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PREFACE

This book, the story of the women of Marvel Comics—or, as I like to say, the story of Marvel Comics as told by women—has been a long time coming. There have always been women at Marvel Comics, just as there have always been women throughout the history of comics, from indie zines and early cons to mainstream super hero publications and massive tentpole film productions.






I KNOW IT’S TRUE, because I’ve encountered many of them, and because I am one of them. I have been lucky enough to work at Marvel since 2009—first in comics, at Marvel Entertainment, now in television, at Marvel Studios—and many of these incredible women have forever inspired and changed me. We just don’t tell their stories often enough.

Who were the women of Marvel Comics who paved the way for me, personally?

There was the beloved Flo Steinberg, Stan Lee’s longtime “gal Friday” and all-around partner in crime, whom I was privileged to know when she returned to the office during my time at Marvel Entertainment. There was also the legendary Marie Severin, for many years the lone female artist in the Marvel Bullpen, who could not only do everything faster and better than everyone else, but who somehow managed to find the time to sketch them hand-drawn birthday cards, too.

And there were many more: my former mentor, the gifted editor and writer MacKenzie Cadenhead, who was one of the reasons I was able to find and keep my home at Marvel. The fearless and iconic writer Kelly Sue DeConnick, who collaborated with me on the reboot of Carol Danvers as Captain Marvel. The talented and generous writer G. Willow Wilson, who co-created the character of Kamala Khan, Ms. Marvel, with me. And before anything else, there was my own mother, the inspiration for Kamala Khan’s amma, who told me I could be anything I wanted to be, and who still comes to see the Women of Marvel panel at New York Comic Con. (Even if she heckles me from the crowd!)

The women of Marvel Comics are as heroic as any of the characters Marvel has made famous on the page or screen, and the world should know their journeys, too. To be fair, my male colleagues and friends believe the same thing—that the women you will meet in the chapters to come are not just talented female contributors, but talented contributors to both Marvel and the comics industry, period.

So, on that note, happy reading, friends… and Embiggen!

Sana Amanat

SPRING 2024
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FROM OVER 300 HOURS OF INTERVIEWS, THE FOLLOWING PEOPLE HELPED INFORM THE TELLING OF THE STORY OF THE WOMEN OF MARVEL COMICS.
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ADRI COWAN Executive director of social media

ALANNA SMITH Editor

ALICE PARK Project manager for Netmarble, 2020–2022

ALITHA E. MARTINEZ Artist

ALLISON BAKER Carol Corps member, 2012–present

ALISON GILL Executive of production, Marvel UK and Marvel NYC

AMANDA CONNER Artist

ANGÉLIQUE ROCHÉ Writer, editor, and podcast host

ANN FOLEY Costume designer, Marvel’s Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D., 2013–2017 and She-Hulk, 2022

ANNA BODEN Director, Marvel Studios’ Captain Marvel, 2019

ANNIE NOCENTI Editor and writer

BARBARA SLATE Writer and artist

BOBBIE CHASE Editor and group editor in chief

BRIE LARSON Actor, Carol Danvers, Captain Marvel, 2019, and The Marvels, 2023

CAROLE SEULING Writer, Shanna the She-Devil

CATE SHORTLAND Director, Marvel Studios’ Black Widow, 2021

CHRISTIE “MAX” SCHEELE Colorist

CHRISTINA STRAIN Colorist and writer

CHRISTINE DINH Editor for Marvel.com

DAN BUCKLEY President of Marvel Comics and Franchise

DANAI GURIRA Actor, Okoye, Marvel’s Black Panther, 2018, and Black Panther: Wakanda Forever, 2022

DANNY LORE Writer

DAVID GLANZER Chief communications and strategy officer, San Diego Comic-Con, 1994–present

DAWN GUZZO (NÉE DAWN GEIGER) Production manager

DEAN HALE Writer, The Unbeatable Squirrel Girl: Squirrel Meets World, 2017

DEWEY CASSELL Writer, Marie Severin: The Mirthful Mistress of Comics, 2012

ELAINE LEE Colorist, creator-owned comics

ELIZABETH HENSTRIDGE Actor, Jemma Simmons, Marvel’s Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D., 2013–2020

ELIZABETH OLSEN Actor, Wanda Maximoff, Marvel Cinematic Universe

ELLIE PYLE Associate editor, then executive director, audio content and story, 2010–2014, 2019–2024

EMILY NEWCOMEN CHIERCHIO Talent relations specialist, 2016–present

EVANGELINE LILLY Actor, Hope Van Dyne, Marvel’s Ant-Man, 2015, and Ant-Man and the Wasp, 2018

