there without aging or changing; even death is temporary. In other words, Limbo is the worst type of superhero comic book continuity: just a series of immediately reversible events that have neither ramification nor meaning.

    In Limbo, the Vision is mortally wounded, only to be saved by a revived (original) Human Torch, who discovers that the Vision’s synthetic interiors are identical to his own. That is to say, the Vision’s initial discovery of his past takes place because his prior iteration knows himself so well that he recognizes his own insides when wrapped in an unfamiliar exterior. The Human Torch thus functions not just as the Vision’s previous instantiation but as the incarnation of the very self-knowledge that the synthezoid lacks.

    When Immortus sends the Vision on a journey into the past, the revelations about his life as the Human Torch are intriguing but verge on the obsession with continuity often derided as “fanwank.” Yet the Human Torch’s life story does successfully prefigure some patterns in that of the Vision. A failed science experiment, the Human Torch is repeatedly awakened, captured, killed, and revived, framing him as a passive plaything in the hands of others. But when his deactivated body is taken by the villainous android Ultron 5, his story finally takes on a more individual and emotional resonance.

    Ultron, accidentally created by a mentally disturbed Hank Pym (who, as Ant-Man, was one of the Avengers’ founders), is a robot whose first act was to attempt homicide. Ultron is quite up-front about his “Oedipus complex—the hatred I harbored for my ‘father,’ ” but ultimately, rather than kill Pym, he erases Pym’s memory and embarks on a project of self-reconstruction: “In a mad orgy of transformation I spent a night and a day— / —in becoming the most perfect example of a robot in all the world!” In itself, this reconstruction is a symbolic parricide—by re-creating himself, he becomes his own father (Avengers 135:6, “The Torch Is Passed!).

    In so doing, he also repeats his father’s mistakes, but where Pym’s motives are all subtext (creating artificial life could well be the sublimation of an unfulfilled desire to have the children he and the Wasp would never conceive), Ultron’s are pure text: “I am living out a full, normal lifespan— / —and I want to have a son!/ There must be someone who owes me his life— / so that I may have a trustworthy servant!” (7–8). The fact that he could say such a thing shows the extent of his blind spot, since he himself responded to his “father” with violence rather than fealty.

    After gaining custody of the Human Torch’s inert body, Ultron requires the help of the Torch’s inventor, Phineas Horton. Horton revives the android but deliberately neglects to erase his memory: “I conceived him—myself, with no one’s aid! He come to life under my hands […] / I love him! / He’s the high point of all my days on Earth!” (23). Horton dies, Ultron defeats the Vision and erases his memories, reconfiguring his mind with the brain patterns of the dead Simon Williams (Wonder Man).

    The Vision is satisfied with what he has learned about himself: “Now I know of the courage and love that comprise my heritage … and now I know that I have a heritage … / that I did not spring full-blown from Ultron’s brow … but was, in fact, one of the greatest heroes the world has ever seen!” (31).

    These revelations are a clever rethreading of various skeins of Marvel continuity. But why should they be so crucial for the Vision’s sense of his own personhood? His satisfaction at learning his own backstory resembles that of an adopted child who, in adulthood, finally discovers the story of their biological parents. The mere fact of access to facts is important.

    In the Vision’s case, there is the complication of not having biological parents at all. Just before embarking on one of the most important rituals of human adulthood (marriage), he finds out that, despite his artificial body, he is the culmination of a set of all too human neuroses: Ultron’s Oedipal conflict with Hank Pym and his resulting desire for a son; Horton’s dying acknowledgment that the Torch was his son in all but biology; and the complicated family ties that will arise from the use of Simon Williams’s brain patterns. The sheer messiness of his origin and the complexity of his extra-biological family ties argue in favor of the Vision’s essential humanity.

    

    The Madonna-Whore Complex … in Sp-a-a-a-ace!

    The key figure for any discussion of character growth in Englehart’s Avengers is also the most problematic: Mantis, the half-Vietnamese, half-white “bar girl” (i.e., sex worker) who joined the Avengers, was proclaimed the Celestial Madonna, and married a tree.

    As Englehart himself admits, Mantis was originally designed to be a “slut.”³⁰ That is, she was attractive and sexually adventurous, and would sow discord on the team by hitting on all the men. And indeed, very soon after she becomes affiliated with the team thanks to her romantic relationship with their sometimes foe, sometimes ally the Swordsman, her eye wanders toward men who are stronger and more impressive than her current paramour. In particular, she flirts with the Vision, thereby complicating his budding romance with Wanda the Scarlet Witch.

    Her attraction to the Vision makes thematic sense; as it turns out, among the things they have in common is a set of mysteries about their own pasts. Libra, a former member of the villainous Zodiac cartel, not only declares himself to be her father but also claims that she was raised by the Priests of Pama, a mysterious sect who helped her develop both her martial arts and her “empathic nature” (a kind of generalized psychic talent). Initially convinced that Libra is lying (she remembers growing up on the streets of Saigon), she eventually comes to doubt her own memories. To complicate things further, a star appears above Avengers Mansion, which, according to Kang the Conqueror, means that one of the women residing there is the “Celestial Madonna,” who is destined to give birth to the next messiah. Mantis is revealed to be the Madonna, the Swordsman sacrifices his life in battle with Kang, and now she and the Avengers have to work out what it all means.

    Mantis’s discoveries about her origins run in parallel to the Vision’s: each of them has been sent on a tour of the past by the time-traveling Immortus, guided by a “Synchro-Staff” whose job is to narrate the events. The Vision travels alone, but Mantis is accompanied by several of her teammates. And while the Vision’s origins go back decades before his activation, Mantis’s, much to everyone’s surprise, go back millennia. In order to tell her story, the Synchro-Staff has to show them the rise of the Kree from caveKree days to their never-ending war with the shape-shifting Skrulls. The result is more than the localized continuity implants that connect the Vision to the original Human Torch; here, Englehart creates a mythology that Marvel exploits to this very day.

    The Skrulls, initially a peace-loving, scientifically advanced species, land on the Kree homeworld of Hala and offer the opportunity of uplifting the natives to their level. For reasons that are never explained, the Skrulls will work with only one species per world, so they organize a competition between the humanoid Kree and the telepathic plant people known as the Cotati. The Kree build the mysterious city on earth’s moon that later becomes home to the Watcher, while the Cotati grow a garden. When the Skrulls choose the Cotati, the Kree massacre the plant people to the point of near-extinction, slaughter the Skrulls, steal their technology, and initiate the endless Kree-Skrull Wars.

    What does all this have to do with Mantis? A few of the Cotati survived, allying themselves with a pacifist faction called the Priests of Pama. The Kree Supreme Intelligence allowed the Priests to disperse throughout the galaxy, bringing the plants with them on the sly. One outpost was on earth, or, to be more precise, in Vietnam. Mantis was trained by the priests and developed her empathic abilities under the influence of the Cotati. She was raised to be the “perfect human,” and therefore had her memories erased so she could experience humanity among ordinary humans, on the streets of Saigon.

    In other words, Mantis has a destiny. Grand as that may sound, it also means that very little about the course of her life has to do with choices she herself makes. In this too she is like the Vision, who, in both his lives, has too often been a puppet in the hands of various Gepettos. But for the Vision, the exploration of his past teaches him that he can be more assertive and live as a “man.” Mantis, whose assertiveness has always been one of her most salient characteristics, must accept that she is the product of millennia of planning and fulfill her destiny. Earth’s eldest Cotati has reanimated the Swordsman’s corpse (“a gift,” he says), and provides her one last lesson to which the reader is not privy: Mantis touches her forehead to the tree’s bark and suddenly understands everything. Of course she will marry the tree.

    While Mantis’s story unfolds, Englehart is also writing Captain Marvel, a character whose passivity he found so frustrating that he wrote the problem into the story. Unlike all the other characters discussed in this chapter, Mantis is Englehart’s own creation; no one at Marvel could have cared about her as much as he did. But Englehart also has a high comfort level with gendered essentialism (see the discussion of “womanhood” in the Dormammu storyline of Doctor Strange, for example). Mantis grows tremendously from her first appearance, at least in part because all Englehart initially knew about her was that she was a “slut.” But everything about her destiny results from her femininity. She flirts with the various male Avengers in order to better understand her humanity, and her value as the Celestial Madonna is entirely dependent on men. She will marry a powerful man (not Kang but the Cotati), bringing together two species, in order to give birth to the (male) messiah. In her early appearances, Mantis comes off as self-confident, if not self-absorbed (her bizarre verbal tic of referring to herself as “this one” instead of “I” notwithstanding). Her path toward greater complexity is, unlike that of everyone else in this chapter with the possible exception of Doctor Strange, a matter of kenosis (emptying out). Her transcendence downplays her individual ego in favor of what she represents: a gender, a species, and a possible better future.

    Englehart’s running theme of transcendence and expanded consciousness works on a number of levels, which in itself is part of the point. After all, one of the biggest obstacles transcended in Englehart’s 1970s Marvel stories is the conventions of the genre in which he works: the superhero story. The other writers in this book get around these restrictions by moving as far away from the genre as the material, the market, and editorial supervision will allow them. To use Englehart’s own characters as a metaphor, they want to be Mantis: to transcend by leaving things behind. But Mantis, for Englehart, is the exception, and her departure was probably conditioned as much by his reluctance to see her written by anyone else. Otherwise, Englehart embraces the eternal return of Marvel temporality, the iterative character of transcendence within a never-ending serial story structure. Rather than resisting the conventions of the superhero, Englehart finds a way to make them work on his behalf. Like the many Marvel characters who manage to hold entire conversations while engaged in pitched battle, his protagonists can multitask. They can fight evil and defeat the bad guy while reassessing their lives, reevaluating their politics, and discovering the hidden truths of the universe. Maybe heroes can’t stop poverty, corruption, or general anomie by punching them in the face, but they can raise their own consciousness while battling their foes.
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      25 Eventually she gets better. These are superhero comics, after all.
    

    
      26 Steve Englehart, introduction to Marvel Masterworks: The Avengers , vol. 12, by Steve Englehart and Bob Brow, with Sal Buscema (New York: Marvel, 2012).
    

    
      27 Members of the Fantastic Four would leave and be replaced, but always temporarily; no experienced reader doubted that the team would refer to its original membership of Reed, Sue, Ben, and Johnny.
    

    
      28 This was the case with Captain America during his Nomad days, but since Englehart wrote both books, coordination was presumably simple.
    

    
      29 At least until later writers decided to bring them all back.
    

    
      30 Howe, Marvel Comics, 160.
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    Crouching Tiger, Running Commentary

    Doug Moench on the Margins of Marvel

    

    In 1976, together with artist Mike Ploog, Doug Moench created an epic fantasy sequence called Weirdworld.¹ An early attempt at cashing in on the renewed interest in Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings, the comics themselves are noteworthy for Ploog’s beautiful artwork, but not for much else. Still, the very name “Weirdworld” points to the way in which Moench’s best comics stood out.

    Doug Moench is a poor candidate for the status of comics auteur. Nor was he associated with any of Marvel’s biggest commercial hits. His 1970s résumé contains few mainstream superheroes; there was an interesting run on the black-and-white Rampaging Hulk and Hulk magazines (1977–78 and 1978–1980), a pedestrian stint on Captain Marvel (1978–79), and a small number of scattered issues of other superhero titles here and there.² In the early 1980s, before he left for DC, his superhero work increased, with Fantastic Four (1980–81), Thor (1981–1983), and his own co-creation Moon Knight (1980–1983).³ Moon Knight garnered a fair amount of acclaim, primarily for the outstanding and inventive pencils of Bill Sienkiewicz.

    Despite his relative isolation from superhero comics, the 1970s were a busy time for Moench. Yet his wide and varied output contains few titles that would suggest prestige. He tried his hand at virtually every subgenre the company published, making it difficult to posit a “typical” Moench comic. Many of these were the sorts of assignments that his colleagues were unlikely to covet. Moench did more than his fair share of licensed tie-ins and public domain characters: Godzilla, Shogun Warriors, The Monster of Frankenstein, and one that exceeded all expectations, the black-and-white Planet of the Apes magazine (1974–1977), for which Moench adapted all five films and wrote a great deal of original material, including two long-running features set in the Planet of the Apes continuity. His very best work was spread out over three distinct genres: near-future proto-cyberpunk (Deathlok the Demolisher), horror (Werewolf by Night), and martial arts / espionage (Master of Kung Fu). What these three comics have in common (besides the Moench byline) is that what is going on in the protagonist’s head is every bit as interesting as what he is doing with his hands, guns, or claws.

    In these comics, Moench uses an apparently simple technique: first-person narrative captions. By no means did he invent them; Werewolf by Night was structured around such captions long before Moench took over the title. There is, in fact, nothing particularly radical about the concept. First-person captions appear to be a straightforward equivalent to the voice-over sometimes used in film and television. But their actual form and function are more of a hybrid. Like the voice-over, the captions are linked in time and space to the action unfolding before the viewer, serving as a parallel track. But because they come to the reader in written prose rather than as the spoken word, they are assimilated differently. The voice of the narrator, rather than emanating from an actor, is the product of the reader’s own consciousness (or perhaps subconscious) interacting with the words. The narrator has a voice, but any attempt to concentrate on it enough to describe it is usually in vain. A film or television show can be ruined by a narrator with an unpleasant or distracting voice, but this is a problem unlikely to be encountered in prose or comics.

    In comics, a first-person narrator has some advantage over certain other narrative forms prevalent at Marvel in the 1960s and 1970s. He (all my examples in this chapter are, unfortunately, male) does not fall into the Stan Lee trap of describing what the reader can see on the page, nor is he engaging in detailed descriptions of the general setting or mood (as we will see Don McGregor do in chapter 5). Finally, and most important, he is usually not engaging in an inexplicable oral monologue (as Marv Wolfman’s Dracula so often does). For reasons that might have to do with habit or tradition, Marvel characters who narrate aloud usually do so in a melodramatic mode, tossing around exclamation marks as though they were trying to meet a punctuation quota. In captions, the tone tends to be more subdued.

    In Moench’s hands, first-person narration does double duty, bringing the reader into the hero’s head while also setting a mood that is more contemplative and detached.

    

    The Soul of an Old Machine

    In the back pages of Astonishing Tales 25 (August 1974), which introduced a new character called Deathlok the Demolisher, co-creators Doug Moench and Rich Buckler discuss their collaborative process:

    

    Rb: I keep telling you. We think alike—cinematically.

    Dm: But it wasn’t just that. It was more than just sharing a common desire to tell the story in cinematic terms. We actually thought alike as far as the story was concerned.

    Rb: So mention that in the article too. And say something about how we’ve tried to use simultaneous progression.

    Dm: You mean having one thing happening in the dialogue while something else is happening in the pictures … ?

    Rb: Not just that, but also having the backgrounds tell something in addition to what’s happening in the foregrounds (27).⁴

    

    The combination of “cinematic” storytelling with a concern for parallel narration is a feature of some of Moench’s best work (particularly his collaboration with Paul Gulacy on Master of Kung Fu). But it is also a glimpse into the medium’s future. Using film techniques on the comics page was well established, particularly in the 1960s work of Jim Steranko. But on Deathlok, which is narrated by multiple voices within the same panels, Moench and Buckler use cinema to transcend cinema in an early attempt to do in comics what cannot be done in film.⁵

    The series’ narrative conceit, involving disparate voices arguing within Deathlok’s head, was Moench’s idea. Buckler and Moench highlight the book’s polyphonic approach:

    

    Dm: And let me tell you, having him locked in this machine-like death really started to get complicated as far as the dialogue was concerned …

    Rb: Blame yourself for that; it was your idea to play pinball in his head.

    Dm: Yeah, well … I think it’s worth it, even if Deathlok takes me twice as long to write as any of the other books I’m doing.⁶

    

    Just twelve years later, this would be one of the signature accomplishments of Alan Moore’s and Dave Gibbons’s graphic novel Watchmen, where various narrators are identified by the shape and color of their captions, and where nearly everything contained in said captions is explicitly talking about something that we cannot see on the page, while implicitly serving as a counterpoint to the panel’s action.⁷ In 2003, what was once an experimental technique went mainstream in Jeph Loeb and Ed McGuiness’s Superman/Batman, which had both title characters narrate in captions in the same panels, distinguished by color and by symbol. But Moench and Buckler were using this technique in Deathlok years before it went mainstream.

    In his original incarnation, Deathlok headlined Astonishing Tales from 1974 through 1976 (issues 25–28, 30–36), before sporadically bouncing around the Marvel Universe for several more years, and eventually getting killed and replaced by other, more popular versions of the character.⁸ Moench did not actually create Deathlok but was a crucial part of the character’s adventures for the first year, credited as scripter or co-plotter for issues 25–27 and 30 and “writer” for issue 31. The credits for Deathlok’s first appearance state that it was “conceived, plotted, & drawn” by Rich Buckler, the creator and driving force behind the character. But while Buckler developed the book’s striking visuals, it was Moench who established the narrative structure.

    Set in what was then the dismal but largely recognizable near-future of the 1990s, Deathlok tells the story of Luther Manning, an American soldier turned into a cyborg after his death in combat. His transformation is not entirely a resurrection; his dead flesh is still dead, drawn as gray and corpse-like next to the shiny silver of his mechanical parts. Even his brain has been partially replaced by computer circuitry. General Harlan Ryker meant him to be an unstoppable, inhuman killing machine, but Deathlok proved more complicated and intransigent. To the surprise of his creators, the cyborg has retained Luther’s original consciousness in addition to the computer that was supposed to be the body’s sole pilot.

    Deathlok is a new variation on the Marvel monster hero. We have seen the Jekyll/Hyde dynamic of the Hulk, the eventual synthesis of Ben Grimm’s insides and the Thing’s outsides, and the many silent or near-silent, occasionally non-sentient monsters alluded to so far. Deathlok is a hybrid: not just half-machine but half-corpse. His in-story creators clearly intended him to be a cybernetic zombie, directed by a computer and unburdened by any vestiges of his humanity. Yet for reasons never precisely explained, Deathlok, rather than being an empty husk, has a surplus of selfhood. The first page of his very first appearance (“A Cold Knight’s Frenzy”) drops the reader into a narrative muddle, with the computer providing the simple facts in block letters (“Identity confirmed; target established”) and another voice, represented in italics, turning the events into a prose poem (“hated animal response etched livid and stuffed with bright horror’s screaming lust to live”).⁹

    Already by page 2, it becomes easier to differentiate the voices. The computer continues speaking in block letters, its captions blue and usually rounded. Luther Manning himself uses a normal font in rectangular yellow boxes, as the computer issues commands while Luther argues for a more emotional approach:

    

    Computer: Fire. Repeat: fire.

    Luther: No. Not yet. Let ’im suffer. Let me savor his fear.

    Computer: Incorrect response. Unacceptable. Implies emotion; emotion precluded by nature.

    Luther:Stuff it. I’m gonna see ’im squirm. And if that’s emotion, it’s the only one: hate and contempt for his flesh-and-blood guts.

    

    When Deathlok finally fires on his target, the mysteriously poetic third voice (in green boxes) breaks in:

    

    Third voice: Feel the exquisite pleasure of our flex-steel fingers vise-squeezing a streaking spurt of ripping searing boring light.

    Computer: I feel.

    Luther: And I feel it too.

    Third voice: See the hated human target stiffen in beautiful agony, spitting crimson shrieks of death.

    Computer: Of liquidation.

    Luther: Of death. (Astonishing Tales 25:2)

    

    As this example shows, the interplay of the three voices could succeed and fail at the same time. This polylogue is evocative and emotional but incredibly confusing, especially for the second page of a new feature.¹⁰ For some reason, the computer is using the first-person singular (“I”) and expressing an emotion, while the identity of the third voice is a complete mystery. In the very next issue (Astonishing Tales 26, “The Enemy: Us”), after another stream-of-consciousness contribution from this voice (“feel spurting death slicing through scarlet-ripped hated human flesh destroying killing slashing cutting beauty”), Luther asks, “Y’know, ’Puter, I been wondering—is it you or me who contributed the sick streak to our third personality?” The computer’s response: “Both” (27).

    The third voice’s recognition by the other two only makes its presence more jarring. If its captions had simply been left in the panels unremarked, the voice could have been chalked up to some sort of extradiegetic effect, like mood music heard by an audience but not the characters. As it is, the third voice disappears as soon as Moench stops scripting, reducing the narration to a much more comprehensible dialogue. But the question remains: What was that voice doing there in the first place?

    It turns out that Deathlok’s hybridity (part machine, part corpse) is replicated at multiple levels. Deathlok looks like he should be a mindless monster, and that is how his in-story creators designed him, but in fact he is an entirely different kind of fictional device: Deathlok is a machine that cannot stop producing interiority effects. The first two voices correspond to his human and cybernetic halves, but neither one is entirely Deathlok. The third voice that arises to the surprise of the other two is identified by the computer as a synthesis; he is what happens when two halves start to make a new whole.

    

    
    Figure 12. Rich Buckler and Doug Moench, “A Cold Knight’s Frenzy,” Astonishing Tales 25:2.

    

    Astonishing Tales Featuring Deathlok, the comic, is even more preoccupied with interiority than Deathlok the character. In the end of the very first issue, we find that he is not the only person in the book who is part of a human-machine interface. General Ryker’s lover Nina accidentally discovers that the back of his head is a computer port. Subsequently, he turns her into an organic processor for his “omni-computer” in order to have it guide an unmanned tank. As is fitting for a comic in which the protagonist’s multiple personalities have their thoughts visually manifested on nearly every page, the title has little regard for the boundaries between the internal and the external.

    Finally, the same dynamic applies to the comic as physical object and commodity. The comic’s covers promise pulp sci-fi adventure with a high body count, but the pages inside are all about what it is like to be inside this cyborg’s head. In other words, the comic is more than it seems—an assertion made by many a frustrated comics apologist in the 1970s.

    

    Man and Beast

    Much of Marvel’s output in the 1970s now looks like it was the product of an algorithm designed to generate increasingly awkward titles. Given Moench’s avowed preference for comics on the margins, it was inevitable that he would get more than his fair share. Which brings us to Werewolf by Night.

    Like Tomb of Dracula (see chapter 4), Werewolf by Night was the product of an informal committee. Roy Thomas came up with the idea, co-plotted the origin with Jean Thomas, and gave the assignment to writer Gerry Conway and artist Mike Ploog.¹¹ Stan Lee thought up the name. The first story appeared in the tryout title Marvel Spotlight (issue 2, “Night of Full Moon—Night of Fear!,” February 1972), paving the way for the Werewolf’s own series later that year. The series was passed from writer to writer until Moench took over with issue 20 (“Eye of the Wolf,” August 1974), staying on until the series’ cancellation (“The Terrible Threat of the Tri-Animan!,” issue 43, March 1977). Though he did not create the title character and made only a few changes to the series’ supporting cast, Moench stayed with the series the longest, almost always working with artist Don Perlin.

    Werewolf by Night was never a particularly satisfying name. For one thing, it’s obvious: When else is a werewolf supposed to come out? For another, it was increasingly far-fetched, as Moench developed more and more ways to bring the creature out during the daytime. Worst of all, it was a title that could not easily be applied to the character within the story (“Look! It’s the Werewolf by Night!”). Generally, he was just referred to as the Werewolf.

    By day (and by nights without a full moon), the Werewolf was Jack Russell, whose grandfather, after daring to read and transcribe a forbidden grimoire called the Darkhold, was afflicted with lycanthropy. The curse was passed down to his son and grandson when they turned eighteen. Throughout the series, Jack, his friend Buck Cowan, his eventual love interest (a young woman psychic named Topaz), and his younger sister Lissa search in vain for a cure.

    The premise for Werewolf by Night places the comic squarely in the Jekyll-and-Hyde tradition of alternating opposing selves, most notably developed in Marvel’s Hulk stories. Most versions of the Hulk, however, could speak, at least to some extent. The Werewolf, by contrast, was, like Frankenstein’s Monster, Man-Thing, and N’Kantu the Living Mummy, inarticulate, growling and howling and, except in his earliest adventures, not shown to have any thoughts of his own. Moench’s predecessors on the title came up with an elegant solution to the problem presented by a functionally mute, mindless protagonist: the stories were narrated by the Werewolf’s alter ego, Jack. It was Jack’s voice that spoke to the reader through the captions, providing continuity of action and character that could cross day and night, man and wolf. This also gives the book a more modern feel than many of its contemporaries, in that (like Deathlok) it avoids thought balloons.

    But privileging Jack’s voice also frees the writer from having to bother giving the Werewolf any of his own psychological traits or quirks—he is simply a beast. Imagine the Hulk’s stories narrated by Bruce Banner; this would either detract from the monster’s own characterization or turn the comic into a duel between first-person voices: the Hulk as Deathlok. Instead, Werewolf by Night turns the multiple personality problem into a single personality problem. In the narration, sometimes Jack uses “I” when describing the Werewolf’s actions and feelings, and sometimes calls him “the Werewolf.”

    This approach to the characterization of the protagonist(s) was made before Moench came on board, but its ramifications become clear as soon as he rid himself of the dangling plotlines he inherited from previous writers. Issues 22 (“The Face of the Fiend”) and 23 (“The Murderer Is a Maniac”) have the Werewolf facing off against Atlas, a handsome actor who was hideously disfigured in a fire. Obviously unhinged, Atlas is a “monster” who is still simply a new iteration of his previous self. By contrast, Jack/the Werewolf looks like a classic dual personality, despite the continuity of Jack’s narration. The last panel of the story both reinforces and undermines Jack’s dual self: “The werewolf huddled in the greasy squalor of filth and garbage, licking his wounds and dreading the dawn. As usual, he didn’t know what had happened. Dawn wouldn’t be quite so kind to Jack Russell” (Werewolf by Night 23:31). They are two entities, but it is Jack who has the burdens of consciousness and comprehension.

    The nature of Jack’s dilemma is made clearer in the storyline that followed. Issues 24–26 see Jack and Buck track down Winston Redditch, a scientist who is on the verge of distilling the human personality into purely good or purely bad versions of the original self. Buck thinks this research might help Jack solve his own lycanthropic predicament. Unfortunately for them, Redditch has just made a breakthrough and tested the serum on himself. Even worse, his wife, while dusting the lab, inadvertently swapped the “bad” formula for the “good” one. Redditch has transformed into DePrayve, his own personal Mr. Hyde.

    There is nothing particularly original about the DePrayve/Redditch story. Indeed, it is so familiar that Moench is able to convey their relationship as much through shorthand (explicit references to Robert Louis Stevenson’s novel) as DePrayve’s melodramatic proclamations (“Redditch is dead! I killed him!” [24:16]). Instead, the story works thanks to its implicit contrast with Jack/the Werewolf. Jack’s alter ego is nonverbal; Redditch’s won’t shut up. And all he wants to talk about is how much he is not Redditch.

    When Jack finally does get hold of Redditch’s “good” serum, it has no effect on him. No explicit reason is given within the story, but then Buck never makes a convincing case for why the serum should work on Jack in the first place. The obvious answer would be that science cannot remove a magical curse, but there is another possible reason that is much more thematically consistent. In postulating that Redditch’s research could help Jack, Buck has latched on to a faulty metaphor. Even if we assume that “good” and “evil” are relevant categories for scientific inquiry, they are not appropriate labels for the Jack/Werewolf dyad. Jack is good, of course, but there is no reason to assume that he is an absolute paragon of virtue. Nor can the Werewolf, a creature of instinct, truly be called evil. And most important, they are not diametrically opposed personalities. Jack’s recall of the Werewolf’s actions varies in its accuracy according to the needs of the plot, but the very fact of Jack’s continuous first-person narration demonstrates a continuity of consciousness rather than a rupture.

    

    Body and Soul

    Issues 27–37 of Werewolf by Night are when Moench really hit his stride, after which there was one more multipart storyline (38–41) and an ill-conceived pair of issues that moved the character closer to the superhero genre in what must have been a last-ditch attempt to stave off cancellation. (Why else would Werewolf by Night have had Iron Man as a guest star?) Of these eleven issues, 32 and 33 are probably best remembered as a milestone, since they featured the introduction of Moon Knight (co-created by Moench and longtime Werewolf by Night artist Don Perlin). Issue 31 (“Death in White”) is an unusually disturbing story in which Jack, Topaz, Buck, Buck’s new girlfriend Elaine, and her young daughter Buttons are snowed in at a ski resort during the full moon. Buttons gets lost; Jack turns into the Werewolf and is about to attack her before she is saved by Buck, whom the Werewolf mauls and leaves for dead.

    To an even greater extent than the Redditch trilogy, the two storylines that bracket the ski resort and Moon Knight issues are fairly complex thematizations of the problem of interiority and selfhood, all through the metaphors of magic. Issues 27–30 finally address the long-running question of whether or not Jack’s sister Lissa will become a werewolf at eighteen (the answer is yes, although it gets more complicated) while delving further into the character of Topaz thanks to the group’s confrontation with her enemy, a bald sorcerer named Doctor Glitternight who emits mystic light from the center of his chest. Glitternight, who (of course) wants to take over the world, tends to do two things with his power: move souls in and out of bodies and corrupt any soul that falls under his sway.

    Created by Marv Wolfman and Mike Ploog in Werewolf by Night 13 (“His Name Is Taboo,” January 1974), Topaz is the blond, white-skinned adopted daughter of a Punjabi sorcerer named Taboo (bonus points to anyone who can effectively decolonize this sentence). She has natural psychic abilities and quickly develops a rapport with both Jack and the Werewolf. Moench had just returned her to the series right before the Glitternight arc, setting the stage for a possible romantic relationship between Topaz and Jack. In issue 27 (“The Amazing Doctor Glitternight”), she finally explains where she has been and what has happened to her.

    After returning to India to try to revive her waning powers, she meets Glitternight, whom she remembers as a colleague of her deceased father, Taboo. Glitternight hypnotizes her and then draws her soul out of her mouth as ectoplasm. He places it within a large clear egg, which he bathes in his energy to turn it completely opaque. Now her soul has been transformed into a hideous monster, a creature that the Werewolf fights at the very beginning of the issue.

    This turns out to be the key motif of the Glitternight story: the evil mage repeatedly takes souls from bodies, incubates them, and transforms them into flesh, in a kind of satanic inversion of the Christian miracle of Incarnation. He does this to Topaz a second time at the end of issue 27, and this is what emerges: “It was beyond words, that thing—a slick schemer[’]s scene of slimy sordid sin … / “Topaz’[s] sin” (27:27).

    In the next issue we discover that Topaz’s father still exists, as a disembodied spirit. Upon his death, Glitternight found him, did his soul/egg trick, and drew forth his ghost. But whereas Glitternight usually corrupts the innocent, this time he horrifies the previously villainous Taboo into opposing him. Taboo explains, “He proposed the methodical murder of every person on earth—after which he and I would set their souls free—/—to create from them an army of hideous, subservient demons” (28:23).

    Glitternight’s bizarre alchemy is almost a pathology, or at the very least a repetition compulsion. He simply cannot tolerate the fact that so many bodies roam the earth, containing souls. Instead, he must kill the bodies, steal their souls, and turn them back into something approaching physical matter (i.e., bodies). He must make the interior manifest, but in the process, he must also corrupt it, molding it into a newly monstrous exterior.

    The timing of the group’s conflict with Glitternight could not be worse. Glitternight attacks them just before sunset on the night of the first full moon since Lissa’s eighteenth birthday. She starts to change, but Topaz and Taboo combine their powers to try to prevent her transformation. Lissa is bathed with moonlight and Glitternight’s energy rays at the same time, turning her into something more than an ordinary werewolf. Long-tailed, blue-furred, and bat-eared, with the ability to shoot flames from her eyes, by the end of issue 28 (“A Sister of Hell”) Lissa has become a “Were-Demon.” It almost goes without saying that she and the Werewolf are going to fight.

    The fight takes place over the course of the following issue, providing the perfect vehicle for Moench’s first-person parallel narrative technique. A battle between two nonverbal monsters might well have its visual appeal, and the fight is well choreographed by Perlin (a talented visual storyteller whose old-fashioned style meant that he would never be a fan favorite).¹² But the emotional resonance would have to be supplied by the words.

    The stage is set with a thematic splash page that has a giant Were-Demon facing off against the Werewolf as he stands on the stone letters that form the issue’s title (“A Sister of Hell”), in a move straight out of Will Eisner’s The Spirit:

    

    A nightmare: my little sister Lissa was about ten. I was a few years older. She looked up to me, raising a skinned elbow, and cried for sympathy. / Years passed. Full moons, hideous and glaring, came and went. Now I looked up at Lissa, but neither wanting nor knowing how to cry. Besides, I’d get no sympathy form the monstrous thing which was once my little sister … / You see, through the years and under the moon, we had both changed for the worse. (29:1)

    

    Two pages later, the narration restates the conflict while also reminding the reader of the Werewolf/Jack’s complicated ontological status:

    

    It was brother against sister, and not even the Civil War could’ve mustered an equivalently insane frenzy. / But in all fairness to the Werewolf, it must be remembered that the concept and significance of sibling loyalty was alien to him. / He was a beast—completely unaware that his human alter-ego, Jack Russell (me!) even had a sister … or what that mean to him/me once the moon went down … / But as innocent as the Werewolf might’ve been, I’ll never forget one screaming truth: the Werewolf was me … / … and I was doing my very best to maul my little sister straight into death and beyond. (29:3)

    

    A few pages later, the narrator once again frames the Werewolf’s violent fight with the Were-Demon in terms of their shared (and temporarily forgotten) childhood conflicts:

    

    Looking back on it all, I get a flash where in this crazy castled hell of sorcery and savagery / Was reality? Where—?! / Another nightmare: we would play-fight, Lissa and I, when we were young and stuffed with too much television. She was always the good guy and I was the bad. The roles were locked … / … and so we’d wrestle around on the living room rug, giggling, panting, more often tickling than fighting. [This is a caption floating above a panel showing the Were-Demon slashing the Werewolf’s face with her claws.]

    One of these sessions stands out more vividly than the others. I had underestimated Lissa’s strength, and she’d succeeded in throwing me off-balance … / My arm flailed in reflex panic and I struck her across the side of her head. Hard. [In this panel the Werewolf mauls the Were-Demon’s face.]

    She cried for ten minutes, then demanded that I kiss it better. / I refused, on the unspoken grounds that it was too mushy and wouldn’t do any good anyway. / I was wrong. (7)

    

    Now Glitternight has corrupted and transformed the two women closest to Jack (first Topaz, then Lissa). Glitternight is temporarily captured, and both were-creatures survive the night, but they still have to face the following night’s full moon (and Glitternight’s escape from their captivity).

    

    
    Figure 13. Doug Moench and Don Perlin, “A Sister of Hell,” Werewolf by Night 29:7.

    

    First, though, Jack has a late-afternoon nightmare about a battle between the Werewolf and Were-Demon, but with the human heads of Jack and Lissa. In an inversion of their previous fight, the captions now describe what is actually happening rather than the past, but this time the human-headed Werewolf is “I.” Jack’s perspective is completely subsumed within that of the Werewolf, while the Were-Demon with his sister’s head tries to reassert their original identities: “No, Jack! It’s me—Lissa—!!” (30:11).

    Soon after he wakes, the moon rises, and Jack becomes the Werewolf. Yet now the Werewolf’s motivations are a mix of his and Jack’s, as though following up on the metaphor implied by Jack’s nightmare: “ ‘Sister’ was a concept he could never grasp, but the need to find her was trapped somewhere in the transformational void between my id and the beast’s vapid ego …” (16).

    The Freudian terminology is jarring here. It superimposes a tripartite notion of the self onto the Jack-Werewolf relationship, although if we see the Werewolf here as a kind of synthesis of himself and Jack, one could stretch the point and say that the result is a triadic self. But the assignment of id to Jack and ego to the Werewolf looks like a mistake: Shouldn’t the Werewolf be entirely id, while Jack’s ego is evident in the narration itself? If we give Moench the benefit of the doubt, this distribution of Freudian concepts further supports the muddle that is the Jack/Werewolf identity. On the one hand, Jack calls the Werewolf’s ego “vapid,” and we have already seen that the beast doesn’t really have a personality, but on the other hand, the constant slippage between “I” and “the Werewolf” in Jack’s narration is evidence that Jack does not really know where he stops and the wolf begins.

    When the Werewolf encounters Lissa, she has already changed into the Were-Demon, and this time Glitternight has drawn forth her soul from her mouth as ectoplasm, transforming it into a glowing yellow-and-orange leash extending from his chest around her neck. Topaz is aghast, immediately understanding what has happened, and taken aback yet again when the ghost of Taboo announces his decision to sacrifice his own soul to save Lissa. Turning back into ectoplasm, Taboo slides into Lissa’s mouth, whereupon she regains human form.¹³

    This scenario will play itself out again in the haunted house storyline (issues 34–37), in which skeletons and skulls are hidden inside houses and statues, souls turn into physical material, and a ghost sacrifices his afterlife to save Buck.¹⁴ Such sacrifices do not result in any changes to Lissa’s or Buck’s personality, despite the substitution of Lissa’s original soul with that of an old magician and Buck’s with that of a man long dead. Souls in Werewolf by Night are both utterly individual (the ghost of Taboo has Taboo’s personality) and shockingly fungible: it does not seem to matter whose soul a character has; the important thing is simply to have one. The soul can be a vehicle for subjectivity (Taboo again), but it is also an ethereal substance that magic easily turns material and even impersonal. For a comic steeped in the folk horror traditions of Europe, Werewolf by Night proves almost Buddhist in its separation of the soul from one’s ordinary sense of self. Perhaps Moench’s use of the term “vapid ego” to describe the Werewolf is not as erroneous as it first seems. The Werewolf and Jack share a soul, but it is Jack who has enough sense of self to be able to be somehow co-present with the Werewolf as first-person narrator.

    

    Orange Is the New Black Belt

    Moench’s longest sustained work at Marvel is also his most critically acclaimed: Master of Kung Fu. He began with the second half of issue 20 (September 1974) and ended with issue 122 (“The Madhouse Effect,” March 1983), missing only two issues along the way (64 and 121), but more than making up for them with annuals, quarterlies, specials, and contributions to the black-and-white magazine Deadly Hands of Kung Fu (which ran from April 1974 through February 1977).¹⁵ Yet despite the accomplishments of Moench and his collaborators, Master of Kung Fu (MOKF) has had a difficult afterlife, primarily because of the original sins that haunt the series to this day.¹⁶

    Shang-Chi (the protagonist of Master of Kung Fu) was created by Steve Englehart and Jim Starlin, although they did not stay with the series all that long (Moench took over after just a few issues). Just as Marvel’s horror characters were a response to the genre’s revival in film, MOKF (along with Iron Fist) was an attempt to cash in on a then-current fad: the 1970s martial arts boom. This period is now best remembered for the films of Bruce Lee, but the real impetus for MOKF was Kung Fu, an American television series that whitewashed the genre by casting David Carradine as the half-American/half-Chinese Shaolin monk Kwai Chang Caine. The show’s combination of martial arts action and faux-Eastern philosophy resulted in a hit that lasted from 1972 through 1975.

    Englehart originally was hoping that Marvel could simply license the show, but editor Roy Thomas, whose affection for Golden Age comics characters and pulp heroes I have already noted, had a different idea: licensing the characters associated with Sax Rohmer’s early twentieth-century pulp villain Fu Manchu. This was a decision that would lead to several powerful storylines and fascinating character development, but it would also impose a burden that the comic would never really escape. On a pragmatic level, the Fu Manchu connection hindered attempts at reprinting the comics years later, after the license had expired, and would prompt subsequent writers to either use Fu Manchu without referring to him by name, or eventually reveal that the unspoken name Fu Manchu was actually a pseudonym to disguise his real name (now said to be Zheng Zhu).

    But those are mere technicalities. The real problem is the undeniable racism that surrounds Fu Manchu in the original novels, the movie adaptations, and in MOKF itself. Usually depicted with his characteristic droopy mustache, talon-like fingernails, and hypnotic stare, Fu Manchu was described in his first appearance as “the Yellow Peril incarnate in one man” (Rohmer 19). When fighting against the virtuous (and, of course, white) Denis Nayland Smith, he availed himself of weapons including magic potions, venomous vermin, seductive “Oriental” women, and all manner of treachery. It is difficult to imagine redeeming such a character from the bigotry that birthed him, and if it is possible, it will not be because his white creator’s racism was countered by subsequent white writers’ good intentions.¹⁷ Already a problem to readers paying attention in the 1970s, in the twenty-first century Fu Manchu is positively radioactive.

    Unfortunately, the racial blind spots are not limited to Fu Manchu. The coloring process used by comics at the time provided a limited range of hues; by the late 1970s, newly introduced Asian and Asian American characters in the book were depicted with skin tones that did not differ so starkly from those used for Caucasians. This was too late for characters who had been around longer, such as the occasional antagonist Shadow Stalker, whose skin was colored banana yellow, or, worst of all, the title character.¹⁸ For the duration of the series, Shang-Chi was as orange as the Fantastic Four’s Ben Grimm. Bad as this was when he was first introduced, it became ludicrous as time went on. Other Asians had skin of more recognizably human hue, but Shang-Chi’s color visually defined him as though he were a member of an alien race. The Skrulls were green, the Kree pink or blue, and Shang-Chi was orange.

