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To the fans who, for decades, have been tirelessly litigating this issue with their voices, keyboards—and occasionally their fists.




PROLOGUE


My first glimpse of true comic book culture came when a friend took me to a shop called Dave’s Comics in Richmond, Virginia, in the mid eighties.


Dave’s was located in a strip mall down the street from a university. For millennials and others of a certain age who have lived nearly their entire lives when superheroes have existed inside the mainstream, for whom visiting a funny bookstore means turning up to a clean, well-lit pseudo-macchiato bar run by hipsters, it’s difficult to convey how underground and marginalized comic books used to be.


Dave’s Comics sat literally at the end of an alley bookended by a chemical-smelling hair salon on one side and dumpsters on the other. The store was tiny—two hundred square feet, maybe. The space looked like it had once been a storage closet for the mall’s maintenance equipment before the owner one day had a brainstorm that he could hose it down and rent it out for a few bucks.


The new comics were displayed in two modest, shoulder-high wooden racks, and in those days the entire weekly output from DC and Marvel could fit into a couple of dozen slots. These days you’d probably need the whole mall.


The rest of the store was filled—buried, really—with back stock stored in long white cardboard boxes piled on top of each other and containing God knows how many wonders.


If all this sounds like a fun place for a kid to spend a day, it wasn’t. Dave’s had a strict no-browsing rule in order to safeguard the condition of the wares, and the owner and his staff were militant about it. Like Michigan-militia militant. Start flipping through a random box, and you’d get yelled at with a quickness. If you wanted a particular back issue, you had to timidly ask for it, forcing the clerk to sigh loudly, get up from behind the cash register, and start yanking unmarked boxes from the stacks, straining to remove and return at least three before he found the correct one.


Dave’s Comics eventually moved to another location in the mall that offered pristine amenities the original didn’t—such as ventilation. The shop, before closing in 2015 after the unexpected death of its owner, appears to have done well for itself over the years. And like a lot of comic stores, its growth was probably driven in part by an expanded customer base, as more and more readers realized, in the words of a jillion clichéd newspaper headlines, “comics aren’t just for kids anymore.”


I came to that same conclusion while still a kid. I can remember being at a bookstore in 1986 and spotting a display beside the cash register sporting the most bad-ass image of Batman I’d ever seen.


The cashier saw me staring and, completely unsolicited, said, “You should buy that. It’ll change your life.”


I did buy it, and that book was Frank Miller’s The Dark Knight Returns, aka the single-coolest thing Western civilization has ever produced. (Your mileage may vary.)


I knew immediately this was a different kind of comic—and not just because it cost an allowance-draining $12.95. For one, it looked like a proper book and was printed on sturdy paper that didn’t seem to dissolve as you turned the pages. The art was graphic and kinetic, and the hero presented within those pages was dark and violent, a frightening shadowy figure who dangled criminals from rooftops and snapped legs with powerful roundhouses. This Batman bore little resemblance to the one whose adventures I’d seen on Saturday morning cartoons. This felt dangerous and adult. Even the costume was darker and lacked the goofy yellow oval on his chest emblem.


It was lost on me at the time, but The Dark Knight Returns was a true milestone in comic book history. It was one of the most influential and important advances in the revolution that was then sweeping through the medium, putting a more sophisticated spin on superheroes. And I happened to have the good fortune to be at the perfect age to benefit from that revolution.


In the America I was born into, comic books were considered almost exclusively kiddie fare. They were something to be read for a few years before you inevitably outgrew them, somewhere around age eleven. Then you would move on to other hobbies, like trying to convince someone in the grocery store parking lot to buy you beer, a younger reader would replace you, and the cycle would continue.


It took until basically my lifetime for this pattern to be broken. Just as I was on the way toward becoming an adult and leaving superheroes behind, superheroes instead came with me.


With the publication of more mature titles, including Watchmen and Saga of the Swamp Thing, as well as the recent spate of comic-sourced TV shows and movies, the material has grown up. As a result, my generation became the first who didn’t need to age out of superheroes. Head to any comic convention nowadays, and you’ll find loads of full-grown adults, browsing the booths and jousting with plastic swords while wearing bright-red Deadpool costumes. It’s probably still not a great look for a Tinder profile, but in terms of the cultural mainstream, these people have never been more in.


The superhero industry is now worth billions of dollars, and as was the case more than fifty years ago, Marvel and DC remain the only major players—the Coke and Pepsi of spandex—continuing to battle each other like Batman and the Joker.


Not that I’d ever personally characterize either company as the villain. I’ve got no dog in the Marvel vs. DC fight. I don’t read comics from either these days, instead preferring independently published, nonsuperhero titles such as Saga, Criminal, Queen & Country, and The Walking Dead.


If I have any bias, it’s for the Marvel movies, which I think it’s safe to say are objectively better than those from DC. At least when it comes to DC’s recent output. For ten years I covered movies for the New York Post—a cushy gig that allowed me to see films for free during work hours—and let’s just say that when it came to Batman v Superman: Dawn of Justice, I’d have rather been sitting in the office. I don’t think that makes me a Marvel homer. It just makes me a person with eyes.


Rabid fans in both camps have endlessly debated the question of which is better, Marvel or DC, for literally decades, and I’m not sure this book is going to settle that argument. It may never be settled. I fully expect that at the 2045 San Diego Comic-Con, attendees will still be getting into slap-fights debating whether the Green Lantern featured in the seventh and latest cinematic reboot could beat up the tenth onscreen version of Wolverine.


And would we fans have it any other way? So much of what makes the comic book world fun is the passion and the enthusiasm of the fans, not to mention those who work in the industry. The competition between Marvel and DC is fuel for that fire. Without this rivalry the comic book industry would be a lot less interesting. And boring is something that gets old quickly to adult and child alike.




INTRODUCTION


This is a story about innovation.


As much as readers might like to romanticize the comic book business, it’s still just that: a business. Art Spiegelman, the Pulitzer prize–winning cartoonist behind Maus, called comics “the bastard offspring of art and commerce.” And money (measured in part by sales) is still one of the most critical components in every single one of those bagged and boarded issues you’ve lovingly stored in your closet—if not to the talent involved, then certainly for their corporate masters in the corner offices.


And as with any business, innovation is everything. It’s the key to success, and a single groundbreaking leap forward can shake up an industry, blaze new trails, and reverberate in the industry for years or even decades to come. It can literally change the world. Apple did it with the iPhone, George Lucas did it with Star Wars, and Taco Bell did it with its transcendent Doritos Locos Taco.


More often than not, the company with the best ideas is the one that comes out on top.