    Moench was not responsible for the coloring, but when it comes to the book’s Orientalism, he was not blameless either. Many of the problems are related to the construction of Shang-Chi’s antagonists: the huge, barely human sumo wrestler whose only dialogue consists of repeating Shang-Chi’s girlfriend’s name by sounding it out syllable by syllable (“Lei-ko-wu!,” issue 46, “The Spider Spell”); the endless supply of faceless, fanatical, and expendable Asian cultists whom Fu Manchu dispatches as casually as one might order a pizza; and the simplistic contrasts between Shang-Chi’s upbringing and “the West.” Even worse, Shang-Chi’s (white) British comrade Black Jack Tarr “affectionately” calls him “Chinaman” for years, despite periodic reader complaints.¹⁹

    Finally, there is the matter of Shang-Chi’s name, which was given to him by co-creator Steve Englehart. Cobbled together from I Ching hexagrams, “Shang-Chi” is said to mean “the rising and advancing of a spirit.”²⁰ Depending on the tones, chi does refer to vital energy, while shang has multiple meanings connected to the concept of “above” or “superior.” In anticipation of the 2021 Marvel film Shang-Chi and the Legend of the Ten Rings, which swaps out Fu Manchu for the no less offensive Marvel “Yellow Peril” villain, the Mandarin, many Chinese speakers have been quick to denounce the film not only for its racist pedigree but also for the unlikely name Shang-Chi. Quora users have pointed out that, in addition to being a nickname for the Shanghai Automobile Company, “Shang-Chi” sounds like “a nasty disease,” a “zombie,” or a “depressed corpse.”²¹

    In other words, MOKF has a great deal working against it. But without apologizing for its flaws, I would argue for its centrality to Marvel comics’ development of interiority, depth, and artistry in the 1970s. So let us take a closer look.

    

    Fighting and Talking

    Starlin stayed with the book for only three issues, while Englehart lasted for five, but the team quickly sketched out the broad contours of the character and his supporting cast before Moench’s arrival. Shang-Chi was the son of Fu Manchu and an American (i.e., white) mother, raised in his father’s fortress to believe that Fu Manchu was a force for good. Sent to England to assassinate Fu Manchu’s enemy, Shang-Chi kills Dr. Petrie, the closest ally of Sir Denis Nayland Smith (the hero of Rohmer’s original novels). Smith confronts Shang-Chi and quickly disabuses him of his faith in his father’s goodness, converting him to his side (but not yet turning him into an ally). Englehart and Starlin also introduce Black Jack Tarr, a younger MI6 agent who goes out into the field now that Smith is too old.

    The most important feature introduced by Englehart, and the one that Moench would run with, is the narration: the entire comic is narrated in the first person by Shang-Chi himself, in captions much like Jack’s in Werewolf by Night. But whereas Jack’s captions serve to bridge the gap between Jack’s own consciousness and the Werewolf’s animalistic unconscious, Shang-Chi’s testify to his individual growth throughout the series. It is fitting that Shang-Chi’s victim in his first appearance is Dr. Petrie; Petrie was the Dr. Watson–like narrator of Rohmer’s first three Fu Manchu novels. With his voice silenced, the narrative reins were firmly in Shang-Chi’s hands.²²

    For the duration of his comic, first-person narration was one of Shang-Chi’s defining features. Even when appearing in someone else’s book as a guest star, he brought his captions with him. On the three occasions when Moench briefly returned to the character (1988–89, 1991, and 2002–3), he continued with the same narrative form, as did Ben Raab during Shang-Chi’s short solo arc of Journey into Mystery (1997–98). Since the 1990s, however, most of Shang-Chi’s appearances have been in team books (Heroes for Hire, various Avengers titles, and Agents of Atlas), where there has been either no room for or no interest in continuing his interior monologue. In addition, his physical appearance changed: he has cast off his iconic gi, gotten a haircut, and is depicted with a skin tone commonly found among humans native to the planet earth. Greatly improved visually, he is now a cipher as a character. For a time, he even gained the ability to make multiple copies of himself, which one could take as an unintentional comment on his derivative status.

    Since his early days, Shang-Chi has occasionally encountered Spider-Man, a sales gimmick that proves revealing. After all, Spider-Man is the archetypal Marvel hero as chatterbox: part of his appeal is his nonstop quipping, designed to annoy his antagonists (and sometimes even his allies) but delight his readers. When Shang-Chi starred in his own book, he rarely spoke while fighting; if he had anything to say, it would be delivered as a brief but stirring speech before or after the battle. Yet the reader hears him all the time; indeed, were it not for his interior monologue, Shang-Chi would have run the risk of adding yet another racist stereotype to a book that was loaded with them. He would have been inscrutable.

    In fact, when moved to the comics page, the martial arts genre virtually demands direct representation of the hero’s interiority; wuxia heroes, whose fighting maximally resembles actual physical exertion, do not have the comic book hero’s unrealistic capacity to speak at great length while fighting. The greater the verisimilitude, the less talkative the hero (at least during the fight scenes). If Shang-Chi were to be consistent with his onscreen models, his creators could choose between sharing his thoughts or rendering him more object (to be looked at) than subject (to express a point of view).

    Moench inherited Shang-Chi’s first-person running commentary, just as he did the similar narrative captions in Werewolf by Night. Superficially similar, the narrative strategies of these two series diverged in one crucial aspect: Jack Russell always tells his story in the past tense, which, in addition to being the most common form of first-person narration, makes sense in that Jack isn’t entirely present for the Werewolf’s exploits. With a few exceptions (including several pages in his very first appearance), Shang-Chi describes his thoughts and actions in the present tense. The result is a fascinating combination of emotional intensity and detachment. We are usually privy to Shang-Chi’s emotional state, but his manner of “speaking” separates Shang-Chi the narrator from Shang-Chi the character. As readers, we are watching Shang-Chi, while Shang-Chi is watching himself.

    The first-person narrative captions allow Shang-Chi to function on two parallel tracks (the physical and the interior), and at the series’ best moments, when writer and artist were working in near-perfect sync, so too did the two tracks complement each other completely. Over the course of Moench’s ten-year run, he had extended collaborations with three different artists—Paul Gulacy, Mike Zeck, and Gene Day—as well as a brief interregnum between Gulacy and Zeck primarily (and infelicitously) filled by Jim Craig. Moench appeared to tailor his scripts to suit the artist with whom he worked, such that the verbal-visual balance would vary over the course of these three periods: more laconic when he was working with Gulacy’s layouts; more wordy with Zeck, but rarely overwhelming the penciller’s action-oriented large panels; more flowery in conjunction with Day’s exquisitely ornate, small-paneled tight layouts. Whether by coincidence or design, the succession of artists accompanied an ongoing journey deeper into Shang-Chi’s own psyche.

    

    Paper Movies

    Gulacy’s run on Master of Kung Fu is widely considered a high point, and for good reason: by the time he and Moench attained a good working rhythm, the book was visually stunning. The fact that this coincided with shifting the comic’s direction toward spy drama also didn’t hurt.

    Gulacy started working on MOKF in 1974, only a few months after his initial gig at Marvel. Taking over for Starlin, he drew issues 18 and 19 for Englehart, as well as Moench’s first Shang-Chi script (the second half of issue 20). He would stay with the book until issue 50 (March 1977), although eleven of the issues between 20 and 50 were drawn by others. He also penciled the first three issues of the quarterly Giant-Size Master of Kung Fu. Though some of the non-Gulacy books advanced the series’ overall arc, for the most part they were stand-alone or fill-in issues. A reader who paid attention only to the Gulacy issues would come away with a very clear sense of the series’ development from Moench’s arrival through Gulacy’s departure.

    One of the joys of reading these issues is watching Gulacy’s talent develop in real time. Though he was already quite distinctive and experimental in his earliest contributions (such as Giant-Size Master of Kung Fu 3, which includes an entire page devoted to a fight in a labyrinth drawn like a maze puzzle), his penciling and layouts are significantly more polished and sophisticated starting with issue 29, “The Crystal Connection” (whose splash page announces “A blusteringly volatile new direction for Mighty Marvel’s dynamic Master of Kung Fu!”).²³ From the beginning, Gulacy wore his influences on his sleeve, most of all that of Jim Steranko, whose groundbreaking work on Nick Fury and the Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D., initially in Strange Tales (1966–1968) and then in the eponymous series (1968), exploited the potential for cinema-inspired layouts (with action slowed down over multiple panels, suggesting a series of film stills) beyond anything that had come before it. MOKF’s turn to espionage plots brought Gulacy in closer sync with Steranko both visually and thematically.

    The sorts of layouts Gulacy favored were only one of many aesthetic choices available to artists at the time, but they had the advantage of being both eye-catching and progressive. As some in the comics community were striving for recognition of the medium’s legitimacy as an art form, a common rejoinder to the casual dismissal of comics as trash or cheap children’s entertainment was to compare the medium to film. After all, if cinema can combine words and pictures and still be considered art, why can’t the combination of words and pictures on the printed page be taken just as seriously? Aren’t comics essentially movies on paper? This argument eventually fell out of fashion, supplanted by an approach most famously exemplified in Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons’s Watchmen: yes, comics can use cinematic techniques, but why not take advantage of the things comics can do that cinema cannot?

    My point is neither to champion nor condemn cinema-inspired layouts, nor is it even to affirm that “cinematic” is the best term to describe them. But it is the term the creators themselves so often used, and the use of such layouts was a marked aesthetic choice. Such layouts periodically slow down the action, making generous use of “movement-to-movement” panel transitions (which, in the case of Master of Kung Fu, prove to be an excellent means of conveying martial arts action). They also tend to avoid those conventions of comics that have no analog in film, such as the thought balloon. And at their most consistent, they are accompanied by scripts that refrain from bogging down the action with excess verbiage.

    As a result, Gulacy’s run on MOKF is significantly less wordy than the issues that would follow, with thought balloons used sparingly, and only when Shang-Chi is not around (both Tarr and Reston express their thoughts in the occasional balloon). Gulacy and Moench were quite conscious of the inspiration of cinema. The credits for issue 31, for instance, describe the book as “Produced and Directed by Moench and Gulacy.” This does not mean there is no interiority to the Moench-Gulacy collaboration but rather that it is much less pronounced than in the post-Gulacy years.

    For example, issue 29, the beginning of the “blisteringly volatile new direction,” has a great deal of dialogue in the first several pages, which are devoted to Smith’s persuading Shang-Chi to join his team on a mission that has nothing to do with his father; it is to put an end to the heroin trade masterminded by Carlton Velcro. Shang-Chi is reluctant: “But is there not a path in the middle, where I may work for justice … without becoming dirty?” Smith replies, “Not when you face filth like Velcro” (6), a line that suggests Moench’s odd choice for his villain’s name might have a metaphorical connection to Shang-Chi’s choices. Velcro, after all, is practically a magnet for dirt.

    Shang-Chi’s choice to throw in his lot with Smith not only determines the course of the entire series but also establishes Shang-Chi’s fundamental dilemma: How can he maintain moral purity, let alone help his spirit “rise and advance,” if he must constantly compromise his principles? Thus, while most of his captions in issue 29 are simply descriptive, by the last few pages Shang-Chi finds himself second-guessing his team’s actions. Tarr stops (and presumably kills) three enemy combatants with a concussion bomb. In his captions, Shang-Chi thinks: “I do not like this form of fighting, even though I have been repeatedly assured it is necessary …” Tarr tries to rouse him from his reverie, but Shang-Chi continues, “Is death … ever necessary?” (23). A few pages later, Shang-Chi confronts two musclemen on a causeway overlooking hungry panthers (as one does). He knocks one of the men off the causeway as he strikes another: “The screams from below are shrill. / The snarls of jungle cats … satisfied. / And the brittle sound of violence … / … necessary?” After he knocks the second man to the ground, to be gnawed on by one of the cats, he thinks: “There is nothing to be done here! / I must hurry to Reston … / It is necessary” (27, 30). Shang-Chi’s narrative voice here maintains its usually flat understatement, but the conflict between his exquisitely rendered violence and his conscience is always just beneath the surface.

    The Velcro story extends over three issues, with most of the narration in issue 30 and 31 devoted to Shang-Chi’s description of and reaction to the violence in which he is engaging. Along the way his team discovers that Velcro is more than just a heroin dealer; he has acquired nuclear weapons as part of a plan for world conquest. The story ends with Shang-Chi at his most decisively violent: piloting a motor launch into Velcro’s fortress to cut off access for the drugs and bombs. The last page shows us that Shang-Chi has, of course, survived this desperate gambit, leaping from the launch into the ocean. It is a page whose visual allegory operates in harmony with the hero’s narration: from the moment Shang-Chi’s head breaks through the surface, the four panels depicting him show a man slowly rising, first to catch a helicopter’s ladder, then to climb it, and finally to fly away. This is an obvious instantiation of the meaning of Shang-Chi’s own name (“the rising and advancing of a spirit”), and yet Moench refrains from rendering the connection explicit. Instead, Shang-Chi’s monologue is about the active course he has set himself on since agreeing to help Smith, a course that not only changes the series but also puts its protagonist on a path of unending internal and external conflict:

    

    It is over now … the first result of my decision to leave passiveness for a path of direct action. [Shang-Chi grabs the ladder] / And now that it is over, there is time to reflect … and to wonder if the result was worth the decision … [Close-up on Shang-Chi’s face as he grabs one of the rungs] / I remember a drug clinic in New York and the faces there … etched in the torment of heroin. [Part of a panel from issue 29 showing two addicts] / Yes … to the spirit of those who might now avoid such torment … it has been worth it … [Shang-Chi’s arms and hands on two different rungs] / I remember, too, pictures of a great city in Japan, and the cloud which rose above it. [Mushroom cloud] / And yes … to the flesh of those who might have been seared under similar clouds … it has also been worth it … [Helicopter flying away] / … though the decision, and its path, still leaves much … to be desired. (31:31)

    

    
    Figure 14. Doug Moench and Paul Gulacy, “Snowbuster,” Master of Kung Fu 31:31.

    

    Shang-Chi’s language describes a path forward rather than up, with the exception of his description of the mushroom cloud, which reads like a demonic parody of the promise of his own name. Upon rereading this issue (that is, with the knowledge of the problems Shang-Chi will face over the next several years), we see that the contrast between the vertical imagery and the narration’s elaboration of horizontal progress is consistent with the hero’s ongoing dilemma. He is definitely advancing, but he might not be rising.

    Subsequent issues of MOKF will continue to play with the problem of forward and vertical motion (such as the story in issue 98 called “The Journey as Goal,” in which Shang-Chi’s decision to walk a great distance, in keeping with his attitude toward ends and means, only exposes him to repeated attacks that could have been avoided). But whether mentioned explicitly or not, MOKF is a continual journey, with Shang-Chi’s thoughts serving as our guide.

    

    Games of Death and Deceit

    Paul Gulacy went on to draw seven of the next ten issues (40 was a fill-in drawn by Sal Buscema, while 36 and 37, drawn by Keith Pollard, had originally been intended for the Giant-Size title before that particular line was canceled). The Mordillo trilogy (33–35) is another fairly cinematic mission against a lone villain, but this time one whose mental illness and bizarre robotic creations lent the story an extra flair. It also introduced Reston’s ex-lover Leiko Wu, a fellow spy who quickly became Shang-Chi’s love interest. Issues 38 and 39 feature romantic intrigue and a beautifully rendered one-on-one martial arts battle, involving a new character, Shen Kuei, nicknamed the Cat, and his lover, Juliet. Upon realizing that he had been sent on this mission by Smith under false pretenses, Shang-Chi resolves to break ties with MI6, a resolution he carries out in issue 40. In keeping with the overall approach of the Gulacy years, the narrative captions are minimal, adding little to the reader’s sense of Shang-Chi’s individual perspective.²⁴

    Issue 42, the first of a two-parter detailing Shang-Chi’s fight with Shockwave (Smith’s nephew in an electrified yellow suit), is the first of what would turn out to be several instances when the narration reflects the hero’s altered consciousness. The story unfolds over two time frames: Shang-Chi’s battle against Shockwave alternates with the events that lead up to it. Most of the story takes place before the fight, interrupted frequently but unpredictably by single panels depicting Shang-Chi hitting Shockwave or, more frequently, Shockwave hitting Shang-Chi. Multiple time frames in a Marvel comic were not unprecedented, but the lack of explicit transitions, as well as the near-wordlessness of the fight, create an effect that is immediately familiar from film and television.

    The comic, titled “The Clock of Shattered Time,” begins with a thematic splash page: Shockwave in the middle, clocks and skulls to his left, Leiko, Reston, and the former spy Larner standing on a coffin to his right, and Shang-Chi sprawled faced down at his feet, looking as though he is trying and failing to get up. There are two narrative captions on the page, each of which establishes Shang-Chi’s fragile state of mind: “The thought is difficult to form … through the pain … and yet it screams … from my mind … to every point of and in my … body … / ‘I am … near death…’ ” (1).

    Upon a rereading, this page provides the rationale for the frequent cuts to worlds fighting that interrupt nearly all the pages that follow. Even in the more laconic Gulacy days, Shang-Chi usually finds the time and the strength to think (aloud) about what he is doing as he fights. The absence of words in his standoff with Shockwave signals the near-collapse of the consciousness whose presence we have come to expect.

    The fight with Shockwave also parallels Shang-Chi’s first battle in “The Clock of Shattered Time,” the latest, but still not definitive, verbal salvo in his ongoing ideological disagreement with Nayland Smith. In the issue’s physical fight, Shang-Chi is silent, but his meeting with Smith requires him to speak forthrightly in a manner that he has only recently attempted to adopt. Refusing to “play [Smith’s] games of deceit and death” (a phrase that, through repetition, will come to encapsulate Shang-Chi’s moral dilemma throughout Moench’s run), he agrees to help on the current mission, but not to blindly follow orders (Smith’s response, in a small font denoting an exasperated whisper: “Oh, please, Shang-Chi … must we go through this again—?” [6]).

    Just before being shown into Smith’s office, Shang-Chi notes that Smith’s secretary, Miss Greville, is casually compliant with the system in which they all are supposed to operate: “She works for Smith—obeys him. Why is it difficult for me to do the same …” (2). It is just one panel, sandwiched between two panels of Shockwave punching Shang-Chi in the face. Curiously, these panels establish a pattern that is not immediately apparent: if we see Shang-Chi’s face in one timeline (in this case, the fight), it will be obscured in the other (Shang-Chi’s head is cropped out of the panel that focuses entirely on Miss Greville). It’s an intriguing device, especially when we consider that the argument with Smith (and the encounters that follow) is essentially a sequence of talking heads, while the physical battle is against a man wearing an opaque, reflective oval mask that renders him faceless. The art reinforces the basic fact of both conflicts: they are about maintaining Shang-Chi’s sense of self. In the case of Shockwave, it is about somehow staying awake and coherent while reeling from multiple electric shocks, and in the argument with Smith, it is about remaining true to a worldview in which he professes aloud to be confident but repeatedly doubts when he is in the field (that is, when he is fighting physically rather than verbally).

    Shang-Chi’s noncompliance inadvertently saves Smith’s life, causing the older man to chase after him when he storms out of the office, seconds before a hidden bomb explodes. The two men agree that they will never understand each other’s position. On the penultimate page, however, the two timelines finally converge when Smith and Reston find Shang-Chi barely standing after suffering Shockwave’s extended beating. Shang-Chi minimizes the damage, because Reston and Larner do not want Smith to know that Smith’s nephew has become a deranged supervillain. Smith blithely gives Shang-Chi instructions for his next mission, at which point Shang-Chi collapses, saying, “Smith … / … you ask … / … too … much …” (30). Of course, Smith has no idea why it is too much, but these words apply to their entire relationship. Smith asks Shang-Chi to take an assignment, Shang-Chi objects, but ends up reluctantly doing it anyway, resenting Smith for putting him in this position. The very moments that would appear to signal a truce between them are actually just more instances when Shang-Chi is forced to compromise his principles and doubt his path.

    

    From Solo to Chorus

    Shang-Chi’s tensions with Smith come to a head right before the extended storyline that serves as a swan song for Gulacy: the “final” fight against Fu Manchu.²⁵ Consisting of six parts (45–50) a prelude (44), and an epilogue (51, drawn by Jim Craig), this sequence, each section of whose issues is labeled by part number and title—such as “Part VI (Sir Denis Nalyand Smith: The Affair of the Agent Who Died!”) (49)—curiously lacks a name of its own. We know we are reading Part III or Part IV, but part of what? It is a strange omission, especially considering the penchant for evocative titles throughout Moench’s work. Even if this is mere editorial oversight, it is nevertheless fitting. While this is a well-crafted story with complex plots and subplots, its signal departure from the almost thirty issues preceding it is in narration and focus. Though the prelude and first issue are, as usual, told by Shang-Chi, issues 46–50 are narrated by the rest of the main cast, in rotation. The prelude includes a four-page monologue by Fu Manchu’s long-term assistant Ducharme (who has convinced the heroes that she is working for them, although she is not), foreshadowing the story’s main narrative shock: its concluding chapter is narrated by none other than Fu Manchu himself.

    This game of narrative musical chairs (in order: Shang-Chi, Reston, Leiko, Black Jack, Smith, Fu Manchu) does not actually undermine the series’ emphasis on Shang-Chi’s consciousness, though it does work well with the lead character’s ongoing crisis of conscience and identity. With the exception of the final chapter, we are never given the impression that Shang-Chi’s view of the world is notably incomplete or flawed. Rather, the rotating narrators allow Moench and Gulacy to develop a complicated plot that cannot always involve Shang-Chi himself, but without resorting to thought balloons. Despite the attention the various narrators inevitably draw to themselves by the mere fact of their presence, the shifting focus is ultimately in the service of an increasingly film-inspired vision, albeit in a format that, from a twenty-first-century perspective, resembles a prestige drama on premium cable or a streaming service.

    On a purely technical level, this rotation of narrators involves a number of clever devices to distinguish these chapters from the usual format. Of all the new narrators, only Leiko engages in an inner monologue like Shang-Chi’s, with no external motivation for its existence (and only Leiko gets her own caption box style, with indented corners). Black Jack is transmitting a report to Smith over one-way radio, while Reston is subject to ruthless interrogation by unseen tormenters, who turn out to be MI6 agents making sure that he has not gone over to the other side. As for Smith and Fu Manchu, these two long-standing adversaries share an appropriately old-fashioned mode of storytelling: issue 49’s captions come “From the Journal of Nayland Smith” (a format to which Moench will return for part of issue 100), while issue 50 is “Excerpts from the Notebook of Dr. Fu Manchu.”

    Thus, while there are six narrators, their storytelling falls into three types, with the characters sorted into pairs. The lovers (Shang-Chi and Leiko) are telling their stories to themselves; the younger male professional spies (Black Jack and Reston) are making reports, while the father figures (Fu Manchu and Smith) are recording their thoughts for posterity. These chapters also take the opportunity to show us Shang-Chi through the eyes of those who know him, highlighting his internal struggle from an external perspective, while also making him something he cannot be when he is constantly talking to the reader: mysterious. Leiko, for example, finds that Shang-Chi “has grown increasingly worried […] perhaps I have been wrong about his inner strength” (47:31, “Phantom Sand”).

    These stories also emphasize a point that the reader might not have consciously noticed: all the other characters have their own way of referring to the comic’s protagonist. Leiko calls him “Shang,” while Reston calls him “Chi.” Smith alternates between “Shang-Chi” and “lad,” while Fu Manchu prefers “Shang-Chi” and “my son.” Black Jack’s appellation for his friend is the highly problematic “Chinaman”; a few issues earlier Shang-Chi finally objects to the word, but Black Jack blithely continues to use it. Only when he is observing Shang-Chi from afar and reporting it to Smith (in issue 48, “City in the Top of the World”) does he give in to the sense of awe provoked by watching Shang-Chi fight, and also to his own emotional attachment: “As for the white rabbit who can’t hear me … If I don’t see ya again, well—it’s been good knowin’ you, Chinama— / “Shang-Chi” (17).

    It is fitting that the last two issues are narrated by Smith and Fu Manchu, respectively. These two men have long dominated the comic’s plot, not to mention Shang-Chi’s thoughts, but usually at a remove. Smith is present in Shang-Chi’s life but never on his adventures, while Fu Manchu is the classic villain who usually works behind the scenes. Yet each of them makes a convincing claim for sympathy. Despite Shang-Chi’s repeated condemnations of Smith’s situational morality, Smith’s narration shows his awareness of the imbalance in his relationship with his operatives: “While Fu Manchu strides like a bold demon through the thick of this latest match, I must remain a fallen angel on the sidelines— / … commanding my youthful agents much as a former grandmaster, now maudlin and senile, feebly manipulates his ivory chessmen” (49:1).

    By contrast, Fu Manchu, who tells his story during a “lonely moment, a time of reflection, standing there in a garden among the stars,” shows no concern for the men who die in his name (50:2, “The Dream Slayer”). Yet the melancholy tone taken by a man describing his recent defeat at the hands of his own son humanizes him to an extent never before attempted.

    The rotating narration introduces greater ambiguity into the series. The reader is now in a position to understand all the characters better, but this understanding is entirely extradiegetic: the characters themselves have learned little about one another. Thus when the ideological fault lines between Shang-Chi and Smith crack open in issue 51, “Epilogue: Brass and Blackness (A Death Novel),” we are back to Shang-Chi’s first-person perspective but now have the wherewithal to read the comic as polyphonic rather than monologic. Shang-Chi rightly calls out Smith for his obsession with defeating Fu Manchu, but his allegations that Smith is unconcerned with the fates of the people who work for him are clearly disproven by Smith’s own words in issue 49. Having returned to Shang-Chi’s narrative framework, we are now better equipped to see its limitations.

    

    Go Your Own Way

    With Gulacy’s departure, Master of Kung Fu appeared to have entered its death spiral. Perhaps appropriately for a set of stories predicated on the (temporary) disbanding of the group that had worked so well in the fight against Fu Manchu, the series all but fell apart. It would take nearly two years to emerge from the muddle in which it found itself. Part of the problem was Moench’s collaborator. Jim Craig had signed on as the book’s new penciller, which immediately shifted the comic toward a more static look. Even if we set aside questions of Craig’s artistry, he was simply too slow to maintain the book’s monthly pace. Between his first issue (51) and his last (66, co-credited with his replacement, Mike Zeck), MOKF published one reprint and five fill-in issues, which meant that Moench and Craig’s first extended storyline, the four-part “Saga of War-Yore,” began with issue 51 and ended with issue 58.

    The series picked up when Zeck signed on as regular penciller, but it would not find its footing until issue 71. Before that, the most memorable development was Shang-Chi’s sudden appreciation for the music of Fleetwood Mac, whose lyrics would intermittently hover in the background to establish the mood. The “War-Yore” storyline was also unremarkable, except that its eponymous antagonist’s dissociative identity disorder inadvertently reflected the fractured sensibility that marred MOKF for nearly two years.

    At the time, it probably looked as though Moench was lost without Gulacy. But a retrospective assessment of Moench’s years on Master of Kung Fu reveals that the problem was more structural than that. Gulacy’s departure was a great loss, but he was not irreplaceable. To the contrary, the transition to Zeck and eventually to Day shows that Moench could produce outstanding work with a variety of artists. What he needed was a talented and reliable partner. Gulacy, for all his brilliance, was but the first of three.

    Before taking over as regular penciller, Zeck effectively tried out for the book in four of the fill-in issues that appeared during Craig’s brief run (55, 59–60, 64). Issue 64 was one of the rare stories not penned by Moench (Scott Edelman wrote the script), while issue 55 was a middling showcase for Zeck’s skills (Jim Mooney’s inks were a poor fit with Zeck’s penciling). But the two-parter “The Phoenix Gambit” was the high point of the fifteen-issue interregnum, already demonstrating the possibilities of Moench and Zeck’s collaboration while also advancing the series’ exploration of Shang-Chi’s inner life.

    Artistically, “The Phoenix Gambit” is daring in a manner that is not immediately obvious. Yes, the second page of issue 59 cleverly assembles a six-panel grid in the shape of the African continent, surrounded on all sides by Shang-Chi’s voluminous narrative captions. And Zeck’s characteristically large and open panels give the characters more breathing space than they’ve seen in nearly a year. But the last page of the first half, in revealing that the entire story is part of a perverse chess game between Doctor Doom and a robot called the Prime Mover, alerts the longtime reader that Moench and Zeck are treading on ground previously tilled by Jim Steranko. In issue 167 of Strange Tales (“Armageddon,” April 1968), Nick Fury was caught in a similar chess match, one of many high points in a widely acclaimed series.²⁶ Presumably at Moench’s behest, Zeck was revisiting Steranko in a book whose best years showcased the work of Gulacy, a man whose debt to Steranko was undeniable. Yet Zeck does not attempt to ape either Steranko or Gulacy; he immediately makes the story his own, with layouts and pencils that rival his best work as the series’ regular artist.

    “The Phoenix Gambit” unfolds in a deliberately confusing manner, consistent with the fevered state of our narrator, Shang-Chi. It intermittently features Shang-Chi’s vivid dreams about global cataclysm: the entire world is covered in ice. His first dream (in the beginning of issue 59) is set in Africa, where he meets a mysterious woman who asserts that the animals dying of the cold show “wisdom.” In the second, featuring Smith and Black Jack, London is almost completely frozen over. The third, in the beginning of issue 60, is much briefer and appears to be set in China, where Fu Manchu predicts his homeland’s ascension.

    The “real” action is in London, where Shang-Chi had collapsed on the street before his first dream began. He remembers that when Reston had patted his shoulder earlier, he’d felt a sharp pain: his friend must have drugged him. Soon he and Leiko are attacked by their former (and supposedly deceased) foe Razor Fist, who turns out to be a robot. After Shang-Chi’s second dream (about Black Jack and Smith in a frozen London), the couple are attacked by the robotic duplicate of yet another enemy, Pavane, and by what appears to be an actual robot (one of Mordillo’s mechanical assassins from an earlier story). But the robot is really Reston in a robot suit, brainwashed by Doctor Doom.

    “The Phoenix Gambit” is the second MOKF story (after the Shockwave story in issue 42) to use Shang-Chi’s altered state as an excuse to distort both the narration and the story structure. In this case, Shang-Chi’s narrative voice, though confused, is still more calm and analytical than one would expect from either the events of the plot or Shang-Chi’s own spoken dialogue. The slight detachment characteristic of Shang-Chi’s narrative captions now underscores the absurdity that fills both his dreams and his real-life battles, mirroring the contrast between Shang-Chi’s physical state and the dreams it provokes. His first words affirm that he is afflicted with a fever, though they are characterized by the usual narrative calm. But in his dreams, where the world has been swallowed up by ice, he is given to emotional declarations and angry shouting.

    Ever since he met Smith and his agents, Shang-Chi has been torn not only by his discomfort with Smith’s missions but also by his complex relationships with his supporting cast. His second dream, the one in a frozen London, reenacts the comic’s character dynamics so melodramatically as to resemble self-parody. Smith and Black Jack sound like British caricatures. In just one page Smith says “Bloody frigid on the old British Isles these days, eh Black Jack?” and refers to the “ruddy North Pole,” while someone (probably Black Jack) exclaims, “By Jove—a ruddy pyramid!” (59:15).

    Shang-Chi’s caption tells us that Smith is acting “too calm,” but Shang-Chi himself is shouting at the top of his voice. The accusations he hurls at Smith are familiar, but in this case completely inappropriate: “You!! You are to blame for all of this, Smith! The animals are dying! You took me away from my father—my home—tried to become my new father— / —to make this London my new home! / But you are false, Smith—a false father of deceit and death—and London is a place of destruction and decay!” (15).

    Shang-Chi’s long-standing objections to Smith are now a feverish mockery of his actual convictions, but they also make explicit the dynamic that has underlain their relationship from the beginning: Shang-Chi desperately needs a replacement for his evil father, but he finds himself replicating the same adversarial dynamic with his new father figure. This particular dream ends with the appearance of a flaming angelic figure calling himself Amar-Tu, who announces the onset of the “third age of new life” and the advent of “love.” Suddenly, the three men are overwhelmed with mutual affection. Smith and Shang-Chi hug, with Shang-Chi saying, “Smith, I … I …, ” and Smith responding, “Easy, lad—I know … I feel it, too …” (22). Whereupon the three men are enfolded in Amar-Tu’s loving embrace and burned to a crisp.

    Shang-Chi wakes from the dream and engages in another series of fights, joining Reston on a flight to Latveria. But something of the dream’s sentimentality stays with him. When Reston is apparently killed as soon as they land, Shang-Chi thinks, “Reston—the one man who has been closer to a friend … than any one I have ever known!” (60:7). It’s a surprising declaration, since their interactions from the very beginning have been characterized more by hostility and rivalry than any kind of easygoing affection. They are connected primarily by Leiko, Reston’s ex and Shang-Chi’s current lover. Indeed, the only way Shang-Chi snaps Reston out of a homicidal hypnotic trance at the story’s end is to distract him by shouting Leiko’s name.

    One could chalk this up to Girardian memetic desire (the bond between two men built on their alleged rivalry over a woman), but aside from the flare-ups of jealousy, there is little evidence that Shang-Chi and Reston spend much time thinking about each other. Leiko’s absence from most of the story might be a sign of the primacy of the two men’s relationship, but I believe another dynamic is at work here.

    Leiko’s role in the story is minor, because at this point her relationship with Shang-Chi is always being explored on the surface of the text (this two-part fill-in takes place in the middle of another, extended misunderstanding between the two). Shang-Chi’s break with Fu Manchu has left its mark on his relationships with other men, particularly when it comes to issues of ethics and trust; his relations with women are relatively unaffected, as he tells Sandy, the woman he falls for in Giant-Size Master of Kung Fu 2 (“The Devil Doctor’s Triumph”): “My … / … father … / has taught me many things I have since … / … turned my back on. / The traditional Chinese attitude toward women is one of them” (16).

    With men, Shang-Chi is emotionally guarded, his distrust focused on Smith in particular. For the past few years (in real, not Marvel time), Shang-Chi has struggled with the suspicion that agreeing to take part in Smith’s battles has compromised him; he even, we recall, seems to envy Miss Greville for her ability to obey without questioning. “The Phoenix Gambit” obliquely addresses the conundrums that have stymied Shang-Chi so far by continually blurring the boundaries between real human beings and robots. Most of the enemies who attack Shang-Chi are robots, but the robot who attacks him is Reston. And yet that Reston proves to be a robot, with the real Reston hidden in the form of the robotic Prime Mover. By making robots and humans indistinguishable, “The Phoenix Gambit” breaks through Shang-Chi’s emotional barriers, making it impossible for him to operate on emotional autopilot. He is forced to treat the people in his life as people, in order not to fall into the trap of acting like a robot. No wonder he sounds so sentimental during the course of these two issues: the drugs, Doom’s baroque deceptions, and repeated unmotivated attacks have left him vulnerable. He is not yet at the point where he can truly reconcile with Smith or forge a strong friendship with Reston, but this story makes clear that these are some of his deepest desires.

    

    Routine Difficulties

    Just a few months after “The Phoenix Gambit,” Zeck joined Moench as the series’ regular penciller, helping him finish off the plotlines that had been developing since the team’s defeat of Fu Manchu. The Moench-Zeck era begins in earnest with issue 71 (“Nightimes”), which was a chance for the characters to catch their breath and for the reintroduction of the themes hinted at in “The Phoenix Gambit.” This issue leans heavily on Shang-Chi’s internal monologue, appropriately enough for a story that is primarily devoted to character development and reflection. While Leiko works on a puzzle, Shang-Chi recalls the events of the last twenty issues over the course of four pages whose panel borders are drawn to look like the edges of a jigsaw puzzle.

    Shang-Chi notes that he has “settled now into a routine, an existence which is finally whole—a unity of mind, body, spirit and emotions” (1). At this point the word “routine” has a positive connotation, but that won’t last for long. Or rather, it won’t last for long as an unadulterated good. Considering Shang-Chi’s ongoing anxieties about blind obedience and conformity, “routine” will prove to be an ambiguous concept. But ambiguity has its own virtues, at least in a story that continually emphasizes balance and the positive coexistence of incongruities (Leiko’s yin/yang puzzle serves as a binding structural motif).

    Soon it is time for their “nightly routine,” which is one that Shang-Chi “never resented”: their workout at a local school of martial arts. This is a “routine necessary for the discipline of both body and mind” (22). Appropriately, his ruminations about the interplay between mind and body take the form of an extended monologue accompanying his sparring session with Leiko, which soon becomes an exhibition match for the much less skilled (and, incidentally, much more white) school regulars.

    Shang-Chi’s narration even reflects, albeit somewhat indirectly, on the paradox of being a thinking, narrating mind during a physical battle. He is bothered by the question of self-consciousness, and uncomfortable with the pride he feels at the students’ admiration: “I must ignore it. But without being conscious of doing so, devoting all thoughts to the real reality, the inner reality. / Making of the mind a blank screen upon which anything may be projected … / … whose unseen patterns every possible image … / … darkening and diverting from the surrounding reality— / … until the goal is achieved” (26). On the surface, his goal is achieved: he ends the sparring match with an impressive back flip. And he is certainly focusing on an inner reality, but his declaration that he must not be conscious of ignoring his own pride is blatantly contradicted by the mere fact of formulating the words.

    

    
    Figure 15. Doug Moench and Mike Zeck, “Nightimes,” Master of Kung Fu 71:26.

    

    After a movie, dinner, and a romantic carriage ride, they return home, and an unusually content Shang-Chi notes that coming home is less a routine than a “ritual.” He is even ready to surrender to the charms of a life built on orderly, recurrent patterns rather than intense reflection punctuated by bouts of violence: “Have I underestimated the importance of routines? Perhaps nothing is lacking.” Of course, Shang-Chi’s problem is not just existential; it is generic. The fact that we have reached page 30 of a thirty-one-page superhero comic without any real fight scene is exceptional, indeed unsustainable.

    But even without appeal to this meta-level, we can see that Shang-Chi’s idyll with Leiko works precisely because they have separated themselves from all the exterior forces that dominate their lives. Questions still linger about MI6, Smith, and the new enemies who seem to have appeared out of nowhere. Even more important, much has been left unresolved on a personal level. Breaking off contact with Smith does not fill the father-shaped hole in Shang-Chi’s life, nor can he really pretend to be indifferent to the fate of his comrades in arms. So Shang-Chi’s musings about routine are brought to an end by the sudden appearance of a bloody and beaten Nayland Smith, who falls to the ground, begging for help. The issue ends with Smith prone in Shang-Chi’s arms, revealing that MI6 is “rotten to the core” and Smith himself has resigned. This, in turn, sets the stage for the eventual, unsurprising revelation that Fu Manchu is still alive.

    Though the actual return of Fu Manchu and the partial resolution of Shang-Chi’s struggle with father figures would become the main story only from issues 83 through 89, Smith’s reappearance signals a new phase in Shang-Chi’s negotiation of independence and authority. Curiously, that new phase is made possible by an extended storyline that revisits the hits of the Gulacy years: the return of Shockwave (72), Mordillo’s island (73–75), a delirious Shang-Chi (78–79), an old friend of Smith’s who may or may not be a mole (the brainwashed Dr. Petrie / an ally named Lyman Leeks and his body double), a close Fu Manchu associate who seems to have betrayed him (Ducharme/Karamenah), and a multipart confrontation with Shang-Chi’s father that includes a fight with monstrous pseudo-brothers and mind-controlled assassins, an issue narrated by Fu Manchu, and Shang-Chi’s second apparent murder of the man who sired him.

    Were Moench and Zeck simply retreading familiar ground? And if a similar, albeit drastically truncated, set of repetitions characterizes Moench’s subsequent collaboration with Day, is this the sign of dwindling imagination, or perhaps a concession to the dismal, iterative nature of corporate superhero stories? After all, Stan Lee was quoted in the 1970s as urging his writers to craft stories that created the “illusion of change” rather than actual change. Fu Manchu was the closest thing to an archenemy Shang-Chi ever had; if comic book readers knew that Doctor Doom was never really dead, fans of MOKF should not have been surprised to see Shang-Chi’s father cheat the grave repeatedly.

    There is good reason for cynicism here, but industry standards are not a satisfactory explanation for the development of MOKF from 1978 (when issue 71 was published) to 1983 (when Moench left both Shang-Chi and Marvel). Moench and his collaborators harness the cyclical nature of mainstream superhero comics in order to complicate the metaphor behind their hero’s name. What they show over the course of five years is that the “rising and advancing of a spirit” does not take a straightforward, linear route. Shang-Chi’s sense of himself and his place in the world develops through a compromise between the linear (as suggested by the ongoing sequence of issues of MOKF) and the cyclical (“Fu Manchu’s back! Again!”). Shang Chi moves forward by looping back, revisiting familiar moments with new eyes and under new circumstances. He rises and advances along a spiral path.

    Thus when Shockwave returns, his battle with Shang-Chi is not just a replay; it is a rewrite of a familiar script. Their first fight was entirely silent, with Shang-Chi receiving most of the blows. This time (issue 72, “Traitors to the Crown”), Shang-Chi is uncharacteristically talkative. Shockwave informs him that he is going to die: “What do you say to that?” Shang-Chi replies: “I say: I am not ready to die, Shockwave. / Are you?” (22). He even repeats his answer while beating Shockwave with a piece of wood. Later, when they are both on Mordillo’s island, Shang-Chi is once again active where he had been reactive.

    No longer shocked by Mordillo’s absurdist creations, he keeps his wits about him, even tricking Shockwave into making a confession that he secretly records on the mechanical voice box ripped out of one of Mordillo’s robot monsters (Leiko: “Shang, I think you’re catching on to the ways of the West!” [75:30]). As Shang-chi puts it in the penultimate line of issue 75: “And so a monster shall go to the court of kings, and speak of slaying his brothers” (30). That recording is the linchpin of the next several issues; at the same time that Shang-Chi grapples with challenges to his fundamental self, his allies and adversaries are continually fighting for possession of Shockwave’s stolen voice. At key points in the storyline, Shang-Chi’s narrative takes on a confessional tone, a nice counterpoint to the fight over Shockwave’s confession.

    The next four issues are an extended examination of Shang-Chi’s consciousness as he begins to break down, mentally and physically, including moments that recall his first fight with Shockwave and his drugged confusion in “The Phoenix Gambit.” He meets an old Chinese man on the docks in search of fatherly wisdom (“Tonight I wish … I had a father”), and laments that “the sound of my name—/—signals nothing but violence”: “Why must my spirit always be so torn? So shattered?” (76:6, “Smoke, Beads and Blood!”). The old man’s betrayal of Shang-Chi to mercenaries in exchange for cash leaves him bereft. Back at Leiko’s, he stares straight into the distance with tears in his eyes, recalling the last good night he and Leiko had together (issue 71, the “routines” issue), begging Leiko to explain why their peace is always broken by violence.

    In both his conversations (with the old man and with Leiko), Shang-Chi’s dilemma is represented visibly and allegorically through images of a broken yin/yang symbol. First, when he is speaking with the old man, his words are illustrated by two panels of Shang-Chi before a yin/yang gong. In the initial panel it is whole, while in the second, he strikes the gong and breaks it. When he is on the couch with Leiko, the page flashes back to the yin/yang puzzle she was assembling in issue 71 and its sudden disassembly when their cat, shocked by the noise of Smith at the door, wrecks it with his paw. Even before going into battle, Shang-Chi is emotionally drained.

    After a car crash renders Leiko unconscious (and saddles her with a concussion) (issue 77, “Weapons”), Shang-Chi is single-minded in his pursuit of Zaran, the antagonist who hurt his lover. He has already been awake for two days, yet rather than allow himself to sleep, he resolves to meditate until nightfall, requiring “silence, darkness, a clear mind, and a fresh body” (78:6). The events that subsequently unfold, however, show that Shang-Chi has only pushed himself further into an altered and even impaired state of mind. Spying on two figures as they meet across the lake, he is unable to identify one of them as his own sister. By the beginning of the following issue, he is barely able to remain awake, with swollen glands indicating the onset of illness.

    In issue 79 (“To Sleep … This Side of Death!”), he and Leiko discover their friends bound and gagged around a dining room table in a castle, captives of Zaran. But when he enters the room, Shang-Chi suffers a near-complete mental collapse reflected in his ongoing narration. Now his captions become a hodgepodge of references to recent plot elements as well as phrases that have played a significant role in his previous narration: the reader has no trouble following, but Shang-Chi has lost the thread of the plot:

    

    No—can’t be—must be sleep—dreaming—can’t be Zaran—just fought him—in lodge on lake—where the fish opened the Dijon and the stage—its eye watching with the voice of a monster … / —Mordillo’s robot-monster peeking words of Smith’s nephew sneed his veins like lightning carrying fire of electricity to plug in tape recorder to the stag’s eye can talk to prime minster … / … make him strike down his country’s agency of defense which is worse than my father … / … up in the snow like phantom sand melting and hissing … / … with Leiko as in a dream of cold cold sleep … (7)

    

    The middle four panels of the page are nothing but increasingly tight close-ups of Shang-Chi’s panicked face, while the lettering emphasizes his inability to prioritize one reference over another (only the word “sleep” is given in bold for emphasis, twice). When Zaran throws a knife at him, he can barely comprehend what is happening, deflecting it only at the last second. Zaran beats him, but Shang-Chi thinks he is merely encountering the embodiment of Sleep, welcoming him rather than resisting. Snapping out of it at the last minute, he stands up, accusing Zaran of trying to trick him. Over the course of another four panels in the middle of the page (this time showing Shang-Chi rising and gearing up for action rather than staring in a stupor), his narration describes his physical state in minute detail: “I rise, my eyes burning, my veins afire, fueled by streaming adrenalin … / my tongue tasting the bite of sheared copper … / … my nostrils flared to the brimstone which expands my chest … / … my fever, my body high and ready to burst” (19).

    The final panel of the page shows Shang-Chi leaping into the air, his foot aimed directly at the reader while his scream expands beyond the panel’s top edge. He is resolute, but he is also completely dissociated: “It bursts and somehow I leave my body … to watch this strange creature, this maddened beast blazing from the very heart of the martial arts state of awareness. / “I know he cannot be stopped. / “I think … . he is me” (29).

    His body spends the next page brutally beating Zaran, while his mind struggles to understand the ramifications of his current state:

    

    And yet, he is not me, cannot be me … for I have changed. I have been polluted by the sickness of the West, deprived of my father’s discipline and guidance, my teachers. /

    I have become lazy and weak—unlike this mad beast who now savages Zaran. / I have allowed my master of Kung Fu to remain stale, perhaps even slipping into decline. / There has been too little rising and advancing of late … but now it changes. / The mad thing which is me bristles with intensity—maniacal, almost bestial. / My body seems to glow. / A red haze burns from my skin. Energy bleeds from my pores … / … and I am wild. But wait—I will also be cunning. / I will stop now—because my enemy has fallen. (21)

    

    If we recall Shang-Chi’s ongoing concern with the question of routine, then this moment is indeed transcendent, for his body has risen above the routine manner in which his martial arts skills have been deployed. But it is an advance that has left his mind behind. Once again he confuses Zaran with the embodiment of sleep, and when Zaran throws an explosive knife at the ceiling, Shang-Chi stares upward, transfixed, about to be crushed by falling debris. It is fitting that, just two pages after lamenting the loss of his father’s guidance, he is saved from death by Nayland Smith, who, though still bound and gagged, hurls his body into Shang-Chi’s to knock him out of the way. He may not yet be comfortable with the side he has picked in the fight between his two fathers, but one of those fathers has demonstrated total commitment to him.

    

    Mind over Matter

    When the story resumes in issue 80 (“The Pride of Leopards”), Shang-Chi’s problems remain, but now he is in a better position to face them calmly, and to share his anxieties with his comrades in arms. Moreover, though he is still not comfortable with the ethical compromises of spycraft, he appears more adept at reconciling opposites when the stakes are lower. Having slept for sixteen hours, he is, of course, meditating, but now it is to the sounds of rock music playing at full blast. When Black Jack berates him for his “screechin’ music,” Shang-Chi responds with an inspirational quote … from Mick Jagger. Later, when the team discuss their plan of action, Shang-Chi raises his ongoing concerns about their “games of deceit and death,” confessing, “My own name … the meaning of it, the rising and advancing of a spirit … has come to seem strange to me … foreign … alien” (14). Zeck and Moench devote an entire panel to the silence of Shang-Chi’s friends, who have no idea how to respond.

    While the seven-issue battle against Fu Manchu only begins in issue 83 (“Warriors of the Golden Dawn, Part 1: The Phoenix and the Snake,” narrated once again by the “Devil Doctor” himself), the previous seven issues do more than simply set up the plot. They establish the stakes for Shang-Chi as he prepares to face his father for the last time (once again). As a test of Shang-Chi’s sense of his own identity, the father-son conflict is already overdetermined, but now it comes on the heels of Shang-Chi’s extensive rumination about his own personal agency. For years now (in real time, if not comic book time), Shang-Chi has been uncertain that siding with his father’s sworn enemy actually represents a positive moral choice rather than simply a reflexive move as far away from his father as possible. Now Fu Manchu’s latest plan is built on his capacity to turn ordinary people into obedient, brainwashed robots. In other words, into unreflective creatures of total routine.

    Issue 84 (“Warriors of the Golden Dawn, Part 2: The Bull and the Dragon”) connects Shang-Chi’s personal dilemma with his father’s modus operandi. On the very first page, Shang-Chi thinks:

    

    Recent days have seen me too … mechanical. / Resolved to do what I must without thought or conscience or sensitivity, I have moved like a machine ever ready to perform but incapable of judging my own performance. / It is, I think, a device of psychic defense. Often, actions must be taken for their own sake. But here in South America—where we search for Fu Manchu, my father—amidst so much life, my awareness returns. Spirit merges with body, old lovers again united. (1)

    

    The reunion is short-lived. Attacked by cultists clad in leopard-skin singlets (don’t ask), Shang Chi fights back (“Again I move like a machine”). He wins, but there is no joy in it: “The mechanism has functioned perfectly, but I loathe it” (3). He is soon reminded of his own passivity before going on the mission, when he allowed Leeks to threaten a captive without even voicing an objection. The flashback sets up Shang-Chi’s next moral conundrum: he and Black Jack discover dozens of men and women standing passively in cages, staring straight ahead. Underneath their wigs are clean-shaven heads with electrodes protruding from their skulls, rendering them Fu Manchu’s mindless slaves. Black Jack calls them “zombies,” and Shang-Chi thinks: “Yes … they too are much like machines, men who still live but whose souls have been slain. And if I have indeed been like them, then it is time for my soul to—” (22).

    His musings are interrupted by one of Fu Manchu’s non-brainwashed henchmen. Black Jack tells Shang-Chi to kill the man before he attracts attention: “Tarr is right, but I cannot do it … cannot act like the machine which kills without thought or conscience. My spirit binds my body and fiercely cries: no!” (22).

    Black Jack shoots him anyway, and the issue ends with them surrounded by enemies. Shang-Chi concludes: “Then … my one act of conscience was a move of defeat in a game such as this. / I should have killed the man, or at least silenced him. / Sometimes it is better to act as a machine, without thought or conscience. / For dragons die … but machines do not bleed” (30).

    Indeed, just two issues later, after an emotional confrontation with a hologram of Fu Manchu he mistakes for his actual father, Shang-Chi agrees to simulate mechanical mindlessness, boarding an airplane full of his father’s brainwashed victims: “We must play more dead than alive, for I am indeed my father’s creation … in many ways. Dragon, machine, monster …” (6:30). Shang-Chi begins to sort out his complicated feelings about acting “mechanical” by deliberately mixing metaphors. As his father’s son, he was created and controlled by Fu Manchu; the brainwashed slaves are also controlled by Fu Manchu, reborn (that is, “fathered”) by the man’s evil genius. Shang-Chi’s decision to pretend to be brainwashed is accompanied by his repeated declarations that he is indeed his father’s son. Thus the path of his murderous rebellion against his father opens to him only when he accepts kinship with him, accepting that Fu Manchu is “within” him, just as Fu Manchu is “within” his zombified followers. Shang-Chi’s mistake was to see the choice between Fu Manchu and Smith as not just binary but entirely external to himself.

    The (semi-)final battle with Fu Manchu is more than simple generational conflict or Oedipal rivalry; it is instead a clash of ontologies. As Shang-Chi gets closer and closer to a physical confrontation with his father, he is obliged to fight against still more variations on the brainwashed slave. In the penultimate issue, he is nearly defeated by Maru, a muscular giant whose devotion to Fu Manchu is unquestioned. Yet despite Maru’s loyalty, Fu Manchu has seen fit to equip him with the brainwashing electrodes. Before the fight with Shang-Chi, Fu Manchu asks Maru if the electrodes are causing him discomfort, but Maru simply responds, “No, Celestial One, I feel nothing but a heightened sense of clarity and awareness.” Fu Manchu literally has Maru on remote control, pressing a button to rob Maru of his will and render him impervious to pain as soon as Shang-Chi appears. With horror, Shang-Chi realizes that Maru “cannot even lose consciousness!” Shang-Chi has no choice but to kill him (88:3, 23, “Warriors of the Golden Dawn, Part 6: The Leopard and the Dove”).

    In the story’s final chapter (89, “Warriors of the Golden Dawn, Part 7: The Dragons”), Shang-Chi is initially dazed by Fu Manchu’s mimosa gas but will not let his faulty perception stand in his way. So his father sends a new round of monstrous servants into battle against him. These freaks are, essentially, pre-brainwashed, existing only to carry out Fu Manchu’s command. But Shang-Chi realizes that they are more than simply mindless monsters: “My father created them in his laboratory … . / They are the children of mutations, crafts, transplants—grotesque monsters that once were men. / The children of Fu Manchu. / And, as the children of Fu Manchu, they are my brothers. / Fu Manchu has worked his will on their bodies, making of their flesh what has long since made of my spirit … / A mockery” (16).

    It would be simple to see the first two extended Fu Manchu sagas (drawn by Gulacy and Zeck, respectively) only in terms of family conflict. After all, each time Shang-Chi has to confront surrogate brothers who would not (or could not) even consider rebelling. But the persistence of the mind control motif emphasizes the true nature of the father-son conflict: Fu Manchu is a father who can see his sons only as the vessels of his own will. How, then, could Shang-Chi’s spirit ever “rise and advance” when his father has always sought to extinguish it?

    When Shang-Chi breaks into Fu Manchu’s craft as it flies away, he shouts: “You cannot escape me! I am mad! I am a fury! And I am of your making!” The story has reached its climax, but Shang-Chi, whose entire narrative and existential raison d’être is to engage in reflection, pauses. We see him standing before the broken window in a classic martial arts pose, but the caption shows that his mind is elsewhere: “I am here, facing him, again, at last, and yet I am not here. Time freezes and a thousand thoughts shoot through my mind, all memories of the past days and weeks … All memories of the recent gifts granted by Fu Manchu …” (19, 22).

    For nearly two entire pages, panel after panel shows moments not just from the past six issues but even from the first half of the current one. This is no simple recap for the reader. Indeed, it is not for the reader at all. It is for Shang-Chi, who must reflect on the horrors of his recent past in order to make sense of the moment in which he finds himself: “All these images, all these memories, all these foul and fatal gifts … bring my blood to a boil.”

    Shang-Chi repeats the vow he made earlier, to destroy and denounce his father. But this time, he punches him in the face: “It explodes, from my heart outward” (23).

    The physical assault (“You have desecrated my person. You have blasphemed against me!” [26]) is far more intimate than his last attempt at patricide (in issue 50, he shot Fu Manchu with a gun). And for once, Shang-Chi is completely present and integrated in mind and body, word and deed. He smashes the ship’s controls, leaps out of the window into the harbor, and leaves Fu Manchu to die in the ensuing explosion.

    

    In/Action

    Gulacy left the book upon completion of his multipart Fu Manchu story; Zeck stayed on one more year after drawing its sequel. His penultimate contribution to Master of Kung Fu was two-thirds of the extra-long one-hundredth-anniversary issue, in which longtime inker Gene Day made his debut as the series’ new penciller (Zeck would pencil issue 101 before leaving for good). In terms of plot, that year saw Shang-Chi in something of a holding pattern, engaging in minor adventures such as Asian American gang wars and fanatical cults with secret geopolitical agendas. Shang-Chi has not quite become complacent; issue 97 (“Lost Art”) is an inner-monologue-heavy story in which he worries that he has lost his “art” of living. Yet that same story shows a lighter, playful side of the character that was usually eclipsed by his endless brooding. He and Leiko actually banter, and it somehow works.

    This lightness would not last. Once he was partnered with Gene Day, Moench’s scripts once again grew heavier and more introspective. Their collaboration would prove short-lived, a term that, sadly, could be applied to Day himself: the artist died of a heart attack in September 1982, at the age of thirty-one. His last issue of MOKF, 120 (“Dweller by the Dark Stream”), appeared posthumously with a 1983 cover date. As it happened, it was Moench’s penultimate contribution as well: 121 was a fill-in, with 122 (pencils by William Johnson) featuring Moench’s final script. It was not particularly conclusive; Moench left the book abruptly after creative differences with editor in chief Jim Shooter made the job untenable. Alan Zelentz wrote the last three issues, in which Shang-Chi, suddenly struck by guilt over killing his father, abandons his life in London to live as a fisherman in a Chinese village named Yang Yin.

    Setting aside the corporate drama, the timing of Moench’s departure was close to perfect. By issue 118 he had wrapped up virtually all the plot threads and character arcs that he had been developing for nearly a decade. Had he left then, it would have looked like it was all part of his plan. But that would have been highly unusual. Though his last issue was cover-dated 1983, Moench’s trajectory was pure 1970s. Corporate comics had yet to reach the point where a series would be canceled once the creators most closely identified with it had said all they wanted to say.

    By the same token, the Moench-Day collaboration, though technically post-1970s, must be considered at least briefly in any assessment of Moench’s run on MOKF. Day brought a completely new aesthetic to the title, abandoning the kinetic dynamism of Gulacy and Zeck in favor of a much more crowded, static, but exquisitely detailed comics page that demanded slow appreciation. From the very first page he penciled, the splash page of issue 100 (“Red of Fang and Claw, All Love Lost”), Day’s art stood out for its mastery of mood and symbolism rather than action. The page features the story’s title at the top, etched within the ornate stone border that frames the page’s single image. All along the border are overturned vessels, either lying on their side (in the top border) or deliberately spilled by the stone cherubs that hold them (on the side borders). Water drips at multiple points along the frame, landing on a golden Egyptian sarcophagus and the figure of Fu Manchu. Zeck and Gulacy specialized in action that flowed from panel to panel; Day’s panels feature few action-to-action transitions, forming a comics page that looks as if it came from an alternate universe in which Jack Kirby never existed. Yet that same splash page demonstrates Day’s attention to a more literal flow, modeling the falling water in a fashion that is both beautiful and consistent with how liquid behaves in the real world.

    If Gulacy’s layouts exemplified the aesthetic of comics as moving pictures captured on paper, Day’s pages are carefully assembled compilations of frozen images. His pages were occasionally framed by large drawings of the title character, holding the panels together like bookends; Day was the rare artist at the time for whom the comics page was as attractive for its extradiegetic content (the material that was not, technically, part of the experience of the characters he drew). The oversized symbolic human figures surrounding the pages, along with the clever games he played with the issues’ titles (issue 103 contains a two-page spread whose panels are all contained within the letters of its title, “A City Asea”), show the influence of comics legend Will Eisner, though his figure drawing is more in the faux-realist tradition than Eisner’s caricatures. Day’s pages are chock-full of statues and figurines, which best embody Day’s aesthetic: beautiful bodies frozen in a particular moment. As a result, Day’s work on MOKF is a truly unlikely success: a martial arts comic defined by a pervasive sense of stillness.

    Why does it work? For the same reasons that Master of Kung Fu merits attention in a book about subjectivity: devoted readers come for the martial arts action but stay for Shang-Chi’s internal monologue. Day’s gorgeous pages, cramped as they are by frequent small panels, leave plenty of room for the captions that convey Shang-Chi’s thoughts. The fact that Moench once again revisits old characters and plots only emphasizes how much has changed: the latest confrontation with Shen Kuei ends in a much friendlier truce, and Leiko’s infidelity (which was part of her espionage mission) doesn’t even rise to becoming a plot point. Leiko and Shang-Chi have frequent disagreements, but Leiko refuses to let them reach the level of crisis, telling Shang-Chi that she can be mad and still love him. And when Shang-Chi has what at the time truly appears to be his final fight with Fu Manchu, his father is reduced from an all-powerful, scheming mastermind to a repulsive old man desperate to drink the blood of his children in order to ensure his immortality. This time Shang-Chi defeats not just his father but his father complex. After Fu Manchu dies, Shang-Chi visits Smith on his sickbed. He and Smith have already achieved a rapprochement, but now the Fu Manchu arc ends with Shang-Chi telling him: “Say nothing, Smith. You’re the father I never had. / I love you” (118:44, “Flesh of My Flesh”).

    Over the course of his long tenure on MOKF, Moench combined the continuous flow of first-person narration with repetitive (or perhaps cyclical) plot motifs to do something rare in corporate comics: show the growth of a character less through dramatic twists and turns than through an accumulation of small details that would slowly change his outlook on life and alter his attitude toward the people who surround him. In a genre defined by martial arts action, Shang-Chi embodies the rising and advancing of an individual consciousness.
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    Blood Will Tell

    Marv Wolfman’s Tomb of Dracula

    

    In the 1970s, most of the progress made in conveying subjectivity, an inner life, and a distinct voice tended to happen at the margins of Marvel’s superhero line rather than at the center (with Steve Englehart’s work as a notable exception). This was, at least in part, a function of the changes in the market and the industry. In 1968 Marvel finally freed itself from the onerous restrictions put on it by its distributor, Independent News; no longer limited to a fixed number of titles, the company could bring as many comics to the newsstand as it wanted. In 1971 the Comics Code Authority (CCA) revised the rules to allow the inclusion of “classic” or “literary” monsters (such as Frankenstein and Dracula), though not their low-rent brethren.¹ (Zombies were still forbidden, but Roy Thomas borrowed a word coined by Robert E. Howard in his 1938 story “Pigeons from Hell” and snuck them over the CCA border wall with false papers, identifying them as “zuvembies.”)²

    Under Thomas’s leadership as editor in chief (1972–1974), more new writers and artists began to work for the company, bringing fresh perspectives. One of his newcomers, Marv Wolfman, would be closely identified with Marvel throughout the decade, even serving briefly as editor in chief himself (1975–76). Yet Wolfman’s legacy at Marvel is uneven. Having worked at DC before joining the rival team, he would ultimately make his greatest mark on comics upon returning to Marvel’s main competitor in 1980. There he and his fellow Marvel refugee, fan-favorite artist George Perez, would bring a Marvel sensibility (emotional, soap-operatic, slowly simmering plots) to The New Teen Titans. Titans would be one of the decade’s biggest hits, eventually spawning two animated television series, two tie-in animated movies, and a live-action Titans series. In 1985 Wolfman and Perez launched the twelve-issue Crisis on Infinite Earths, which redefined the entire DC universe while setting a pattern for similar, though usually less satisfying, reality-altering crossovers in the years to come. Wolfman’s impact on DC Comics is undeniable.

    At Marvel, the company where Wolfman built the reputation that made his hiring by DC something of a coup, Wolfman’s work is a mixed bag. Actually, it’s not even that. With one exception, it’s a study in sticking to the middle of the road. Wolfman handled some of Marvel’s biggest properties (though not all of them were big at the time): Spider-Man, Daredevil, The Fantastic Four, Power Man (Luke Cage), and Doctor Strange. Yet none of these runs is particularly significant or even memorable. True, he did create some characters who went on to do very well for themselves (Bullseye, Nova), but nothing about Wolfman’s own treatment of them would have suggested that they were destined for greatness. Curiously, the man who established his reputation as one of DC’s top superhero scribes, who helped the company rescue its books from mediocrity, never excelled with the characters who redefined the modern superhero.

    Instead, Wolfman wrote just one Marvel series that stood out from the crowd, and it was about as far from superheroes as one could get: Tomb of Dracula. Part of Marvel’s post-1971 horror boom, it is commonly acknowledged as one of Marvel’s best publications of the decade. It certainly did not start out that way. Running for a total of seventy issues from 1972 to 1979, Tomb of Dracula began with a simple, uninspired premise. Dead for decades, Dracula is found and revived in 1972 by a group including the Count’s last human descendant, Frank Drake. The comic began as the most basic expression of its high concept, with little evidence of any kind of authorial investment beyond the outstanding pencils of Gene Colan (who drew every issue of the series, almost always inked by Colan’s ideal complement, Tom Palmer). This wasn’t even a comic written by committee; instead, it was the product of an ongoing game of musical chairs. The first six issues were credited to three different writers, none of whom left a lasting impression (though Gardner Fox’s introduction of Rachel Van Helsing, a descendant of the novel’s original vampire hunter, would prove significant down the road). Wolfman took over with issue 7 (“Night of the Death Stalkers!”), although by his own admission, several months passed before he got his bearings.³

    That it took so long for the title to find its direction should come as no surprise. Not only did Tomb of Dracula constitute a step away from the genre that had defined Marvel for the past decade, but also it was one of the first attempts in the era of the Comics Code to publish a series centered on a villain rather than a hero. While this is obviously a problem of genre, it also has serious ramifications for the question of subjectivity. For years, Stan Lee and his collaborators told stories about characters who looked like monsters but whose inner nobility made them admirable. Now we were dealing with monsters who were truly monstrous through and through. How can the writer humanize a monster without humanizing him too much? How does the writer get inside the head of someone evil without holding him up to the reader for admiration?⁴

    Wolfman answered these questions in two seemingly contradictory ways, delving deeper into Dracula’s psyche and past in order to make him feel more real to his readers, and surrounding the vampire with an ensemble of human characters who could bear the burden of reader identification and emotional investment. Already hunted by Frank Drake, Rachel Van Helsing, and her mute companion Taj, Dracula would soon be the target of a larger network run by Quincy Harker (the now elderly son of Jonathan and Mina from the original novel), Quincy’s daughter Edith (best not to get too attached to her), and Wolfman and Colan’s breakout character Blade the Vampire Hunter. The last half of the series saw the cast expand to include humans who were not part of the vampire-hunting team, most notably Dracula’s new bride, Domini.

    The ensemble approach was not unique to Tomb of Dracula. On the contrary, it proved to be the default for many of the new genre comics Marvel had begun to produce, particularly those centered on monsters. As we shall see in chapter 6 on Steve Gerber, N’Kantu the Living Mummy could barely speak, while the swamp creature called Man-Thing was not just nonverbal but actually mindless. Unless these series were going to be a set of largely disconnected episodes, other ongoing characters were going to have to pick up the slack.

    In the case of Tomb of Dracula, however, the construction of the ensemble had roots in richer soil than that provided by Marvel Comics. While most readers were more likely to know about the vampire from the endless series of movies featuring him, Tomb of Dracula situated itself firmly within the continuity established by Bram Stoker’s 1897 novel. The names of some of the characters (Harker, Van Helsing) reinforce this connection, but Wolfman went further, developing his series in the manner established by the novel.⁵ Though Dracula featured the vampire prominently enough to use his name as its title, the book kept the character at a distance from the reader. More object than subject, Dracula is refracted through the perceptions of numerous viewpoint characters, most notably Jonathan and Mina. Moreover, the novel, so famously preoccupied with media and technology, is a virtual compendium of all the different means by which the story of Dracula can be recorded and transmitted: journals, shorthand, wax cylinder recordings, newspaper articles.⁶ A foreign element and dangerous pathogen, Dracula in Stoker’s novel is not just a communicable disease but a disease of communication.

    Tomb of Dracula devotes a significant amount of narrative effort to conveying the effects the vampire has had on those he encounters—primarily those who survive his encounters; his effect on the others is self-evident. The original writers use Dracula’s descendant Frank Drake as the initial point of identification, but Drake proves unsuited to the task: spoiled, whiny, and despondent, Frank Drake is almost as unpleasant as the Count, but with none of the charisma. Small wonder that when Archie Goodwin takes over as writer with issue 3 (“Who Stalks the Vampire?”), he has Frank attempt suicide.

    

    League of Inherited Trauma

    The defects in Frank’s characterization are only part of the story. Once the focus shifts to Rachel, Quincy, and (eventually, if briefly) Taj, Wolfman finds the ideal foils for a centuries-old monster: heroes whose trauma runs deep. The problem with Frank is that we see the precipitating trauma on the pages of the very first issue when Dracula kills this otherwise feckless rich boy’s fiancée. Rachel and Quincy, by contrast, come from families on which Dracula has been inflicting suffering for generations. For them, Dracula is inherited trauma made manifest.

    This is one of the ways that Tomb of Dracula gets at the title character indirectly, in that Dracula has long since colonized Rachel’s and Quincy’s inner lives. There is no Quincy Harker or Rachel Van Helsing without him. When Wolfman introduces Quincy Harker in issue 7, he also adds Quincy’s daughter Edith. The fact that there is no mother present is, of course, attributable to Dracula, who killed Quincy’s wife years ago. Edith is no vampire slayer, but she knows just enough to be subject to a healthy, well-informed terror in the face of the undead. In issue 12 (“Night of the Screaming House!”), Dracula kidnaps Edith and lures Quincy’s team into one of the numerous “ancient manses” that horror comics seem to place on every corner.

    After a series of gothic brushes with death (weak floorboards, tarantulas), they find Edith on a balcony high above them. Edith tells them to keep away because Dracula has already turned her into a vampire; she can no longer trust herself around the living: “If you won’t leave, Father—then I have no other choice. / You must stop me—you must—before I kill! / You must! You must!” She leaps from the balcony: “The body falls, and never changes … never lifts itself from its long, deadly leap … / and it lands very, very hard.” Quincy calls out, but his words are dwarfed by a sickening sound effect: “THUD!” (12:25, 28).

    Quincy laments his latest loss, but Frank informs him that Edith (who showed incredible strength of will by not turning into a bat and saving herself) is still not dead. Quincy honors Edith’s wishes and stabs her through the heart. The next two panels (Edith writhing in agony and Quincy crying) are wordless.⁷

    Edith’s death is much more effective than that of Frank’s fiancée, and not only because the reader has had some time to get to know her. Her murder by Dracula is situated within the larger context of the vampire hunters’ never-ending losses at the vampire’s hands. As Quincy exclaims, “First my dear Sonya, my loving wife—now Edith—now Edith!” (28).⁸ In the very next issue (13, “To Kill a Vampire!”), Quincy says: “I remember once, it must have been a long time ago—my lord, she was only three or four, yet she knew all about my work— / —she said ‘Daddy, I don’t ever want to become a vampire. Please don’t let me become one.’ / And I would laugh and tell her not to worry, that I would protect her always. / Oh God—Oh, God” (2).

    Quincy’s fresh new grief becomes the impetus for a spontaneous discussion that serves as a cross between a support group and a competitive mourning contest. Blade, the young, hip Black vampire slayer Wolfman and Colan created just a few issues before, lashes out at Frank: “You didn’t think I was chasin’ vampires for my health, did you, Drake? / You said I didn’t know what it’s like to lose someone—man—I’m the original loser!” Blade then tells his new companions that when his mother was in labor, she was bitten and killed by a white-haired vampire moments before Blade was born: “So don’t hand me any of your bull about mournin’ the dead—’cause I’ve been through it all before— / —an’ I’m still livin’ with it, every time I look in the mirror an’ realize that a woman died given’ birth to me—me!” (13:11, 14).

    Blade’s words prove his worthiness in joining Quincy’s band of mourning misfits while also emphasizing his separate destiny. His trauma was not caused by Dracula, a fact that makes him much more suitable for subsequent, non-Dracula-related adventures than his companions are.⁹ It is also fitting that he connects his guilt to what he sees in the mirror. Not only will he subsequently fight his own vampire doppelgänger—a long story that need not be related here—but also he highlights the metaphor behind the narrative function served by all the humans in the supporting cast. Vampires like Dracula do not show up in mirrors; they are incapable of seeing themselves as others see them. It is up to Quincy, Rachel, and Frank to mirror Dracula back to him.

    The scars that these characters bear are both metaphorical and real. The same issue that ends with Edith’s death highlights the disabling and disfiguring effect Dracula has on those around him. As they try to rescue Edith from the Victorian nightmare home in which she is being kept, Quincy’s room to maneuver is limited. He uses a wheelchair, thanks, of course, to Dracula. Meanwhile, Dracula has sent bats to attack Rachel and Frank; they start clawing at Rachel’s face before Taj chases them away. What happens next—or, rather, over the course of the next several years of Tomb of Dracula—is unprecedented. Rachel’s face is covered in scratches a few pages after the attack, but these settle into permanent scars that become one of her defining physical features.

    Soon Rachel and Frank embark on an unsatisfying romance (unsatisfying for both them and the readers), defined by Frank’s continued attempts to prove his manliness and independence and Rachel’s tendency toward emotional withdrawal. In the last issue (70, “Lords of the Undead!”), after Quincy finally kills Dracula, Rachel receives a letter that Quincy wrote for her before his confrontation with the vampire. He encourages her to give Frank a chance, because he is worried about what is happening to her:

    

    I write because I have great love for you and I fear you are becoming too much like me. I have lost my humor about life, for I became obsessed with death. Rachel, you are too young to be so grim, you have so much ahead of you … please, my dear, don’t cut yourself off from the joy life can bring […] Give yourself a chance to experience all that you have missed. I am an old man, Rachel, but if you are reading this now, I am a happy man … (70:36)

    

    With Dracula dead (temporarily, but for the purposes of the now canceled Tomb of Dracula, permanently), the surviving supporting cast finally has the chance to live for themselves, rather than as physical manifestations of the damage wrought by their enemy.¹⁰

    

    Shiela Takes a Bow

    In issue 23 (“Shadows in the Night”) and its lead-in, Giant-Size Chillers Featuring the Curse of Dracula 1 (“Night of the She-Demon,” June 1974), Wolfman begins his periodic exploration of the inner lives of Dracula’s (eventual) victims. The timing makes sense; after an intense exploration of the Dracula–Van Helsing dynamic in issues 19 and 20, the series turns its focus away from the vampire hunters and more toward the Count himself. Whenever we linger too long with Dracula, listening to his reminiscences and catching him in a reflective mood, there is the risk that excessive identification with the vampire will not only render him heroic but also make him less frightening. For instance, issue 15 (“Fear Is the Name of the Game!”), which is framed by Dracula writing in his diary in order to work through the shock of his most recent death, presents a series of vignettes narrated by Dracula himself. A pensive Dracula is a relatable Dracula, something Wolfman will entertain only toward the end of the series.

    Over the course of seven issues (23–24, 26–29, plus Chillers), Dracula involves himself in the affairs of young Shiela [sic] Whittier, heiress to Castle Dunwick. He comes to the castle intending to kill Shiela but is taken aback by her manner and her plight. Not at all surprised to see him, she says: “You’re back? Are you going to hurt me again? Haven’t you done enough to me already?” He sees that her back is covered in fresh scars and replies: “You are mistaken, Shiela Whittier. I am not one of your tormentors” (Giant-Size Chillers 1:19). To the contrary, he saves her life several times in their first meeting. It turns out that her uncle, who left her the castle, is haunting it; what’s more, he’s actually her father, murdered by her mother, whom he subsequently haunted and drove insane. He intends to sacrifice her to the “dark gods” in order to secure himself a place of honor in hell.

    Dracula makes short work of the ghost by the end of issue 23, but by that point Wolfman has already succeeded in turning this storyline into a set of narrative baits and switches. What begins as Dracula’s plan to secure himself a castle in England turns into something the vampire could not have anticipated: he has walked onto the set of a gothic novel and become merely one of the players in Shiela’s story. Soon he puts Shiela in her place, using her as a pawn in his schemes for world domination, but once again, the story runs away from him (as, eventually, does Shiela).

    Issue 24 (“A Night for the Living … A Morning for the Dead!”) begins with Rachel and Frank talking on the same bridge from which Frank tried to jump on the day they first met. Since they both believe Dracula is dead, they’ve decided to give their relationship a try. As Dracula watches from a distance, mocking them to himself, the narrator tells us: “Their lips meet, but there is nothing; this is a hollow kiss devoid of any emotion other than pity and helplessness for a man this woman truly loves … / And for Frank Drake, not even the imagined warmth of this momentary embrace can erase the coldness and hatred he feels for himself” (2).

    Even though they think their enemy is dead, the emotional logic of Tomb of Dracula dictates that there is only so much ambient emotional energy to go around in a given story. Over the next several issues, the affective focus will be on Dracula and Shiela (and, soon enough, David Eschol). Alone in her “creaking manse” in issue 24, Shiela contemplates the new man in her life:

    

    There’s nothing wrong with my waiting here for him. Why must I feel guilty? / He’s my man … and I know he isn’t evil like they all say he is. / I know they say he’s a murderer … a hellish vampire who preys on innocence for survival— / —who corrupts everything he dares profane with his deathly touch. / But they’re all wrong. I’ve seen him. I know him. I do … I really do. / He is my man, isn’t he? And my man couldn’t be dressed in a cloak of sin. / Could he? (3)

    

    Yet even as she finishes her monologue, the last panel shows Dracula attacking (and presumably killing) a woman on the street).

    Soon Dracula sends Shiela on a mission, arranging for her to meet David Eschol, a man whose antiquarian rabbi father was killed for the sake of a mysterious chimera statue imbued with vast magical powers (issue 26, “Where Lurks the Chimera!”). Pretending to be from a museum, she quickly establishes a connection with him. They immediately hit it off, and as a result, Dracula’s scheming has inadvertently placed him in one corner of a love triangle. By issue 28 (“Madness in the Mind!”), all three of them are captives of the mysterious Dr. Sun, who has taken possession of the chimera. Using its powers, Dr. Sun forces each of them into his or her own transparently symbolic psychodrama. David imagines himself as Moses before the burning bush, discovering that it is a vehicle of Satan, not God. Shiela is romanced by Dracula, who turns into a laughing skeleton in her arms. Dracula is nearly killed by his assembled enemies. When Dracula snaps out of his trance, he mercilessly kills all of Dr. Sun’s minions, prompting Shiela to grab the chimera and smash it before either Dracula or David can take possession of it. As she and David leave, she tells Dracula: “I thought I loved you, Vlad. Maybe because you saved me—were beside me when I most needed someone there. / But I was blind not to see what you truly were, and to ignore what I did see. / […] / Goodbye, Vlad. Keep Castle Dunwick—do what you wish with it. It’s yours now. I no longer need it. / Goodbye, my almost-love. I pity you—truly I do.”

    Infuriated, Dracula yells at her to come back: “You can’t leave me unless I tell you to. You can’t leave your master—” (32).

    Remarkably, he lets Shiela and David go without attacking them. While Shiela grows to understand Dracula, and therefore herself, better and realizes that her sentiments are false, Dracula is appalled to discover that, unnoticed, he has developed actual feelings.

    The next issue (29, “Vengeance Is Mine! Sayeth the Vampire!”) begins with Dracula attacking random humans in a fit of rage, resolving to kill Shiela and David. David, meanwhile, has decided he must kill Dracula if he and Shiela are ever to be free. As so often happens in vampire movies, he reaches Dracula’s coffin just as the sun sets. All the words spoken are by Dracula (“Shiela Whittier is mine, boy—and what is mine cannot be lightly taken from me” [(22)]), but the captions all follow David. For a silent page (interrupted only by Dracula’s laughter), David tries to run away, while the captions render David’s struggle for survival a matter of faith and fate:

    

    The youth runs, though his father had taught him not to run from evil, but to face it—to ignore it. / “The eyes of God are everywhere: observing the evil and the good.” David was told this. / “God does not leave the virtuous man hungry. But he thwarts the greed of the wicked,” David was taught. / And though it may be true that God does honor the virtuous—perhaps he does destroy the wicked … / … tonight he does not. / And at last, David screams. (23)

    

    The last four pages reenact both Shiela’s first encounter with Dracula and the end of the previous issue. She opens the door to find David’s corpse, held in a standing position by Dracula, who informs her that he has come to take her “back home.” The caption reads: “Months before, Dracula’s first words to this frightened girl were ‘I am not one of your tormentors.’ The lord of darkness lied” (26).

    Whereas previously Dracula was an intruder in a haunted house doing its best to expel its new owner, now he has to gain Shiela’s permission to enter the late David’s apartment. Shiela invites him in, not realizing he cannot enter without an invitation. Yet just as in the previous issue, when Shiela speaks to Dracula with an authority that surprises them both, she once again pronounces judgment on the lord of vampires. But this time it is also a diagnosis, a rejection of the very idea that Dracula has a self worthy of her affection:

    

    Shiela: You have no heart! You have no soul! / You’re a demon! A damnable lecherous demigod! / Show me what kind of man you are, Dracula! Beat me! Beat me for my hating you! Beat me for my once loving you!

    Dracula: I … can … not … beat you. / I … care …

    Shiela(climbing onto the windowsill): You care only for yourself! I was just a convenience!

    Dracula: You are wrong, Shiela. Perhaps we both …

    Shiela: Get away from me, Dracula! If I was ever yours before— / I won’t be anymore! Never any more!

    

    When they first met, Shiela fell from a balcony, only to be saved by Dracula. Now she jumps to her death, with Dracula flying after her, too late to catch her: “Shiela! / No! / No! / I didn’t mean …” (30–31).

    In his depiction of Shiela, Wolfman has laid a trap both for the reader and for Dracula. Initially, she seems fragile, naïve, and deluded. And yet Dracula, whose tendency to launch into florid monologues has long been a familiar feature of the comic, is reduced by Shiela to incoherent pleading two issues in a row. They forge an emotional connection, but it is in the nature of both the narrative and Dracula himself that there is room for only one of them to have full subjectivity at a given time. We saw earlier that Shiela could at least wrestle with her doubts about Dracula in his absence, and also that she tended to be less expressive in his presence. But when she asserts her own will, Dracula’s fades. At the same time, the reader, faced with an inarticulate vampire, gains access to an aspect of his inner life usually occluded by his constant talking: an emotional, needy creature who can be either dominant or submissive but never equal.

    Thus, when the next issue (30, “Memories on a Mourning’s Night!”) begins with Dracula standing over her grave, he has regained his composure and his facility with words:

    

    This is not the way I wished it to end. / It is important that you believe that, Shiela. / But you could not accept me for what I am … what I must ever be, could you, my dear? /

    Yet I—I accepted you—and never once did I drape you in illusion. / Had you held me dear for what I am, perhaps there would have been a tomorrow— / —instead of a timeless, endless nothingness. / Farewell, Shiela Whittier—rest in the peace you never had in life. (2)

    

    It’s a nice speech but it’s also disingenuous: Dracula didn’t “drape” Shiela “in illusion” because he never bothered to find out who she really was. But as the capstone to the Shiela storyline, it also calls into question Shiela’s own conclusions about the vampire: “You have no heart! You have no soul!” In the context of the comic’s vampire lore, she is close to correct, in that vampires are generally portrayed as soulless, while their physical hearts are only the last vestige of human vulnerability (the weak spot to be penetrated by a wooden stake). But all of his mixed responses to Shiela, combined with his somber, nostalgic mood after her death, are a sign that Dracula is more than his exterior, and more than simply monster. He is not good, to be sure, and he is capable of endless self-deception. But, to borrow the phrasing of Stan Lee, does that not make him somewhat … human?