The superhero landscape today is really a product of two massive innovations: one by DC some eighty years ago and another by Marvel almost sixty. Both breakthroughs were so fresh, so game changing that the comics industry—and, ultimately, Robert Downey Jr.’s career—would never the same again.


These innovations helped each publisher cement its identity and, at the time, gain a crucial edge on the competition. The ripples from both leaps still define the comics industry.


As difficult as it might be to imagine now, with Marvel’s complete and utter stranglehold on global pop culture through its movie studio, the publisher was once a superhero also-ran.


For much of the twentieth century it was DC, then known as National, that was the undisputed leader in the spandex game, having created the genre with the 1938 publication of Joe Shuster and Jerry Siegel’s Superman strip. For a long time DC had the most money, the best talent, and comfortable offices inside a Midtown Manhattan skyscraper clad in gold. Its titles sold millions of copies every year, and its iconic characters were familiar to nearly everyone in America.


Superman, Batman, Wonder Woman—DC had them all. It was the industry’s blue chip, the Ford to everyone else’s Packard.


In the late fifties Marvel Comics was just a ragged little shop with basically one employee. Its single-room office was down the hall from a porno mag. It had been founded as Timely in the 1930s and, in an underwhelming vote of confidence regarding its brand strength, had operated under a few different names in the decades to follow.


During the 1950s and early 1960s its output consisted mostly of second-tier titles, including various war, monster, and Western anthologies as well as long-forgotten romance books, including My Girl Pearl.


It was being run by a middle-aged, wannabe novelist who had toiled in the comic business since he was seventeen, churning out hundreds of stories, but had somehow failed to distinguish himself. Burnt out and sensing the futility of his career, he finally resolved to do something he should have done years earlier had he any hope of earning a decent wage and a modicum of self-respect: turn off the lights, close his office door behind him, and walk away from the comics business for good. But like an aging detective in a bad cop movie, he couldn’t retire until he gave it one last shot.


That wannabe novelist was Stan Lee, and that final shot was his and Jack Kirby’s Fantastic Four #1.


With its publication in August 1961 and the subsequent release of a wave of equally revolutionary books, upstart Marvel changed the super-hero business forever and quickly established itself as the edgier, hipper alternative to stodgy old DC.


DC was blindsided by the challenge, and ever since the publisher has been playing catch-up, trying to capture some of Marvel’s cool and struggling to make its fleet of aged characters relevant to contemporary readers. Sometimes it has succeeded. Other times it has stumbled.


For much of DC’s life larger corporations have owned the publisher, and as such the bureaucracy, sluggishness, and other problems that stereotypically go hand in hand with corporate life have hampered it. Corporations rarely break ground. They rarely push boundaries or spark revolutions, especially when it comes to creative pursuits.


And nothing better exemplifies DC’s corporate cluelessness—its bumbling pursuit of Marvel—than what happened in the mid-1960s.


By the middle of the decade DC was taking serious fire as Marvel’s tiny stable of titles was showing increasing success month after month. As improbable as it seemed at the time, Marvel was gaining on mighty DC. You can imagine the executives’ mouths hanging open in wonderment at the idea of this impertinent little company daring to siphon off some of its sales.


The DC brass certainly had cause for concern. Marvel still didn’t come close to outselling its rival in terms of total units, but its books did have a better sell-through percentage—meaning it had a lower percentage of the number of copies that were returned to the publisher, unsold from store racks. Any title that suffered more than a 50 percent return rate was in trouble. Readers were snatching up about 70 percent of the Marvel books, while DC was hovering closer to the 50 percent break-even mark.


Up on the tenth floor of DC’s Lexington Avenue headquarters—a bland, corporate spread with little adornment to remind people this was a company churning out fun, four-color superhero books—the suits were agitated. Something had to be done.


So DC did what any big company does when facing declining sales and potential ruin: it called a meeting.


At this and a series of subsequent sit-downs, Vice President Irwin Donenfeld, Editorial Director Carmine Infantino, and Superman Editor Mort Weisinger, along with a baffled staff, gathered to try to figure out the secret to Marvel’s success. What did Marvel have that DC didn’t? they wondered. How could this nothing publisher possibly be within sniffing distance of DC?


But they were worried.


“I recall they were at a loss to understand why they were trailing in sales,” says John Romita Sr., then an artist on DC’s romance titles. “We were sure DC was the benchmark of comics quality.”


One of the editors grabbed a stack of Marvel’s recent output, including the Fantastic Four and The Avengers, and the books were spread across a conference room table or their covers were tacked on a board alongside DC’s offerings. The gathered forces studied the product and tentatively took stabs at ideas.


“At DC there was a tendency sometimes to resist learning from the competition because it was the competition,” says Mark Evanier, a screenwriter and former DC freelancer. “And when they did learn, they frankly learned the wrong things.”


One strong theory to explain Marvel’s popularity was that it must have something to do with the covers. The hypothesis certainly jibed with Donenfeld’s belief that “good, intriguing covers were about all that mattered” in the comic book business.


Perhaps it had something to do with how much red Marvel was using, someone offered. Could the kids be attracted to red?


Another staffer noticed how many word balloons were stuffed on the front of Marvel mags. Maybe that was what readers were responding to?


“They agreed that the covers were ‘garish,’ with trashy logos and word balloons,” Romita Sr. says.


Infantino, who still swore that Marvel would be out of business in a few months, just grumbled.


Finally the books were opened and the interior art quickly analyzed. The figures were not particularly handsome; the faces looked grotesque. And who’s this strange-looking being over here? And what’s with this bizarre machine?


Understandably, Marvel’s interiors repelled the brass. The art was blockier and more experimental than at DC, where the books were drawn in a safe, polished house style. DC’s editors considered Marvel’s art, especially that of Jack Kirby, Steve Ditko, and Dick Ayers, to be raw and childlike. And perhaps therein lay its appeal.


“They thought maybe the readers liked bad art because it’s crude, like a kid would draw,” says Jim Shooter, Marvel’s former editor-in-chief who worked at DC in the 1960s. “‘Maybe we should tell the artists to draw worse.’ That’s a quote. I heard that.”


Ultimately DC brainstormed a lot of ideas in those meetings, and the publisher tested a few half-baked modifications, including altering the coloring style in certain titles or changing panel shapes in a desperate attempt to copy Marvel.


None of it worked.


“They found all these fatuous, self-deceiving explanations,” says Roy Thomas, a writer and editor who briefly worked at DC in 1965 before jumping to Marvel.


What Infantino, Donenfeld, and the others missed in that conference room back in the 1960s was that Marvel was beating them for reasons that had nothing to do with the amount of red or the number of word balloons on its covers. It had nothing to do with coloring or panel shapes either.


According to Stan Lee, the company’s surge boiled down to one simple thing: “We were smarter than they were,” he says.