    The captions at the beginning of issue 30 emphasize Dracula’s sadness and loneliness, following him back to the castle, where, as he so often does after a setback, Dracula recalls moments from his past in his diary. These stories are all about different times in his undead existence when he allowed himself to be emotionally vulnerable, but for Dracula, the moral is simple: he always survives and always conquers. This issue and the entire storyline enact the basic pattern Tomb of Dracula provides its protagonist: opening himself up to others leads him to periods of introspection that he must reject in order to go on.¹¹

    

    Serial Obituaries

    This same story arc also sees Wolfman inaugurating a narrative technique to which he will return intermittently throughout the series: capsule biographies of Dracula’s victims presented immediately before their deaths.¹² Once again, it is connected to Dracula’s growing feelings for Shiela. In issue 23 he realizes that he must feed but that he must also spare Shiela. Initially this decision is presented as entirely rational, since he needs her for a servant: “So she must live, and it will be another who will die.” As he leaves, he is flooded with “a curious sensation”: “a feeling that says that some lives should be held sacred.” / “ ‘Bah,’ Dracula retorts,—‘Lives exist only for my sport.’ / And he repeats that silent shout in hopes that someday he might believe it” (17).

    It’s a surprising moment, since we have never seen Dracula show any compunction about his need for blood; it is as though Shiela’s own naïve trust in him has already started to have an effect. The next two pages further develop the question of empathy for his victims, but this time that empathy is cultivated within the consciousness of the readers (who by now may well have become too jaded to be shocked by yet another vampire attack).

    The scene shifts from the castle to one of a woman driving a green VW Bug. I quote the description in full, as both an example of Wolfman’s technique and a demonstration of how thoroughly irrelevant this section is to the plot:

    

    Caroline Bascombe has been traveling all night, and the radio beside her has been her only company. / It sings to her, making the hours pass more quickly, and, unconsciously, she hums along with it. / Caroline smiles; her mother only had a fever. The doctors say it will pass. And Randolph called saying the kids have been behaving, and that they missed her. / And Randolph also said he never realized how hard it is keeping the house clean and the kids in line, and that maybe he now understands why she is always tired when he comes home from work. / The music fades and the news begins. “Strikes continue …” The sounds would have gone on hadn’t Caroline glanced downwards, wrinkled her face at the bad news, and switched the station for some more music. /

    When she looks up again, Caroline sees the fog has crowded around her car. Even her lights can’t penetrate it. “Damn,” she thinks to herself. She wanted to be home by morning. / Through the heavy fog she sees a shape—human? Animal? Yes—it is a man. / God, it’s a man standing in the center of the road. Caroline slams the brake down hard. / The car jerks suddenly and swerves to the left. / But not nearly enough. / There is a sickening crunch as metal hits flesh.

    

    She gets out of the car and is immediately attacked by Dracula.

    

    As the pain of his fangs turn [sic] to pleasure, Caroline Bascombe’s screams end, and her body falls limp. / She dies, then, and in three days she will finally return home to Randolph, and then Teddy and little Emily—yes, even darling little Emily—will have their mother back. / Two years from now Randolph will fall beneath Blade’s knife. Caroline and Teddy will suffer from blood loss and perish. Emily will live 150 years before she, too, dies. (17, 22)

    

    For the attentive reader, this extended digression is a reminder of the compromised moral framework of not just Dracula’s existence but that of everyone who (however briefly) survives an encounter with him. Shiela is spared, but we are forced to see the cost of her survival, a cost with ramifications extending 150 years into the future. This is, of course, the basic fact of vampirism: the vampire’s unlife is always at the expense of ordinary human beings. It is a fact that Shiela ignores as long as she can, but one she must ultimately face.

    Even more important, though, is the way in which the text demands the moral engagement of the reader. We, like the vampire, can grow jaded from the parade of future corpses whom Dracula encounters on a nightly basis, and therefore can sympathize with Dracula too much. One of the plot points that repeats throughout Tomb of Dracula is the bonds of affection that develop between Dracula and the occasional human, perhaps modeling the affection of the readers. The recurring motif of capsule biographies of otherwise anonymous victims is an important corrective to the moral drift that so often results from Dracula’s seductive charms.

    

    Women Who Love Vampires Too Much

    Wolfman’s successful characterization of Dracula obliges him to periodically remind the reader just how horrible the title character actually is. The capsule biographies of the victims certainly help, but they will not be enough once that series commits to Dracula as the actual protagonist of his own series. Issue 45 (“Crossfire!”) inaugurates a storyline that continues until the series’ final issue, one that emphasizes Dracula’s own personal and emotional development. He stumbles upon a group of satanists in a deconsecrated church. Their leader, Anton Lupeski, is about to offer up a young woman named Domini as the bride of Satan. Dracula swoops in and pretends to be Satan, taking over the church for himself and claiming Domini as his bride.

    Initially a cipher, Domini comes to mean a great deal to Dracula, while soon opening up her own complicated history to the reader. Issue 47 (“Birthrite: Death”), in which a satanic rite allows Dracula and Domini to conceive a child, starts with Domini in an entirely subordinate role. She notices that her husband looks “troubled” and asks if she can somehow relieve the “aching” she sees in his eyes. Dracula launches into one of his extended monologues, with Domini as his audience:

    

    Dracula:You are my wife, Domini—bequeathed to me by your leader in worship, Anton Lupeski. / Yet I know nothing of you … of who you are, or why you have deigned to worship in Lupeski’s unholy temple. / You are a mystery to me, and yet, for reasons I still cannot fathom, I … care for you … as much as I cared for my dear Maria.

    Domini: I know nothing of you, my husband, except that you are not Satan … as the others still believe. / Whoever you are, my Lord Dracula—it doesn’t matter. At least not to me. I love you. For reasons I do understand.

    

    Domini understands, but at this point there is no way anyone else could. Yet Dracula goes on, admitting that he has grown troubled at the thought that he exists only for conflict. He tells Domini the high points of his biography, from his time as ruler of Transylvania to his marriage to Maria to his transformation into a vampire. He speaks of his lust for domination, which could include even Domini herself, whom he could easily “crush … like an over-ripe melon. But … : / I can’t … truly I cannot. / This tabernacle of God must be affecting me somehow, Domini. / There can be no other reason I would love a mortal— / Did I say … love?”

    Dracula admits that he has grown accustomed to seeing humans as tools: “You see, my wife, I have a … power … the power all great men must have to become great. / Humans call it … charm … a magnetic personality … charisma! The power to pull people to you …” (2, 4).

    Dracula’s display of self-awareness would also be self-criticism if he weren’t so thoroughly narcissistic. Moreover, he has just summed up the ethical problem raised by placing him at the center of a comic book series: he is too charismatic to prevent readers from finding themselves on his side.¹³

    But is Domini simply a naïve dupe? Wolfman has shown other women besotted by the vampire’s charms (most notably the comic relief character Aurora, whose infatuation with Dracula is only one of the many elements of her depiction as a brainless bimbo), but Domini professes her love while maintaining an unshakable dignity. When Lupeski asks her if she is prepared to become the mother of Dracula’s child, Wolfman provides us with a rare glimpse into Domini’s inner life: “She digs deep into her past, grasping fragments of memories—the convent, where she was schooled … under the ever-watchful eye of Sister Mary-Theresa. / The constant running … rebelling against the church … Searching for … what? / And after each escape from the convent, being returned … by her father—a man who cared nothing for her” (16).

    The ceremony is nearly ruined by a masked gunman, whom Dracula quickly kills. But Domini immediately identifies the man as her father: “He came here to take me home again … as he did every time I strayed from him. / I guess … in his own way … he loved me. / But I learned that too late. / Didn’t I—?” At that moment, she is looking at the painting of Christ that hangs in the dark chapel and declares that everything “rests now in most capable hands” (30).

    

    
    Figure 16. Marv Wolfman, Gene Colan, and Tom Palmer, “Birthrite: Death!,” Tomb of Dracula 47:31.

    

    Domini, whose name means “belonging to the Lord,” contentedly finds herself playing a double game. She truly loves her husband, but she also knows that the image of Christ granted her father death before he could be infected with the vampire’s curse. The last page consists of five horizontal panels, with Dracula indulging in one of his usual megalomaniacal monologues, while Domini looks in the mirror, reflecting on her future: “Absolution for father … forgiveness for daughter. And for the son to be—ah, he will not be the devil’s son at all, and Domini knows that now” (31).

    Domini, whose future son’s name, Janus, will reflect his dual heritage, belongs to two lords at once: her husband and God.

    Wolfman is careful about parceling out access to Domini’s thoughts and feelings throughout the series, maintaining a sense of quiet mystery about her while telling the reader just enough to know how complicated her agenda actually is. This is in contrast to Dracula, as that last page demonstrates. Though Dracula’s self-knowledge is significantly restricted by his pride, he nevertheless is constantly verbalizing his thoughts and motivations, while Domini chooses to keep her own counsel.

    

    The Tragedy of the Naïve Vampire Fan

    Rather than try to wrest supernatural drama from nine months of Domini’s pregnancy, Wolfman uses the next several issues as an opportunity to set up important players and themes (the power of the Christ painting in the chapel; the mysterious golden-skinned “demon” who has haunted Dracula for centuries), to advance subplots (Blade and the hunt for his mother’s killer), and to tell one-off stories that either broaden Dracula’s world or deepen our understanding of the character. A particularly bizarre example of this last approach tells an unusual Dracula story that balances on the edge of metafiction and fan fiction but provides a clear message: Dracula does not deserve our love.

    Issue 49 (with the strangely generic title “… And with the Word There Shall Come Death!”) sees Dracula returning home to a contented, very pregnant Domini, only to be suddenly surrounded by a glowing halo and transported “into some forgotten limbo!” After checking in on Blade’s subplot, the scene shifts to a woman sitting in an ornate Gothic library, talking to her companion, who appears to be Frankenstein’s monster.¹⁴ They are soon joined by D’Artagnan of The Three Musketeers, followed by Tom Sawyer and Injun Joe. They are all her “friends” whom she knows from her beloved stories. As D’Artagnan explains: “You created us, milady. We are a part of you, as we are a part of the books you took us from. / We are your joys and your sorrows, and we are your loves. / Is it any wonder, then, Madame, that we love you as much as you love us? / Or that we, mere words of fiction granted flesh and bone by the powers that are yours, know what secrets lie in your heart?” (14).

    Her creations cannot help but know that she pines for the hero of her favorite novel, the man she has been unable to summon: Count Dracula: “I’ve dreamed […] of Dracula, with his arms about my shoulders, his powerful eyes reaching deeply into my own. / Oh, I have wished so long for him to join me here, and to give me his love” (15).

    At their encouragement, Miss Angie (as Tom Sawyer calls her) tries once again, this time with all their help and support, and Dracula finally materializes. He immediately believes Angie when she tells him that she summoned him but has no patience for her feelings when she explains that she fell in love with him after reading “your book. / You were everything I could ever hope for in a man.” Dracula’s response is contemptuous: “That foolish novel Stoker half-based on my diary?” (22).

    Angie appeals to him as “the man Lucy Westenra loved.” But Dracula barely remembers Lucy: “Westenra? The name sounds familiar.” One of “a thousand tramps such as she, Lucy and all the others like her were merely sustenance for me.” Dracula does, however intuit the mechanism by which Angie has succeeded in summoning him this time after so many attempts. Angie “took me while I expressed the calmness [Domini] had given my soul for the first time in centuries” (27). In other words, at the moment when Dracula was completely content with letting a woman into his life as something more than “sustenance,” he inadvertently made himself vulnerable to Angie’s strange magic.

    After Dracula slays D’Artagnan, Angie realizes: “I loved the Dracula I thought you were. / The man in the story. The man of strength, of power, of nobility! … You can’t be Dracula … not MY Dracula!” She burns the book, sending him home (31).

    The last page delivers one final, Twilight Zone-style twist: we learn that Angie is actually a mental patient in a padded cell, clutching her copy of Stoker’s novel. The ward nurse notes that Angie always has an “attack” after reading “that awful vampire story.” An attendant replies: “Let’s just leave her alone … to her fantasies. / They’re all she has now … all she loves anymore. / … Ever since the death of her husband and child threw her into that depressed state” (31).

    Angie is Wolfman’s model of the bad reader, not just of Dracula but of Tomb of Dracula: seduced by “strength,” “power,” and “nobility,” she has duped herself into believing Stoker’s character was worthy of her love.¹⁵ But despite her rejection of the “real” Dracula, the comic book protagonist has just as much claim on those qualities as did his literary precursor. Angie is blind to Dracula’s glaring moral failings, no matter how manifest they are on nearly every page of his adventures.

    She is a bad reader, but she is also a powerful one: her love, her investment in the character, brings him to a life that he does not have on the page. The story’s framework marginalizes Angie as damaged and insane, but it nonetheless leaves open the possibility that her creative fan fiction might play a positive role in the workings of her own disturbed psyche. Meanwhile, Wolfman’s story both encourages and rejects a similar investment on the part of his own readers: we presumably don’t want to be deluded like Angie, but even the quiet scene with Dracula and Domini is an invitation to look kindly on a monster who ultimately doesn’t deserve the sympathy.

    

    The Lifecycle of Vlad Dracula

    It is not enough that Dracula be unworthy of sympathy; Tomb of Dracula is built on the tension between the protagonist’s evil nature and the narrative machinery that compels reader identification. Had Wolfman chosen simply to make Dracula the villain and Harker’s crew the heroes, Dracula could have remained a one-dimensional monster whose destruction would be an unmitigated good. Instead, the comic insists on multiple, conflicting points of reader identification based on the competing subjectivities of its characters.

    This is why the repeated one-on-one confrontations between Dracula and Quincy Harker work so well, in that each one of them has an accessible inner life, and each one demands some measure of reader identification. Quincy’s decades-long quest, the multiple sacrifices he has endured, and the pervasive sense of mourning that surrounds him make him the comic’s ethical heart, but Dracula’s arrogant narcissism, punctuated occasionally and effectively by moments of melancholy self-doubt, makes it difficult to accord him the hate that he deserves.

    Their conflict is enhanced by the fact that they represent such divergent points in the human lifecycle. Technically, Dracula is, of course, much older, but it is Quincy who was born at the end of Stoker’s novel, and in the 1970s it is Quincy who is obviously not long for this world. Dracula, by contrast, though already dead, is potentially eternal. In the time between the original novel and the last issues of the series, Quincy has experienced every stage of a human life, while Dracula remains unmarked by the passage of time.

    The last three years of Tomb of Dracula are a challenge to its title character: Can the vampire actually change and grow? Over the first forty issues, Dracula’s plans and goals may evolve, but the character himself is frozen in place. Indeed, he is one of the rare comic book characters whose diegetic lifespan actually makes sense when compared to the time over which the comic itself is serialized. In his “Myth of Superman,” Umberto Eco argues that the superhero lives in an “oneiric climate,” an “iterative present” that allows time to pass but cannot allow the hero himself to change very much; as a serialized commodity that must remain forever available for further exploitation, the superhero cannot be allowed to be “consumed” by the narrative.¹⁶ Hence the phenomenon known as “Marvel Time.” Though the Fantastic Four’s original space flight was depicted in 1961, the characters cannot be permitted to age; otherwise the teenage Johnny Storm would be around seventy-five in 2020. “Marvel Time” is a sliding timescale; at any given point in a Marvel comic after the early 1970s, the Fantastic Four always gained their powers ten years earlier. But Dracula is immune to narrative consumption; as an undead vampire, he already embodies the ideal temporality of Marvel comics. Learning in 2012 that Dracula was active in 1972 and hasn’t changed in the slightest requires no cognitive dissonance on the part of the reader.¹⁷

    The storyline that begins with Dracula’s discovery of Lupeski’s satanic church alters this dynamic by bringing a time-related change to Dracula’s life, guaranteeing more change in the future. With his marriage to Domini, Dracula remains a vampire but is now suddenly on a path that at least mimics a human life. Wedded to a human woman and father to a semi-human son, he is now time-bound. For an immortal creature, this is either an existential threat or an unexpected opportunity.

    Dracula as family man is an idea that sounds terrible, yet it is the sheer inappropriateness of this development that is the key to the last twenty-five issues of Tomb of Dracula. In Domini he has found a woman who quickly shows that she understands him, and even seems to accept him for who he is without herself becoming evil. Thanks to Domini’s influence, the vampire repeatedly displays uncharacteristic mercy, declining to kill Rachel and Frank on the day Dracula’s son is born and on the day of his son’s death. In issue 48 (“A Song for Marianne!”), a vampire named Marianne tells Dracula and Domini the story of a life haunted by Dracula from the very beginning, and an undeath now rendered lonely by the demise of Marianne’s vampire husband. She asks of Dracula, “the one who began this cycle of horror for me— / —to end it now and forever … and to let me be with my husband for eternity.”

    Dracula’s response: “Once, many years ago, it seems now, I would not have understood your request. / But now, with my wife Domini at my side, I can understand such things as peace and rest and love. / Yes, I will kill you, woman. And may your ashes rest in peace … forever!” (22).

    Could the Lord of Vampires be going soft? And if so, should he? Though Tomb of Dracula is short on subtlety, and though the series had been running for at least a year before it showed evidence of anything resembling a long-term plan, in the final third of its run, the comic anticipates the ethical complexities raised by the antihero dramas that would dominate premium cable two decades later. Both HBO’s The Sopranos and AMC’s Breaking Bad centered on compelling protagonists whose cruelty and criminality are offset by brilliant writing and acting. Tony Soprano and Walter White commit acts of horrific violence that one might expect would render them entirely unsympathetic, and yet viewers found themselves invested in these men’s success.

    The Sopranos in particular modeled the audience’s problematic identification with Tony through his years-long therapeutic relationship with Dr. Jennifer Melfi. Charmed and repulsed by her patient, Dr. Melfi is always in danger of losing sight of Tony’s moral failings. As she is caught up in the Freudian web of transference and counter-transference, she becomes a proxy for the viewer’s own conflict between ethics and emotional investment. Only in the last season does she become convinced that Tony is a malignant narcissist, and therefore untreatable.

    The comparison of Tomb of Dracula and The Sopranos might appear outlandish, and not only because the Lord of Vampires never trades in his coffin for an analyst’s couch. The Sopranos was the linchpin in a campaign to give television the air of respectability it had so long lacked (“It’s not TV. It’s HBO”). Tomb of Dracula, by contrast, does not enjoy a similar status in the history of North American comics. Ironically for a show dramatizing psychotherapy, The Sopranos offered pleasure without guilt. Or at least without aesthetic guilt; ethically, viewers were set up to be conflicted and disturbed.

    Nonetheless, Marv Wolfman’s Dracula causes the same narrative conundrum as David Chase’s Tony Soprano: each hero must both charm and repulse, leaving the reader/viewer in an unstable position. And if each narrative does fundamentally recognize its protagonist as a destructive force, both the comic and the television show help the audience defer ethical judgment by holding out the possibility that the protagonist might somehow get better, or even reform, a goal that always recedes the closer he gets to it. Redemption is a limit case that must be approached but never reached.¹⁸

    

    Vampire’s Progress

    Before we go any further, a brief outline of the series’ concluding arc is in order. In issue 50 (“Where Soars the Silver Surfer!”), Lupeski, still chafing at the loss of his status as unquestioned leader of the satanists, is plotting against Dracula. He casts a spell on the noble, earthbound alien Silver Surfer, prompting him to try to kill Dracula. Once again, it is Domini who intercedes and stops the violence. The Surfer is indignant: “But you are a good woman. Don’t you know what he is?” Domini, with a reflection of the Christ painting visible in her eye, responds: “I know, and I know what he is doing. And I know what will happen in the end. / You need not punish him for what he is. Believe me.” The Surfer looks at the Christ painting, agrees that this is the “more fitting solution,” and flies off, leaving Dracula puzzled (31).

    Later (in issue 51, “The Wildest Party”), Lupeski tries to get Domini to take his side in the coming conflict with Dracula, but she refuses, telling him, “I will deal with my husband in my own way” (31). Soon (in issue 52, “Demons of the Mind”) Dracula is pursued by a mysterious golden “demon” who has troubled him in the past. Dracula kills him, only to see the creature’s spirit rise and fly into the satanic church, where the Christ painting now has eyes glowing exactly the same way the golden enemy’s did.

    Domini goes into labor on Christmas Eve (in issue 54, “’Twas the Night before Christmas”) and insists on being moved to the Dark Church to give birth. Meanwhile, Lupeski has been plotting with Rachel and company, arranging for them to kill Dracula the next day. But when Rachel and Dracula are in a standoff, Domini announces that the baby has been born, and insists that no one come to harm this night. The baby has the gold skin and red eyes of Dracula’s longtime antagonist.

    Plotting with Rachel’s group, Lupeski (in issue 59, “The Last Traitor”) informs the vampire hunters about a feast honoring Janus. They enter the ceremony when he gives them a signal and confront Dracula. Lupeski shoots at Dracula, but the silver bullet passes through the dematerializing vampire and kills Janus. “Utter stillness. Not a sound is made. Not a motion is begun. It’s as if time has suddenly turned itself off” (23). Dracula slowly crushes Lupeski’s skull. Yet again, Domini intervenes, preventing Dracula from killing Rachel, Frank, and Quincy. She then admits that she is following “Him” (the figure in the Christ painting) and calls upon Dracula to join her. Naturally, he refuses.

    Dracula spends the entire next issue (60, “The Wrath of Dracula”) in a psychotic rage over his son’s death, while Domini prepares for Janus’s resurrection. In the following issue (61, “Resurrection!”) Janus lives again, but now takes the adult form of the golden-skinned “demon” and declares his intention to kill his father. Their struggle over the next two issues eventually leads them to a strange haunted house, where Dracula, along with Topaz (last seen in Werewolf by Night), is dragged into hell by Satan himself, who is furious with Dracula for usurping his name. When Dracula, with the help of a supremely powerful Topaz, finally leaves hell (in issue 64, “Life after Undeath”), he is horrified to discover that he is now human. Following a series of humiliations, Satan turns him back into a vampire (in issue 68, “The Return to Transylvania”), but now he is no longer Lord of the Undead and, in the series’ final issue (70, “Lords of the Undead”), must fight his replacement, Torgo, to the death. He wins but wonders what point there is in being “lord over filthy woe-begotten trash! / Is this my awful destiny? To rule those I would not even deem worthy enough to slay?” (24). Suddenly he is confronted by Quincy Harker, who finally succeeds in killing Dracula.

    It would be wrong to assert that a quick summary of the last two years of Tomb of Dracula does the series injustice. If the accumulation of plot sounds frantic and absurd, this is for good reason. But what is obscured in such a summary is the emotional resonance of the comic’s twists and turns. In the brief interval between Janus’s birth and his death, Dracula experiences a state of calm vulnerability that previously would have been unthinkable.

    So the entire emotional weight of the changes in Dracula’s life is conveyed in issue 55 (“Requiem for a Vampire”), an issue completely lacking in violent action. Dracula and Domini are discussing Janus’s strange coloring, only to be interrupted by Lupeski. After a few minutes of conversation with him, Dracula reverts to melodramatic type. Carried away by his fantasy of controlling the world through religion, he shouts: “I shall become an emperor! / With the power to dispose of any dissidents with a mere nod. With the power to destroy any who dare interfere with my plans. / My demand is absolute domination. I will settle for nothing less!” (6). Dracula is not wrong to focus on conflict, as, just a few pages later, he thwarts Lupeski’s attempt to have the church center its devotion on Janus rather than the baby’s father.

    Dracula’s declaration is something of a thesis statement for the rest of the series. Or perhaps a research question: Does Dracula truly want absolute domination? And if he gets it, will he be satisfied? Thanks to his self-confidence and his propensity for monologue, Dracula gives the impression that he knows himself well. But given time to elaborate, he tends to start a process of introspection that is usually cut short.

    After Dracula fends off Lupeski’s indirect challenge to his leadership, he and Domini have a serious conversation that lasts six pages (an eternity by twentieth-century superhero comics standards). He wanted a son, and now he has one. But all he can think about are his previous offspring, all of whom disappointed him: “I come from a large family, one with many brothers. Their children worshiped them— / —while mine have ever sought to destroy me.” In one of Dracula’s few truly reciprocal conversations that does not end in his interlocutor’s death, Domini points out how different their experiences are: “But I think you’ve never truly understood me, or how I lived my life unloved, alone […] / Your life has been one lived through strength—mine has been a life of weakness” (6).

    Leaving the convent for Lupeski’s church proves to be an exchange of one set of humiliations for another. “Do you know what it means when you believe you are less than the dirt you walk on?” asks Domini. She agreed to be the bride of Satan in order to “return some shred of dignity to me. / I would be someone again, Dracula, I desperately wanted that.” When she realized Dracula was not the devil, it didn’t matter:

    

    You were a man, you had power blazing in your deep-set eyes, and I knew there was something special about you. / And I was in love, even though I later learned what you actually were. You see, for some reason, that didn’t matter to me. I loved you and only that was important. / And I know that in the beginning I didn’t matter at all to you. I was only a means to your end, but you see, you meant the same to me in my indefinable way. /

    You were able to make me into something more than special. / And maybe that made me love you even more. / And I think, perhaps, my love for you made you care for me. / I’m your wife. I’ve had your child / I know what you were, what you are, what you will always be. / I— I know what will soon happen to us. I know what will happen to young Janus. / There will be pain, and there will be tears. There will even be fire between us all. / But Dracula, I love you … I love you with all my heart and soul. (23)

    

    On the surface, their conversation is a mutual confession of the hopes and fears that have guided their lives. But it is also not a dialogue; instead, it is one monologue (Dracula’s) followed by an even longer one (Domini’s). First Dracula reveals his vulnerability, and then Domini discusses her own. The difference, though, is that Domini wears her weakness on her sleeve, while Dracula must always project strength. Domini’s story starts out as one of passivity, but by the end, it is the tale of how her submission to Dracula led to her conquest of his heart. By now, not only has Wolfman succeeded in conveying why someone like Domini would love Dracula, but also he has shown why Dracula would love her. His love, however, is an implicit refutation of his earlier thesis: total domination is not what is actually making him happy. A lesson he learns from a woman whose very name reminds us of “domination.”

    When the issue ends, Dracula pushes aside all the questions that hound him, performing the vampire equivalent of counting his blessings: “For, I know my wife loves me, and I know I have a child who will make me proud. / And, for perhaps the first time in five long centuries— / —perhaps I have finally found that ever-elusive thing men call peace!” (31).

    Note that nowhere on this list of things that have afforded him this rare sense of contentment is “absolute domination.” Once again, Dracula has come perilously close to true self-knowledge, but he fails to make the connection between his domestic contentment and forgetting, however briefly, his plans for conquest.

    Of course, that equanimity vanishes with Janus’s death in issue 59. It is also the moment when the difference between Dracula and Domini, construed as positive just four months ago, becomes irreconcilable. Cradling Janus’s corpse, she turns not to Dracula but to the Christ painting, in a monologue ending with the words “Why must vengeance be yours?”¹⁹ To which Dracula retorts: “Bah! Vengeance is mine! Mine, Domini! Mine!” Now Domini is in open rebellion, commanding Harker’s band to leave and forbidding her husband to harm them. Domini explains that she is acting not on her own authority but on that of the Christ painting. “Him?” Dracula shouts. “Do you dare tell me you listen to him?”

    Domini assures him of her love and implores him to join her: “Please, come here. Embrace me, and accept his words. He will show you the way.” Dracula is appalled: “After all the time … you simply do not understand me. / You can’t understand what I’ve become, and why I can’t do what you ask me to do! / Lord help me … I can’t” (31).

    Still in love with her husband, Domini is also the Dracula fan whose morals would ruin the comic if she had her way. Of course Dracula cannot join her. But his last words are inadvertently ambiguous. Since when does a vampire invoke the Lord?

    

    The Vampire Acts Out

    The next issue (60, ‘The Wrath of Dracula!”) is almost entirely devoted to Dracula’s grief. But he is the title character of a four-color comic; no one would expect readers to shell out their hard-earned thirty cents for eighteen pages of a vampire crying softly in the corner. Fortunately, both Marvel Comics and Dracula himself have a set of habits that will save the day. The Spider-Man comics of the 1960s were master classes in the transformation of internal psychic conflict into more visually appealing physical violence. Dracula, who almost (but not quite) met Peter Parker in an issue of Giant-Size Marvel Team-Up, is one of the few Marvel characters who can out-monologue Spider-Man.

    We have already seen several instances in which Dracula’s introspection leads him to retell stories from his past aloud, as well as numerous occasions when he discusses his plans and feelings aloud to no audience in particular. Long before thought balloons fell out of fashion, Wolfman banished them from Tomb of Dracula in favor of narrative captions, epistolary frameworks, and, of course, the spoken monologue. In issue 60, Dracula is rarely silent, but his words are accompanied by physical violence when he destroys parts of the Dark Church. As a vampire, though, he has an outlet that simple mortals do not. He can call down the storm as a physical manifestation of his feelings. When he does so, it is a reminder of Dracula’s narrative function, indeed, his superpower: he serves to transform inner feelings into outward words and actions, extending even to his environment. Dracula is a walking, blood-sucking pathetic fallacy.

    The following issue (“Resurrection!”) begins with an unlikely splash page: Dracula, assuming a contemplative pose while sitting under a tree, wondering aloud: “Should I return to Domini? Haven’t I caused her enough grief? / What should I do—? What should I do?” (61:1). Just a few years before, this would have been unimaginable, but now it is entirely consistent with the ongoing story of Dracula’s undead life.

    

    This Vampire … This Man!

    Dracula is trapped in human form during issues 65 through 68, a period whose cover dates run from July 1978 through February 1979.²⁰ This narrative had a relevant precedent. In December 1977, just five months before Satan stripped Dracula of his vampiric abilities, Howard the Duck 19 (“Howard the Human”) featured a story in which Howard was stuck in human form against his will. Though Howard is no villain, he is definitely misanthropic, so finding himself in the guise of a “hairless ape” left him untethered. Howard and Dracula both end up wandering the streets, encountering less fortunate examples of humanity: Dracula meets a drug addict, while Howard gets a guided tour from a mentally ill homeless man. (Both issues were penciled by Gene Colan.) All of this is a far cry from the Silver Surfer discovering the nobility of the blind sculptress Alicia Masters; instead, both Howard and Tomb of Dracula paint a bleak picture of the human condition.

    By issue 66 (“Showdown in Greenwich Village!”), Dracula, now in Manhattan searching for his daughter Lilith (who he hopes will bite him and turn him back into a vampire), resorts to mugging a couple for money. Naturally, Dracula’s reaction to his humiliation is to monologue, but without the pride he usually expressed as a vampire: “Damn! What am I doing? Is this what I’ve been reduced to? / […] / What? Now I feel doubt? What is happening to me? / I’ve always taken what I need / […] / What have you done to me, Satan? / Why do you make me doubt my actions? Why do you make me worry whether I’ve done right or wrong? I’ve always followed my own rules for—eh?” (2–3).

    The last two years of Tomb of Dracula do what Marvel comics had done well for almost two decades: allegorizing an internal conflict by making it external. Again and again we have been told that Dracula is not just a monster but “a man,” a term that, in this supernatural context, conveys humanity or individuality as well as gender. The more he awakens to his own suppressed humanity, the more torn he becomes. Being human was not about Dracula’s acceptance of his humanity but about his discomfort with it.

    For most of the series, Wolfman and Colan have managed to keep Dracula an appealing protagonist without denying his evil, and yet they have also charted his development and growth. This final storyline turns the dilemma they face as storytellers into a series of ultimately unresolvable challenges for Dracula himself. Tomb of Dracula is not metafiction, but by the end, it does become an efficient mechanism for transforming the very contradictions inherent in the comic’s premise into the substance of the protagonist’s inner life.

    

    The Afterlife of The Tomb of Dracula

    No sooner was the original series canceled than Marvel transformed it into a black-and-white magazine for “mature readers.” Wolfman and Colan continued for a few issues, but the magazine’s focus on single-issue, one-off stories did not lend itself to the sort of character development that was the hallmark of the color comic. Nor would the visual representation of Dracula be equaled. Colan’s uninterrupted run on the first volume of Tomb of Dracula made his interpretation of the vampire iconic. Subsequent artists who worked on Marvel’s version of Dracula can only remind us just how much the character depended on Colan’s layouts as his natural habitat. Even before the modular grid format came to dominate mainstream North American comics, Colan’s quirky rhomboid panels and subtle transitions stood out from the crowd, creating a comics page in which the not quite human, often not even solid Dracula could preternaturally move from panel to panel. And his beautiful shadows and sense of texture—in a medium dominated by form-fitting bodysuits, nobody drew the folds and wrinkles of clothing like Colan—remain unparalleled.

    Tomb of Dracula began its unlife as an easy exploitation of a character in the public domain. After Wolfman and Colan, that is exactly what Marvel’s Dracula became again. In the four decades since Harker slew his archenemy, Dracula’s portrayal has varied a bit, but the one constant is his lack of ongoing character development. No one at Marvel who has used the character after Tomb of Dracula has had to grapple with the dilemma that proved so productive for Wolfman, since there has been no chance for Dracula to serve as the object of readerly sympathy or identification. Consigned to the category of occasional antagonist, Dracula has no need of an inner life. Previously he had been a challenge to the reader: Do you like what you see when you look at me? And should you? Now he has taken on the role that the mirror normally plays in vampire lore: if we look directly at him, nothing is reflected back.
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    Bodies and Words

    Don McGregor’s Tortured Romantic Individualism

    

    Don McGregor was never at a loss for words. His scripts were notorious for both the sheer quantity of words involved and the florid, emotional style that they brought to the page. While he was still at Marvel, his writing was parodied twice by Steve Gerber (Howard the Duck 2 and 19) and once by Steve Englehart. In Avengers 137 (“We Do Seek Out New Avengers!”), Thor asks the Black Panther if he would like to rejoin the team. The Panther, who at the time was headlining in McGregor’s extended run on Jungle Action, replies: “Thor, the fine fool’s gold of stark velvet morning seems to light the mottled tapestry of desire and disaster that comprises the legend of life for my people and myself in this hidden, half-slumbering nation-state we proudly proclaim Wakanda— / —but the amber eyes of reason widen as mauve shadows of regret creep across all the outside worldscape, and scream the bleeding need for Panther’s presence at this time.” Thor provides a helpful translation for the reader: “Nay” (7).

    Panther’s monologue is literally colorful, running the gamut from gold to amber to mauve in the course of a sentence that threatens to go on forever. But this palette is deceptive: McGregor’s prose is purple.

    The parody is funny, but it is not exactly fair. Englehart’s Panther does not speak like any of McGregor’s characters; rather, he sounds like an exaggerated version of McGregor’s captions. One of the real hallmarks of McGregor’s writing is the ongoing counterpoint between his elaborate romantic narration and the often witty, and downright funny, dialogue of the characters the narration describes. A McGregor script typically has not one register but two.

    No doubt we need to pay attention to McGregor’s style, but we should not let his logorrhea distract us from the actual scenes that provoke him to such prolixity, and from what those scenes are about. Yes, McGregor loves words, but those words are often in the service of a preoccupation with bodies. In particular, with bodies in pain.¹

    There were only three Marvel titles that McGregor wrote for an extended period: Power Man (28, 30–35; 1975–76), Amazing Adventures (21–32, 34–37, 39; 1973–1975), and Jungle Action (6–22, 24; 1973–1976). Two of these titles had generic names that had little to do with the book’s hero (Killraven for Amazing Adventures, the Black Panther for Jungle Action), while the third refers to a superhero identity that never managed to supplant the protagonist’s civilian name (Luke Cage, Hero for Hire/Power Man). In all of them McGregor cultivates a romantic sensibility tempered by the intense suffering the characters are forced to endure. Where the stereotypical superhero is heroic because he is powerful, McGregor’s protagonists prove their heroism through their ability to survive physical pain.

    Torturing the heroic body looks almost like a mission statement in McGregor’s seventies work; in his first installments of each of these three titles, he subjects his hero to intense, over-the-top excruciation. In Amazing Adventures 21 (“The Mutant Slayers!,” pencils by Herb Trimpe), Killraven is beaten by a cyborg with a metal arm. As comics fare goes, this is a pretty standard trope. But McGregor has given serious thought to the collision of metal and flesh, slowing down the action at the bottom of the page for a four-panel sequence of the hand coming down on Killraven’s (not quite visible) skull:

    

    Before Killraven can turn toward the harsh voice, the warlord strikes mercilessly.

    KRUNK!

    Once!

    Twice!

    Killraven, who has lived a lifetime of torment, buckles under the splintering pain.

    THUD!

    A third time the metal arm descends—and the long red hair is little shield for the scalp beneath!

    WOK!

    Killraven never feels the fourth blow!

    POK! (6)

    

    A few pages later, Killraven’s skull is smashed again as he is strapped to a table for more torture, a “molten hot” surgical implement burning into his arm while he refuses his torturer’s demand that he scream. Other torments quickly follow, most notably in issue 23 (“The Legend Assassins!,” pencils by Herb Trimpe), when he is captured and strapped to a table. Sweating and terrified, he hears scurrying sounds, then sees eyes glowing in the darkness. It is a horde of rats, coming to eat him: “Taloned claws leave red welts creasing Killraven’s flesh. Furry lips pull back to expose raking fangs that chew and gnaw …” (19).

    A twenty-pound rat lands on his chest, ready to bite at his jugular. Killraven has tried to break free of his bonds and reach a torch held in a sconce on the wall, “but now he tries again, for the bonds have been severed by ripping teeth! / Once more, the flames sear his fingertips— —but now it is a minor pain, lost besides the savage intensity of the rat’s onslaught” (19).

    Of course Killraven breaks free, but that is not the point. First, there is the simple fact of dwelling at great length (over several pages) on physical pain and terror, to an extent not found in the superhero fare of the day. Second, and more important, is the aspect of this torture that makes it specific to Amazing Adventures and absent from Jungle Action and Power Man. This is also a scene that is self-conscious about the viewer’s reception of violence and preoccupied with the question of empathy: Killraven’s suffering is televised.

    More than televised, actually, thanks to the science-fictional nature of the comic. McGregor did not invent the premise of the Killraven series; like so many of the series we have explored, it changed writers every issue before gaining a permanent scribe. But he was the one who fleshed it out. Killraven takes place in the then-future (2018–2020), after H. G. Wells’s Martians returned to earth for a successful second invasion in 2001. Jonathan Raven (nicknamed Killraven) was stolen from his mother as a young boy and raised to be a gladiator for the Martians’ amusement. Before the series begins, he has broken free and gathered a band of warriors (the Freemen) to rebel against humanity’s oppressors. But since the series takes place in the future—thirty-five years separate the date of the first issue’s publication from the time frame it describes—the Martians have access to some of the advanced technology developed by humanity before the conquest.

    The Martian High Overlord, an alien encased in giant humanoid armor, takes a break from torturing Killraven to praise the “mural phonics system” as “one of the last advancements made by your race before the end of their dominance” (23:15). Mural phonics is an entertainment system that will make several appearances throughout the series, serving as a vehicle for a set of concerns that might otherwise seem alien to a post-apocalyptic saga of war and survival: the value of romantic heroism and the perils of escapist entertainment.² It is introduced by the High Overlord in Amazing Adventures 23 as an instrument of twisted entertainment repurposed as torture:

    

    The system was a psychosensory communication registered directly into the individual mind, creating semi-tangible images and emotions! / Your death will be transmitted to receivers set in slave quarters—breeding pens—scientific labs across the face of the planet— / —and they will all witness your death in their minds! / Through that device, they will smell your fear and hear your screams … as the rats slowly devour you! / We will kill the legend you’ve become … and the reality of your human whimpering. (15)

    

    McGregor states the series’ aesthetic credo using the mechanical lips of the main antagonist: heroic storytelling is a matter of shared pain, transmitted through the medium of art. The Killraven stories are built on suffering and empathy. At this particular moment, forced empathy is yet another violation committed by the Martians: “He hears the whirr of the mural phonics system, and knows his fear is not a sacred, private emotion! / The emotion is ripped raw from him just as fangs tear at his limbs!” (17).

    There is a more balanced principle at work here, one that is difficult to see during this moment of torture. While it is easy to mock McGregor’s prose for its excess, the madness not infrequently sublimes into method. McGregor is torturing the reader with his prose, to the extent that the unpleasant reading experience reproduces the misery that he is describing. Again, the mural phonics system is instructive. In The Body in Pain (1985), Elaine Scarry emphasizes the inadequacy of attempts to represent or convey physical pain to anyone not experiencing it: “Whatever pain achieves, it achieves in part through its unsharability, and it ensures this unsharability through its resistance to language.” McGregor’s comics work reads as if he were constantly trying to prove Scarry wrong.³

    I dwell on this scene, and this question of suffering and empathy more broadly, for two reasons. First, it is connected to, and redeemed by, Killraven’s one legitimate superpower, which he calls “clairsentience” (more on this shortly). And second, to provide a counterpoint to a valid critique of McGregor’s work on the Black Panther, Luke Cage, and, eventually, his own creation Sabre (published by Eclipse Comics as a graphic novel in 1978 and a series from 1982 to 1985). McGregor’s otherwise defiantly anti-racist comics display a disturbing propensity for extended graphic scenes featuring the torture of black bodies. The example of Killraven is used not to dismiss the concerns such scenes raise (“he does it to white people too, so there’s nothing racial about it”) but to suggest two possibilities: (1) the preoccupation with physical suffering is not only about race, and (2) there is something about black bodies that McGregor (unconsciously) finds conducive to exploring this particular dynamic.

    But first, Killraven.

    

    Empathy from Outer Space

    The post-apocalyptic setting McGregor inherited for Amazing Adventures had huge thematic potential, which the writer and his collaborators proceeded to exploit to great effect. The aftermath of the second “War of the Worlds” was hardly unique for the times. Like Jack Kirby’s Kamandi (which began in 1972), the Killraven stories mined territory already made popular by the first Planet of the Apes movie series (1968–1973), which Doug Moench was simultaneously adapting and extending in his work on Marvel’s Planet of the Apes magazine (1974–1977). As the famous image of the Statue of Liberty buried in the sands at the end of the first Planet of the Apes film so powerfully exemplifies, such stories build upon the sense of near-complete rupture with the culture and history of the past (our present).

    On the plot level, Killraven and his Freemen are pursuing the simple but noble goal of liberating humanity from the Martians, one small battle at a time. They are ridiculously outmatched; at any given moment they number fewer than ten, while their enemies consist of the entire Martian race, countless human collaborators, and a never-ending series of genetically altered monstrosities either sowing chaos or working on the invaders’ behalf. The incommensurate scale is reminiscent of the abrupt ending of H. G. Wells’s original novel, in which the Martians are laid low by tiny bacteria. But it is also quixotic in every sense of the word: Killraven may not be tilting at windmills, but he is both fighting for an impossible dream and, on occasion, hallucinating a completely different reality. More to the point, he and most of his comrades are motivated by the romantic heroism that is the hallmark of McGregor’s adventure tales.

    This is why the High Overlord’s disdainful repurposing of the mural phonics system is so thematically important. As science-fiction adventure, the Killraven stories are escapist, to the extent that we frequently have the chance to revel in the heroes’ success, but the setting, details, and violence are disturbing. Amazing Adventures is meta-escapist in its frequent reflection on the role of stories and the projection of one’s self onto others, both real and imaginary. This is one of the ways that Amazing Adventures grapples with post-apocalyptic rupture, by confronting the culturally deprived, precarious protagonists with the romantic, escapist entertainments of their past/our present.

    Like the Planet of the Apes movies and comics, and, to a lesser extent, Kamandi, the Killraven stories would exploit the characters’ cluelessness for the reader’s amusement. For example, Killraven’s group discover what are clearly President Richard Nixon’s secret tapes and use them for New Year’s decorations. But McGregor would also bring pathos to the comedy. In Amazing Adventures 26 (“Something Worth Dying For!,” pencils by Gene Colan), Killraven travels to Battle Creek, Michigan, best known to contemporary readers as the headquarters of the Kellogg Company. There he engages in senseless combat with Pstun-Rage, a man who is determined to defend his town’s treasures from outsiders. Killraven is forced to kill him, but Pstun-Rage manages to crawl back to his holy relics, which turn out to be old cereal boxes: “Darkness descends, but his last conscious thought is triumphant! At least it was … something worth dying for!” (27).⁴

    How fitting, then, that while the High Overlord tries to turn the seemingly vapid entertainment systems of the past into a tool of oppression, subsequent installments show how the mural phonics system (and, by extension, presumably any debased medium) can be transformed into a powerful weapon in the hands of the revolutionary/romantic. In issue 29 (“The Hell Destroyers,” pencils by P. Craig Russell), one of the humans who has spent years in a Martian breeding pen offers Killraven encouragement as the rebel leader commandeers the Martians’ holographic megaphone to speak to the newly liberated captives: “Some of them will remember your face […] Some of us were here the night the Martians said your death would be televised over the mural phonics system. / You should have seen [the facility’s keeper] when you turned the tables on them … he actually screamed. You were beautiful” (6).

    And in issue 25 (“The Devil’s Marauder”), Killraven encounters Hobie, a young technician enslaved to the Martians. Killraven is shocked that Hobie knows his name. Hobie can barely contain his enthusiasm, explaining that he has been a fan:

    

    Who wouldn’t recognize you— / ever since that night the High Overlord’s face beamed in over the mural phonics receivers and said you’d been captured— / —and that for our … viewing enjoyment … the mural phonics system would broadcast your last living moments. / I saw you when those rats came at you. My flesh crawled with your fear / […] / Your thoughts carved into mine. I sat in that crowded cell, unable to believe that torture wasn’t actually happening to me. / And then you beat them! And you gave that ultimatum! / I swear / … I shouted those words with you! (17)

    

    Violent entertainment in Amazing Adventures, then, is not torture porn. Or perhaps, it is not only torture porn. In McGregor’s world, the purpose of art is to harness empathy.

    But when Killraven and the Freemen spend an entire issue (32) grappling with the mural phonic system, McGregor takes the opportunity to make a set of programmatic statements about the value of escapism while, once again, exploring the problem of post-apocalyptic rupture. The issue is called “Only the Computer Shows Me Any Respect!” (pencils by P. Craig Russell), a title that starts to make sense halfway through the story. When they enter a full-scale entertainment complex in Nashville, Killraven is immediately put in the position of the naïve audience. Suddenly we are reminded that Killraven, born in 2001, is the youngest member of his band; as his best friend M’Shulla tells him: “You forget, K.R. I have mem’ries before the Martian Invasion.” Tellingly, these are memories of a frustrated boyish escapism: “I used to shadow box in fronta the bathroom mirror— / —see myself as one of the heroes in those mural phonics shows.” On the day of the Martian attack, M’Shulla’s father walked in on him, declining to play with his son as he usually did: “I saw ’im in the mirror … an’ his eyes were dead! He lost his business when I was a baby … and I knew as he looked into the mirror that he was seeing’ the opposite of what I’d seen in my life. / Like somebody cut him up raw and let ‘im look at himself. He couldn’t … face failure! / We never played much after that— / Not much at all” (2). For M’Shulla, the Martian attack simultaneously ended his days of innocent playfulness and his closeness with his father.

    Indeed, something about being in the mural phonics complex prompts Killraven’s comrades to share not just stories of their past, particularly of their fathers but also reminiscences of their prewar experiences with entertainment. Hawk, the grim and bitter American Indian stereotype who had been with the series since near its beginning, is suddenly spurred into four and a half pages of intense self-disclosure: “You don’t really want to know what gnaws at me, Killraven. We’ve gone without telling for three years” (since the Freemen first joined together [32:19]). Like M’Shulla, Hawk is older than Killraven and remembers fighting with his father on the reservation back in 1995. His father spends most of his time on the mural phonics system, role-playing in the world of McGregor’s own Sherlock Holmes pastiche about a detective named Hodiah Twist. Hawk sees this technology as another version of the whiskey that the white men used to enfeeble his ancestors. His father will have none of it, defending himself in an argument that prefigures the next few decades of debates in media studies and fan communities about minority audiences and resistant reading:

    

    Father:You say I am not an equal. / But don’t the others outside the reservation and our hogan scurry for these very same things? / And you forget … I enjoy these shows.

    Hawk: How about respect? Have you no concern for your loss of dignity?

    Father: When I walk into a store with my quota and identity card, the computer shows me respect. / It shows me more respect that my son! Now be still, I’d rather be projected into the world of Hodiah Twist.

    Hawk: Our fight is real. This Hodiah Twist was never real!

    Father: He was always real!

    Hawk: And he’s a racist!

    Father: How about that. First, he’s not real … now, he’s a racist. You can’t have it both ways, son. Sit down, enjoy. / And he’s not a racist when I become him! (24)

    

    Hawk’s father cleverly catches his son in a logical conflict, although it is one that contemporary media critics could easily dismiss: a character does not have to be real to be racist, whether in attitudes expressed or in manner depicted. This is a point that can (and should) be turned on the equally fictional characters of Hawk and his father. Until this issue, Hawk in particular has been something of a caricature: a taciturn Indian with a chip on his shoulder and a name straight out of a Hollywood B Western. To have two Native American men argue the fine points of racial (and racist) representation in a comic that at times betrays a presumably well-meaning white liberal’s attempts at diversity suggests that McGregor knows what he is doing here. Through mural phonics, and particularly through Hawk’s father’s argument in favor of the technology, McGregor once again highlights the power of escapist fiction to be pernicious and liberatory at the same time. When he writes the Black Panther, McGregor is encouraging his white readers to project themselves onto a Black heroic figure, while Hawk’s father happily inhabits the persona of a Victorian Sherlock Holmes pastiche (one whose adventures McGregor himself chronicled in Marvel’s black-and-white magazines at the time).

    

    
    Figure 17. Don McGregor and P. Craig Russell, “Only My Computer Shows Me Any Respect!,” Amazing Adventures 32:24.

    

    Hawk reluctantly joins his father in the Hodiah Twist simulation, playing Conrad Jeavons (i.e., Watson) to his father’s Hodiah. When Hodiah is attacked by a demon hound, Conrad/Hawk tries to help but can’t; unable to differentiate between himself and his character, Hawk is left helpless in a fugue state. But his father is never upset: the hound is just a fiction. Indeed, the hound is fiction itself, and that is the essence of the conflict. Hawk wants to rescue his father from escapist storytelling, but his father sees no danger. Hawk tells his friends, “His final words were: Didn’t I tell you this was one helluva show?” Carmilla Frost responds: “Families […] We’re never free from them” (32:28).

    Carmilla should know. For several issues she has been dragging along with her the dying body of Grok, the “clonal man” who will soon be revealed to be derived from her father. Over a century before this story takes place, the French modernist poet Guillaume Apollinaire warned: “You cannot carry your father’s corpse around everywhere you go. You leave it behind, with all the other dead” (7). Carmilla, out of love and guilt, carries the past with her as both resource (her knowledge comes in handy) and burden. Killraven, though technically looking for his brother throughout the series, is the only member of the Freemen not haunted by his family, and certainly not by his father (never mentioned, even in flashback). He is a child of total rupture: humanity as post-invasion orphan.

    

    A Bridge between Worlds

    When McGregor and Russell finally get the chance to return to the second War of the Worlds in their 1983 graphic novel Killraven: Warrior of the Worlds (seven years after Amazing Adventures was canceled), Killraven’s disconnection from both the past and his family pays off. The Freemen are confronted with two new characters: an old woman named Jenette Miller, the last human astronaut before the Martian invasion, and Killraven’s long-lost brother Joshua, who proves to be thoroughly evil, which is a surprise to most of the Freemen but not to any longtime reader who had been paying attention). Jenette, however. is charming and resilient; she’s Ruth Gordon’s character in Harold and Maude if she had been about twenty years younger and an ex-astronaut.⁵ While Joshua’s promise of a reestablished connection with Killraven’s past proves false—not only is Joshua evil, but also he insists on recasting what few memories Killraven has of their childhood in a negative light—Jenette’s tales of the prewar past strike a romantic chord.

    Indeed, her mention of the name Kennedy sparks a kind of psychic seizure in Killraven, and he suddenly starts remembering details of an assassination that took place decades before he was born. When Killraven is forced to kill his own brother, the shock brings on another fugue state, in which Killraven is confronted with virtually all of human history and culture. This is a result of the experiments performed on him as a child: “It was Whitman [the scientist] who made him this repository of human history … who injected him with fluids that would advance his physical prowess, so that a child might survive the bloody Martian arenas. / It was Whitman who implanted Earth’s human past, carved it with psycho-electronics into his psyche. It was Whitman who knew from the beginning that Martians would attempt to dismember humanity from its heritage.”⁶

    Whitman also made sure that this knowledge would not come until adulthood, and until certain other metrics were met (more on this in a moment). But the result is that Killraven is not just an action hero liberating his people from physical oppression; he is the repository of everything that humanity stands to forget. He is not just the hero of the story; he is the story itself.

    McGregor’s Killraven stories always had their share of optimism, which was refreshing, given the long odds the character faced. But now, with Killraven poised to restore humanity’s lost heritage, that optimism feels earned. Killraven’s new function as a bridge to the past does not exhaust his capacity to forge bonds across seemingly insurmountable gaps. Throughout the original Amazing Adventures run, Killraven had been slowly developing the other power Whitman implanted within him: the disorienting radical empathy McGregor calls “clairsentience.”

    In one of his earliest visions, in Amazing Adventures 27 (“The Death Breeders,” pencils by P. Craig Russell), Killraven witnesses the degradation of a captive breeding couple (“Adam” and “Eve”) at the hands of Atalon, a human overseer. But it is only at the end of the vision that we get a sense of a first-person camera angle, when a Martian lays a tentacle on Atalon’s shoulder. The ramifications of this shift in perspective only become clear in the next issue, when Killraven stabs a Martian: “It is as if he has stabbed … himself! / Killraven begins to quake, much like his victim, quaking with an undeniable knowledge. / That he is dying! / No! / “It was dying! / He comprehends in that searing moment. It has never been human minds he has infiltrated” (28:18).

    This was a power granted to him to help in his fight against the Martians, but it also has the potential to forge an understanding between the conquerors and the conquered. This was not meant to be, but McGregor spends much of Amazing Adventures 36 (“Red Dust Legacy,” pencils by P. Craig Russell) setting up the possibility for cross-species empathy, only to dash it in a moment of low-key tragedy.

    For most of the series, the Martians have been generic villains: tentacled, cthulhoid creatures who eat human babies and have their human and humanoid thralls do most of the dirty work. For all that they are the prime movers of the series, they are notable more for their absence than anything else, while it is their servants who get names, backstories, and actual personalities. The only exception is the High Overlord, and he is encased in a human-shaped exoskeleton, complete with mouth. He stands in for the Martians as a race but does not “read” as Martian.

    “Red Dust Legacy” is a powerful corrective to the otherwise one-dimensional human-Martian war, made possible entirely by Killraven’s superhuman clairsentient connection with his alien foes. We have already seen that Killraven’s power places his mind within Martian bodies (and the climax of the 1983 graphic novel sees him gain the ability to control Martians rather than simply observe). Now it appears as if Killraven’s power has brought him to Mars itself. The splash page declares the story’s initial location to be “Nix Olympia Volcano, Mars—December 2019!” and shows Killraven kneeling in red dust before trying to get his bearings. He is caught up in a Martian tournament, but he is hitchhiking inside a Martian mind and not actually on Mars. The Freemen are in Georgia, near a facility in which the Martians have created a simulacrum of their home in order to breed and raise their offspring.

    This issue echoes the earlier “Deathbirth” storyline (27–29, 31) about the Martians breeding human babies for food, in which Killraven discovers that his clairsentience connects him to Martian minds. Yet the contrast that Killraven experiences through his clairsentient ability between the melodramatic, pathos-infused tale of young parents-to-be Adam and Eve and the dispassionate reproduction of the asexual Martians (for whom parturition is simply a “removal”) confirms his hostility toward the Martians.⁷

    Everything about the setup of “Red Dust Legacy” seemingly reinforces how irreconcilably alien humans and Martians are, and Killraven resolves to ensure that the Martians know “fear … is an emotion we will teach them!”; yet the next panel features the young Martian whose consciousness he previously shared: “The young Martian’s thoughts seek the replica moon Phobos” (36:17, 22). The parallels continue. The young Martian questions his older companion about the elder Martians’ determination to exterminate the human race, while Killraven and Carmilla Frost, upon discovering the Martian crèche, nearly come to blows over Kilraven’s plan to kill the Martian babies. As the Freemen escape, Killraven throws a blade at the younger Martian, chopping off the top of its tentacle, but by the end of the issue he has gone back into the Martian’s mind and realized his error: “We have lost more than we have won” (31).

    

    
    Figure 18. Don McGregor and P. Craig Russell, “Red Dust Legacy,” Amazing Adventures 36:31.

    

    The final panels show the wounded Martian waving his tentacle, under a caption that reads “Red dust legacy … blown in the wind … we bequeath you, our descendants, the ability to hate … it is a heritage you will perpetuate with little difficulty at all” (31).

    The entire issue dramatizes missed opportunities, built on metaphors of reproduction and infection. The Martian babies die anyway, victims of the earth microbes that killed their ancestors during the invasion that H. G. Wells chronicled. Killraven, who has been briefly infected with compassion, and the young Martian, who might have grown up to challenge his species’ policy, are now simply part of a chain of generations that have succumbed to the pathogen of hate. Empathy, the key to the Killraven stories’ optimism, is not all-powerful.

    

    The Keys to the City

    Out of all of Don McGregor’s Marvel work, Killraven was the character who checked most of the writer’s favorite boxes: subjectivity, empathy, rupture, and pain. McGregor’s Black Panther comics would have the greatest impact, fleshing out Wakanda for the first time and supplying most of the plot points and character beats for the 2018 blockbuster movie. Somewhere in the middle we find Luke Cage, Power Man.

    Each of McGregor’s ongoing series was abruptly cut short. Amazing Adventures ended with a beautiful, haunting one-off tale that was never intended as a conclusion, while Jungle Action was canceled in the middle of an ongoing mystery involving the Ku Klux Klan to make room for Jack Kirby’s return to the character he co-created. In both cases, however, McGregor had ample time to make his mark (seventeen issues of Amazing Adventures and eighteen of Jungle Action, each from 1973 to 1976). On Luke Cage, Power Man, McGregor had a total of seven issues (28, 30–35, sharing a writing credit with Marv Wolfman on the last issue, between 1975 and 1976) and was paired with five different pencillers (George Tuska, Sal Buscema, Frank Robbins, Rich Buckler, and Marie Severin). McGregor introduced several new adversaries, many of whom went on to be featured in the 2016–2018 Luke Cage TV series on Netflix, but left Cage himself surprisingly underdeveloped. True, he came up with a number of ongoing bits (such as Cage’s amusing continual struggles with faulty vending machines) but did little in the way of exploring the character.

    This may have been because McGregor had a different set of priorities for Luke Cage, Power Man. As he explains in his introduction to the third volume of the Marvel Masterworks collection of the series, “The only comic I ever asked to write at Marvel Comics during the 1970s was Luke Cage.”⁸ Not because he was heavily invested in storytelling about black characters (although he was), but because he wanted the chance to write about New York City, his adopted home. The setting, rather than the character, was the draw. This does not make the Luke Cage stories impersonal or flat. To the contrary, these seven issues showcase a distinct voice. That voice, however, does not belong to Cage. It is the voice of the narrator, who treats Cage’s dilemmas, and especially his physical pain, as a kind of free-writing prompt. The result is a set of stories that focus on Cage’s bodily experience accompanied by extended riffs that do not actually represent his consciousness.

    Though Cage’s powers are unexceptional by superhero standards, their symbolism has only grown more obvious over the decades (as evidenced by the extensive punditry inspired by the Netflix series). Thanks to experiments performed on him while in prison for a crime he didn’t commit, Cage is not just strong; he has unbreakable skin. Luke Cage is a bulletproof Black man. McGregor can therefore subject his invulnerable hero to an extended series of ingenious tortures, inflicting agony over and over again. Within the first few pages of McGregor’s first issue (Power Man 28, “The Man Who Killed Jiminy Cricket!,” pencils by George Tuska), Cage is shot off a roof by Cockroach Hamilton and dislocates his arm. He seeks help from his doctor friend Noah Burstein, who has a young boy and mother in his office. Wanting to make sure the child is not traumatized, Cage is obliged to pretend it doesn’t hurt as Noah spends an entire page resetting his arm: “Luke looks up into the young watching eyes … and knows they will reflect enough pain some day. No need to add to it now.” Noah banters playfully, and Luke whispers, “Noah … you … / are enjoying this … / … too much!” (18). Noah might not be the only one. And considering that Noah was responsible for the prison experiments that gave Cage his powers, without consent, the superficial lightness of this scene is particularly uncomfortable.

    By the issue’s end, Cage is chained to the underside of the Harlem River Bridge, a drawbridge that is about to rise and tear him in half. The next issue of this bi-monthly comic was a fill-in, which means that Luke spent four months in non-diegetic time hanging from that bridge. When we finally return, the tone of the comic has changed drastically, and the first five pages depict Cage’s protracted struggle to break free. The chains on his limbs only highlight the chain he regularly wears around his waist, adding several layers to the iconography of this particular ordeal: he recalls a slave trying to escape, a lynching victim, and, of course, Christ on the cross. The issue’s title, “Look What They’ve Done to Our Lives, Ma!” (Power Man 30), is a parody of Melanie Safka’s hit 1970 song “Look What They’ve Done to My Song, Ma!” both repeating and enacting the anxiety of artistic appropriation in the original lyrics. And whose lives, exactly, are these? Certainly Cage’s is among them, but even as he is facing a solitary and gruesome death, the words point to people besides him.

    We’ve seen how McGregor was able to combine graphic bodily torture with heightened interior states in Amazing Adventures, and we will see how he does it again (albeit somewhat differently) in Jungle Action. Here, though, we have a strange disconnect between the visual and verbal depictions of Cage’s suffering body and the emotional monologue that accompanies it.⁹ The pain belongs entirely to Cage, but the pathos is expressed as a prose poem about the city rather than the man:

    

    Cry a lament. / Cry it for the skyline that reaches from Harlem to the Bronx. The skyline that used to turn black with nightfall. It still tries, but it seldom succeeds. / Cry a lament. / Cry it for all the dead fish, living on their sides in the East River, their eyes mummified by the run, their bodies rotting amid the garbage. / Cry a lament. / Cry it for all the Manhattanites who wonder whether they should breathe come the next morning since the eleven o’clock news has told them the air will be unhealthy the next day. / And cry it, also, for Luke Cage, Power Man, who is chained to the underside of the Harlem River Bridge. (1)

    

    Perhaps if McGregor had had more time on the book, he would have delved more into Cage’s interior life and psyche, but as it stands, his Luke Cage stories, with their troubling, if well-meaning, attention to suffering Black bodies must be marked as a missed opportunity.

    

    Homeward Bound

    When McGregor got the Luke Cage assignment, he took on a city he knew and a character he didn’t. The Black Panther was an entirely different matter. Created by Lee and Kirby in Fantastic Four 52 (“The Black Panther!”), T’Challa (the Panther’s real name) had been around since 1966, as had his home country, the (fictional) African nation of Wakanda. The Black Panther and Wakanda were introduced at the same time, with both of them destabilizing any preconceptions Reed Richards and his team might have brought along with them. Thanks to the discovery of vibranium, a nearly indestructible (also fictional) meteor-derived metal with the capacity to absorb, store, and release massive levels of kinetic energy, Wakanda was scientifically advanced, and, as the sole source of the element, fabulously wealthy. T’Challa was crowned while still a youth, when a white plunderer named Ulysses Klaw killed his father in a failed attempt on the country’s riches. As both king and clan chieftain, T’Challa assumed the ceremonial garb of the Black Panther, along with the enhanced abilities granted him by a special heart-shaped herb.

    After just a few more guest appearances in various comics, T’Challa left Wakanda for America, where he joined the Avengers. Given the geography of the Marvel Universe (not to mention the demographics of its audience), the change in continent was probably inevitable. The only way T’Challa was going to interact with the other Marvel characters would be if he were in proximity to them. As a result, Wakanda remained underdeveloped as both a backdrop and a cultural milieu. Nor did T’Challa himself benefit greatly from his broader exposure. His team adventures left him with little to do, while his character remained flat.

    By the time McGregor began chronicling the Panther’s adventures in Jungle Action,¹⁰ he did not exactly have a blank slate to work with, but he did have a great deal of latitude. For a few years at least, the Black Panther was entirely at the disposal of McGregor and his artistic collaborators. Jungle Action, a bimonthly book, was never a best-seller. Expectations were low. Over the course of the first extended storyline, McGregor had a relatively free hand—although he did have to patiently explain to his editors why a book set in an isolationist African country that had never been colonized had virtually no white characters.¹¹

    Decades later, Reginald Hudlin and John Romita Jr. would start their new volume of Black Panther (2005) with a storyline called “Who Is the Black Panther?” but it was McGregor and his collaborators who endeavored to answer that question first. Rather than simply retell T’Challa’s origin story or ease the reader in with a one-off introductory tale, McGregor immediately embarked on a multipart storyline that is a contender for the title of Marvel’s first true “graphic novel.” The “Panther’s Rage” storyline ran from Jungle Action 6 through 17, with an epilogue in issue 18, quixotically counting on the continued readership of a struggling book about a character with a small fan base patient enough to follow a story from September 1973 through November 1975. To be fair, the serialization of the story was sufficiently episodic for someone to pick it up in the middle; new antagonists were introduced in almost every issue, and any given individual battle got wrapped up by the issue’s end.¹² As with Killraven, it took some time for McGregor to get a permanent artist, but he was fortunate enough to have Rich Buckler for three issues and Gil Kane for one, before finally working with Billy Graham, whose nine issues of the initial storyline were the beginning of a collaboration that would last long after Jungle Action was canceled.

    Perhaps a better implied title for McGregor’s Black Panther comics is not “Who is the Black Panther?” but “Who is the Black Panther for?” Jungle Action’s reintroduction of the Black Panther was also a reintroduction of Wakanda, to which T’Challa had just returned after a long absence with the Avengers in America. The Black Panther’s duties here are theoretically clear: he exists for Wakanda, and Wakanda is going to demand a great deal from him.¹³ The unfinished second storyline, “The Panther vs. the Klan,” brings him to the Georgia hometown of his girlfriend, Monica Lynne, where the Panther serves an entirely different purpose (and different constituency).¹⁴ The Panther is central to each story, but the lens focusing on him varies.

    In the days before the “graphic novel” came into vogue, it was common mainstream comics parlance to call an extended multiple-part story an “epic.” There are many features to such stories that make “epic” an apt term, from the larger-than-life scale of many of the overarching conflicts to the creation of a long story out of several individual battles (issues). But if we recall Mikhail Bakhtin’s opposition of the “epic” to the “novel” (with the latter much more concerned with individual subjectivity and the former keeping its “closed-off” characters at a distance), “epic” becomes a problem. The epic does not work as well on a human scale, nor is it a genre that typically lends itself to introspection. In the case of “Panther’s Rage,” however, the epic designation has real merit. A story of long-delayed homecoming and a country on the verge of civil war, “Panther’s Rage” is an idiosyncratic combination of the Iliad and the Odyssey that reverses their temporality. First the hero comes home (not to his faithful wife, but with his future fiancée), then the war begins.¹⁵

    With all of these epic and mythic structures as the backdrop (not to mention the political and palace intrigue that fuels the plot), pinning down the Panther’s subjectivity is a bit of a challenge. Like Luke Cage, T’Challa at times seems to be a pretext for the narrator to put his physical sensations of pain and peril into words, but without letting us see much of the Panther’s actual thoughts. The Panther’s subjectivity is thus described or conveyed more than it is actually presented. His inner conflicts play themselves out through allegory, making “Panther’s Rage” a kind of Pilgrim’s Progress. Thanks to McGregor’s fondness for wordplay, T’Challa fights (among others) Venomm, Lord Karnaj, and Malice. The challenges to the Black Panther’s reign and to Wakanda’s prosperity are (mis)spelled right out in the villains’ names.

    “Panther’s Rage” exploits the homology of king and country implicit in both these Greek epics, as well as their fundamental sense of cosmos (as above with the gods, so below with the humans). In T’Challa’s case, this means that the multiple competing demands on his time and attention (Wakanda, the outside world, Monica) play themselves out on the level of national politics, while the ongoing sense that the country is being torn apart is enacted again and again on the tortured body of Wakanda’s king. The combined threat and allure of breaking with the past plays out in three different father–son relationships that end in (partial) orphanhood: the memory of T’Challa’s father, T’Chaka, which haunts the Panther’s rule; Erik Killmonger’s bitterness, stemming in part from the unfair treatment and death of his own father; and the little boy, Kantu, whom T’Challa saves early in the saga, but who loses his own father and eventually plays the deciding role in the physical conflict between the Black Panther and Killmonger.

    

    The Panther’s Two Bodies

    As king of Wakanda, T’Challa is more than just an individual man. In his hugely influential study The King’s Two Bodies, Ernst Kantorowicz advanced the thesis that in medieval Europe, the monarch had both the “body natural” (i.e., that of an ordinary human being) and the “body politic” (a symbolic, non-corporeal phenomenon that neither ages nor dies, but inhabits the flesh worn by a given king during his lifetime).¹⁶ The Christian context hardly seems appropriate for the worshipper of a panther god, but then none of T’Challa’s writers were ever his coreligionists. When his adventures are chronicled by writers and artists of at least a nominal Christian background, Christian symbolism tends to make itself available.

    Placing Kantorowicz in a context that he would doubtless find objectionable, we can see the two bodies as more than just Christological. In having both an ordinary and a supernatural body, Kantorowicz’s king is something of a superhero. Rather than swapping a secret and masked identity in complementary distribution, the king is simultaneously man and superman. The drama of both the king and the superhero is one in which duty must overcome passion. A good king puts his country’s interests before himself, like Peter Parker or Clark Kent sacrificing their personal lives on the altar of Great Responsibility. A bad king is selfish and self-indulgent, lacking in empathy for those who suffer. A bad king is a supervillain.

    Before McGregor, T’Challa’s writers tended to treat King T’Challa as the perennially neglected secret identity of the Black Panther, hero and Avenger. In these stories it is not just that the two identities are no longer occupied simultaneously (as they are in the person of the medieval king); they are separated geographically. Though The Avengers would occasionally show the Black Panther dropping by the Wakandan embassy or fighting an African villain who happened to be in town to take in a Broadway show, T’Challa was an absentee king. Eventually he would be so rooted in his self-imposed New York exile as to take on still another identity: Luke Charles, Harlem schoolteacher.¹⁷

    Rather than sweep the problem of T’Challa’s lackadaisical history as a monarch under the rug, McGregor makes it central to the plot of his first extended storyline. Though it is called “Panther’s Rage,” T’Challa actually spends relatively little time in a state of fury. Instead, the rage is what greets him upon his arrival, surrounds him through almost the entire story, motivates his antagonists, and threatens the future of his country. All of this rage could have been avoided had T’Challa simply stayed home. Wakandan advanced technology might presumably have enabled T’Challa to run his country remotely with a fair amount of efficiency, but something would still have been missing. Wakanda needed the Black Panther not just in spirit but in body.

    With “Panther’s Rage” McGregor established the master plot for so many stories set in Wakanda: unity and prosperity are threatened by inner strife (often encouraged by a malign external presence).¹⁸ A rebellion is being waged by a new antagonist, Killmonger, and even some of T’Challa’s closest advisers now doubt his fitness to rule. This is the context in which I propose we try to understand the bodily torments T’Challa endures over thirteen issues: his physical body is also a sign of the suffering political body that is Wakanda. He is beaten by Killmonger’s spiked weapon, mauled by his pet leopard, and thrown over Warrior Falls, an allegorical name if ever there was one (Jungle Action 6, “Panther’s Rage,” pencils by Rich Buckler); thrown into a fiery pit and mauled by wolves (Jungle Action 12, “Blood Stains on Virgin Snow,” pencils by Billy Graham); beaten to a pulp by white gorillas (Jungle Action 13, “The God Killer,” pencils by Billy Graham); mauled by a T. rex (Jungle Action 14, “There Are Serpents Lurking in Paradise,” pencils by Billy Graham); tied to cacti and left to die, only to be “rescued” by a pterodactyl that drops him onto another set of cacti, only to “rescue” him again at the last minute; choked nearly to death by snakes (Jungle Action 16, “And All Our Past Decades Have Seen Revolutions!,” pencils by Billy Graham); and dragged over a rocky desert by the two leopards to which he is chained (Jungle Action 18, “Epilogue,” pencils by Billy Graham). If nothing else, T’Challa certainly bleeds for his country.

    T’Challa’s sense of selfhood, unlike Killraven’s (although a bit like Luke Cage’s), is conveyed from an intellectual distance combined with a visceral closeness. The narrator shares consciousness with the hero only when the Panther is suffering, and in those moments the text is primarily about his physical pain and his resolve to overcome it. Unless it is a matter of watching T’Challa formulate a plan to survive an attack, we do not get a window into his actual thought processes, even though the narrator of Jungle Action is quite willing to follow Monica’s train of thought on more than one occasion. Is this a case of white male fetishization of the suffering black male body?¹⁹ Given the similar example of Luke Cage, this is a proposition that is difficult to dispute. But even if this is the case, I would argue that fetishization alone does not explain it, or that this fetishization opens up other narrative and thematic possibilities in addition to the racial context.

    T’Challa’s selfhood is diffuse and scattered because of the multiple roles integral to his identity, and because of the ruptures in the fabric of his country and the incompatibility of the private and political demands and desires that focus on his person. By daring to love an outsider (Monica), the Panther is challenging his inward-looking people to accept a relationship with the outside world made literal by the relationship between Wakanda’s king and an American woman.²⁰ The resentment of Monica is xenophobic, pure and simple, and in a number of instances (such as Monica’s interactions with Kantu’s mother), that explanation seems close to enough. But she is also a warning to T’Challa’s subjects that his attention is easily drawn elsewhere.

    Overall, McGregor’s Panther is competent, powerful, and noble, which makes the first chapter of “Panther’s Rage” so radical: issue 6 is a catalogue of T’Challa’s failures. The splash page, which shows the Panther leaping into action, tells us that T’Challa has returned only recently: “A moment before, he was re-communicating with this land that is more than his in name, re-establishing the link that has weakened since his absence from his kingdom!” He beats Killmonger’s men Tayete and Kazibe (who rapidly become figures of comic relief for most of “Panther’s Rage”), but he is too late to save the loyal old man they had been tormenting. With his dying breath the man tells T’Challa: “Many of the people said you’d never come back … / … that the Wakandas had lost their king! … that you would desert us! … / But I knew they were wrong” (1, 5).

    Carrying the body back to the village, McGregor’s third-person narration catalogues “another disturbing thought” claiming T’Challa’s attention: that “he has been away too long. / Once, he was acutely attuned to this land … once, he was part of it, and it was a part of him … / But now he is aware that there has been a subtle, undefinable change … / … and he is no longer an integral part of his heritage!” (6).

    Back at the palace, T’Challa finds no respite. His chief adviser, W’Kabi, has lost the faith that the dying old man had maintained: “What tears at us is a whispered threat—that leaves terror in his wake! Erik Killmonger! / Perhaps if you’d spent more time here, you would not have to ask!” (8).

    Throughout “Panther’s Rage,” W’Kabi is the voice of doubt, in contrast to T’Challa’s more faithful communications adviser, Taku, who reprimands W’Kabi for blaming their king for the atrocities that have beset Wakanda, but even he cannot help but express gentle criticism of T’Challa’s unfamiliarity with his homeland: “Wakanda expands, T’Challa! / There are many small villages as this one. / Consider … when was the last time you visited any of the isolated mountain settlements?” (9).

    W’Kabi warns T’Challa that his country is on the verge of separatism: “Are you strong enough to pull it back together?” (9). The answer implicit within Jungle Action 6 is: no. It is fitting that the story ends not just in the Panther’s failure but in his apparent death. From now until “Panther’s Rage” reaches its conclusion, T’Challa’s fight against the fragmentation of Wakanda’s civic body will be enacted in the continued assaults on the Panther’s own bodily integrity. In terms of politics, T’Challa does fairly little to assuage his countrymen’s concerns (besides defeating Killmonger), but in a heroic fantasy like “Panther’s Rage,” this is an easy thing to miss. Instead, T’Challa struggles against his country’s disintegration in heroic acts of sympathetic magic, purging Wakanda’s conflicts through his own suffering and eventual triumph.

    

    Warrior Falls

    Nearly all of “Panther’s Rage,” in fact, resolves political problems allegorically. Monica is framed for murder by a female palace servant, resulting in extended discord. So whom does T’Challa fight at this point? A woman named Malice. After clearing Monica’s name and making peace with W’Kabi, T’Challa and his advisers face her again. How perfect, then, that a now loyal and placated W’Kabi offers to take her on: “I’ve got Malice under control, my chieftain!” Malice herself knows that W’Kabi is being naïve: “There isn’t anyone who has Malice under control. You remember that!” (11:22–23).

    W’Kabi, so concerned with maintaining Wakanda’s integrity, cannot hold his own family together. He and his wife grow increasingly estranged over the course of the storyline, splitting up after W’Kabi’s own bodily integrity is permanently violated: he loses an arm and now has to wear a cybernetic (i.e., alien) replacement. By contrast, it is not for nothing that the much gentler Taku is in charge of communications. He is the only Wakandan who makes it his mission to establish a bond with an outsider even more foreign than Monica: a white man with a scarred face and a passion for snakes who goes by the name Venomm. It is strongly implied that the two men are on the verge of becoming lovers, confirmed by McGregor in subsequent interviews and in the four-part miniseries Panther’s Prey.

    By the end of the story proper (Jungle Action 17, “Of Shadows and Rages,” pencils by Billy Graham), we are told that it has been a year since “Panther’s Rage” began. A casual reader could be forgiven for thinking they had missed an issue, since, despite an eleven-issue lead-in, Jungle Action 17 begins in medias res: the Wakandan capital is under attack by enormous dinosaurs (introduced as a threat in previous issues). The palace, and virtually every building we see, is crushed beneath their feet. Even the cemetery where young Kantu’s father is buried has been “needlessly desecrated” (6). The hospital where a wounded W’Kabi is being treated collapses around him, crushing his left arm. The destruction of the prison cells releases all the adversaries T’Challa had beaten over the past year, giving Monica a chance to clobber Malice (a literal villainess, but also the embodiment of all the hostility Monica has faced since her arrival). The story that began with T’Challa’s failure seems on the verge of ending with it: the city he calls home is gone. Graham’s layout emphasizes Wakanda’s role as literal battleground between the Panther and Killmonger, with a two-page spread of T’Challa fighting his way through crowds thematically framed by oversized images of the two men.

    Once again T’Challa confronts Killmonger at Warrior Falls, and once again Killmonger is on the verge of killing him and throwing him over the cliff. In a rushed final page, however, the battle is decided in T’Challa’s favor thanks to an intervention that is as symbolic as it is physical. Kantu charges at Killmonger, knocking him over the falls and sending him to his (presumed, but eventually reversible) death. Killmonger destroys central Wakanda with the hulking embodiments of the distant past (dinosaurs), but the Panther is saved by a child representing the future.

    The epilogue (Jungle Action 18) lingers over the damage Killmonger has wrought, with the Panther perched on the fallen idol of the god for which he is named. He is distracted from his melancholy by Monica, who has discovered the new piano he had shipped in. The piano, T’Challa remarks, is “not a natural instrument in Wakanda” (2), but he has missed it. The piano in the rubble, along with W’Kabi’s bionic arm, suggests a new future for T’Challa’s country: a broken body to be mended with all the available pieces (domestic and imported). The issue ends on an equally allegorical note: attacked by Killmonger’s hitherto unmentioned lover Madam Slay, T’Challa has been tied to two leopards and dragged over rocks. They almost pull his arms apart, but he gains control and manages to avoid the death that awaits him (a spiky rock formation right in his path). T’Challa leaps and manages to ride both leopards (one leg on each), steering them back toward their mistress. No longer will he tolerate being torn in two different directions, though Madam Slay turns his newfound resolve literally on its head: “I’ll tear you open, T’Challa. / And I’m really surprised you stuck it out! Idealists … when faced with reality … normally bury their heads like ostriches! / Before the day is over you’ll be buried, T’Challa— / —and the rest of your body will join your head in the sand!” (Jungle Action 18:30).

    In the end, T’Challa is saved by W’Kabi, whose mechanical arm blasts a laser beam at Madam Slay, inadvertently leading to her death. The Panther keeps his own body whole, just as he prevents the total ruination of Wakanda, but it is the hybrid body of W’Kabi that puts an end to the conflict. The Panther’s problem has always been that he is split between two worlds, leading his subjects to resent him, but now Wakanda’s future lies in the unification of local tradition and innovation.

    

    Dear White People

    After making a point of keeping T’Challa in Wakanda for two years, McGregor brought the Panther back to the United States. If it weren’t for the actual content of the stories serialized in Jungle Action 19–22 and 24 (1976), this would be a step backwards.²¹ The United States was the site of unremarkable Panther stories in which T’Challa rarely had much to do unless the theme was racism. Now McGregor launched a new serial called “The Panther vs. the Klan.”²² But this series was an attempt to do right by the kind of story at which previous Marvel writers failed. A decade earlier, the Avengers had begun battling Marvel’s go-to stand-in for the KKK, the Sons of the Serpent. The Sons of the Serpent were Marvel’s attempt to be anti-racist without offending racists, since none of their crimes are attributable to the actual Klan.

    Even worse, these stories consistently deployed a trope that played down racism in favor of “color-blind” evil. In their first appearance (Avengers 32, 1966, “The Sign of the Serpent” by Stan Lee and Don Heck), the Serpents attack the Black scientist (and future Giant-Man) Bill Foster, as well as an Asian dictator, General Chen. It turns out, however, that Chen is actually the group’s leader, cynically exploiting racism to advance his communist agenda. When the Serpents return in Avengers 73 (“The Sting of the Serpent” by Roy Thomas, Herbe Trimpe, and Frank Giacoia; this is also Monica Lynne’s first appearance), their white supremacy, improbably allied with Black Power, is simply a scam perpetrated by two incendiary talk show hosts, one white, the other Black. In the Serpents’ third appearance (Defenders 22–25, 1975, by Steve Gerber and Sal Buscema), it is revealed that they are financed thanks to the machinations of a Black money manager as part of a money-making scheme.²³ Despite these comics’ ostensible liberalism, their overall message was to downplay the reality of racism as an ideology, insulating white readers from the discomfort that could arise from a more trenchant critique while gaslighting Black readers with the narrative that people of color are partially responsible for their own oppression.²⁴

    McGregor would have none of that. As he puts it in his introduction to Marvel Masterworks: The Black Panther, volume 1 (which collected Jungle Action 6–24): “It was America’s bi-centennial, and I would joke that it was my birthday gift. And there was an uproar about the Klan. My response was, ‘Hey, you wanted white people, I gave you white people. There’s no satisfying you folks.’ ”²⁵

    The storyline was cut off before it could be completed, whether because of low sales, or Jack Kirby’s desire to take over the character, or the reason McGregor claims was given to him at the time: “When I was taken off the Panther, I was told it was because I was too close to the black experience. I looked at my white hands.”²⁶ Nearly four decades later, not everything about the story has aged well. Monica’s mother greets T’Challa with a meal that makes sure the reader knows it is “soul food” (“country fried chicken, spare ribs, hamhocks, chit’lins, collard greens and homemade cornbread” [22]). McGregor’s inclusion of a thinly disguised stand-in for himself, the painfully earnest white liberal reporter actually named Kevin Trublood, is certainly a detriment.²⁷ But other moments seem uncomfortably contemporary, such as the scene in Jungle Action 20 (“They Told Me a Myth I Wanted to Believe!,” pencils by Billy Graham) when the Panther tries to stop a crime in a grocery store, only to be met with violence from some of the local whites (including an old lady who hits him on the head with a can of cat food) before the arrival of the police, who promptly point their guns at him. Monica berates them for “staging [their] own improvisation of ‘The Ox-Bow Incident’ ” (11), but twenty-first-century readers could easily provide more current referents.