Marvel’s on-the-street intelligence was certainly better. Lee had gotten wind of the DC strategy meetings and the changes that came out of them, and he took great glee in countering his rival, move for move. When DC decided to load up its covers with more word balloons in an attempt to emulate Marvel, Lee responded by making his covers less wordy. When DC started splashing red on its covers, Lee stopped altogether.


“It didn’t make any difference in the sales,” Lee said in 2000. “It must have driven them crazy. We played this little game for months…. They never caught on.”


Compare, for example, Fantastic Four #15, cover date June 1963, to issues of the series that came a few years later. The front of #15 is crowded with eighty-three words, including five verbose speech bubbles as well as the classic header, “The world’s greatest comic magazine.” By the mid-1960s the magazine’s covers had become more poster-like, with a single, stirring image and limited text. “Lo, there shall be an ending!” proclaims #43 (October 1965) over a Kirby illustration of the Four lying defeated in their destroyed headquarters.


Meanwhile, over at DC, a book such as Wonder Woman #159, released in late 1965, is chockablock full of captions in a misguided attempt to copy the earlier Marvel style. The illustration of the heroine occupies a small sliver on the cover’s left side, and the rest of the magazine’s front is overrun with exclamation mark–filled text boxes and booming headlines such as, “Now! At last! For the first time since the Golden Age of comics!”


As Lee had figured out, due in part to the hundreds of fan letters flooding into the company’s headquarters, covers had little to do with Marvel’s success. The real draw was that the comic book company was offering a product unlike anything else on the stands. Not that those in charge at DC would ever know it. The execs failed to do the single-most important thing you’re supposed to do with a comic book.


“The older guys wouldn’t lower themselves to read the competition,” says former DC production manager Bob Rozakis, who joined the company in 1973. Donenfeld, National’s then head and the son of its cofounder, once claimed the only comic he read was Sugar and Spike, a humorous, kiddie book about cartoon toddlers.


But Rozakis and so many other young people across America were devouring Marvel comics every month, loving the new take on superheroes Lee and his artists delivered.


The kids were certainly plugged in, but the execs above them were out of touch. Most were born around the time zeppelin travel was in vogue, and you might toss around the word gentlemen to describe them. They dressed conservatively and thought conservatively.


“[DC publisher] Carmine Infantino used to refer to us as ‘the kids,’ but we, ‘the kids,’ were actually reading the Marvel books, and we knew there was a whole different idea, a different feel to the books,” Rozakis says. “But Carmine was like, ‘Well, we don’t need to listen to the kids.’ He thought we were just fanboys who liked comic books and were only there so we could get them for free.”


“I was in several meetings with Mort [Weisinger] and a few people,” Shooter says. “They were holding up the Marvel comics and ridiculing them. There was an issue of X-Men with a picture of [winged hero] Angel—a full-page shot—and the caption was all about the glory of flying. And their attitude was, ‘What’s the big deal?’ Superman flies all the time.’ I’m like, ‘Don’t you get it? He flies all the time, and no one gives a damn.’ One guy held up a Spider-Man and said, ‘They’ve got two pages of Peter Parker talking to his aunt. The kids are going to be bored out of their minds.’ Nope.”


“Nope” is right.


Marvel’s new approach to storytelling changed not only the comic book business but also the way superheroes were handled in general—an approach that still provides the template today that has made superheroes a multibillion, multimedia cash cow.


Marvel’s ascendency also touched off a battle with DC that has raged for decades. For more than a half century Marvel and DC have faced off across newsstands and spinner racks, rivals in the billion-dollar superhero business. The two companies basically own North American comic-book publishing and have spent the last fifty years clawing for market share and trying to kneecap each other in ways both above board and below. At stake is not just sales but cultural relevancy and the hearts of millions of fans.


The war has at times gotten ugly, playing out in the pages of the magazines, with editors trading insults in the letters columns and parodying—or blatantly borrowing—the other company’s characters. Battles have also been fought in the real world, as DC and Marvel have tried to outfox each other with price wars and creative marketing schemes.


And as in any war, you better pick a side. Comic readers are often fiercely loyal to one team, which naturally sets them in opposition to the other. Inside dusty comic stores, at conventions, and in online forums, debates have been raging for decades about the superiority of each publisher.


The debate is hardly trivial. Quite possibly the most revealing question you can ask a comic book fan is, “Marvel or DC?” The answer is as telling, as integral to his personality as which Beatle he prefers or his favorite flavor of ice cream. The two companies were shaped by different eras, have different publishing philosophies, and stand for two completely different worldviews.


DC was born in the thirties, Marvel’s major heroes not until some twenty-five years later.


If DC represented Eisenhower’s America, Marvel was like John F. Kennedy’s. The publisher was younger, cooler, and possibly sleeping with your girlfriend. The modern-day Marvel that arrived in 1961 quickly shook up the comics industry in a way that mirrored the dramatic cultural and political upheavals the entire country was experiencing.


Marvel represented change. It was counterculture, the scruffy underdog to DC’s establishment. Its covers announced adventures for “The New Breed of Comic Reader.”


“I think the Marvels are great for a very conceited reason,” an Ohio University student named Barry Jenkins wrote in a swinging 1966 Esquire article. “A person has to have intelligence to read them. I feel that comic book reading goes through three stages. First, the actual comic figures of talking dogs, pigs and ducks. Then, as a person gets older, he moves up to the world of ‘real’ people. (As exemplified by [DC].) Finally, if he has the capasity [sic], he moves into the relm [sic] of Marvels.”


Even forgiving Barry’s not-quite-college-level spelling, he was onto something. Marvel books were smarter and different for the time—just as Stan Lee had claimed.


Beginning with the Fantastic Four and then continuing with the Hulk, Spider-Man, the X-Men, Iron Man, and many more, writer-editor Lee and his talented cocreators, including Kirby and Steve Ditko, set out to change the way superhero stories were told. And at the time that meant doing them differently from the gold standard of capes, DC.


The storytelling approach proved popular with readers, including educated, college-age ones, a demographic that was not big comic buyers at the time. It wasn’t long before Marvel did what once seemed unthinkable: it overtook mighty DC in sales. The poles in the comics world reversed, and suddenly the former underdog became the top dog. Marvel never looked back.


Now in the twenty-first century DC is also trailing Marvel in the multibillion-dollar movie world. The company is deploying a similar strategy to the one that has made Marvel so dominant at the multiplex, unleashing a long string of films featuring solo characters as well as team-ups like The Justice League.