    It makes sense that Monica is the one who ties a bow onto that particular scene. In moving his characters to Georgia, McGregor reverses the premise of “Panther’s Rage”: now it is T’Challa who is the outsider, while Monica tries to provide him with the local knowledge that might allow him to navigate his new surroundings. Monica has come home as a result of her sister’s murder, making the story intensely personal for her in a way that “Panther’s Rage” never quite became personal for T’Challa. Issue 19 (“Blood and Sacrifices!,” pencils by Billy Graham) starts in a cemetery with everyone watching Monica. As Monica stares at her sister’s grave, five men from the Dragon’s Circle (a multiracial rival to the Klan) approach her from behind while T’Challa stalks them from the trees and Kevin Trublood approaches by car. Submerged in her own grief, Monica notices none of this at first. McGregor and Graham give her a lovely full-page spread in which Monica’s memories of her childhood with her sister are framed by the image of the adult Monica standing before her sister Angela’s grave. While never letting the reader forget the racial context, McGregor lets Monica be an individual rather than a demographic. Thinking about a fight the siblings had when they were preteens, Monica remarks: “It’s obvious, dear sister, that we did not have the same childhood as James Baldwin or Eldridge Cleaver. Our bitterness did not come till much later … and it never was a part of our make-up! In fact, about the only thing I hated in the world that summer was … you!” (3).

    As in “Panther’s Rage,” the narrator comes close to T’Challa’s consciousness only when the Black Panther is being tortured. His selfhood is still very much about his body (which might explain the bizarre choice of having him go shopping at the grocery story with Monica while wearing his full costume). The last issue of Jungle Action has him tied to a wooden wheel that revolves, dunking him in and out of the river, mechanically waterboarding him almost to death. Even more resonant, however, is the scene that ends issue 20 (“They Told Me a Myth I Wanted to Believe.” Pencils by Billy Graham) and opens issue 21 (“A Cross Burning Darkly, Blackening the Night,” pencils by Billy Graham), where the Klan tie T’Challa to a cross that they light on fire. As Anna F. Peppard observes, during the fight in issue 20 that results in his crucifixion, the Panther is “merely a body fighting to the accompaniment of Kevin Trublood’s long, overly idealistic speeches to Monica” (they are back at her family home, unaware of what is happening to T’Challa).²⁸ The Panther is being tortured to death, but it is Kevin’s heroism that is on (verbal) display:

    

    
    Figure 19. Don McGregor and Billy Graham, “Blood and Sacrifices!,” Jungle Action 19:3.

    

    Others told me they’ll firebomb you. You don’t mess with the Klan / […] / And they asked me what I hoped to change? / Write your piece. The Klan’ll still be here / […] / I don’t want to be scared … but somebody. . somewhere … made a terrible mistake. / They made me a moral man. / I can’t turn away. I don’t want to be hurt. I don’t want my family hurt. I love them very much. / But I also love freedom, and I know I couldn’t live with myself if I turned away from this and pretended it didn’t exist. / I just hope I don’t have to die … because I believe … / in America!” (27, 30)

    

    As Peppard points out, watching T’Challa tied to a burning cross is painful enough, but accompanying it with a speech from a white man standing in a kitchen and explaining his own heroism to a Black family is a difficult pill to swallow: “While Trublood voices political resistance, the Panther’s resistance to the Klan is exclusively physical in a way that also reduces the physical to the instinctual.”²⁹ Issue 20 literally gives Kevin the last word (“And we’ll keep fighting until America lives up to the things it proclaimed it was!”), overshadowing the Panther’s physical battle with the writer’s moral posturing. The more time we spend with Kevin Trublood, the wiser McGregor’s choice of an almost all-Black cast for “Panther’s Rage” seems. Kevin is a sponge for meaning, virtue, and symbolism, leaving no room for the Panther to speak.

    

    T’Challa (Almost) Died for Your Sins

    In his introductory essay to the Marvel Masterworks volume, McGregor admits that he is particularly proud of the opening line of issue 21 of Jungle Action, appearing on a splash page with T’Challa on the burning cross: “He is not a symbolic Christ!” The narrator continues: “Forget about turning his flesh and blood into some esoteric allusion to the persecution of contemporary man. / This is the Black Panther … king of the Wakandas … also known as T’Challa. / And he is made of flesh and blood. And the flames which consume the cross and his body prove his humanity” (1).

    

    
    Figure 20. Don McGregor and Billy Graham, “A Cross Burning Darkly, Blackening the Night!,” Jungle Action 21:1.

    

    McGregor is trying to avail himself of the visceral power that the crucifix carries while grounding the moment in the physical, human suffering of the Black Panther. Presumably he is trying to make T’Challa’s pain real. But once again, T’Challa’s pain is framed by Kevin Trublood’s verbiage. And the insistence on a lack of symbolism is puzzling. Yes, it’s real pain, but why even spend pages with a body tortured on a cross while insisting that the cross means nothing? Even theologically, it’s a problematic choice. The point of Christ’s suffering is supposed to be that, on the cross, he suffers like any human would, and not like a divinity. The sheer physical agony T’Challa endures is Christ-like in its intensity. The real question is: Is it Christ-like in its purpose?

    This, in turn, brings us back to the fundamental question raised earlier in the chapter: not “Who is the Black Panther?” but “Who is the Black Panther for?” In “Panther’s Rage,” he exists for Wakanda, with his home country developed more than his character. In “Panther vs. the Klan,” he is fighting on behalf of Monica, engaging in a struggle that, despite its obvious relevance for a Black man, is not, at heart, his. “X vs. the Klan” is a quintessentially (progressive) American story.³⁰ And it makes perfect sense that he involves himself in his lover’s family tragedy—what kind of partner, let alone hero, would he be if he did not?—but again, Kevin Trublood’s role is indicative.

    The Panther is suffering not just at the hands of whites but in the service of a melodramatic narrative whiteness. He is acting out the drama that Trublood is narrating, a Black man taking a beating in a story meant to raise the consciousness of its primarily white readers. As always, McGregor is at great pains to make his hero’s pains real; violence is not to be taken lightly, for it always has a human cost. But the Panther’s body is tortured as part of the struggle against one of America’s original sins, that is, the commodification, abuse, and murder of Black bodies over the course of more than four centuries. If T’Challa is hurt in the process of confronting white American readers with their country’s crime, how is that not Christ-like? T’Challa suffers for the readers’ sins.

    Yet martyrdom and whiteness are not the entire story. McGregor takes a detour from the main plot in issue 22 (“Death Riders on the Horizon,” pencils by Billy Graham and Rich Buckler), when T’Challa and Monica listen to Mrs. Lynne’s tale of her ancestor Caleb, a freed man tormented by the Klan in the aftermath of the Civil War.³¹ McGregor, Graham, and Buckler turn most of the comic into an illustration of Mrs. Lynne’s story, but with a twist: the initial portrayal of Mrs. Lynne’s words shares the page with the visual depiction of Monica’s own appropriation of the narrative. In Mrs. Lynne’s depressingly familiar tale of intimidation and lynching, Caleb is a skinny old man who could not possibly hold his own against the white supremacists, but Monica turns her mother’s family legend into her own personal heroic fan fiction: “And in her interpretation of the story, Caleb is noble and unconquered, proud and defiant … a giant capable of compassion. / And the night the Klan met her cousin Caleb and his family was an ebon mystery … And her man, the Panther, was there! / Before they appear on the horizon, the Panther is aware of their approach. / He waits with considerable cool for the inevitable conflict!” (7). In her mind, Caleb is taller and stronger; thanks to the Panther, he will survive rather than be lynched.

    While this issue might seem to be irrelevant to the arc’s overall plot, it is the thematic key to everything McGregor and his collaborators are trying to do. Heroic fantasy can be gratifying and even restorative in its depictions of oppression and abuse, and in this particular issue, the Black Panther is, for the first time, framed specifically as a wish-fulfillment figure for African Americans. At a time when Hollywood had yet to turn to chattel slavery as the defining narrative for the Black American experience, Jungle Action was already contemplating the next imaginative leap away from a seemingly endless series of stories about Black victimization. This issue also demonstrates the power that consumers of popular narrative (including but by no means limited to comics) can read against the grain and create meanings for themselves that the texts would seem to lack.

    In fighting the Klan, the Panther is tangled in a complex narrative and ethical knot. He is in this story not for himself but for Monica, for Kevin Trublood, and, by extension, for implied Black and white readers with their own backgrounds, baggage, and agendas. He is also faced with the fundamental problem of the superhero confronting social injustice: he cannot solve the problem with his fists, and if he “solves” it in some other way (magic, super-science), he shatters the illusion that the world of the comic book differs from the “real” world only in the existence of superheroes. To have T’Challa stop a lynching in the nineteenth century would be to whitewash history. McGregor’s solution is to double down on the power of comics: imagination. Jungle Action 22 stops short of proposing that the Black Panther actually goes back into the past and prevents a racially motivated murder; instead, the comic shows the solace provided by the fantasy of a Black hero who could stand up to racist terrorists and fight for justice.

    As an exploration of subjectivity, “The Panther vs. the Klan” succeeds not by exploring the consciousness of the Black Panther. This is not because McGregor is incapable of doing so, or uninterested in T’Challa. When he finally gets the opportunity to write the story of T’Challa’s search for his long-lost mother in South Africa in 1989’s “Panther’s Quest,” this very personal story is accompanied by the Panther’s full-fledged interior monologues. But during the brief time that Jungle Action spends in Georgia, it excels at portraying the inner life of Monica Lynne.

    

    
      1 In her analysis of McGregor’s work on Jungle Action , Anna F. Peppard acknowledges that suffering bodies are a staple of superhero comics, pointing to Jared Gardner’s observation that Spider-Man is particularly prone to such depictions. Anna F. Peppard, “ ‘A Cross Burning Darkly, Blackening the Night’: Reading Racialized Spectacles of Conflict and Bondage in Marvel’s Early Black Panther Comics,” Studies in Comics 9, no. 1 (2018): 67; and Gardner, Projections , 102.
    

    
      2 McGregor never actually explains what mural phonics is or how it works, and neither the word “mural” nor “phonics” is particularly helpful. The term was probably a transposition of Phil Spector’s famous music production formula known as the “wall of sound.”
    

    
      3 Elaine Scarry, The Body in Pain: The Making and Unmaking of the World (New York: Oxford University Press, 1985), 4. The Body in Pain came out more than a decade after this issue, so I am obviously not arguing for any kind of causality here.
    

    
      4 “Pstun-Rage” is an anagram for “Grape Nuts.” The other two minor Battle Creek characters follow suit: “Foropulist” (“Fruit Loops”) and “Rangolar” (“Granola”). A fan named Jonathan L. Segal pointed this out on the letters page of issue 28 (“The Death Merchant”).
    

    
      5 She flirts with Killraven shamelessly, and their banter on the last page could suggest that they will move beyond flirtation.
    

    
      6 Don McGregor and P. Craig Russell, Killraven: Warrior of the Worlds (New York: Marvel Comics Group, 1983), 58.
    

    
      7 McGregor is unremittingly sentimental about natural human childbirth. The female lead in Sabre , Melissa Siren, is the first “test-tube baby” and has always felt a sense of profound loss due to her “artificial” conception. Her giving birth to Sabre’s baby later in the series is an issue-long scene of pain and celebration.
    

    
      8 Don McGregor, introduction to Marvel Masterworks, vol. 3, Luke Cage, Power Man (New York: Marvel, 2019).
    

    
      9 McGregor’s description of his torment suggests a muddled understanding of how unbreakable Cage’s skin is: “The chains bite into his wrists” ’; “He ignores the fact that his fingers are slippery from the blood coursing from his wrists.” Power Man 30.
    

    
      10 The title was first published by Atlas Comics in the 1950s and featured mostly white Tarzan-like heroes in “primitive” African settings. Marvel revived the title in 1972, at first reprinting the original stories until McGregor, a proofreader for Marvel at the time, pointed out their obvious racism and was given the assignment to write new material for the comic. See Tom Stewart, “The Blackest Panther: Don McGregor in the Jungles of Wakanda,” Back Issue! 27 (2008): 57–61.
    

    
      11 In a 2017 interview McGregor recalled: “In the first couple [of] months of Black Panther’s Jungle Action it was all Wakanda, and I don’t think anyone expected it would be an all-Wakandan cast of characters. ‘Where’s the white people?’ [the Marvel editors would ask]. But that was the only thing that made sense to me. I was continually having to fight for these characters.” See Chris Arrant, “Black Panther’s Rage Re-tempered for Heart & Homage by Don McGregor in 2018,” Newsarama, December 5, 2017, https://web.archive.org/web/20180202150155/ , https://www.newsarama.com/37618-black-panther-s-rage-re-tempered-for-heart-homage-by-don-mcgregor-in-2018.html .
    

    
      12 Even so, this was an unusually high level of continuity. By comparison, during that same time period, twenty-seven issues of The Incredible Hulk (167–194) were scripted by four different writers (Steve Englehart, Roy Thomas, Gerry Conway, and Len Wein); depending on how one counts them, these represented nineteen different stories (although one should note the artistic consistency provided by Herbe Trimpe as penciller for every single one of them).
    

    
      13 José Alaniz argues that “ ‘Panther’s Rage’ puts Wakandan geography at center stage,” while Tucker Stone notes that T’Challa learns “truths about his country that he either didn’t believe in, or was completely unaware of in the first place.” José Alaniz, “Wakanda Speaks: Animals and Animacy in ‘Panther’s Rage,’ ” in The Ages of the Black Panther: Essays on the King of Wakanda in Comic Books , ed. Joseph J. Darowski (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2020), 83; Tucker Stone, “Fear of a Black Panther: Part Three,” The Factual Opinion, August 20, 2010.
    

    
      14 In the 1980s and 1990s, McGregor returned to the character two more times (though not to the KKK storylines, which had been wrapped up by others). In “Panther’s Quest” (1989), a twenty-five-part story serialized in eight-page installments for the weekly anthology title Marvel Comics Presents , T’Challa goes to South Africa to find his long-lost mother (later retconned as his stepmother). In the four-part limited series Panther’s Prey (1991), T’Challa brings Monica back to Wakanda with the intention of marrying her. Drawn by Gene Colan and Dwayne Turner, respectively, they are an important part of McGregor’s work on the Black Panther but are outside the scope of the present study.
    

    
      15 T’Challa and Monica finally get engaged in the McGregor-penned miniseries Panther’s Prey (1991). They were supposed to get married in McGregor’s next Panther story. No follow-up was published, however, and when Christopher Priest brings Monica back for his 1998 run, she is embittered over T’Challa’s breaking off their engagement. McGregor has written only one more Black Panther story as of 2022, a short piece illustrated by Daniel Acuna in an anniversary issue, about T’Challa visiting a cancer-stricken Monica on her deathbed ( Black Panther Annual 1, 2018).
    

    
      16 Ernst Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies: A Study in Medieval Political Theology (1957; repr., Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2016).
    

    
      17 In Avengers 77 (June 1970).
    

    
      18 Both Christopher Priest and Ta-Nehisi Coates would start their runs on Black Panther with Wakanda on the verge of civil war.
    

    
      19 Matthew Sautman argues that “McGregor appropriates Black pain in J[ungle] A[ction] to satiate a white gaze, as if McGregor knows no other way to generate sympathy for T’Challa across his exploits.” Matthew Sautman, “McGregor’s Wakanda: Black Panther Volume 1 and the White Liberal Imagination,” Quimbandas 2, no. 1 (March 2021): 22.
    

    
      20 One of the many ways in which “Panther’s Rage” subverted convention was to have the insider-outsider conflict not be a problem of race or “miscegenation”; to follow the story, readers had to internalize the fact that being Black does not universally confer identity or commonality. Black or not, for many Wakandans Monica was a foreign interloper not to be trusted. Rebecca Wanzo also casts Monica’s role in a negative light, if for different reasons: “Monica still functioned as American gaze onto the country. No version of Black Panther has ever shaken that tendency in any iteration.” Rebecca Wanzo, “ ‘And All Our Past Decades Have Seen Revolutions’: The Long Decolonization of Black Panther,” The Black Scholar , February 19, 2018, https://www.theblackscholar.org/past-decades-seen-revolutions-long-decolonization-black-panther-rebecca-wanzo/ .
    

    
      21 Issue 23 was a reprint of a Black Panther story from an old Daredevil comic. Jungle Action was canceled after issue 24.
    

    
      22 As Matthew Sautman puts it, this new arc is noteworthy “for transforming T’Challa from a character who happens to have Black skin into a character whose Blackness impacts how he interacts with the people around him.” Sautman, “McGregor’s Wakanda,” 14.
    

    
      23 This was not Steve Gerber’s finest hour.
    

    
      24 While completing “The Panther vs. the Klan” years later without McGregor’s involvement, Ed Hannigan gestures in the same direction when he reveals that Monica’s father was a member of the Dragon Circle, a competing secret society whose goals were not explicitly white supremacist.
    

    
      25 Don McGregor, “Panther’s Chronicles,” in Marvel Masterworks: The Black Panther , vol. 1 (New York: Marvel, 2016), xii.
    

    
      26 McGregor, “Panther’s Chronicles,” xiii.
    

    
      27 By contrast, the embarrassing Trublood highlights the cleverness of Christopher Priest’s later run on the Panther, where the white viewpoint character he introduces as a possible figure of identification for white readers is funny, obnoxious, and prone to low-key racist assumptions and statements.
    

    
      28 Peppard, “Cross Burning Darkly,” 79.
    

    
      29 Peppard, 80.
    

    
      30 Three decades before the Black Panther took on the KKK, the radio incarnation of Superman did the same thing, exposing the Klan’s code words, rituals, and bigotry in a sixteen-episode run in 1946. Eric Francisco, “Superman Crushed the Klan in 1946. Here’s Why He’s Doing It Again in 2020,” Inverse.com , May 13, 2020, https://www.inverse.com/entertainment/superman-smashes-the-klan .
    

    In 2020, DC Comics published a YA graphic novel written by Gene Luen Yang and illustrated by the artist team Gurihiru, titled Superman Smashes the Klan, inspired by the original radio serial, which sees Superman defending a Chinese American family in 1940s Metropolis from persecution by the Klan of the Fiery Kross.

    
      31 Kevin blathers about freedom on the second page, but after that he is mercifully silent.
    

    

  
    

    6

    

    

    

    Subjectivity and Its Discontents

    Steve Gerber and the Uses of Disenchantment

    

    Out of all the writers discussed in this book, Steve Gerber is the one who seems the least temperamentally suited to be writing comics in a mainstream superhero universe. Not because he didn’t like superhero comics; quite to the contrary, the path that brought him to work for Marvel could not have been more fanboyish if it had been flanked by cosplayers in full Spider-Man drag. Gerber had a fanzine while in high school in St. Louis, struck up a friendship with fellow fan and future Marvel editor Roy Thomas by mail, and when his copywriting job on Madison Avenue proved detrimental to his mental health, he used his ties to Thomas to get hired at Marvel. In the infamous all-text, stream-of-consciousness issue of Howard the Duck (issue 16, “Zen and the Art of Comic Book Writing,” produced as a last-minute deadline replacement while the writer moved west), Gerber imagines being grilled by Howard about all the useless trivia he carries in his head:

    

    Howard: By the way, when did the Human Torch first appear in a solo adventure in the Marvel Age of Comics?

    Steve: Huh? STRANGE TALES 101. Why?

    Howard: And who were the villains in the first fifty issues of FANTASTIC FOUR—in order?

    Steve: Oh … Mole Man, the Skrulls, the Miracle Man, Sub-Mariner, Dr. Doom, Subby and Doom together, Kurrgo, Puppet Master, Sub-Mariner again, Dr. Doom, Impossible Man, Hulk, Red Ghost, Subby again, The Mad Thinker, Dr. Doom, Dr. Doom … (10)

    

    Like most of the creators of his generation, Gerber was not just a consumer of Marvel Comics; he was a product of them. He was also not the only one to do his best work at a distance from the line’s core titles; as we’ve seen, I’ve already made similar claims about Doug Moench and Marv Wolfman.¹ For Gerber, the Marvel Universe was a highly attractive and productive set of secondary worlds in which he was more than happy to play, but over time he showed less and less interest in the games for which these worlds were originally built. He did not so much reject the superhero or fantasy adventure as emphasize different types of pleasure and rewards that these narratives could yield.

    By now it is old hat to recognize that there is something absurd about grown men with bizarre aliases donning skintight costumes in order to fight other grown men clad in form-fitting onesies. Much of the “deconstructive” approach to the superhero starting in the 1980s used this perspective as a point of departure (with Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons’s Watchmen as the most famous example). But deconstruction tended to fight against the genre’s absurdity, often with an almost pathological naturalism that is caricatured as “grim and gritty” (as in The Dark Knight Returns by Frank Miller): bloody, grotesque violence and frank sexuality are the antidote to superhero silliness.

    This is not what Gerber did, although his influence on the superhero renaissance of the 1980s is rarely emphasized but rather obvious once you look for it. Gerber did not run from absurdity; absurdity was the point.² Gerber was the French existentialist of the Marvel set, Albert Camus with a heavy dose of Eugène Ionesco.³ Absurdity is the default position of Gerber’s world, sometimes almost joyous (as at the end of his “Bozo” storyline in The Defenders), sometimes suicidal (as on the first page of Howard the Duck 1, “Howard the Barbarian,” pencils by Frank Brunner).⁴ His characters oscillate between embracing the absurdity of their various plights and withdrawing or dissociating (Howard’s nervous breakdown; Man-Thing’s emotional overload). Gerber’s approach to the daft premises of the Marvel Universe is far more accepting and catholic than that of many serious comics writers to follow him, because absurdity is neither a negative in and of itself nor an antipode to the “real” world. Our world, like the Marvel universe, is absurd by definition. We just dress better.

    

    New Ears Have Arrived

    Gerber’s Marvel output included comics that put the superhero front and center. His earliest work on The Sub-Mariner (issues 58–69, 1973–74) displays few of what would eventually be Gerber’s hallmarks; he was initially scripting from other people’s plots, and even when he became the sole writer of record, his stories did not stand out from the rest.⁵ His Daredevil run (issues 97–101, 103–117, 1973–1975) began on a similar trajectory, but here at least he made some gestures in the direction of social commentary (the gender and racial politics of Mandrill’s revolutionary, vaguely anti-capitalist Black Spectre organization, for example).⁶ Only in The Defenders (20–29, 31–41, Annual 1, and Giant-Size 3–5, 1975–76), a book whose misfit characters are part of a “non-team” that Gerber would later liken to an “encounter group,” would Gerber successfully put his mark on a superhero book.⁷ The Defenders and Gerber were a perfect fit for each other, with most of its superheroes functioning on the margins of Marvel.⁸

    Whether it was the result of lifelong reading habits or the simple exigencies of comic book publishing, Gerber was at his best when superheroes, heroic fantasy, or the supernatural was a given, but not necessarily the main concern. Decades later, writer Kurt Busiek and painter Alex Ross would have a hit on their hands with Marvels, which told the stories of the Marvel Universe from the point of view of ordinary people who happened to intersect with the drama at various points. (Busiek would further refine this formula in his creator-owned Astro City series.) But this is not quite what Gerber was doing. For one thing, few of his characters, even the non-powered ones, could quite count as “ordinary”; for another, his protagonists tended to be part of the overall weirdness of the superhero/fantastic world. They differed from the standard hero in plot (they tended to join the battles reluctantly) and, most important, in perspective: though superhero conflicts often drove the action, Gerber’s viewpoint characters looked on these entanglements with bemusement, resignation, or outrage.

    The tagline for Howard the Duck, Gerber’s most famous creation, was “Trapped in a world he never made!” In Howard’s case, the line’s applicability was clear. He was a talking duck in a world of humans (or, as Howard always called them, “hairless apes”). Perhaps the reason for the early success of the Howard the Duck comic was that it so clearly distilled the essence of most of Gerber’s Marvel work. All of his characters were “trapped in worlds they never made,” but in most cases the nature of their dilemma was not immediately apparent because the conflicts were all internal. Gerber’s heroes are alienated. Other Marvel characters are alienated too, though they might desperately wish to belong (the original X-Men, for example). Howard externalizes the problem so clearly that, in the hands of lesser writers (some of whom worked on Howard the Duck after Gerber’s departure), there is little need to pay attention to the character’s inner life: the duck among humans can function allegorically on the visual discrepancy alone. But for Howard, being the only talking duck on earth is not the true source of his depressive, world-weary skepticism; it is simply the visible representation of a preexisting condition.⁹

    Gerber’s characters (and plots) are built on their continual discomfort with their surroundings, their nagging sense that either they are not where they should be or that something is wrong with the world around them. The plots are an excuse for commentary and critique that unfold on three levels. First is the generic: there is something fundamentally bizarre about the superhero world, as we see particularly in Gerber’s riffs on Superman (including Omega the Unknown) and the last year or so of his time on The Defenders. Second is social, which often runs the risk of being preachy, simplistic, or dated (the “Quack Fu” and SOOFI issues—3 and 20–21, respectively—of Howard the Duck; virtually any political or environmental topic in Man-Thing). The third is existential: take away the other two, remove all obvious obstacles, and the heroes are still mismatched with the worlds around them.

    This third level is facilitated by the most distinctive aspect of Gerber’s work. The real stars of his comics are not characters but frameworks: perspectives, points of view, and, especially, voice. He is not wordy like McGregor, nor does he usually favor the first-person narrations used so well by Moench, but Gerber’s comics have no room for silence. The voice and viewpoint must be maintained at all times.

    The persistence of voice is demonstrated most clearly (and cleverly) in the last pages of Howard the Duck 11 (“Quack-Up!”). Half of the issue is a methodically developing farce on a bus ride to Cleveland, featuring Howard’s misery as a parade of eccentrics refuse to leave Howard in peace. As Howard engages in a fistfight with his nemesis the Kidney Lady, a tire blows out and the bus careens off the road. Howard laments that the last thing he’ll see in life is the Kidney Lady’s face: “And yet … it could be worse. / I mean … what if I’d hadda watch my whole life flash before me? / Now that would b—” (30).

    Howard never finishes the thought, interrupted by the sound of the crash. Suddenly, a third-person narrator appears for the first time that issue: “Does a bus scudding off the interstate amid billows of dust and smoke make a sound if no one is present to hear it? / Yes. / And it’s disgusting. / However, when the clouds of vapor disperse, all is ominous silence … / … but the smell makes up for it” (30).

    Then, on the top of the next page: “Morning. Birds tweet, people eat, and the sun smiles down on the wreckage. ¹⁰

    Colan provides a huge sound effect: “RRRUMMMM.”

    The narrator continues: “Note the ‘RRRUMMM.’ / New ears have arrived” (31). At which point we hear a cop talking to the driver. Only when their “ears” have arrived can the narrator finally stop talking.

    With Howard (and everyone else) unconscious, the burden of sardonic narration simply had to be picked up by someone. Events could not be allowed just to happen without the expression of a bemused opinion. The narration plays with the old cliché about a tree falling when no one is there to hear it, but the circumstances that lead to its invocation suggest that we understand it slightly differently: If an event happens and no one is there to comment on it, has it really happened?

    Comics are, of course, a visual medium, as Gerber was acutely aware. For most of his work on Howard the Duck, he had the good fortune of teaming with Marv Wolfman’s Tomb of Dracula collaborator Gene Colan. Even in this single example we can see how well Colan’s unconventional layouts meshed with Gerber’s script. The jagged panel in which the bus actually crashes contains Howard’s last (interrupted) word balloon, followed by a huge sound effect (“CRASHH!”) and the rupture of the panel boundaries, continued by the unnamed narrator’s captions that, along with the smoke from the collision, wend their way across the page. On these pages, the art literally serves as the backdrop onto which the voice is inscribed. For Gerber, comics was primarily the vehicle for his authorial voice. He could only hope that if he spoke engagingly enough, new ears would arrive.

    

    
    Figure 21. Steve Gerber and Gene Colan, “Quack-Up!,” Howard the Duck 11:30.

    

    
    Figure 22. Steve Gerber and Gene Colan, “Quack-Up!,” Howard the Duck 11:31.

    

    Can the Subhuman Speak?

    The case for the primacy of voice in Gerber’s work starts to look flimsier when we consider the strange fact that this scripter of epic talkers (Howard the Duck, Vance Astro in Guardians of the Galaxy, several of the Defenders) found himself repeatedly telling stories about characters who were anywhere from mute to mindless. These include N’Kantu, the Living Mummy, addled by thousands of years of tortured wakefulness and capable only of grunting out a few words at a time; the undead Simon Garth from Tales of the Zombie, who cannot speak and has difficulty formulating thoughts; and the title character of Omega the Unknown, who doesn’t say a thing until the fourth issue of his comic, after which he continues to ration his words as if he were afraid of running out.

    Gerber’s time with the Living Mummy was brief, and the black-and-white magazine, Tales of the Zombie, ran for only nine issues and contained a fair amount of material by other writers; Omega the Unknown was unceremoniously canceled with issue 10. But the character with whom Gerber first made his mark, and with whom he stayed for thirty-six issues over four years, was Man-Thing.

    Besides being the Marvel character with the most inadvertently hilarious name—his monthly adventures were supplemented by a quarterly comic called Giant-Size Man-Thing; no one in the Marvel Bullpen realized quite how the title sounded—Man-Thing stood out as one of the more difficult concepts to make work. His origin was simple enough: scientist Ted Sallis, who has been trying to re-create the super-soldier formula that gave the world Captain America, is murdered in the Florida swamp after injecting himself with the serum. He is transformed into a creature made of muck and slime, losing his identity and his ability to think. Instead, Man-Thing is motivated by his “empathic nature”: he responds to the feelings around him. The one emotion he cannot tolerate is fear: “For whatever knows fear burns at the Man-Thing’s touch.” Man-Thing looks rather scary, so there is a steady supply of kindling.

    For a character with literally no personality, Man-Thing (at least in Gerber’s hands) had a surprisingly successful run, somehow managing to maintain a comic series for four years (Adventure into Fear 11–19, 1972–73, and Man-Thing 122, 1974–75). Early on, Gerber developed a version of the formula we saw in Tomb of Dracula: treat the headliner like a supporting character. In Fear, Gerber immediately developed a supporting cast—the apprentice sorceress Jennifer Kale and her family; Dakimh the Enchanter; the nefarious F. A. Schist—swapping them for a more grounded group when Man-Thing got his own series: primarily Richard Rory, but also Ruth Hart, Sibyl Mills, and a variety of reasonably well-developed characters who stayed for only an issue or two. Yet none of this was at the expense of Man-Thing himself, who, far from being a walk-on in other people’s adventures, was usually the center of attention for several pages at a time. Often these pages focused on Man-Thing shambling through the swamp and killing the alligators that seemed to attack either him or random humans every other issue, but they confirmed Man-Thing’s status as the series’ anchor. Man-Thing set the mood.

    Or perhaps it would be better to say that Man-Thing transmitted the mood. The pages that focused on him obliged the reader to slow down, but Man-Thing’s interactions with the other characters centered on his aforementioned “empathic nature.” Man-Thing acted on impulse, but that impulse was rarely his own. Instead, he functioned as a surrogate for the expressed and unexpressed feelings of the people around him, and when he inevitably became involved in violent conflict, his protection of the innocent and smiting of the guilty were a funhouse mirror of the superhero fantasy. It was not the readers who projected their fantasies and aspiration on the “hero” but rather the ordinary people around him. He became, if not their alter ego, something along the lines of their wandering id.

    Thus, nearly all of Man-Thing’s motivations are not just external but borrowed. Adventure into Fear 16 (“Cry of the Native,” pencils by Val Mayerik) brings Man-Thing into the plot on the very first page because “there is […] tension in the air this eve—a quiet frenzy which draws to it the macabre Man-Thing!” (1). Man-Thing saves the survivors of a bus crash in Adventure into Fear 18 (“A Question of Survival,” pencils by Val Mayerik) because “though he cannot fathom their words … he can feel their desperation” (7).

    Over time, Gerber and his collaborators learned to use Man-Thing’s status as an emotional conduit for more than just moving the plot along. Man-Thing issue 5 (“Night of the Laughing Dead”) and 6 (“And When I Died …”), both drawn by Mike Ploog and inked by Frank Chiaramonte, explicitly turn Man-Thing into the key element of an extended psychodrama. A clown named Darrel comes to the swamp to commit suicide, shooting himself in the head. Richard Rory and Ruth Hart become entangled in the interpersonal conflicts of Darrel’s carnival troupe, whereupon they are all confronted by Darrel’s ghost. Darrel must perform the story of his life before three shadowy figures called “the Critics,” on whose “verdict rests the fate of [his] soul” (6:3). In issue 6, the clown magically transforms Rory, Ruth, the acrobat Ayla, the carnival owner Garvey, and the strongman Tragg into the avatars of people who played key roles in his life (with Rory playing Darrel himself).

    The story is not subtle, but it is emblematic of Gerber’s concerns and methods: external struggles exist almost entirely as an expression of internal conflict. Crucially, Man-Thing also has a role: he is young Darrel’s “inner demon,” drawn always lurking right behind him, visible to the reader but invisible to the other players. In act 1 of the clown’s life story, Darrel and his parents sit at the dinner table as Darrel’s father berates him. The narrator focuses on Darrel: “A quite rage wells in Darrel Daniel—and in some mysterious way … / —that fury is communicated to the slime crawler— / —who, acting as the personification of Darrel’s ‘inner demon,’ guides the child’s hand— / —in an act of symbolic defiance” (6:10). We see Man-Thing lifting up Darrel’s right arm to throw a plate at Darrel’s father. Later, when a bully punches Darrel, the “little tough guy … looks into Darrel’s eyes and sees the demon that lurks inside him,” and chooses to run away (6:14). Man-Thing, of course, has been there the whole time.

    When the Critics, unimpressed by this issue-long amateur theater performance, condemn Darrel’s soul to oblivion, Man-Thing (“still acting as Darrel’s inner demon”) fights on the clown’s behalf, beating them over the head and tossing them into the water: “Surely his judgement must be more valid than that of three ethereal bureaucrats! / And especially so, since he does not—cannot—even realize he is making a judgement! He acts purely on what he feels! / And what he feels, though not in these terms, is that an injustice is about to be committed!” (6:30).

    Though by no means Gerber’s best (or even his best Man-Thing story), this two-parter makes clear that the Man-Thing (along with his vaguely supernatural swampy surroundings) is a vehicle for subjectivity even as he lacks the capacity for thought. Gerber’s heroes tend to be well-read autodidacts who are good with words (Bev to Howard: “Somehow I never pegged you as an intellectual, Ducky.” Howard to Bev: “Don’t call me names, toots”; Howard the Duck 3:2, “Four Feathers of Death! Or: Enter the Duck,” pencils by John Buscema). But the crux of his stories almost always has to do with feelings, the very things that words tend to express with only mixed success. And emotions are the only language Man-Thing understands.

    Even as they are externalized, Darrel’s stories, like those of so many of Gerber’s other misunderstood artistic, sensitive males, are the product of an extremely self-absorbed consciousness.¹¹ Darrel’s soul is spared and Ayla declares: “I’m the reason he took his own life! / I never had the courage to defy Garvey—to tell Darrel … / … I loved him” (6:31). She offers up her own soul instead, but the Critics spare both her and Darrel. This is a classic male fantasy: the unloved boy will be missed when he’s gone, and the girl he wanted so desperately will regret her coldness and even offer to die. In a twenty-first century of the manosphere and incels, Darrel’s narcissism looks dangerously toxic, but this is one of Gerber’s blind spots. When everyone around you is acting out your internal traumas, it is difficult to understand them as people in their own right.¹²

    

    Portrait of the Artist as a Teenage Swamp Monster

    Gerber’s repeated use of the Man-Thing to externalize the suffering of a misunderstood, alienated male character suggests that, inadvertently, Gerber managed to literalize the title character’s name in a manner completely different from the obvious anatomical puns. This particular plot is gendered: it’s a man thing.¹³

    Not always, of course (“Not all man-things”). After beginning 1975 with a truly awful and sexist two-parter about magical pirates and satyrs (Man-Thing 13 and 14, pencils by John Buscema, Tom Sutton, and Alfredo Alcala), Gerber closed out his run on the title with an eight-issue stretch that was better than anything he had done on the book to date. Issue 15 (“A Candle for St. Cloud,” pencils by Tony DeZuniga, Alfredo Alcala, and Rico Rival) was an atmospheric one-off that technically didn’t even have Man-Thing in it; instead it was entirely devoted to the development of a female character seen neither before nor since. It would be followed by a vicious deconstruction of American masculinity (“Decay Meets the Mad Viking,” pencils by John Buscema), the first installment of a trilogy about conservative morality and small-town fascism that somehow avoided preachiness.

    In the middle of this storyline (set awkwardly between issues 16 and 17), Gerber came out with “The Kid’s Night Out,” a long one-shot story featured in Giant-Size Man-Thing 4 (pencils by Ed Hannigan and Ron Wilson).¹⁴ Once again we have a misunderstood dead man who uses the Man-Thing as a figure of identification and projection, although this time without any magic involved. Edmond Winshed is a seventeen-year-old high school student who, thanks to a weight problem, has spent his entire short life feeling like an outcast. The book begins (after a brief, pointless scene of the Man-Thing rescuing a faun) with Edmond’s funeral; he died of a heart attack while being forced by a sadistic gym teacher to run laps. Unlike Darrel, Edmond will not come back to life, so numerous surrogates throughout the story express his thoughts and feelings for him. The funeral has a whiff of narcissistic wish fulfillment. Edmond is not there to watch it, but his best friend, Alice, calls out the gathered “mourners” for their hypocrisy with a righteous vehemence that Edmond himself never managed when he was alive.

    Though Edmond is dead, his words live on after him: Alice is the custodian of a notebook titled “The Book of Edmond,” which she brings to a meeting of the high school literary magazine for possible publication. When she begins to read it aloud, the next five pages are one of Gerber’s most successful attempts at including text pages within a comic book.¹⁵ Like the story of Darrel the Clown, “The Book of Edmond” is built on multiple identifications and projections, but with much less hostility. It begins with the words “Maybe you’ve heard of Richard Rory, the disk jockey on WNRV” (Giant-Size Man-Thing 4:19). Rory is invoked because he has spoken in public about the Man-Thing, whom Edmond sees as a metaphor for his own life. But Edmond (and Gerber) could have brought up the Man-Thing without him. Rory’s inclusion serves to intensify Edmond’s identification with the monster. Rory and the Man-Thing have a connection based entirely on emotion and shared alienation (both are outsiders), and now Edmond is following in Rory’s footsteps by asserting a kinship with the creature from the swamp.

    The word “comics” never appears within “The Kid’s Night Out,” yet the story told in and around “The Book of Edmond” is a clever elaboration of the affective relationships fostered by reading Marvel comics. Whereas DC encouraged the (presumably young and male) reader to identify with aspirational figures such as Superman, Marvel offered its fans a model for living in the world as a despised outcast (the X-Men, the Hulk, even Spider-Man). And even though “The Book of Edmond” stands out from the rest of the book because of its text-based format, it sells the Edmond/Man-Thing metaphor through the comics medium’s primary superpower: the combination of words and pictures. After Edmond compares himself to the Man-Thing in his introduction, he never mentions the monster again. But he doesn’t need to. Each page is accompanied by an illustration featuring both Edmond and the Man-Thing, keeping their connection firmly in the reader’s mind even while Edmond no longer makes it explicit.

    As he explains, the Man-Thing is despised because “he’s made of slime, and I’m just fat. / He scares people. I just make them laugh.” Edmond hopes that his book will do what Marvel Comics’ ongoing tales of pariahs are supposed to: “I’m writing this because if people had been a little kinder, and more compassionate, I might not relate so well to Man-Thing” (19).

    Though Giant-Size Man-Thing 4 is an awkward detour from the ongoing narrative in issues 16–18, Edmond’s journal demonstrates that “The Kid’s Night Out” shares a theme with the concurrent monthly storyline. Gerber’s stories are filled with outcasts, but Edmond is the only one whose dilemma is consistently framed in terms of masculinity. As a small child, he loves baking and cooking, while his Uncle Sam (!) demands that he hold a hammer and learn to be a man. In school he is, of course, terrible at sports. And in high school, when Alice gets him to understand that his uncle is afraid Edmond might be in a romantic relationship with Sam’s new young wife, Edmond discovers that he actually can be taken seriously as a heterosexual male, and kisses Alice. He realizes “Sam figured I was finally able to hold that freaking hammer!” (24). Not only is the sexual symbolism obvious, but also the illustration connects Edmond’s newfound confidence in his own masculinity with the Man-Thing, who is shown helping him hold the hammer over his head. “The Book of Edmond” models a powerful reading strategy, encouraging us to accept the Man-Thing as, if not our own personal savior, then our guide to expressing our emotions.¹⁶

    It is up to Alice to keep Edmond’s memory alive, protect the book from anyone who might want to destroy it (as evidence that Coach Milner was responsible for Edmond’s death), and even to complete the book itself. The epilogue, written by Alice, describes the thirty minutes of afterschool laps in the Florida heat that would end in Edmond’s death.¹⁷ Alice brings “The Book of Edmond” back to its beginning, proposing a less hypocritical epitaph than the one she expected to see in the high school yearbook: “He was a fat boy, who saw himself more as a monster than a human being. We didn’t know this Man-Thing very well or like him very much. He was killed, and that’s the end of it” (25).

    Alice has inserted herself into “The Book of Edmond” out of necessity (“He couldn’t write [the epilogue] because he was murdered” [25]), and she had already been an important part of Edmond’s life. Now, however, whether through the mystical properties of the Citrusville swamp (which Gerber establishes early on as the “Nexus of All Realities”), the power of the written word, or the posthumous realization of Edmond’s identification with Man-Thing, who at this point shares some sort of empathic bond with both the late Edmond and Alice. After Alice is kidnapped by the adults who want “The Book of Edmond” destroyed, she faints. On the first page of chapter 3, the second panel repeats the colorless image of Alice’s unconscious face, this time in the night sky over the swamp. Man-Thing hears a voice, and looks down “at his own reflection … or something which purports to be. / The reflection speaks. Its lips move, but no sound issues forth. / And yet, Man-Thing hears … and seems to understand … this silent plea from within and without him.”

    His reflection in the water is actually Edmond’s, visually emphasizing this mysterious, now three-way link between them and Alice. This link now provides the logic that drives the remainder of the story. Man-Thing leaves the swamp and shambles into town, making his way to Citrusville High School, where he proceeds to rescue Alice and punish Edmond’s enemies. This is unprecedented in the Man-Thing run; while Gerber and other writers had previously stretched the “rules” governing Man-Thing’s motivations and conduct, he had never displayed so much initiative before. The result is a grotesque bloodbath: Edmond’s young aunt, who has never spoken up for him, has her mouth burned shut; his uncle, who responded to Edmond’s failures at baseball by suggesting that “maybe he needed a fatter bat” (37), is swung about by Man-Thing until his back is broken; and the sadistic gym teacher who caused Edmond’s death has his hands fused together in prayer and a hole burned through his heart. This is, of course, a classic horror revenge story, but it is also just a few notches more extreme than a standard superhero fantasy: an empowered version of the victim beats the bad guys and saves the girl.

    But that is not all. While it is true that Alice is put in the familiar position of damsel in distress, it is not until she heroically takes up Edmond’s cause after her friend’s death. The final panel has Man-Thing back in the swamp, looking down at his reflection only to see Alice rather than Edmond. The driving force behind the Edmond–Man-Thing–Alice connection is empathy, which is essentially Man-Thing’s superpower. It is also in noticeably short supply among the families of Citrusville. Edmond’s enemies are at times caricatures; not one of them approaches the well-rounded characterization of Edmond himself. This could be a function of space constraints, or of lazy writing, but I suspect it is something more: Gerber grants the gift of subjectivity only to those characters who are capable of identifying with one another. That is, despite the frequent self-involvement of so many Gerber heroes, in Man-Thing, at least, selfhood is truly attained only by people who can imagine their way out of their own head. Man-Thing, who has no “head” in this sense, is the vehicle for expressing both subjectivity and empathy.

    

    Monsters on the Verge of a Nervous Breakdown

    “The Kid’s Night Out” deployed Man-Thing’s empathic abilities more radically than ever before, transforming his usual impulsive reactions to momentary emotions into a sustained cathexis with both Edmond and Alice. The intensity of these bonds may well explain why Gerber goes out of his way to shoehorn this story within the first few pages of Man-Thing 17 (“A Book Burns in Citrusville,” pencils by Jim Mooney). The splash page shows the Man-Thing mindlessly observing the aftermath of the carnage that ended the previous issue, followed by a second splash page summarizing “The Kid’s Night Out,” which we now learn took place the very next day (and resulted in Alice’s admission “for observation in the city’s already overcrowded mental health facility” [2]). A few pages later, we discover that she is not the only emotional casualty of the day’s events. A three-panel page is devoted to the depiction of a paralyzed Man-Thing: “At swamp’s edge, Man-Thing stands trembling, his empathic nature battered insensate by the past days’ events. / A creature not of intellect but of emotion—a being who feels what others feel— / —but who cannot suppress or reason away these feelings as humans can— / —he has finally reached a point of emotional saturation” (11).

    A symbolic two-page spread renders his plight literal: “All his energies are focused within. Across the barren waste that once was his mind marches a strange and frightening procession of expressionless images … a bizarre torchlight parade of the men, women, bases, and demons, the conglomerate of whose tortured emotions drove him to this cataleptic state.” These include virtually all the major and minor characters of Gerber’s run: Darrel the Clown, Richard Rory, and “countless others who brought pain and sorrow to their lives … and thus to his” (14).

    

    
    Figure 23. Steve Gerber and Jim Mooney, “A Book Burns in Citrusville,” Man-Thing 17:11.

    

    Man-Thing is found by hunters who shoot him, take him for dead, and dump him in the Citrusville sewage treatment plant. Obviously he is not dead, but his temporary incapacity is a fascinating move. Why bother giving a mindless creature a nervous breakdown? Because empathy, however much the series lauds its virtues, takes its toll. Even though so many of Gerber’s characters are self-conscious (and even self-absorbed), they also tend to be highly attuned to the emotional and psychological states of those around them. Man-Thing shares this last trait, minus the self-consciousness. Gerber’s characters are in constant emotional and ontological conflict with their surroundings, and their occasional withdrawal only highlights the burden of maintaining one’s selfhood in a world that ranges from hostility to absurdity.

    Even in “death,” Man-Thing serves as a reminder of the importance of emotional bonds. Richard Rory, now a DJ at a Citrusville radio station, gets a phone call that Man-Thing has been destroyed and races to the bathroom for privacy: “There, Richard Rory, to whom the monster was almost a friend, feels the energy drain from his limbs … feels his defenses crumble … and breaks down crying, and miles away, in the liquid blackness, Man-Thing, too, begins to break down … into his chemical components” (18).¹⁸

    Rory and Man-Thing have always had a strong connection, but now their roles seem to be reversed: it is Rory who is the vehicle for expressing emotion, while Man-Thing lies inert. The bottom of the page consists of six silent panels, alternating between increasingly tight shots of a weeping Rory and images of Man-Thing floating in the sewer (at an increasing distance). A few pages later, Rory is covering a town hall that is rapidly devolving into a book burning, spearheaded by Olivia Selby, a crusader again the “filth” she has discovered in her daughter’s high school textbooks. As she sets fire to a book titled Hygiene, the panels move from the book to Rory’s face and then to a disintegrating Man-Thing. Rory runs onto the stage to save the book and implore the crowd to stop. He acts on impulse, knowing he will get fired, but he cannot simply watch.

    In a similar moment in a Gerber-scripted Guardians of the Galaxy story (Marvel Presents 4, “Into the Maw of Madness,” pencils by Al Milgrom), new team member Nikki impulsively steers the Guardians’ ship headlong into a cosmic monstrosity that has destroyed a planet. Yondu, the Guardian with the strongest spiritual inclinations, calls this entity Karanada—“ ‘the emptiness that devours.’ It is total paralysis, not merely in the limbs—but the soul itself” (27). He justifies Nikki’s rash action: “She did as her spirit bade her […] No act of spirit can be wrong against Karanada” (Marvel Presents 6:6). Yondu’s words could apply to Rory and, further, to all the most heroic moments in Gerber’s Man-Thing stories. Gerber’s characters tend to be intellectually savvy and, with the exception of the mindless and the mute, they have an excellent way with words. But they are at their best when they are moved by emotion. In other words, when they act like Man-Thing—the externalization of their better natures.

    Richard Rory was introduced in Man-Thing 2 (“Nowhere to Go but Down,” pencils by Val Mayerik) as the proverbial sad sack: everything bad always happens to him. But as the series progresses, it gets harder to see Rory as a passive victim. Bad things do happen to him, certainly. Not only is he fired after he tries to halt the book burning, but also he is knocked out by the Mad Viking. The reason these things happen, however, is that the only thing passive about Rory is that he is helpless in the face of an ethical conundrum: his moral compass and profound empathy give him no choice but to act. Even before the Mad Viking story is over, Rory finds himself agreeing to help someone against his better judgment. Carol Selby, Olivia’s teenage daughter, begs Rory to take her with him when he and a no-longer-dead Man-Thing leave town: “Her desperation is genuine. Rory senses it. The empathic Man-Thing mirrors it. Rory has no choice” (31).

    Man-Thing was Darrel the Clown’s suppressed rage, but for Rory, he is the embodiment of empathy. More often than not, Rory’s Man-Thing-like reflexive response to human suffering will do him more harm than good. That is true with the decision to bring Carol along: she is underage, and when they cross state lines, he will be convicted of kidnapping. But he will also remain true to himself, and to the virtues embodied by Man-Thing.

    

    Self: Sufficient? Omega the Unknown’s Mind/Body Problem

    The typical Gerber hero suffers from detachment—in the case of the Defenders’ various bodiless heads and brains, literally so. Small wonder that Gerber created the Headmen, since most of his characters tend to live in their own heads. Again and again, the solution for the plight of the reticent intellectual is connection and empathy. In the figure of the Man-Thing, Gerber had a mindless creature based entirely on emotion, who played a decisive role at key moments in the stories but otherwise functioned as the drama’s silent chorus. In Omega the Unknown, Gerber and his writing partner Mary Skrenes co-created the Man-Thing’s counterpoint: a thirteen-year-old boy whose superior intellect is complicated by a near-incapacity to connect with his own emotions or those of others.¹⁹

    Omega the Unknown ran for just ten issues in 1976 and 1977 before its abrupt cancellation, its mysteries wrapped up two years later by Steve Grant in a Defenders storyline that even its writer found unsatisfying. In fact, despite the character’s obscurity, more comics featuring Omega were scripted by other writers than by Gerber and Skrenes. Issues 7 and 8 were credited to Scott Edelman and Roger Stern, respectively; their single-issue assignments were probably the result of Gerber’s notorious lateness. The character was subsequently revived and rebooted by Jonathan Lethem and Farel Dalrymple in a ten-issue limited series in 2007, the result of Lethem’s childhood fascination with the original comic. (Lethem had previously included references to Omega in his 2003 novel The Fortress of Solitude.)

    Omega the Unknown was an unusual comic, even by the standards of 1970s Marvel in general and Gerber in particular. Superficially, it is the most prominent example of Gerber’s Superman fixation; after all, the title character wears a red-and-blue costume, a cape, and a headband that would not have been all that out of place in the trendiest spots on Krypton. A rocket carries him from his doomed planet to ours. Unlike Superman, he arrives as an adult, but he shares the comic with a child, James-Michael Starling, orphaned, like Superman, in the very first issue. The two characters also share a physical resemblance and a mysterious bond, suggesting a variation on not just Superman but the original Captain Marvel (a young boy transformed into a superpowered adult by saying the magic word “Shazam”). Yet Omega and James-Michael invert the dual identity tropes of their predecessors. The biggest challenge to Superman’s maintaining his secret identity was that he and Clark Kent could not be seen in the same place at the same time (the same was true for Captain Marvel, but it never became much of a plot point). James-Michael and Omega certainly do coexist. The problem is that we can never be quite sure why.

    The man eventually referred to as Omega is apparently the last survivor of a planet overrun by robots; he arrives on earth (in New York, of course) in the very first issue, and is nearly killed by one of the robots who follow him, Omega, who does not speak a single word in the first three issues (and only one in the fourth), tries to blend in, but is repeatedly drawn into senseless battles: with the Hulk (issue 2, “Welcome to Hell’s Kitchen!”), the villainous Electro (issue 3), and the local brujo known as “El Gato” (issues 4–5).²⁰ Along the way he is accidentally shot, then subsequently befriended, by an old man (“Gramps”) whose nonstop chatter makes up for Omega’s studied silence. Omega has no clear motives beyond his own survival and the protection of young James-Michael.

    James-Michael has spent his entire life homeschooled by his parents in a futuristic house in the mountains somewhere in Pennsylvania. When the series begins, his parents are driving him to New York, where he will attend school for the first time (his parents insist that it will be good for him; James-Michael says that other children “bore” him). A car accident kills his parents, but not before James-Michael has one last conversation with his mother, whose head has been ripped from her body, revealing that she is a robot. His mother’s head warns James-Michael not to listen to “the voices,” and then melts away. James-Michael has a brief psychotic break, only to awaken in a charity hospital in Hell’s Kitchen. When a robot breaks into the hospital to attack him, Omega is not far behind, and James-Michael surprises himself by knocking out the robot with energy blasts that leave omega-shaped stigmata on his palms (Omega himself displayed the same powers a few pages earlier) (Omega the Unknown 1, “Omega the Unknown!”).

    James-Michael is taken in by Ruth Hart, a nurse at the hospital (and former Man-Thing supporting cast member), along with her roommate, Amber, to share their tiny Hell’s Kitchen apartment.²¹ The Hell’s Kitchen setting is integral to Omega, since nearly all of James-Michael’s troubles, as well as his education in ordinary humanity, are the result of his confrontation with nonstop human misery and cruelty. He makes two friends at school: a tomboy named Dian, whose sarcasm and brusque manner make her a pubescent analog to the streetwise Amber, who clearly intrigues the boy; and John Nedly, an overweight outcast and would-be writer. Nedly is horrifically beaten by bullies, and issue 10 (“The Hottest Slot in Town!”) starts with his funeral.

    Very little of this sounds like the stuff of a superhero story, and it is hard to say exactly what Gerber and Skrenes had planned. In part because the series was so quickly cut short, in part because of fill-ins and deadline problems, and in part because of Omega the Unknown’s awkward fit in a mainstream superhero universe, very little progress is made in solving the three enigmas announced in the introductory text on the splash page of every issue:

    

    ENIGMA THE FIRST: the lone survivor of an alien world, a nameless man of somber, impassive visage, garbed utterly inappropriately in garish blue-and-red. ENIGMA THE SECOND: James-Michael Starling, age twelve raised in near-isolation by parents who (he discovered on the day they “died”) were robots. ENIGMA THE THIRD: the link between the man and the boy, penetrating to the depths of the mind and body, causing each to question his very reality of self.

    

    These introductory captions were standard at Marvel at the time, but Omega’s is appropriately unusual. It sets up the two main actors, raises the question of their character, and then gives absolutely no indication about the actual plot. Even in what should have been a boilerplate blurb, theme trumps plot, and that theme announces itself in italics in the very last word: self.

    Omega the Unknown checks all the standard Gerber boxes: interrogating the genre (Omega doesn’t understand the fights he keeps getting into), social commentary (everything about Hell’s Kitchen), and existential critique. Though the social commentary is the most obvious, it is the existential critique that connects the book’s disparate elements (first and foremost, Omega and James-Michael themselves). The alienation of Gerber’s archetypal protagonist Howard the Duck is a function of his idiosyncratic, uncompromising selfhood: he has a perspective on the world, and he will not yield. On the other end of the spectrum, Man-Thing is literally self-less, serving as a catalyst for the self-exploration of those around him. Omega and James-Michael occupy a strong middle ground: unlike Man-Thing, they can and do think, but unlike Howard, they start the book with a strangely rudimentary sense of self.

    Omega, as we have seen, spends most of the comic in silence, but the sequences that focus on him are accompanied by a large number of narrative captions, mostly in the third-person limited. We’ve seen something like this technique before, when Marv Wolfman would dedicate a series of panels to conveying the consciousness of Dracula’s victims immediately before the vampire’s attack. Wolfman leaves the reader with a strong sense of who the victim was. The comparable captions in Omega the Unknown leave Omega still … unknown.

    Lethem and, following him, José Alaniz refer to these sequences as “Omega monologues” or “soliloquies,” but they are actually neither. Using “Omega” as the modifier to these series of captions suggests that, whatever term we might choose to describe them, their subject is Omega himself. On the surface, we could be reading free indirect discourse, but Alaniz correctly points out that in one of the last such “soliloquies,” in issue 10, the “off-kilter narration” seems to “blithely go off on its own,” particularly when the narrator exclaims, “You cad!” as Omega is thrown into a ravine (11). Alaniz connects it to the idea of “autistic presence” and notes that Lethem observed that Gerber seemed to be writing his way “out of the human race.”²²

    I am not entirely comfortable with the attempts to place Omega the Unknown within the category of autism, except perhaps along the lines of the “autistic poetics” described by Julia Miele Rodas.²³ Alaniz’s connection of James-Michael to Bruno Bettelheim’s “Joey, the Mechanical Boy” is useful less because of considerations of actual autism than for Bettelheim’s thoroughgoing wrongness about autism. James-Michael and Omega arguably embody a neurodiverse subjectivity but only to the extent that any nonnormative consciousness fits this designation.

    The “Omega monologues” are crucial because of the way in which they fail to be monologues. They point to a gray area between phenomenology and ontology, not entirely about the characters’ experience of consciousness but also about the underdeveloped subjectivity that could be experiencing consciousness. It is fitting that James-Michael and Omega are linked and share an obvious resemblance, because each of them, on his own, fails to be an entire self. The James-Michael/Omega doubling emphasizes the incomplete, fragmentary nature of their subjectivity.

    At the same time, neither James-Michael nor Omega is a static character; their selves may be incomplete, but the story of Omega the Unknown is that of their coming-into-selfhood. This is not exactly a bildungsroman; it is something stranger.

    Stranger, but not unique. On occasion, novelists have created protagonists who need a great deal of time to mature into a full sense of their own subjectivity. Gregory Maguire’s “Wicked Years” novels, for instance, start with a protagonist (the Wicked Witch of the West) whose sense of self and perspective on the world around her is so strong that all the protagonists of the subsequent three novels not only pale in comparison but also take decades to develop a sense of agency and a point of view (Liir in the second book, the Lion in the third, and Rain in the fourth). They are all observers of their own lives rather than active participants in them.²⁴

    James-Michael is reminiscent of Sasha Dvanov, the hero of Andrei Platonov’s 1929 novel Chevengur. Dvanov too lives his life at a distance. The narrator tells us that somewhere inside his head lives a watchman: “He lived parallel to Dvanov, but wasn’t Dvanov. He existed somewhat like a man’s dead brother; everything human seemed to be at hand, but something tiny and vital was lacking. Man never remembers him, but always trusts him, just as when a tenant leaves his house and his wife within, he is never jealous of her and the doorman. This is the eunuch of man’s soul.”²⁵

    Valery Podoroga concludes that Chevengur is a story told by a “castrated consciousness.” If we connect this to Omega the Unknown, one might imagine the dual protagonists could be divided into “conscious, emotions, and human” on the one hand and the “trusted dead brother” on the other. But the story with Omega is even stranger than that. Both Omega and James-Michael start out as closer to the “watchman” figure than to the “normal” consciousness. These are not two halves that make a whole; these are two halves that are slowly growing their missing pieces.

    Consider the first “Omega monologue” from issue 1, which sets up a pattern that will recur throughout the series. “The mind searches furiously for a key to it all: What is it? What went wrong? Why? How? / The body, meanwhile … / … does what it must … / … to survive!” (2).

    Though Omega will be referred to as “he” for the rest of the series, the very second page of his first appearance establishes him as something other than a simple unitary self. His mind and body function separately, if at times in parallel. This could explain some of the strangeness of the monologues in that they always seem to hover around Omega rather than represent his coherent point of view. Like the narrator of Howard the Duck, issue 11, who takes over the running commentary when everyone is briefly unconscious, the “Omega monologues” narrate on behalf of a consciousness that does not quite exist.

    The various parts that make up Omega proliferate on those first pages, for, in addition to mind and body, he is also the conduit for a mysterious power:

    

    For the chaos, the tumult raging all about this last of his superior breed … / … could only be the product … / … of the pain … / … and the passion … / … and the fire … / to which he alone remains heir. / The energy—the creative force—could be disciplined only so strictly, held waiting in check only so long, before it burst forth … / … ravaging, mindless, uncontrollable. (2–3)

    

    First we should note that tumult is raging “all about” him, rather than something he is directly experiencing, and yet it expresses itself in an outpouring of energy issued directly from his palms. This “creative force” is the third element of Omega’s not-quite-self, the only one that is directly connected to emotion. Not just emotion but passion: the buildup, the “bursting forth,” have an element of the orgasmic about them. Small wonder that the narrator’s conclusion at this point is that “an organism ceases to live when it ceases to grow.” Not only is Omega on a path that will lead him to growth, but also this scene immediately cuts to the pubescent James-Michael as he wakes up screaming from a nightmare. This “creative force” is the libidinal element otherwise absent from the castrated consciousness. When James-Michael wakes up from this nightmare, it is of course nothing like sexual release, but his repetition of Omega’s fiery ejaculation on the issue’s last page suggests that something libidinal is finally awakening in him as well.

    Given his age (and the default presumption of heterosexuality), the proximal cause of his awakening is unsurprising: his first meeting with Ruth’s free-spirited, halter-topped, and ceaselessly witty roommate, Amber, who will explicitly become James-Michael’s guide to the dangers and attractions of Hell’s Kitchen, and implicitly the inspiration for the development of his sexual feelings. Issue 1 has a lot of heavy lifting to do, but it still finds time to highlight James-Michael’s interactions with the three important adult women in his life. First, his mother, who encourages him to see the next stage of his life as “exciting”: “the people you’ll encounter … And human beings aren’t as dull as you seem to believe, James-Michael” (7). Of course it turns out that she is speaking from the perspective of a non-human observer.

    James-Michael’s literal awakening from his coma introduces him to Ruth, who never manages to forge a real connection with him. As she tells Dr. Barrow, “You know this trouble I’ve had lately … relating.” She cannot be natural with the boy: “I tried too hard, it’s true. I must’ve come off like Miss Lois on Romper Room. / So sweet, so cutesy-poo. But why? That’s not me!” (22).

    Where her maternal approach fails, Amber’s natural ability to, as Ruth herself puts it, “relate” breaks down some of James-Michael’s barriers. She meets him without realizing that he’s the future roommate Ruth mentioned, and cracks wise about James-Michael’s chess match against himself. James-Michael’s response is more open than anything he has said to date: “It’s easier … when you feel like two people all the time, anyway” (23).

    That night, right before the robot crashes into his hospital room, James-Michael can’t sleep. The description of his insomnia starts out with the same mind/body dichotomy highlighted in the first Omega monologue but quickly settles on James-Michael as a self: “The mind tingles … first rapport … ‘Imagination is fueled by experience’ [a quote from his father] … who is she? Why does he feel … ever so slightly … aglow?” (26).

    Whereupon he is attacked and uses the strange energy from his hands to protect himself and Omega. Again he experiences his own bodily sensations with detachment: “This rawness of nerves … is new to me … I’m not accustomed to pain. It interests me …” (31). Given the sexual preoccupations that prevented him from sleeping, the comparison to masturbation practically writes itself. Instead of hairy palms, he gets omega-shaped stigmata.

    

    Hulk Smash Existential Dilemma

    The second issue of Omega the Unknown (“Welcome to Hell’s Kitchen!”) did what all Marvel comics of that era had to do: it featured a more famous guest star in order to attract readers. At the time, Spider-Man would have been a good bet; in later years, Wolverine. But Omega the Unknown got the Hulk. Fortunately, the Hulk was a known quantity for Gerber; he and Skrenes turned an obligatory guest star into a vehicle for advancing the series’ themes. Though the character might be an odd fit for the comic’s cerebral tone, the Hulk, as we have seen, is one of Marvel’s best embodiments of duality. As Bruce Banner, he is intelligent (like James-Michael and Omega) and articulate (like James-Michael), while the Hulk’s communication skills are limited.

    James-Michael’s encounter with the Hulk takes place after a promise of self-discovery. Dr. Barrow encourages him to take the study of “the mind” seriously, to which James-Michael assents (“My interests gravitate more toward the hard sciences, Dr. Barrow. But I enjoy learning about anything … !”). Barrow takes it a step further: “I want to introduce you to some fascinating new subject matter—yourself” (2).

    If this issue is the beginning of James-Michael’s self-study, it is thoroughly free of any kind of navel-gazing. In fact, the lessons Amber gives him in the “jungle philosophy” of life in Hell’s Kitchen follow upon his parents’ earlier explanation for why he needs to get out in the world. When James-Michael first glimpses Bruce Banner, he and Amber mistake the man sleeping on the street for a drunken derelict. They immediately pass by James-Michael’s own version of an alter ego, Omega, who is now dressed in construction garb (Amber finds him attractive).

    James-Michael is unaware of his kinship with either man: Omega, because he doesn’t recognize him without his costume, and Banner, because he has yet to wake up and speak in the same overeducated manner James-Michael himself favors. When Banner, who is the superhero comic equivalent of Chekhov’s gun, inevitably transforms into the Hulk, the result is a two-pronged assault on both Omega and James-Michael that highlights not only the duality of their mysterious connection but also the duality within themselves. James-Michael’s reaction is not to the physical transformation occurring before his very eyes; rather, the process of metamorphosis awakens James-Michael to “the voices” his mother warned him about: “Amber … I’m becoming dizzy … in my mind … I can hear … / […] / The voices … ! Amber … ! / […] / They’re still fighting … the voices inside the green man … Amber … !” (23).

    There are plenty of reasons to be disturbed by the appearance of a giant green monster just a few feet away, but James-Michael experiences the Hulk as the sum total of his interior conflicts, the “fighting” between the monster and Banner. Omega, meanwhile, has been existing almost entirely as a body: “Physical labor: the job demands only minimal mental activity, allowing the mind to roam elsewhere.” Upon seeing the Hulk, Omega, unlike James-Michael, responds as a body rather than a mind: “Every nerve seems to fire at once … body launched into motion by chemical lightning … / Even his face … ! / Unaccustomed to so violent a physiological response to danger stimulus—what is this world doing to him?—Even his face … / Momentarily, it betrayed him, betrayed his inner self” (26).

    Though an “inner self” is affirmed, Omega still experiences events as a body and mind occasionally working at cross-purposes rather than as a self-sufficient being. Meanwhile, the conflict between actions and introspection plays out in the responses of James-Michael’s two guardians, the women whose personalities are such sharp opposites. Amber leaps into action, taking photographs as part of her job for the Daily Bugle. Ruth, upon seeing the Hulk, is immediately taken back to her time with Richard Rory and the Man-Thing: “It’s just … well, she’s lived through certain experiences which she speaks about only rarely […] And the violence of this scene—and of the man-monster in particular—evokes memories” (27).

    “Welcome to Hell’s Kitchen” is a story of exploration and self-discovery but provides no answers. The Spider-Man villain Electro knocks Omega out, causing James-Michael to go into shock. Dr. Barrow’s invitation to study “the mind” in the first few pages is counterbalanced by an ending that leaves both its leads unconscious. This turns out to be the perfect launching point for issue 3 (“Burn While You Learn”), whose overall theme is awakening. Characters emerge from slumber, unconsciousness, and dormancy; one young boy gains a new sense of his own agency, while another learns how not to be overwhelmed by sensory inputs. All against the backdrop of a new school, a beating by a bully, and yet another fight with a supervillain.

    “Burn While You Learn” initially looks like a step backwards for James-Michael: he’s back in the hospital bed he occupied for so much of the first issue, and when he is ready to leave, he is treated to another homily by Dr. Barrow about the complexities of the mind. His parting words about the benefits of the school Ruth has arranged for the boy are casually perceptive: “Frankly, she’s not sure you can cope with it just yet. But I think it’s just what you need— / —to lift that gauze curtain from your eyes” (3).

    The metaphor is surprisingly apt: James-Michael is strangely removed from his own life, as if by an almost invisible barrier. Like Ruth, he has trouble “relating,” which is also probably why she has been unable to connect with him (they have yet another misunderstanding on the comic’s second page).

    The “gauze curtain” is made literal in the panel just beneath Barrow’s words, with Omega slowly returning to consciousness illustrated by vaguely pointillist patterns and a series of white blobs overlaying his face. He is held captive by Electro, whose electrical superpowers also have a metaphorical side. He sparks such rage in Omega that our silent man of mystery is obliged to take action, while his literal powers recharge and revive the robot that has been stalking both of the comic’s leads: “Something about this man infuriates him. Not the swaggering boastfulness. Not the sneer on the thin, pale lips … / No, the anger derives from the fact of the anger itself … from Electro’s uncanny ability to jab verbally at all the right spots to arouse his ire … / … to shatter his once inviolable composure and thus prompt him to act without analysis” (7).

    James-Michael, too, will be shocked out of his calm demeanor at school, first accidentally slapped in the face by a teacher and then intentionally punched in the jaw by Nick, the bully. One page has Omega straining against his bonds followed by a montage of James-Michael’s schooldays, and the accompanying monologue could refer to either of them, or to both: “The mind bends under the squall of implications. Passive acceptance has proved itself inadequate to deal with this new world / […] / Wry vexation, bemused detachment, the stance of the unfeeling, unobtrusive observer … may no longer suffice if existence is to consist of more than sleepwalking” (16).²⁶

    Like Howard the Duck, both Omega and James-Michael are “trapped in a world they never made,” but in their case, the nature of the trap is complicated by their unwillingness to engage. Howard, too, will withdraw at significant moments, but to do so he has to fight his impulse to get involved. Omega is not a superhero but, to quote Jessica Rabbit, he is “just drawn that way,” and therefore has already been drawn into numerous conflicts in three short issues. In each case, however, he spends as much time resisting involvement as he does in the actual fight. But as an alien refugee from a dead planet and as a man running around in what everyone takes as a superhero costume, he has natural predators who make fighting a matter of survival: “For virtually every species in the chain of life there exists a nature predator … / … an agent whose aims run directly contrary to those of the first organism … / whose nature is to hunt it down, disrupt its doings, prey upon its inherent weaknesses” (26).

    This particular Omega monologue puts our hero in the predator’s position for once, since it is he who recognizes the robot’s weak spots; but for most of the comic, it has been Electro who knows exactly what buttons to push in order to drive Omega into a frenzy that he so clearly wishes to avoid. James-Michael is not drawn like a superhero and is not naturally assimilated to that particular genre; he is, however, drawn like the studious, nerdy boy who is the natural prey of bullies. He not only refuses to engage; he also refuses to believe that he will be called on to defend himself. After Nick punches him in the jaw, James-Michael asks Amber for advice, and her response stuns him: “I dunno. Have you considered … hitting back?” (22).

    Both Amber and James-Michael are operating according to their customary scripts. James-Michael resolves to “analyze the problem in depth,” while Amber tells him to “give it a breather” and distract himself with the telethon on TV. But Electro is at the telethon and therefore on the screen. The television does a much more extreme version of the function that Amber ascribes to it: it shuts the viewer down. James-Michael stares in shock: “The phenomenon might best be described as ‘white thought’—everything blending into flat, featureless nothing. / Realities in collision—the plane of nightmares, piercing, rather than meeting tangentially the sphere of physical existence” (23).

    Just two pages after the monologue that seemed attached to both James-Michael and Omega simultaneously, these captions appear to have centered the “Omega monologue” firmly on James-Michael. After all, it is only his connection to Omega that could explain the effect the broadcast has on him.

    Television renders the already passive James-Michael an even more passive viewer, while the telethon broadcast offers up another boy to (literally) stand in for James-Michael during his near-catatonia: Freddie, the telethon’s poster boy, who stays upright with the help of crutches. He is Electro’s hostage, which means he is the one Omega is trying to save. As a poster boy, Freddie is talked about rather than with, framed more as object than subject. Which is why Gerber and Skrenes spend an entire page following his consciousness. As Electro and Omega are deadlocked (shooting their energy bolts at each other), Freddie realizes that the moment is his: “Somewhere, parsecs distant from either antagonist’s thoughts, stands little Freddie looking on from a universe of his own. / For a year now, he’s served as a professional object-of-pity […] / Now, he decides, he’s had enough. Exploit, pit, and objectify him, will they? Oh, yeah???” (30).

    

    
    Figure 24. Mary Skrenes, Steve Gerber, and Jim Mooney, “Burn While You Learn,” Omega the Unknown 3:30.

    

    Freddie hits Electro with one of his crutches, breaking his concentration and allowing Omega to defeat him:

    

    No telling how many universes that single blow to the shin has affected. Electro’s, of course, is shattered. The mystery man’s, refortified. Freddie’s expanded beyond measure. / And there are others … within the studio and without. / His proud mother’s … the TV announcer’s … of every man’s mind is a universe and a few million are watching this / extravaganza on their home screens … ! / He likes that notion. (30–31)

    

    Freddie is a minor character never seen before and never heard from again, but that appears to be by design. Gerber and Skrenes are demonstrating the power of both individual initiative (Freddie’s) and the simple act of being the audience. The viewers (and, by extension, the readers) are more than observers: they are witnesses, and they are changed by what they see, or at least they can be. This scene demonstrates a number of important features about Omega the Unknown. First, passivity can be overcome, and sometimes the way out of passivity is through it. Second, all action is important only to the extent that it affects consciousness (that is, an entire universe). And finally, careful readers come to realize that all the real action in Omega takes place in the captions.

    The disabled Freddie is a cliché, of course, but one with special resonance for the superhero genre. We have already noted the resemblance between the Omega/James-Michael dyad and the Captain Marvel/Billy Batson one. Captain Marvel quickly gained superpowered companions referred to as the “Marvel Family,” and the first of them was Captain Marvel Jr. Just as Billy became Captain Marvel by saying a magic word, Captain Marvel Jr. was the result of a magic word shouted by … a boy named Freddy Freeman, who walked with crutches. In Omega, Freddie becomes a hero without actually gaining powers (or, for that matter, saying a single word). But his name, his status, and his assertion of his own agency all point back to “Enigma the Third: the link between the man and the boy.”

    In the last panel of issue 3, “Burn While You Learn,” we find out that Freddie’s lesson has not been lost on James-Michael: “The boy does not respond. He cannot select which from among the thousand voices in his head to allow to speak. / But something is different now. He hears them with a new clarity. They’ve begun to speak to him, not rail at him. Something is different now … in his universe” (31).

    James-Michael has spent the first three issues repeatedly waking from slumber, fainting, or coma. This time he wasn’t technically asleep, which means that this boy who is constantly observing the world around him has just noticed his own awakening.

    

    Too Young to Die

    It is fitting that issue 10, the last one in the series, starts with John Nedley’s funeral. John, we recall, was a smart, overweight boy with dreams of becoming a writer. Complications from his injuries at the hands of the school bullies led to his demise. He was pure potential, all of it now squandered.

    Omega the Unknown had seven issues after the fight with Electro, although only five were written by the book’s creators. The story was never really resolved, so it is difficult to say where it was going, though we knew where its protagonists were headed: the mountains of Pennsylvania for James-Michael and Dian, who had just discovered another set of robot parents in the Starling master bedroom’s closet; and Las Vegas for Omega and Gramps, where the mystery man is shot dead by police. Though the last page announced that the story would be concluded in an upcoming issue of The Defenders, Gerber and Skrenes left Marvel, and the eventual story, written by Steven Grant, cannot be considered the implementation of the co-authors’ plans. Gerber died in 2008, and Skrenes has stuck to their pledge never to reveal what was supposed to happen in the end. Enigmas the First through Third remain enigmas.

    While the resolution of the book’s plot remains unknown and unknowable, reading issues 4 through 10 (skipping 7 and 8) reveals the general direction in which the main characters were heading as individual subjects as they navigate a hostile environment. Both James-Michael and Omega were making only partly successful attempts at being a self among selves. James-Michael is miserable in school, but he does make friends there, and his strong connection with Amber continues. When John is attacked in issue 5, the narrator tells us that James-Michael feels “some non-physical, unidentifiable pain. / He’d begun to like John Nedley” (2). When Richard Rory judges a violent new character harshly, James-Michael speaks with the wisdom of the local, in a role usually reserved for Amber: “I think you may be judging your friend too harshly, Mr. Rory … . an’ too hastily. / You’re … new to Hell’s Kitchen” (9:16).

    Omega’s transformation is more dramatic. Issue 4 starts with him contemplating the Fifty-Ninth Street Bridge as a woman hurls herself off it, marveling that “something” keeps “compelling him to get involved!” He is also obliged to admit that, on earth, he is never bored, and that the locals’ “emotionality” is “a source of fascination.” Moreover, “he has noticed in himself the inchoate stirring of unfamiliar feelings which, he presumes, must approximate emotion.” Upon rescuing the woman, he even says his first word: “Why?” (2, 3, 6).

    From this point on, Omega will continue to speak occasionally; by issue 10, when he and Gramps have embarked on their “errand of mercy” (to win enough gambling money to take James-Michael out of Hell’s Kitchen), he is, for him, almost chatty: “He’s spoken more words this day than in all the days since his arrival on earth. / And he’s found it … debilitating” (10).

    He retreats to the desert but cannot stop thinking about the problem of communication: “How, he wonders, can these earthmen bear to spend so much time in the company of their fellows? It’s as if they equate solitude with loneliness?” (10). The sudden attack by a monster is the pretext for the most bizarre Omega monologue of all, the one that floats so freely from Omega’s point of view as to include the exclamation “You cad!” His solitude has been spoiled, and he returns to Vegas.

    The fact that he is once again attacked and even apparently shot dead by the police on the very last page shows the desert scene to be, if not prophetic, then at least emblematic of both his and James-Michael’s plight: How can they balance a growing impulse toward connection with their fundamental need for isolation? Is there a way to exist and grow in a world of irrational, aggravating, but occasionally intriguing people while still maintaining the integrity of one’s conscious self? Not for nothing does James-Michael’s apparent psychic ability manifest itself in the onslaught of external “voices.” Living among others is, in Omega the Unknown, an invitation to assault. Certainly it has its rewards, but the book never got the chance to let its heroes reap the benefits. Cancellation was not just inevitable; it was thematically consistent with the plight of the comic’s own heroes.

    

    The Duck Who Scolded Me

    Of all the Marvel characters Gerber wrote, it is Howard the Duck who is most often mentioned in connection with his name. This makes sense. Unlike Man-Thing or most of the Defenders, Howard was his co-creation (with artist Val Mayerik). Unlike Omega, he had the chance to be developed in ongoing storylines that were mostly resolved by Gerber’s departure. Unlike all of them, he was briefly both a mass-culture phenomenon, thanks to the gimmick of having Howard run for president in 1976, and a literary sensation. How many comic book characters got favorable (if somewhat backhanded) mentions in John Gardner’s 1983 book The Art of Fiction?²⁷

    Most importantly, unlike Man-Thing and Omega, Howard the Duck was an inveterate talker. Gerber’s other comics were replete with clever chatterboxes—Richard Rory in Man-Thing; Nighthawk and Jack Norris in The Defenders; Amber and Dian in Omega; Vance Astro in Guardians of the Galaxy)—but the Howard the Duck comic was the only one that put this sort of character front and center. It’s not that the attitude of Howard the Duck was absent from Gerber’s other work, but rather that it was either distributed and parceled out (on the team books), delivered by proxy (on Man-Thing), or floating somewhat free from the enigmatic leads (Omega). A certain point of view was always central to most of Gerber’s Marvel comics; in Howard the Duck, that point of view, that voice, and that consciousness were all united in the figure of the protagonist. In this way Howard the Duck functioned as a testing ground for Gerberian subjectivity, with every obstacle serving as an assault on this authorial sensibility.²⁸

    Howard’s sarcasm, anger, pessimism, and (literal) misanthropy do not sound like they would make a winning formula, yet the comic had a serious cult following. His grumpy alienation made him the heir of the moribund underground comics movement, whose antisocial protagonists rarely tried to win friends and influence people. Howard also had a bit in common with fellow Cleveland curmudgeon Harvey Pekar, whose autobiographical comic American Splendor (1976–2008) would finally gain broader attention years after Gerber’s comic folded. As for his heirs, the protagonists of the alternative comics of the 1990s, from Daniel Clowes’s Enid in Ghost World and the eponymous star of David Boring to the perpetually furious Buddy Bradley of Peter Bagge’s Neat Stuff, all share Howard’s jaded hostility to varying degrees.

    Where Howard differs (particularly from Buddy Bradley) is in the delicate combination of his acerbic wit and his inherent kindness. In the very last issue of his original run on Howard the Duck (27, “Circus Maximus”), Gerber has Howard declare, “I’m not negative—I’m angry!” But really, he is both. More to the point, Howard’s constant carping and sniping are connected to the characteristic that makes him the embodiment of the true satiric impulse: Howard is disappointed. He lives in a perpetual state of dissatisfaction with a world not just that he never made but that continually fails to meet his basic standards of logic and decency.

    Even his self-destructive impulses are thwarted by the world’s unwillingness to satisfy minimal expectations. Howard is unique among Marvel characters in starting the first page of his book’s very first issue (“Howard the Barbarian”) in a self-destructive spiral: “Behold: a depressed duck // Twice he had saved the city of Cleveland / […] / And what thanks does he get? Jail the first time, benign neglect, the second. / Now homeless, penniless, he stands on the bank of the Cuyahoga River, contemplating— / [Howard:] ‘—suicide? Yeah. Well. Maybe.’ ”

    Vacillating between ending it all and simply taking “a little dip,” Howard finds scant help from the Cuyahoga River (famous for having actually caught fire multiple times, most recently in 1969): the water is too disgusting for either. When he sees a tower made of credit cards, he decides to climb it in order to jump off, but this just leads to a series of adventures that include meeting his companion Beverly Switzler and ultimately leaping from the tower in order to save someone else’s life rather than end his own (he survives, of course).