DC has certainly published its share of great individual projects over the years. Sandman, Watchmen, The Dark Knight Returns, and Saga of the Swamp Thing all expanded the medium’s boundaries and were among the most influential graphic novels ever to see print. But as a brand DC has often lagged behind Marvel, not just in market share but also in intangible measures, such as buzz and relevance. Though it’s hardly from a lack of trying. Could DC’s multimedia strategy, which includes a string of successful TV series as well as the company’s ambitious movie slate, finally put the company back on top?


This is the story of the fifty-year battle between the two companies—some of it driven by DC’s desire to copy Marvel, some of it driven by Marvel’s desire to copy DC, and some of it—the most fun stuff, let’s be honest—driven by pure gamesmanship and spite. Loosen your mask, drop your cape at the dry cleaners, and let’s begin.
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DC Becomes the Industry’s Eight-Hundred-Pound Gorilla






“All of a sudden it hits me—I conceive of a character like Samson, Hercules, and all the strong men I ever heard of rolled into one. Only more so.”


—Jerry Siegel, cocreator of Superman








Walking into DC’s offices in 1960, visitors would have been forgiven for thinking they’d mistakenly turned up at an insurance company.


The spacious digs on the tenth floor of New York’s Grolier Building at 575 Lexington Avenue exuded a particular blandness, as though someone forgot, “Hey, we’re doing superheroes here.” They were clean and comfortable—the building with its gold anodized aluminum facade had just been constructed—but did not accrue major points in the personality department. A row of offices lined one wall, surrounding a middle production area. Flat file cabinets holding the original art pages were scattered about.


“They could have been any kind of office,” recalled Steve Mitchell, who toured DC as a teenager and would go on to work in the production department. “Very few reminders that comics were published there were in evidence. Sure, each editor had a corkboard with their latest covers, but otherwise not much else. If you’ve watched the fourth season of the TV show Mad Men, the DC offices had similar frosted glass walls seated in metal frames.”


“It was a very traditional company,” says Mike Friedrich, a fan-turned-pro who began writing for DC in the late sixties. “They kind of aped corporate culture.”


One of the nods to that conventional culture was that everyone wore a suit and tie—absolutely everyone. The kids who were enjoying the fun, colorful books about space explorers and masked heroes probably had no inkling they were produced by men dressed for a job interview at IBM.


“Even the people in the production department were wearing ties when they were cutting up balloons and whiting letters out and all the stuff they did,” Friedrich says. The janitor probably shopped at Brooks Brothers.


Jim Shooter, a Pittsburgh boy wonder who began writing stories for the company in 1965 when he was just thirteen, visited 575 Lexington in 1966 to discuss business. His editor insisted on meeting the young scribe at a nearby hotel first to make certain Shooter was properly dressed and wouldn’t “embarrass” anyone.


When Shooter was allowed inside, what he found was a stifling environment populated by “dignified” people tiptoeing around, speaking in “solemn voices” as though they were discussing mutual funds or something.


And what of the men being strangled by this neckwear on a daily basis? DC’s editors were hardly the scruffy, art-school dropouts one might expect in a business whose foundation was ink and Bristol board. Instead, they were middle-aged careerist types whom one might mistake on the subway for a bank branch manager. They had wives and houses and mortgages and belonged to professional organizations. These were serious men, respectable men whose passing would later be noted by the New York Times.


“The editors had this great little gentleman’s club,” the late artist-editor Joe Orlando, who joined DC in 1968, said in 1998. “Every day a two-hour lunch. They wore leather patches on the elbows of their tweed jackets, sucked on empty pipes, and debated the liberal issues of that day.”


They lorded over their fiefdoms from on high, each controlling a stable of titles—sometimes for decades. One freelancer who worked for DC in the sixties recalled that he was required to buy his editor a Christmas present, not the other way around.


Arguably the most powerful of the bunch at the time was Mort Weisinger, who was in charge of DC’s best-selling Superman family of books, which also included Superman’s Girlfriend Lois Lane and Superman’s Pal Jimmy Olsen.


Weisinger had been born in the Bronx in 1915 and had gotten into publishing through sci-fi fandom. He joined DC in 1941 and would ultimately stay for nearly thirty more years. He was steady. He was Yale educated and intelligent. He was also a world-class jerk.


The stories of his abuse number in the dozens if not hundreds. If you ever met him, you probably have one worth telling. Shooter, who wrote for Weisinger in the sixties, says the editor treated him like “dirt” and hurled slurs at him, such as “retard.” One boy who took the DC office tour claimed he rode the elevator down with the editor, and Weisinger proceeded to jokingly tell him about an exciting upcoming story in the Lois Lane title. Lane, in yet another desperate attempt to figure out if Superman and Clark Kent were one and the same, concocts a crazy scheme to feel Superman’s balls to see if they match Kent’s.


A telling—almost certainly apocryphal—story involves Weisinger’s funeral in 1978. As is the tradition at Jewish farewells, the attendees were invited to stand and speak about the good qualities of the deceased. The offer was greeted with silence. Finally someone in the back of the room stood and said, “His brother was worse.”


Despite his foul temperament, Weisinger was able to consistently moonlight for prestigious publications outside the comics industry, and he penned a trashy beach novel called The Contest. He liked to brag that he had received $125,000 for the movie rights alone, and the man never seemed to be hurting for money. He drove a huge white Cadillac, and his old mansion in Great Neck, the same ritzy New York City suburb that was once home to F. Scott Fitzgerald, is now worth $3.2 million.


Weisinger’s childhood friend, Julius Schwartz, also served as a longtime DC editor and in 1960 ran a slate of titles that included Westerns and sci-fis. As teenagers Schwartz and Weisinger had met at a sci-fi group called the Scienceers, and the duo later published a sci-fi fanzine. As adults they opened the first literary agency specializing in science fiction and fantasy, repping Ray Bradbury, H. P. Lovecraft, and Leigh Brackett (co-writer of The Empire Strikes Back), among other genre names.


Schwartz, known affectionately as “Uncle Julie,” could be grouchy and demanding. He was hands-on and often sat with writers, working out stories. In his forty-two years at DC he played a part in numerous significant moments and ultimately became one of the most important people ever in the biz.


“Julie Schwartz made a point of being crusty and a curmudgeon,” says Joe Rubinstein, an inker who has worked for Marvel and DC since the 1970s. “That was Julie’s way. It was somewhere in the Bible or the Talmud: don’t show them love—it’ll make them soft.”


Robert Kanigher lasted nearly as long as Schwartz did at DC, having gotten into the comics biz in 1945. By 1960 he was in charge of the company’s war books as well as Wonder Woman. Pictures from the era reveal a professor-ish man with a full head of black hair, wearing a smart suit and gripping a pipe. He enjoyed mountain climbing and skiing, once calling it “intoxicating.” He was a literary man who liked to reference Dante and El Greco in interviews.


Like Weisinger, Kanigher could be abusive. He was notoriously difficult to get along with and had a volcanic temper. Stories abound of him tearing into someone who criticized his writing or an artist who dared to make a small change to his script. He is rumored to have given one penciler a full-on nervous breakdown.


Kanigher, Weisinger, and Schwartz made up the core of DC’s editorial staff in 1960—just one year before the dawn of the so-called Marvel age of comics—and they represented an old-fashioned mentality that would, in a few short years, find itself woefully out of step with the changing times. They had different values and priorities from the younger generations. DC’s brass grew up during the Great Depression, which had imprinted on them a respect for work and the firm that employed you. In short, they were company men.


“That was the attitude particularly among Depression-era guys,” says Mark Evanier, who broke into comics in 1969 working as Jack Kirby’s assistant. “The company put bread and butter on your table, and all those guys who grew up in the Depression had a very, very strong orientation about who pays you your paycheck at the end of the week. It was like you didn’t mock your company like you didn’t mock your father.”


It wasn’t just DC’s editors who were particularly unprogressive. Conservatism was in the company’s blood. It was baked in from the company’s very start. DC had been founded in part as a way for its shady founders to purify their image. And then the publisher came of age during an ugly era when comic books were facing constant attacks from moralists, and the industry was desperate to purge any hint of impropriety from its pages in hopes of placating the critics and keeping the lights on.


DC’s beginnings go back to 1935 when a former US Cavalry officer and pulp writer named Major Malcolm Wheeler-Nicholson created New Fun Comics. The black-and-white tabloid was notable in that it was the first comic book to include original material. Publishers had been reprinting flimsy collections of Sunday funnies since at least the 1920s, but New Fun Comics is considered the first modern comic book.


Wheeler-Nicholson’s company, called National Allied Publications, released five more issues before it ran out of money. In need of funds, the major teamed up with a company called Independent News. The publishing and distribution venture had been launched in 1932 by a Jewish immigrant, Harry Donenfeld, and his business manager, Jack Liebowitz. Donenfeld was fast talking and rumored to have mob connections. Liebowitz was a buttoned-up numbers man.


Donenfeld had been in the magazine business since the 1920s, and he’d earned his money by backing a series of racy pulps.


His magazines and those like it came under fire in the early 1930s. A group calling itself the New York Citizens Committee on Civic Decency launched a campaign against the smut, and in 1934 Donenfeld got into serious hot water after publishing a photo of a naked woman, a sliver of pubic hair exposed, in Pep!


It was within this hostile social environment that Donenfeld and Liebowitz struck a deal with Wheeler-Nicholson to fund more comics. Independent News was looking to diversify away from its girlie-heavy portfolio and expand into more innocent publishing arenas. Comic books seemingly offered just that.


The new venture was called Detective Comics, Inc., and it would later lend its name to the consolidated publishing company. The first title released under the new partnership was March 1937’s Detective Comics #1. The issue offered several short stories, including one featuring lawman Speed Saunders battling a villain named Cap’n Scum and another starring private eye Slam Bradley, created by Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster.


Wheeler-Nicholson, still suffering from cash-flow issues, was forced out in 1938, and Donenfeld and Liebowitz took control of Detective as well as two other titles, More Fun and New Adventure.


The company would soon expand with June 1938’s Action Comics #1, the debut of Superman.


This was the one that started it all—and Donenfeld paid just $130 for the rights. This was the book that gave us the superhero archetype as we now know it and marked the start of an American art form. Creators Siegel and Shuster deftly combined the fast-paced adventure of Sunday comic strips, such as Tarzan, with the costumed crime-fighting heroics of pulp characters, such as the Shadow, and out came something new and exciting, something kids and adults across America were willing to plunk down 10 cents to read. Superman was an innovation that would change the publishing and entertainment industries forever, and it would help put its publisher, DC, atop the spandex heap.


The Superman of 1938 was a far more down to earth (literally) hero than the one he would later evolve into. His powers were limited. He couldn’t fly, instead having the power only to leap one-eighth of a mile. He had enhanced strength but was far from invulnerable. An artillery shell was said to be able to pierce his skin.


The kinds of cases he chose to tackle were equally earthbound. In his early appearances he tossed a wife-beating husband against a wall, tangled with a corrupt judicial system, and broke up a lynch mob. Superman acted less like the heartland-born do-gooder he would later become and more like that activist hippie who lived down the hall from you in the college dorm.


Superman—and the flood of four-color heroes that would soon follow—racked up massive sales by delivering inexpensive escapist entertainment at a bleak time when the nation was hobbled by the Great Depression, battered by the Dust Bowl, and teetering on the brink of war. They provided power fantasies for the many Americans who were feeling powerless.


DC printed 202,000 copies of Action Comics #1 and sold 64 percent of a print run—an astonishing success. The brass, however, wasn’t sure which of Action’s eight stories was driving sales, so in Action Comics #4, a survey was included asking readers to rank their top five. An overwhelming 404 of the 542 responses named the Man of Steel as their favorite.


The superhero—and especially Superman—was clearly becoming a cash cow. Sales of Action Comics climbed month by month, and by 1940 DC was moving 1.3 million an issue, with companion title Superman selling 1.4 million. Stores were also flooded with merchandise, including shirts, soap, pencil sets, belts, and watches.


Superman’s first appearance was followed the next year by Batman—a dark vigilante created by Bob Kane and Bill Finger and made his debut in 1939’s Detective Comics #27.


The third member of DC’s so-called Trinity, Wonder Woman, appeared in 1941. She was created by William Moulton Marston, a Harvard-educated psychologist who imagined a “feminine character with all the strength of Superman plus all the allure of a good and beautiful woman,” as he wrote at the time.


The happy days wouldn’t last long.


Just two years removed from the debut of Action Comics #1, a serious existential challenge to DC and the medium of comic books itself was brewing. In 1940 a newspaper writer named Sterling North published an editorial in the Chicago Daily News entitled “A National Disgrace,” attacking the “poisonous” effects of a fast-growing new medium: comic books.


It marked one of the first national salvos against comic books and helped launch a protracted war that would rage for fourteen more years and culminate in nothing short of federal government hearings.


In his editorial North claimed to have examined 108 books available on the newsstand and found, to his horror, that at least 70 percent contained “material that no respectable newspaper would accept.” He went on to report, “Superman heroics, voluptuous females in scanty attire, blazing machine guns, hooded ‘justice’ and cheap political propaganda were to be found on almost every page.”


Other critics soon piled on, including Fredric Wertham, a New York City–based psychiatrist who blamed comics for bad behavior he’d seen among his young patients.


The backlash reached its climax when, in April 1954, a Senate Subcommittee on Juvenile Delinquency convened a hearing on the medium’s evils.