    The next few issues have their share of action, but where Howard truly excels is critique; of the melodramatic literary aspirations of one of Beverly’s friends (issue 2, “Cry Turnip!,” pencils by Frank Brunner), of the pretensions of the art world (issue 4, “Sleep of the … Just!”), and, most strikingly, of a popular culture that turns violence into entertainment. Issue 3 (“Four Feathers of Death!,” pencils by John Buscema) is a bare-bones Shang-Chi parody that takes on the conventions of the then current martial arts fad but also, by extension, the brutal logic of the superhero comics in which Howard finds himself. Kung Fu movies “misrepresent an ancient philosophy, package it as a violent entertainment—you sell it to your young to emulate!” (2). When a melee breaks out in a diner after the movie, only he and Beverly have the sense to try to de-escalate the conflict or, failing that, save the teenage boy stabbed during the fighting. Later in the comic, Howard learns “Quack Fu,” but his real weapon is the one he will wield throughout the series: fearlessly haranguing people for their bad behavior. When the crowd around the dying boy won’t disperse to give him air, Howard shouts: “I’m only gonna say this once: Back off! You are all behaving abominably! … / C’mon—be good sheep. Ba-a-ack! Ba-a-a-ck!” (14).

    Howard is an unrelenting scold but without being a humorless killjoy. It all works because of his wit, and because the Howard the Duck comics are populated with characters deserving of his scorn. Nor should we ignore the waterfowl in the room: it works because he is a duck. And not just a duck but a cartoony figure in a basically realistic world. The fact that the words issue from the beak of a “funny animal” softens the blow, and yet the visual contrast between Howard and the humans around him belies the comic’s moral hierarchy of ducks and humans. It is the people he encounters who are caricatures, and whose beliefs and actions invite ridicule, while Howard is more complex and more fully realized.

    

    “Obligatory Comic Book Fight Scene”

    Roughly halfway through “Zen and the Art of Comic Book Writing” (issue 16), the experiment with comics-as-person essay Gerber wrote when he missed the deadline for Howard the Duck 16, Gerber and artist Tom Palmer include a two-page spread titled “Obligatory Comic Book Fight Scene”:

    There is one rule of comic book writing which simply cannot be violated, even by a writer in search of something as impalpable as his soul or Las Vegas.

    

    Being a visual medium comics theoretically require at least a modicum of action to engage and sustain reader interest.

    Thus, in the interest of sustain your interest, we reluctantly present this BRAIN-BLASTING BATTLE SCENE, pitting an ostrich and a Las Vegas chorus girl against the MIND-NUMBING MENACE of a KILLER lampshade in a DUEL TO THE DEATH!!

    Since we only get one picture for this CLASH OF TITANS, though, we’ll have to tell you the outcome. The ostrich sticks its head in a manhole, shrugging off all that’s happened and returning to his secret identity as a roadblock. The chorus girl finds herself in the thrill of battle, becomes one with her headers, and is elevated to goddess hood. The lampshade dies. Basically, it’s like every other comic mag. (14)

    

    Well, almost. The villain’s death is certainly a common trope. The chorus girl’s fate sounds like something out of Englehart (Mantis ascending, the Ancient One becoming “one with the universe”). And the ostrich? Pure Gerber. Or, more to the point, pure Howard.²⁹ Howard desperately wants to be that ostrich.

    This is not to say that, in addition to being trapped in a world he never made, Howard is stuck in the body of the wrong type of bird. Though no doubt a happy coincidence, the name for Howard’s species is also a command: duck! Howard’s moral impulse is often to get involved, but his rational self usually reminds him that interference is futile. In Omega the Unknown, Gerber and Skrenes take advantage of the title character’s complete ignorance of earth mores to show him repeatedly confused and hesitant about the conflicts in which he finds himself, but that hesitation disappears halfway through the ten-issue series once Omega begins to find a purpose. Howard’s series lasted much longer, but his wavering never wavered.

    As early as issue 2, Howards contemplates leaving Beverly to her fate rather than go after the Space Turnip. In issue 4, he tries in vain not to concern himself with Paul Same’s bizarre, violent sleep disorder. He allows himself to be drafted as the All Night Party’s presidential candidate in issue 7 (“The Way the Cookie Crumbles”) because “I guess I got nothin’ planned between now and November” (31). And in issue 9 (“Scandal Plucks Duck”), he has no desire to figure out who sank his campaign weeks before the election.

    The manufactured scandal that dooms Howard’s candidacy (the publication of a faked photograph of him and Beverly taking a bath together) culminates in issue 9, which makes his internal struggle with action and inaction the key to the next several months of stories, not to mention highlighting this conflict as one of his defining traits. A presidential election is the political equivalent of a superheroic “obligatory comic book fight scene,” except that Howard has no interest in the stakes: “Aaah—what difference does it make? I mean, it’s not like I thirsted after the presidency! / I just wanted a project to occupy my time ’til November!” (3).

    The party’s leader gives him and Beverly airline tickets to Canada (the foreign power behind his downfall), telling Howard that he could come back “the conquering hero.” Howard will have none of it: “Over my dead body. / I’ve bled enough for this cause” (7). But Beverly is adamant, and Howard reluctantly assents.

    The plot against Howard is real, but the motivations underlying it are impossible to take seriously. In Canada, they discover an old man in a wheelchair sitting on a porch under a huge sign identifying him as “Pierre Dentifris, Canada’s Only Super Patriot” (16). He was paralyzed when the United States dropped a bomb on him during his attempt to dam Niagara Falls with the help of one million beavers. He is aided by a young American who blames ducks for his brother’s death in Vietnam. It’s a story of geopolitics but played entirely as farce. And none of it means anything to Howard.

    But Pierre, now wearing a beaver-shaped exoskeleton and calling himself “Le Beaver,” makes it personal when he kidnaps Beverly, traps her in a tree on the edge of Niagara Falls, with a team of beavers slowly gnawing away at the trunk. Everything is set up for a fight to the death between Howard and Pierre, one that Canada’s “only super patriot” insists on seeing as allegorical (“Vous thought I was a helpless cripple—ze way all you Americans think of Canada itself!” [27]), part of his master plan to have Canada annex the United States. It is also a parody of a classic superhero standoff—two animal-themed protagonists about to use their fists to determine the course of history. And most important, it visually represents the narrative bind in which Howard has been trapped for the entire issue. “Here I go a’followin’ again—no doubt directly into the ear, nose, or throat of death. / My head is startin’ to ache” (26). Le Beaver is standing in the middle of a tightrope stretched from the Canadian side of the falls to the American side, demanding that Howard join him in battle on the rope:

    

    Howard: Keep your hairshirt on, pal! I’m com— / I’m c— / I’m—

    Howard (thinking): The hell I am!!

    [Howard heads back to the safety of the cliff.]

    Le Beaver: Coward!! How dare vous turn back?!

    Howard: “Aah—Chew it, Pierre! / I just figgered out what this headache was tryin’ ta tell me! / An’ as far as I’m concerned—you an’ yer politics— / —can go jump!”

    

    Le Beaver falls, Beverly congratulates Howard (“You were brilliant!”), but he merely exclaims “Feh!” and waddles away (31).

    Howard’s rejection of Le Beaver’s challenge is consistent with his own worldview and jaded stand on politics: nationalism is pointless, as is solving conflicts with violence. But at the same time, he has violated one of the fundamental rules of the superhero genre by refusing to engage in the obligatory fight scene. Howard puts it best in the next issue (10, “Swan-Song of the Living Dead Duck”): “There’s really nothin’ glamorous about getting’ killed to perpetuate their masculine stereotype” (31). He has rejected the norms of masculine heroism (to the extent that he saves Beverly at all, it is by accident), and has proven himself an inadequate protagonist in his own superhero-adjacent book.

    As Howard himself proclaims in issue 25 (“Getting Smooth”), actions have consequences. So too does inaction. Howard’s shame over his non-performance at Niagara Falls causes a nervous breakdown that starts with an issue-long nightmare/fantasy sequence in issue 10, has him hearing voices in issue 11, and consigns him to a mental hospital from issues 12 to 14. Like the Man-Thing after his encounter with the tormentors of young Edmond, Howard has reached the limits of his emotional capacities.

    Issue 10 is mostly a portentous exploration of Howard’s psyche, until the last few pages, when he encounters a dream version of Dr. Strange calling himself “Dr. Piano.” Prompted to discuss his problem, Howard puts it plainly:

    

    Since I came to this idiot world, I’ve been behaving completely contrary to my true nature / [… ] / I keep gettin’ stuck in the hero’s role, for one thing / […] / I’ve obeyed the “dictates” of my cultural conditioning, that’s what! […] I’ve fallen victim to my programming! / […] / I mean—it’s heresy in these parts not ta wanna be yer brother’s keeper. But it’s my only ambition to be an only child!!! / […] / … I’m by nature a pragmatist! I take the route that works! / But I’m susceptible to pressure—especially if it plays on my Achilles web—compassion for the underdog! (22–23)

    

    Inevitably, the dream leads him back to his confrontation with Le Beaver (“the only fight I’d ever walked out on—’cause it was just too ludicrous!” [26]). Given the chance for a do-over, Howard fights and of course loses: “I was brave. I was heroic. I acted in the best macho tradition of unthinking pugnacity an’ I died … for honor” (31). He had hoped that going against his own better judgment would at least heal his emotional trauma, but instead he imagines himself damned to hell for all eternity.

    

    
    Figure 25. Steve Gerber and Gene Colan, “Scandal Plucks Duck,” Howard the Duck 9:31.

    

    Howard can conceive of no scenario where he wins, because the logic of a Marvel comic will not provide him any. Howard’s problem is, of course, Gerber’s: perhaps he could have come up with a brilliant, but likely ridiculous, way in which a minuscule duck could beat a man in a giant, super-strong exoskeleton while balancing on a tightrope, but that was not what he needed the story to do.

    Instead, Gerber uses Howard’s (and occasionally Beverly’s) jaundiced view of the increasingly odd obstacle they encounter to keep the comic balanced between the genre’s need for adventure and novelty and the book’s apparent goal of sustaining an unrelenting sense of either not belonging or refusing to belong. Subsequent writers who have used Howard tend to make a fundamental mistake here, confusing Gerber’s expression of a philosophical standpoint with mere genre parody. The point is not simply that mainstream comic book tropes are absurd but rather that everything is.

    Thus, even after Howard has recovered from his months of mental illness, his fundamental attitude does not change. Issue 15, “The Island of Dr. Bong,” sees Howard, Beverly, Paul, and new cast member Winda taking a cruise on the SS Damned, their attempts at relaxation foiled by the fact that they are in a comic book that requires action and conflict. When Howard falls overboard and nearly drowns, he thinks: “I must be the very personification of the rage to live. / Hit me. Dunk me. Insult me—I’ll still hang in there. / I wonder why—?” (16). His near-death when a chunk of granite drops from the sky onto the deck merely gives him another opportunity for sarcasm. The passengers and crew arrive just as he has crawled from the wreckage onto the top of the rock: “Maybe it’s an egg. Maybe I laid it. / La-de-da / My incubatory position atop it is awfully incriminating. / But no … it’s so big! / An’ I’m a male!” (16).

    Howard the Duck functions best when it gives the title character ample opportunity to do what he does best: riff on the action as it is unfolding. It is as though the wisecracking robots of Mystery Science Theater 3000 were providing their commentary while actually stuck within the films that they are watching. The plots of a typical Howard comic are a tenuously connected series of events, united primarily by how the duck responds to them. In the case of “The Island of Dr. Bong,” Howard is on the cruise ship precisely to avoid these sorts of situations that send him on a sardonic spiral of commentary. On the very second page, he remarks that “in the event of nuclear disaster the entire free enterprise system— / —could be preserved about this ship for future generations,” before remembering, “I promised myself: no heavy thoughts this trip” (2). It’s a resolution that is impossible to keep, and not only because he is in a comic book. The cruise ship is just another version of the situation he’s found himself in since his arrival in the Marvel Universe, if not before: from “trapped in a world he never made” to “trapped on a ship he cannot steer.”

    Yet events continue to conspire to get him off this very boat, from the shuffleboard disk that knocks him overboard to the stone swan that hatches out of the boulder that nearly crushed him (it turns out it was indeed an egg). Right before this final exit from the SS Damned, the four main characters (Paul, Bev, Howard, and Winda) collectively riff on their latest plight (a rain of boulders that has all but destroyed the ship:

    

    Paul: All I can think about is Bob Dylan: “Everybody must get stoned.” / Somehow, I always figured he meant it this way.”

    Bev: That’s funny—so did I.

    Winda: Who’s Bob Dywan?

    Howard: I dunno … I just hope we’re quoting survivors, not martyrs.

    Winda: How twue! Fwame of mind is so impor— (23)

    

    Before she is cut off, Winda is making a salient point. For once, Howard, however sarcastically, makes a quip that is a vague gesture toward optimism. Of course, any hopes are dashed when the boulder “hatches” a granite swan that spirits Bev and Howard away to a mysterious island, dumping them in a pool of quicksand. At this point, Howard the Duck starts to look like Pilgrim’s Progress: the allegory is all too clear. Twice now Howard has been knocked overboard from the ship to which he has tentatively surrendered his control, first in the shuffleboard incident and now with the swan. Moreover, try as Howard may to improve his outlook and make his peace with his surroundings, the ship has hardly been congenial; the only reason he was on the deck when the boulder dropped was that he had raced from the dining hall after being served duck à l’orange (“casual cannibalism,” as he calls it). Howard and Bev are trying to take a break from their nonsensical adventures, but one thing the Howard the Duck comic is not is escapist. The granite swan drops them in a bog. Now the pair are literally mired in quicksand, mere moments away from death by suffocation. All in all, an apt metaphor for Howard’s usual plight.

    This being an ongoing comic, they are, of course, rescued, but the form of their deliverance (monstrous gargoyle-like creatures) is so appalling that Howard rejects the offer of help: “Uhm … no thanks. I’ll pass / […] / Honest—no offense! It’s just … if you guys are any indication of what’s comin’— / —I’d prefer to bow out now” (30). Recovered from his nervous breakdown, he is back in the same situation in which his series began: contemplating a voluntary death by drowning. All he sees in his future is more of what he has encountered in the past, and he wants no part of it.

    Fitting, then, that what changes his mind is a grotesque version of himself—a giant humanoid duck extending a flipper: “Don’t be foolish, brother. Take my hand.” Finally, it is Howard’s turn to exclaim, “Y—you’re a duck!” (30). The explanation will involve mad science, but the point is still taken: the only one who can save Howard is himself.

    It is at this point, the last page of “The Island of Dr. Bong,” that Beverly becomes the voice of disappointed exhaustion rather than Howard. Beverly is a difficult character to pin down. She’s often drawn for sex appeal (though not nearly as much as she would be after Gerber’s departure and the comic’s replacement with a magazine for “mature readers”); her most obvious narrative function is to give Howard someone to talk to (although the nervous breakdown sequence shows that Howard can function as his own interlocutor should the need arise); she is not infrequently put in the role of “damsel in distress”; and finally, her generally cheery and supportive outlook makes it easy to dismiss her as simply playing the “nice girl” in contrast to the curmudgeonly Howard.³⁰ But Beverly is not a bimbo.³¹ She can hold her own with (or against) Howard on the level that really matters for the duck (and, presumably, his creator): the level of language. She does not simply agree with everything he says, or, even worse, fail to understand him. Though less caustic, she is as verbally quick as Howard.

    So it is completely consistent for Beverly to say, after being rescued from quicksand by strange animal-human hybrids: “I know I should be reacting more—what? Visibly to this madness but—”

    

    Howard: Don’t apologize, toots—I’ve been there. / After a while, it’s all ya can do to fake the expected gasps and moans of—

    Dr. Bong:Surprise!

    Beverly: Oh jeez, now wha—? / OH MY GOSH!!

    Dr. Bong: Why—how charmingly inarticulate! Thank you, Ms. Switzler. / And may I welcome you to the island of— / Dr. Bong!

    Howard: Waaugh

    Beverly: Uh … what if I said, ‘No, you may not? (31)

    

    Dr. Bong calls Beverly “inarticulate,” which would not normally be accurate and also fits in with his need to see Beverly as an object rather than someone with a mind of her own. But at the moment, he is also correct: the absurdity of seeing a cape-clad man with a golden bell-shaped helmet and a matching orb instead of his left hand has temporarily rendered both Beverly and Howard speechless. After everything that the two have been through, including their increasing detachment from the perilous events that befall them, wordless shock is not just appropriate; it is, in its way, a step forward. Howard the Duck has replaced the obligatory fight scene with the mandatory absurd tableau.

    

    Planet of the Hairless Apes

    In the early Howard the Duck comics, Beverly is not just Howard’s companion and sounding board. By serving as his most important human relationship, she makes it possible for him to keep his distance from (other) humans while occasionally drawing him in when it is important to her. Howard deals with Arthur Winslow (the Space Turnip) in the second issue because of Arthur’s connection to Beverly, and it is Bev who spurs him into action to help Paul Same just two issues later. Bev even mediates between Howard and his nemesis, the Kidney Lady, on a city bus just before Howard’s wrestling match in issue 5.

    Issues 19 and 24 (the last two “meandering” Howard the Duck stories) are both post-Beverly, and Howard’s brief, frustrating entanglements with a parade of new “hairless apes” are facilitated by his solitude (and even loneliness). They cover similar ground, so we will be looking at only the first of the two. When Beverly interferes with Dr. Bong’s attempt to turn Howard into one of his bizarre creatures, the result is more horrifying: Howard becomes a human. With only an imaginary, spectral version of his duck self to keep him company, he spends issue 19 wandering New York, penniless and aimless. First he falls in with a smelly, belching homeless man called Mad Dog who claims to be a starving artist (“I am creating a masterpiece of degeneracy  which I have titled— / Body of Mad Dog” [6]. When Mad Dog predictably goes wild at a diner that refuses him service, the newly human Howard is about to try to stop him until his duck companion reminds him: “What do you care? He’s a flake an’ the food in this dump ain’t worth defendin’.” Howard agrees: “Say no more, chum. I dunno what possessed me!” (11).

    What possessed him may have been the beginning of a newfound identification with his fellow hairless apes or merely an extension of the occasional altruistic impulse that got him into trouble when he was still a duck. But it turns out that even though he is no longer such an obvious odd duck, he still stands out like a sore thumb. Among the diners are Amy and Elton, a couple whose relationship is on the rocks.³² Elton is an earnest, sensitive New Age man who worships Amy so intensely that he is completely oblivious to her as a real person. Howard’s decision to leave the diner mid-melee gets Amy’s attention: “Please—you’re everything Elton’s not—totally misanthropic!” (114).

    As it happens, that’s the only accurate conclusion Amy ever draws about Howard. Though painfully aware of the narcissistic Elton’s failure to see her for who she really is, she falls into her own version of the same pattern with the man whose complete lack of interest in her fires her imagination. She literally tackles Howard in one of those classic Marvel panels where the sheer volume of verbiage can’t possibly match the momentary action it describes (two long periodic sentences about how desperate she is when stuck with a man who expects her to do all the reasoning for him).

    But what does she ask of him? “Say happy things—strong things—positive things—! / Or you’ll bite the curb again, so help me!” Happy? Positive? She clearly has no idea who she is dealing with. With Amy literally twisting his arm behind his back, Howard brings up the weather, the Mets, the stock market, and Star Wars. Amy is elated: “It’s the most banal babble I’ve heard in weeks! Don’t stop! / You can’t imagine how I’ve yearned to talk to a man who— / —who can walk away from me!” Everything about this statement is wrong, from the fact that Howard literally can’t walk away from her (she “refuses to yield a single pound-per-square-inch” of pressure on Howard’s arm) to praising one of Gerber’s most cleverly loquacious characters for his “banal babble” (15–16).

    But her pressure on Howard is as emotional as it is physical. Right before she approaches him, Howard marvels at the “casual effrontery with which these—we?—hairless apes invade each other’s” space. Yet after just a few minutes of listening to Amy talk about her relationship with Elton, he starts to volunteer “Maybe I should talk to him, or—” before his imaginary duck self objects: “Butt out, buffoon! My gawd, yer goin native!” Imaginary Howard is absolutely right. Howard the human is pondering humanity in a way he never did before, and learning a lesson:

    

    Howard: I was wonderin’—are all hairl— uh, human relationships this—convoluted?

    Amy: You mean as mine and Elton’s? Are you serious? / By some criteria, ours would be considered straightforward! (23)

    

    A discreet scene change and the passage of time suggest that Amy’s relationship with Howard also becomes straightforward. When he wakes up the next morning, Howard is a duck again, and the narrator surmises in the next issue that the “ministrations of TLC activated his adrenal glands, among others … / and triggered a biochemical reversal of Bong’s experiment” (11). An old homophobic fantasy has it that a gay man or lesbian can be “turned” by a fulfilling sexual encounter with someone of the opposite sex; in Howard’s case, sex with a woman while in human form is enough to turn him back into a duck. His brief experience of humanity ends in the total affirmation of the one thing Amy accurately saw in him: his misanthropy.

    At the same time, misanthropy alone does not define Howard the Duck. Were that his only salient personality trait, he would not keep finding himself in these situations. In Gerber’s last Guardians of the Galaxy story, Vance Astro tells his teammate Starhawk, “I never dreamed that beneath your pompous exterior lurked a fellow fallen idealist!” (Marvel Presents 9:27, “Breaking Up Is Death to Do!,” pencils by Al Milgrom). The angry, sharp-tongued Astro is applying this term to himself as much as to Starhawk, and it would be equally applicable to many of Gerber’s viewpoint characters—particularly Howard the Duck. Howard’s real problem is that, despite the senselessness of the world in which he finds himself, he cares too much. Nearly all the plots of Howard’s comic are an excuse for exploring the conflict that really motivates his stories: his clear-headed intellectual rejection of the demands placed on him versus his emotional and ethical drive to get involved. Howard’s problem is also Gerber’s. Gerber worked in a cruel industry, a medium he loved, and a genre that would attract and frustrate him at the same time. Though he could not change the rules of Marvel comics, he could at least give a consistent and reliable voice to a fallen idealist’s love-hate relationship with this tantalizing four-color world.

    

    
      1 It was probably true of McGregor as well, but since editorial never let him near the Avengers, Fantastic Four, or Spider-Man, we will never know.
    

    
      2 Gerber managed to import or at least approve a healthy dose of absurdity into nearly anything he put his hand to; the second episode of the cartoon GI Joe: A Real American Hero to come out when he was story editor had the heroes escape the bad guys by joining a chorus line onstage. Most of them did high kicks, while Snake Eyes launched into an extended break dance.
    

    
      3 Gerber is not alone. Rorschach from Watchmen is the clearest proponent of a French existentialist worldview in modern comics but within the framework of a grim sociopathy that went beyond even Gerber’s various iterations of his Foolkiller character.
    

    
      4 All of Gerber’s Howard the Duck stories discussed in this chapter are penciled by Gene Colan unless otherwise indicated.
    

    
      5 Their primary significance was as part of the Atlantean cosmology he wove into both his Son of Satan and Man-Thing stories, centering on the sorceress Zhered-Na.
    

    
      6 From Daredevil 111 (“Sword of the Samurai”): Daredevil remarks that the Mandrill “figures that hatred of anyone who’s different is part of the way of life in America … and that the only way to change that is by seizing control … running things his way.” Shanna the She-Devil responds, “You don’t sound sure that he’s wrong!” to which Daredevil says only, “Don’t make me get philosophical, Shanna.” After the Mandrill’s defeat, Daredevil is unsettled and a bit depressed. Note that all of this is unfolding at the same time as Englehart’s “Secret Empire” storyline in Captain America .
    

    
      7 “The Defenders were an encounter group—a bunch of quirky, contentious individualists with almost nothing in common, thrown together by circumstances (and editorial fiat, of course) and forced to confront not only a common enemy but also each other. Of all the books I did at Marvel, Defenders was probably the most fun to write. Each of the characters was so different from all the others that stories could come from at least five different directions—or just out of the blue.” John Dalton, “Interview with Steve Gerber,” b-independent, November 7, 1997, http://www.b-independent.com/interviews/stevegerber.htm .
    

    
      8 I reluctantly decided not to include the Defenders in this chapter for fear of expanding it out of control.
    

    
      9 This is one of the many reasons why the post-Gerber introduction of Howard’s home planet (Duckworld) was such a mistake. It suggested that somewhere out there is a land where Howard can be content.
    

    
      10 Gerber’s unconventional use of pointed brackets here appears to be his way of conveying that the narrator is either sighing or saying the word “sigh.”
    

    
      11 Issue 12’s “Song-Cry of the Living Dead Man,” in which a frustrated poet locks himself in a cabin in the swamp and faces his demons with the help of both Man-Thing and Sibyl Miller, is a particularly unpleasant example of the type.
    

    
      12 The two-part pirate storyline in issues 13 and 14 is even worse in this regard, when an independent, “abrasive” female scientist agrees to live out her life with an aged satyr in order to restore his youth: “I’m going to stay with him … I’m not sure why , but … I feel I must ” (14:31).
    

    
      13 In his issue-by-issue discussion of Howard the Duck , Osvaldo Oyola points out the frequency with which Gerber presents misunderstood male “geniuses” whose bad behavior is justified by the ill-treatment they suffer at the hands of others. Osvaldo Oyola, ““WAUGH and On and On #1: Neither Fish nor Fowl,” The Middle Spaces , June 4, 2019, https://themiddlespaces.com/2019/06/04/waugh-and-on-and-on-1/ .
    

    
      14 Issues 16–18 make up one of Gerber’s best Man-Thing storylines, but I have chosen to focus on Giant-Size Man-Thing 4 because of its stronger connections to the issues discussed in this chapter.
    

    
      15 In addition to the aforementioned Howard the Duck 16, there are text pages in Defenders 23, Giant-Size Defenders 4, Marvel Comics Present 3 (featuring the Guardians of the Galaxy), Man-Thing 12, Man-Thing 22 (told in the form of a letter from Gerber himself), Howard the Duck 8 and 14, Marvel Spotlight 20 (featuring the Son of Satan), and Rampaging Hulk 7 (a Man-Thing story). Gerber would also use them in some of his later work for other publishers, such as the black-and-white graphic novel Stewart the Rat (1980).
    

    
      16 In this regard, Man-Thing functions much like the “Magical Negro” character so prevalent in white popular culture: the cool/natural/spiritual Black person who helps white people get in touch with their feelings, find love, and learn to dance or golf. In Man-Thing’s case, the best that can be hoped for is two out of three.
    

    
      17 Gerber gives Annette Kawecki “half the credit” for writing Alice’s epilogue. The Crusty Curmudgeon, “The Kid’s Night Out,” October 9, 2014, http://crustymud.paradoxcomics.com/?p=270 .
    

    
      18 The phrasing here is a hallmark of Gerber’s writing. Gerber had a marked fondness for semantic syllepsis (or zeugma), as with the different meanings of “break down.”
    

    
      19 Gerber always credited Mary Skrenes with co-creating and inspiring Beverly Switzler in Howard the Duck and Amber and Dian in Omega the Unknown . The extent of her involvement is difficult to gauge, and Skrenes herself rarely speaks to the public or interviewers. Gerber once said that she was “such a private person that when she gets back to town she’ll probably castigate me for having just revealed that she’s such a private person.” Steve Gerber, “Night Terrors,” Stevegerberblog , August 13, 2005, https://stevegerber.com/?p=124 .
    

    
      20 All Omega the Unknown stories are penciled by Jim Mooney unless indicated otherwise.
    

    
      21 Omega the Unknown was the first Marvel comic to establish Hell’s Kitchen as the epicenter of Manhattan urban blight. Hell’s Kitchen was then ignored until Frank Miller made it the home of Daredevil in the 1980s. When Gerber and Skrenes were writing for Marvel, Hell’s Kitchen was a run-down, sketchy area; now it’s basically the theater district, but Marvel properties (in comics and on television) have kept Hell’s Kitchen suspended in 1970s amber as a kind of theme park of poverty and crime. For a brief discussion of the tension between pre- and post-gentrification Hell’s Kitchen on Marvel’s Netflix, see Wanzo, Content of Our Caricature , 214.
    

    
      22 José Alaniz, “ ‘Mechanical Boys’: Omega the Unknown on the Spectrum,” in Uncanny Bodies: Superhero Comics and Disability , ed. Scott T. Smith and José Alaniz (University Park: Pennsylvania State University Press, 2019), 35–58.
    

    
      23 Julia Miele Rodas, Autistic Disturbances: Theorizing Autism Poetics from the DSM to Robinson Crusoe (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2018).
    

    
      24 The split also vaguely recalls Julian Jaynes’s theory of the bicameral mind.
    

    
      25 Andrei Platonov, Chevengur , trans. Anthony Olcott (Ann Arbor, MI: Ardis, 1978), 80.
    

    
      26 “The narration … also suggest[s] slippage between Omega and the boy’s consciousnesses when in each other’s presence.” Osvaldo Oyola, “Alpha and Omega 1: Into the Unknown,” The Middle Spaces , July 11, 2017, https://themiddlespaces.com/2017/07/11/alpha-omega-1-into-the-unknown/ .
    

    
      27 “No one wants Coleridge pushed from the curriculum by a duck ‘trapped in a world he never made!’ But when we begin to list the contemporary ‘serious’ writers who fill high school and literature courses, Howard the Duck can look not all that bad.” John Gardner, The Art of Fiction: Notes on Craft for Young Writers (1983; repr., New York: Vintage, 1991), 40.
    

    
      28 Rick Hudson hit the nail on the head when he classified Howard the Duck as Menippean satire. Rick Hudson, “On Your Stupid Earth: The De-Gerberized Duck,” in Marvel Comics into Film: Essays on Adaptations since the 1940s , ed. Matthew McEniry, Robert Moses Peaslee, and Robert G. Weiner (Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2016), 227. See also Rick Hudson, “The Derelict Fairground: A Bakhtinian Analysis of the Graphic Novel Medium,” CEA Critic 72, no. 3 (2010): 35–49.
    

    
      29 Many years later, Gerber would adapt the premise of these two pages for a six-issue Vertigo miniseries called Nevada .
    

    
      30 Given the development of the series from issue 15 onward, it looks as though Gerber felt he was running out of things to do with her. She and Howard would separate when Beverly agrees to marry Dr. Bong to spare Howard’s life in issue 18, reunited only after Bill Mantlo took over the book with issue 31. Howard feels her absence keenly, but Gerber supplies a series of new foils for Howard over the next year. In his last issues, Gerber gives Beverly’s story an unsavory turn. After supplying Dr. Bong with a backstory that functions as an incisive critique of masculine entitlement (Dr. Bong is basically a proto-incel), Gerber shows Beverly increasingly frustrated that Lester (Dr. Bong) is not paying attention to her; she demands that he “play house” (issue 25). Osvaldo Oyola’s critique of this misogynist turn is particularly apt. Osvaldo Oyola, “WAUGH and On and On #5: It’s the End of the WAUGH as We Know It (and I Feel Fine),” The Middle Spaces , May 12, 2020, https://themiddlespaces.com/2020/05/12/waugh-and-on-and-on-5/ .
    

    
      31 At the very least, this was not Gerber’s intent. In a 1981 interview Gerber explains: “Howard and Beverly were equals. No question about that. Howard didn’t need or want mothering. Whatever maternal feelings Howard evoked in Bev were the same that a human boyfriend would have brought out. Howard and Bev traded banter and shared emotions and thoughts totally as equals. Howard provided a kind of defense for Beverly against the outside world, for whatever reasons. I never delved into that very deeply (and I never wanted to), but you can imagine that if her past was filled with former lovers on the order of Doctor Bong there may have been justification for her needing a defense mechanism of some kind. Beverly provided precisely the opposite function for Howard. She was his ingress into the world of hairless apes. He seemed much less threatening and less alien when seen beside this outwardly normal, seemingly conventional young woman.” Peter Sanderson, “Comics Feature Interviews Steve Gerber,” in Steve Gerber: Conversations , ed. Jason Sacks, Eric Hoffman, and Dominick Grace (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 2019), 58–59.
    

    
      32 Amy and Elton are based on a couple in “The Play It Again Sam Casablanca Blues,” one of the short stories that make up Don McGregor’s 1978 prose collection Dragonflame and Other Bedtime Nightmares . This is the second time Gerber has parodied McGregor (after his “Space Turnip” parody of Killraven in Howard the Duck 2).
    

    

  
    

    Coda

    

    

    

    Claremont Rising

    

    The writer-driven explorations of Marvel in the 1970s were not to last. The productive chaos in which writers served as their own editors was a boon for creativity but contributed to Marvel’s terrible ongoing problem with meeting deadlines. Jim Shooter’s ascension to editor in chief in 1978 inaugurated a much more centralized operation, with numerous editorial mandates that frustrated some of the longtime creators. Shooter also instituted the practice of regular line-wide events, such as Secret Wars (1984), which were huge sales hits but obliged the creators working on individual titles to bring their books into line with the overarching story. With a few notable exceptions, Marvel was no longer the place to look for introspection or a strong individual voice.

    So where did the experiments of Marvel in the 1970s go? For the most part, they continued outside of Marvel. The rise of independent comics, and especially the boom in black-and-white publications, gave writers and artists opportunities that Marvel no longer afforded them. The process began even before the creative exodus from Marvel. Mike Friedrich’s company Star*Reach (1974–1979) was briefly the home of writers and artists from the underground, as well as creators who were making their names at Marvel: Frank Brunner, Howard Chaykin, P. Craig Russell, Jim Starlin, and Barry Windsor-Smith. One of the first significant small comics presses that would last through the eighties, Eclipse (1977–1993) was the launchpad for many careers, but its earliest releases included works by established Marvel creators whose names lent the company credibility: Don McGregor and Paul Gulacy’s Sabre (1978) and Steve Gerber and Gene Colan’s Stewart the Rat (1980).

    In the more mainstream world, the heir to seventies Marvel was, perhaps surprisingly, DC Comics, which benefited from an influx of Marvel refugees during the Shooter years, though their emphasis on characterization (not traditionally one of DC’s strong points) was not matched by a great deal of attention to interiority. It was only with the advent of the so-called “British Invasion”—the cultivation of talents such as Alan Moore, Neil Gaiman, Peter Milligan, and Grant Morrison—that both the introspection and the sheer weirdness begun with seventies Marvel had a real opportunity to develop. These creators were soon freed from the burden of the Comics Code and allowed to write for adults in the direct market, becoming the basis of DC’s critically successful imprint Vertigo. Rather than worry about an imagined immature audience, Vertigo turned “sophistication” into its brand.

    But it is important to remember that, for all its advances over the commercial comics of its time, Vertigo was not the home of “art” comics or the heir to the underground. Chris Ware, Art Spiegelman, Lynda Barry, Peter Bagge, Daniel Clowes, and such other key figures would not have found DC’s new line particularly conducive to their approaches.¹ Vertigo’s fantasy, horror, and science-fiction comics were a place for the superhero-adjacent, pushing beyond traditional four-color boundaries but still using the grammar and tropes familiar to superhero readers looking for something more challenging (but perhaps not too challenging). If this sounds like I am damning Vertigo with faint praise, this is not my intent. If anything, I am recognizing myself in its target audience. If, to oversimplify, prose fiction has room for Tom Clancy and Anne Rice on one end and Iris Murdoch and (early) Thomas Pynchon on the other, with Kurt Vonnegut and Anne Tyler in the middle, why can’t comics include a spectrum ranging from Stan Lee to Chris Ware, with Grant Morrison and Neil Gaiman somewhere in between? Moreover, the same reader can find different pleasures all across that range.

    Where does all this leave Marvel? Despite the increasing homogenization of the company’s line, the developments of the 1970s left their mark. More than that, they played a role in the success of the sales juggernaut of the 1980s: The Uncanny X-Men. For a remarkable seventeen years (1975–1992), Chris Claremont was the driving force behind this comic-turned-franchise, working first with penciller Dave Cockrum (1975–1977) and then John Byrne (1977–1981) on runs that are widely considered classics, and then continuing with a variety of artists for the next eleven years.² His long, complicated plots and exciting twists and turns deserve some of the credit for the book’s success, as do his artistic collaborators. But one of the elements readers repeatedly point to in Claremont’s work is the series’ “soap opera”: we read his X-Men stories to find out what the characters will do next.³

    The soap opera angle worked in concert with his plotting, which developed multiple lines in parallel, so that, like Scheherazade, he rarely gave his readers a moment to feel as though the best part of the story was over. But there is more to it: Claremont gave the readers an almost permanently open window into his characters’ heads.

    Claremont’s interiority was not that of Gerber or Moench or Wolfman. Instead, it was a much more commercially appealing formula that combined the prolixity of McGregor with the declarative tradition of Stan Lee. Through a combination of extended captions, spoken soliloquies, and long internal monologues conveyed in thought balloons, Claremont rarely let the reader lose sight of what was going on in his heroes’ minds. Some of this narration was of the sixties-era superfluous variety, describing what was already apparent on the page. But often his characters, though not engaged in extended “voice-overs” like Shang-Chi, slipped into an almost detached mode, remarking with surprise on their own emotions, usually in full sentences ending in periods. In The Uncanny X-Men 145 (“Kidnapped!,” pencils by Dave Cockrum), Storm is the guest of Doctor Doom in a replica of his Latverian castle nestled in the Adirondack Mountains (why he had a castle there is not important). Over dinner, Storm and Doom exchange pleasantries, but in the course of two panels (one of Storm smiling at Doom, and one of Doom’s metal mask possibly smiling back), they silently comment on their emotional state with all the passion of a weather broadcast:

    

    Storm: I’m actually … enjoying this—and regretting that my sole purpose here is to keep Doom occupied while my fellow X-Men find and free Arcade. They should have reached his cell by now. / Doom is a … fascinating man.

    Doom: Extraordinary. Storm seems drawn to me, as I am to her. Lioness to lion, queen to king. / She does not fear me. / She should. She will. (23)

    

    Earlier in the same issue, Storm comes across a reminder of the recently departed Jean Grey and thinks: “Ah, my beloved friend. Would I had died in your place. I … still miss you” (7).

    All of Claremont’s characters engage in this sort of thought process at some point or another, and it is a particularly effective device for contrasting their inner and outer states in their (frequent) moments of crisis and transformation. When Jean has turned into Dark Phoenix, the persistence of her inner monologue makes her actions all the more shocking. At one point in The Uncanny X-Men 136 (“Child of Light and Darkness,” penciled and co-plotted by John Byrne), she returns to her childhood home and encounters her family, who are instinctively terrified of her. Their typically wordy two-page encounter is an emotionally affecting contrast between the words Jean and her family say to each other and Jean’s own inner monologue. That monologue is made all the more poignant by Jean’s primary mutant power, telepathy. She is simultaneously registering her own feelings while eavesdropping on the hidden thoughts of her mother (Elaine), father (John), and sister (Sarah). As John embraces her, Jean thinks: “Oh, no! Please, no! My telepathic power is so sensitive, I can’t block out Dad’s thoughts. He’s an open book to me! Nothing’s secret, nothing’s sacred, anymore!” (11).

    She knows her mother is concerned, but underneath, she feels Elaine’s fear. She lashes out, threatening them all verbally while her own thoughts register her desire to stop: “Can’t help myself! Don’t want to, anymore! I’m reacting to their thoughts, not their words!” (14).

    It is noteworthy that, while Claremont is normally perfectly happy to expose nearly all his characters’ thoughts on the page, in this scene we hear only Jean’s, even though Jean’s actions are motivated by her mind reading. Jean is in the position in which Claremont’s readers usually find themselves, privy to the characters’ thoughts. The difference, of course, is that she can affect the action, while all we can do is watch it.

    With the exception of awkward representations of foreign and regional accents, along with certain verbal tics (Wolverine always called people “Bub”), Claremont does little to differentiate his characters’ voices. But in key storylines such as the Dark Phoenix saga, that weakness becomes a strength. If Jean continues to narrate her own thoughts and alternate between poetic and humorous language even after her transformation, that makes her villainous persona all the more shocking: she stills sounds like Jean.

    Claremont’s X-Men invites the readers into the heroes’ minds while making the process of identification effortless. Everyone is fully aware of their own motives, especially when those motives are in conflict; hence Claremont’s overused formulation “Part of me … but [the other] part of me …” The best comics of Marvel in the 1970s created subjectivity effects that forced readers to recognize the basic otherness of other people, producing a simulacrum of Martin Buber’s famous “I-Thou” model of intersubjectivity: the consciousness of the other is not yours but still a full-fledged self despite its difference. Readers may find themselves empathizing with Marv Wolfman’s Dracula only to remind themselves that he is a bloodthirsty mass murderer; Gerber’s Omega and James-Michael Starling defy virtually any attempt to incorporate their otherness entirely within the reader’s sense of self. This sort of discomfort is not what Claremont’s X-Men, the shining star in the 1980s Marvel firmament, traded on. Claremont, his collaborators, and his many heirs found that presenting their heroes as superficially complex open books was a recipe for success.

    

    
    Figure 26. Chris Claremont and John Byrne, “Child of Light and Darkness,” The Uncanny X-Men 136:11.

    

    

    
      1 There were exceptions, of course. Gilbert Hernandez did a fair amount of work for Vertigo after 2000. But it was never his primary home.
    

    
      2 During his time on the book, Byrne was also the comic’s co-plotter. Cockrum returned for a brief run (1981–82). Byrne made an even briefer return to replace Claremont as writer in 1992, and then wrote and drew twenty-two issues of a series called X-Men: The Hidden Years from 1999 to 2001. In 2018 he began posting penciled and lettered pages of X-Men: Elsewhen , which is technically X-Men fan fiction.
    

    
      3 As Sean Howe puts it, “ The X-Men had something else that played against the spectacle: intimacy.” Howe, Marvel Comics , 196.
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