The publishers didn’t wait around for the committee’s findings to be released that next March. In the fall of 1954 the industry produced its own code of conduct by which nearly all the comic book companies agreed to abide. The lengthy list of rules governed everything from magazine titles to depictions of violence to costume appearances.


Many publishers were unable to adapt, and within three years of the Code’s adoption twenty-four of the twenty-nine original subscribing members had gone out of business. In 1952 some 630 titles had hit newsstands. That number had dropped to just 250 in 1956—a staggering 252 percent fall. The comic book business was being slowly strangled to death.


DC was one of the few publishers that managed to weather the crisis, due in part to its family-friendly rep. In the summer of 1941 it had formed an in-house editorial advisory board to ensure its content met “wholesome” moral standards. Post-Code, Irwin Donenfeld, Harry’s son and DC’s then editorial director, traveled the country speaking to PTA groups and appearing on TV programs to talk about how comics helped teach kids to read.


The era helped establish DC even more firmly as the class of the field, far different from the schlocky publishers—with their cheap production, amateurish art, and fly-by-night existences—that had once populated the industry.


“DC was part of National Periodical Publications, a real company,” says former DC writer Jim Shooter. “They had a mentality that they were a cut above. DC has always clung to the pretense that they were classy, and they stuck with that for a long time.”


This haughty attitude that crystalized in DC’s early years would be one of the reasons the publisher would have trouble adapting to changing tastes and times in the coming decades and part of the reason why it still lags to this day.


“The thing that allowed DC to survive the fifties and the Senate subcommittee was Liebowitz and Donenfeld and [editor] Whit Ellsworth going for clean, accessible storytelling and characters so that you didn’t mind if a six-year-old was reading the comics,” says comics historian and former DC editor Bob Greenberger. “It then kept them stuck,” he says—stuck in a defensive posture and a conservative mindset.


One of the reasons DC’s trinity of Superman, Batman, and Wonder Woman have become such iconic characters is that, unlike their peers, they’ve been in continuous publication since their debuts. Their longevity has been truly remarkable and speaks not only to the appeal of the characters but also to the stability of their publisher, DC. (As well as to the amount of money being raked in from themed merchandise, but that’s a story for a bit later.)


The marathon run these characters have had has not always been a given. The comic book industry is cyclical, with genres and characters falling in and out of favor like a pair of high-waisted jeans. Westerns are hot for a few years, then they’re gone. Romance comics are all the rage, then you can’t give away a copy of Flaming Love. The same has been true of superheroes.


Some ten years after Superman first appeared, audiences began to get a bit bored by the whole idea of superpowers, and the genre faltered. Titles across the market got the axe, including some at DC. The adventures of the ring-wielding hero Green Lantern came to an abrupt halt in 1949, and in 1951 DC swung the axe on the Justice Society of America, a super-team composed of the publisher’s roster of World War II–era characters, including Hawkman, Hour-Man, and Doctor Fate.


As anyone who reads comic books knows, however, a hero never really stays dead for long.


But it wouldn’t be magical chicanery or some interdimensional deus ex machina that would revive the superheroes; it would be down to another tried-and-true device of the genre: recycling old ideas.


Even with the anticomics crusade crippling the market, DC was in need of fresh material, but DC head Jack Liebowitz was cautious about releasing new titles, fearing that canceling a series after just a few issues would create panic among readers and distributors. Irwin Donenfeld came up with a novel solution: a series to be called Showcase, in which each issue would feature a new character. It was a smart way to cheaply test new concepts without having to invest in the launch of a brand-new title.


DC’s editors would take turns producing issues of Showcase, and Weisinger handled the debut. He floated an idea for a story about firefighters, in no small part because it offered a chance for a potentially appealing cover image.


“DC had all these little lists circulating about what covers sold, and they’d argue about it in editorial meetings,” Evanier says. “Weisinger believed that fire on covers was commercial and that kids had an interest in firefighters.”


Turns out, not so much. “Showcase #1 was a spectacular flop,” Evanier says. “It sold so badly, they couldn’t believe it, and all the other editors jumped on Weisinger and mocked him.” (From that point on, Weisinger would rarely stray from the safe, reliable world of Superman.)


Issue #2 featured a Native American hero from Kanigher, and #3 another Kanigher-penned tale about Navy frogmen. Those two, like #1, bombed.


By Showcase #4 the responsibility fell to Schwartz. The idea he tossed out at an editorial meeting would change the history of superheroes and launch the so-called Silver Age of comics. He suggested reviving the Flash, a speedster whose popularity, like nearly every other costumed hero, had tailed off during the late forties and early fifties. His solo title had been canned in 1949. Schwartz’s coeditors were skeptical.


“I pointed out that the average comic book reader started reading them at age 8 and gave them up at the age of 12,” the late Schwartz wrote in his autobiography, Man of Two Worlds. “And since more than four years had already passed, there was a whole new audience out there who really didn’t know that the Flash had flopped, and maybe they might give it a try.”


To draw the strip Schwartz tapped Carmine Infantino, a Brooklyn-born artist who’d gotten his start in the business as a teenager. Infantino’s smooth pencil style would come to define DC in later years, due in part to his success on the Flash.


The original Flash had first appeared in 1940’s Flash Comics #1, written by Gardner Fox and drawn by Harry Lampert. He was Jay Garrick, a college student who’d gained superspeed after exposure to heavy water.


Showcase #4 featured a new spin on the character. He was now Barry Allen (named after talk show hosts Barry Gray and Steve Allen), a police scientist who gains his powers after lightning strikes a shelf full of chemicals. Kanigher wrote the story and introduced the fun detail that the hero’s red costume—newly designed by Infantino—would magically pop out of Allen’s ring.


The October 1956 issue shocked National with its success. It sold 59 percent of a 350,000-print run. A sequel was quickly scheduled, and the Flash returned eight months later in Showcase #8, then again in #13 and #14. The subsequent issues also sold well, and the character was promoted to his own title. The Flash debuted in 1959, though as issue #105 instead of issue #1, picking up on the numbering from the character’s previous 1949 series.


Even though the Flash had a legacy number on its cover, the contents were obviously something fresh, and audiences responded. The character’s reintroduction ushered in a new superhero craze that led to a second explosion of superhero titles—a big bang that would help trigger the rebirth of Marvel Comics a few years later.


“The Flash jump-started the whole superhero business again, and went a long way in saving the comic book business from extinction,” Infantino wrote. “DC followed with Green Lantern and then the whole group of superheroes…. So the Flash started the superhero party all over again, changing the course of the entire industry.”


DC would soon also unveil revamped versions of the Atom and Hawkman. By 1960 the company was enjoying profitable sales on its titles and was virtually unchallenged in the superhero realm. Certainly not by the company that would become Marvel, which had by the end of the fifties spiraled into has-been status.


“Back then both of the companies were family-owned businesses that have just gone through an existential crisis that almost killed them, with the political situation in the fifties and the collapse of their distribution system,” Friedrich says. “There was not much competition. They were part of a beleaguered industry that was trying to survive together.”


That situation would soon change with Marvel’s emergence as a superhero company once again.
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Mighty Marvel Comes Out Swinging






“The fact is that Marvel Comics are the first comic books in history in which a post-adolescent escapist can get personally involved. For Marvel Comics are the first comic books to evoke, even metaphorically, the Real World.”


—The Village Voice, April 1, 1965








For much of its early life Marvel was the equivalent of a bad bar cover band. The company was less the “house of ideas,” as it would come to be known, than “the house of other people’s ideas.”


“We were a company of copycats,” Stan Lee would say of the company he first joined in 1940 as an errand boy.


Marvel’s founder, Brooklyn-born Martin Goodman, got his start producing low-rent magazines, just like the men who founded DC. By the 1930s his empire had ballooned to dozens of different publishing entities. (It sounds impressive, but it was actually a tax dodge.) Much of his business would revolve around so-called sweat mags, such as Swank and Stag, but his companies also vomited forth dozens of Western, jungle, and detective pulp titles.


Goodman released his first comic book in 1939 under his Timely imprint, and Marvel Comics #1, like many books hitting the stands during those years, was designed to draft off the success of DC’s Superman. The book introduced the first of the publisher’s superheroes: Carl Burgos’s combustible android, the Human Torch, and flying merman Sub-Mariner, from Bill Everett.


“We tried to outdo Superman,” the late Everett said of Sub-Mariner in 1971.


Those two characters have remained relevant to this day (though with fluctuating levels of popularity), but little else from those earliest days has. Goodman tried to build on the success of Marvel Comics #1 by churning out a list of less-enduring superheroes, including the Phantom Bullet, the Blue Blaze, and the Blonde Phantom. When the sales of comic books about costumed heroes dipped in the late forties, he moved on to other genres.


“Marvel was built on the idea of ‘Let’s see what’s selling for other people and imitate it,’” says comic writer and historian Evanier. “That was the history of [Marvel founder] Martin Goodman. He was notorious for it, and he owned up to it all the time.”


The Marvel honcho once reportedly summed up his business strategy as, “If you get a title that catches on, then add a few more, you’re in for a nice profit.”


That particular philosophy might be good for the bottom line, but when it comes to creating a quality product, it leaves much to be desired. Just ask anyone who sat through that second movie about an asteroid on a collision course with earth or the second movie about a killer volcano.


Throughout the forties and fifties Marvel jumped from fad to fad, with little originality or leadership in evidence. When crime comics began to take off, Marvel gave readers Lawbreakers Always Lose and All-True Crime. If Looney Tunes and funny animals were the thing, it pushed out Daffy—er, Wacky Duck. When B-Westerns got hot in Hollywood, Marvel rolled out Whip Wilson and The Arizona Kid. The company even published a title called Homer the Happy Ghost that bore more than a passing resemblance to Casper the Friendly Ghost.


Few of these books were memorable or had any lasting impact. They existed simply to exist—to plug a slot in the newsstand in the hopes that someone might stumble along and pick up one based on the subject matter alone.


Because of its leading-from-behind style of doing business, Marvel for many years lacked a strong identity. It had no unifying tone or theme running through its line of titles. Its magazines’ covers often had no particular design aesthetic, identifiable trade dress, or easily recognizable logo.


The company was the worst kind of imitator. Which brings us to one of the greatest ironies in the history of comics. The copycat notorious for lazily following trends and knocking off other companies suddenly, in 1961, became the most original name in superheroes.


And it did it by knocking off another company.


Marvel’s great leap forward would launch it in an exciting new direction and set it on the path to becoming the multibillion-dollar entity we know today. And it would resurrect a company whose best days were behind it.


Goodman’s troubles would date back to 1951 when he dumped his distributor (the middle man responsible for getting his magazines to stores) and launched his own. He called it Atlas News Company, and from 1951 until 1956 handling distribution himself allowed Goodman to unleash a tidal wave of books, releasing more titles than any other company in the industry.


By the mid fifties, though, Atlas was in the red. (Whether the losses were a result of the shrinking market or some bookkeeping shenanigans is unclear.) Goodman shuttered Atlas, and in the summer of 1956 he signed a five-year deal with distributor American News Company.


The decision would prove catastrophic for Goodman. A few months later, in May 1957, American News Company would abruptly close up shop, leaving Goodman with no way to get his books to the stands.


Goodman was forced to lay off his entire comic book staff, with the exception of Lee. It wasn’t long before DC, sensing that Atlas was fatally wounded, ghoulishly came sniffing around. In a deal that looks insanely lowball by today’s hyperinflated superhero market, DC offered to buy Atlas’s characters—Captain America, Sub-Mariner, and the Human Torch—for $15,000 (about $126,000 in today’s dollars). Goodman considered the offer, but in the end he passed. What was $15,000 to a millionaire like him?


Imagine how different the world would be today had that deal gone through. We’ll never know. Goodman held on to his titles and turned his attention to his immediate problem: finding a new distributor willing to accept his account and prevent his business from spiraling into oblivion. In a matter of months Atlas/Timely—or whatever name Goodman was using that week—had gone from one of the most prolific publishers in the market to one of the least.


Goodman had to act. The good news was that by the next month he’d found a distributor willing to accept his account. The bad news was that this distributor happened to be Independent News, the company started by Donenfeld. The reason Independent was willing to handle a direct competitor’s books had little to do with altruism; instead, it and sister company DC were concerned about appearing to be a monopoly, and agreeing to distribute Goodman’s line was a way to dispel those charges. Without the new distribution deal, Marvel would have likely died in the 1950s.


Regardless of motivations, Independent must have relished sticking it to its main competitor. The terms of the distribution deal it lorded over its rival were draconian, allowing Marvel to release only eight titles a month.


“We didn’t want the competition,” DC head Liebowitz wrote in his unpublished memoir.


Goodman opted to make the most of the limitation and instead of publishing eight monthly titles, chose to release sixteen bimonthlies. The first wave of books bearing the “IND” symbol denoting its distributor arrived on stands in the summer of 1957. The initial round included Gun-smoke Western, Kid Colt Outlaw, Love Romances, and Marines in Battle, among others. The second batch included World Fantasy, Two-Gun Kid, Strange Tales, and Navy Combat.


The next year, in 1958, Goodman’s company published only ninety-six comics, the fewest since 1944. And superheroes were not on its menu. Beyond a failed attempt to revive the genre in the midfifties, the company that would become Marvel had mostly given up on costumed heroes. Captain America was put on ice in 1949. The Sub-Mariner’s solo book was deep-sixed the same year.


The publisher no longer presented much competition for mighty National. By 1960 DC’s top title was selling some 810,000 copies, while Marvel’s bestseller, Tales to Astonish, barely moved 163,000.


And that’s when Goodman fell backward into his greatest success by relying on his old copycat ways.


Over at DC the Flash had been rebooted in 1956, and the superhero genre was suddenly hot again. It didn’t take long for competitors to sit up and take notice, and Atlas/Marvel was certainly one of those who did.


Multiple versions of what happened next have been propagated, and the one you believe will probably depend on how cynical you are.


The official version goes like this: One day in 1961 Goodman was playing a friendly game of golf with DC’s Jack Liebowitz when Liebowitz began bragging about the sales of his new Justice League of America, a title launched in 1960 that combined the company’s marquee heroes—Superman, Batman, Wonder Woman, Aquaman, and the Flash—into one powerful super team. (Both men later insisted they never played golf together.)


Another version finds Goodman hitting the links with the head of his distributor, Independent News. Still another circulated by the freelancers of the day has the crafty Goodman learning the sales information from spies planted within Independent.


Whatever the case, the outcome was the same. Goodman returned to his offices at Madison Avenue and 60th Street and ordered Lee to dream up a new team of heroes to compete with DC’s.


“[Goodman] said, ‘Hey, maybe there’s still a market for superheroes. Why don’t you bring out a team like the Justice League. We could call it the Righteous League or something,’” Lee recalled in 1977. “I worked for him, and I had to do what he wanted, so I was willing to put out a team of superheroes. But I figured I’ll be damned if I’m just going to copy [DC].”


Lee had joined Goodman’s company in 1940 as a teenager, performing whatever tedious jobs needed doing around the office, including proofreading, fetching coffee, and running errands. He was made editor in 1941 and had remained ever since, despite having aspirations to become a great novelist. Comics were hardly a prestige business at the time and were considered trashy by some and downright disreputable by others. When strangers asked him what he did for a living, the embarrassed Lee had taken to answering vaguely that he was in “publishing.”


As DC’s Superman had continued to gain in stature through the years—even landing his own cartoon in 1941—Lee had been stuck shoveling stories into Goodman’s forgettable magazines, like coal into a furnace. From 1941 to 1961 Lee penned hundreds of quickly dashed-off tales in numerous genres, from romance to Western, all with little job satisfaction.


“Martin felt in those days that our readers were very, very young children or else older people who weren’t too bright or they wouldn’t be reading comics,” Lee said in an audio commentary to the 2006 book Stan Lee’s Amazing Marvel Universe. “I don’t think Martin really had a great deal of respect for the medium, and therefore, I was told not to get stories that were too complex, not to dwell on too much dialogue or too much characterization.”


So when Goodman asked for a new superhero team to compete with DC’s Justice League, Lee was determined to do something outside the norm of regular superhero stories, something closer to what he might like to read.


For this undertaking he had the good sense to tap Jack Kirby as his collaborator. Kirby should need no introduction, but just in case: Born in 1917. Grew up on New York’s rough-and-tumble Lower East Side. Self-taught artist with a unique visual style. Would go on to cocreate much of the Marvel Universe and is considered by many to be the most influential illustrator the medium has ever seen.


Kirby had been kicking around the comic industry for years. He’d cocreated Captain America for Marvel in 1940 before defecting to DC in 1941. He’d returned to Marvel in the late fifties after having a nasty legal falling-out with one of DC’s editors over royalties for a syndicated newspaper strip. DC’s loss was Marvel’s gain.


“DC did not see Jack Kirby as the major comic book figure that he was,” former Marvel editor-in-chief Roy Thomas says. “He was just some guy who they’d blackballed because he got in a lawsuit with one of their top editors. He wouldn’t have gone to Marvel other than that, because he was getting more money at DC. So DC kind of killed itself, in that it put Stan and Jack together.”


Upon arrival at Marvel Kirby spent much of his time producing B-rate monster stories such as “The Creature from Krogarr.” In 1961 Kirby and Lee would team up for a new kind of superhero story, and the results would be far more memorable.


What they came up with was a team of adventurers who gain fantastical powers after flying into space and being bombarded by cosmic rays. Scientist Reed Richards, aka Mr. Fantastic, gains the ability to stretch his body like rubber. His girlfriend, Sue Storm, has the power to turn invisible and takes the nickname the Invisible Girl. Her brother, Johnny Storm (the Human Torch), finds himself able to burst into flames, and Reed’s friend Ben Grimm (the Thing) is transformed into an orange, rocky monster.


It sounds pretty standard, and the setup had some echoes of a book Kirby had done for DC in 1957, Challengers of the Unknown, about a group of four adventurers who survive a plane crash and tackle missions. But The Fantastic Four, which hit newsstands in August 1961, had a crucial difference from that DC title as well as most every other superhero title that had come before.


“We tried to inject all kinds of realism, as we call it, into the stories,” Lee said in a 1968 radio interview. “We say to ourselves, just because you have a superpower, that doesn’t mean you might not have dandruff, or trouble with girls, or have trouble paying your bills.”


Kirby and Lee attempted to instill these larger-than-life characters with a bit of humanity, for the first time giving superheroes real-world problems and anxieties. They became more three-dimensional.


“These are real people who just happen to have superpowers, as opposed to super powered people who are trying to be real,” longtime Marvel artist and writer John Byrne told Comics Feature in 1984.


In the Fantastic Four’s world, powers did not necessarily lead to happiness; if anything, they were the source of more trouble. The Four react to their newfound abilities like a scene straight out of a body-horror flick. The Thing is miserable being trapped in his rocky, orange form. Sue is terrified when she begins disappearing.


Another innovative touch: the characters squabble with one another like two kids on a long car trip.


“To keep it all from getting too goody-goody, there is always friction between Mr. Fantastic and the Thing, with Human Torch siding with Mr. F,” Lee wrote in his original 1961 typewritten synopsis for the book.


In issue #2 the Thing tussles with both Reed and Johnny, as Sue pleads, “We’ll just destroy ourselves if we keep at each other’s throats! Don’t you see?”

OEBPS/images/title.jpg
SLUGFEST

INSIDE THE EPIC
FIFTY-YEAR BATTLE BETWEEN

MARVEL DG

REED TUCKER

sphere





OEBPS/images/ch2.jpg





OEBPS/images/ch1.jpg






OEBPS/images/9780751568981.jpg