EVE L. EWING Writer

FRANÇOISE MOULY Colorist

G. WILLOW WILSON Writer

GAIL SIMONE Writer

HANNAH MCLEOD Narrative designer at Crystal Dynamics for Marvel’s The Avengers

HILDY MESNIK Editor

IMAN VELLANI Actor, Kamala Khan, Ms. Marvel and The Marvels, and cowriter, Ms. Marvel, 2022–present

IRENE VARTANOFF Editor and colorist

JACINDA CHEW Senior art director for Insomniac Games, Marvel’s Spider-Man, 2018

JANICE CHIANG Letterer and Bullpen artist

JEAN THOMAS Bullpen writer and colorist

JEANINE SCHAEFER Editor and senior talent manager

JEN BARTEL Artist

JENNIFER “JEN” GRÜNWALD Director of production and special projects

JENNY LEE Editor

JO DUFFY Editor

JOE QUESADA Artist, editor in chief, and chief creative officer

JOHN ROMITA JR. Artist

JUDY STEPHENS Producer

JULIA LEWALD Writer, X-Men: The Animated Series, 1993, and producer, X-Men ’97, 2024

JUNE BRIGMAN Artist

KATE HERRON Director of season one of Marvel Studios’ Loki, 2021

KATHREEN KHAVARI Voice actor

KELLY SUE DECONNICK Writer

KELLY THOMPSON Writer

LAUREN SANKOVITCH Editor

LEAH WILLIAMS Writer

LIA PELOSI Assistant editor

LINDA FITE Bullpen and writer

LISA KRISTEENA JOHNSON Carol Corps member, 2012–present

LONI CLARK Associate product development manager for Marvel Games

LORRAINE CINK Director of creative content and author

LOUISE “WEEZIE” SIMONSON Editor and writer

LYNN E. COHEN KOEHLER Associate editor

LYSA HAWKINS Assistant editor

MACKENZI LEE Author, Loki: Where Mischief Lies, 2019, and Gamora and Nebula: Sisters in Arms, 2021

MACKENZIE CADENHEAD Editor and author

MARC SCHWERIN Cosplayer, Marvel Becoming, 2017, and “Suit Up” for Marvel’s 616, 2020

MARGARET LOESCH President, Fox Kids

MARGARET STOHL Writer

MARGUERITE BENNETT Writer

MARY WILSHIRE Artist

MAURENE GOO Writer

MEGAN BRADNER VP, development and production, Live Action Marvel TV

MIMI GOLD Stan Lee’s assistant, Bullpen, colorist, editor, and writer

MING-NA WEN Actor, Melinda May, Marvel’s Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D., 2013–2020

NANCI DAKESIAN Editor, Marvel Knights

NIC STONE Author, Shuri: A Black Panther Novel, 2022

PAIGE PETTORUTO Lead game designer for Demiurge Studios, 2019–2024, and Marvel Puzzle Quest, 2013

PAT REDDING SCANLON Editor

PATY COCKRUM Bullpen

PREETI CHHIBBER Author

RAFAEL RODRIGUES Carol Corps member, 2012–present

RAINBOW ROWELL Author

RENÉE WITTERSTAETTER Editor

ROBIN GREEN Stan Lee’s assistant

ROXANE GAY Author

RUTH E. CARTER Costume designer, Marvel Studios’ Black Panther, 2018, and Black Panther: Wakanda Forever, 2022

SAM MAGGS Author

SAMIRA AHMED Writer

SANA AMANAT Executive of production and development at Marvel Studios

SANDRA SAAD Voice actor and MoCap artist for Ms. Marvel and Marvel’s The Avengers, 2020

SARAH BRUNSTAD Editor

SHANNON BALLESTEROS Associate managing editor, 2015–2024

SHANNON HALE Writer, The Unbeatable Squirrel Girl: Squirrel Meets World, 2017

SOPHIA DI MARTINO Actor, Sylvie, Loki, 2021–2023

STEPHANIE GRAZIANO Head of Graz Entertainment, 1991–2011, X-Men: The Animated Series, 1992

STEPHANIE MASLANSKY Costume designer for Marvel’s Daredevil, 2015, Jessica Jones, 2015, Luke Cage, 2016–2018, The Defenders, 2017, and Iron Fist, 2017–2018

STEPHEN WACKER Vice president, head of content for digital media

SUE CRESPI Production manager

SVEN LARSEN Vice president, licensed publishing

TAMRA BONVILLAIN Colorist

TINI HOWARD Writer

TRINA ROBBINS Comics historian and writer, 1966–2024

TRINH TRAN Executive of production and development at Marvel Studios

VITA AYALA Writer

YAYA HAN Author and cosplayer, 1999–present

ZOE SALDAÑA Actor, Gamora, Marvel Cinematic Universe








PROLOGUE [image: ] THE SECRET DEFINITIVE ONE STORY OF ALL WOMEN AT MARVEL, EVER1


WHEN IT COMES TO male-dominated industries, everyone wants The Secret History of Women, or The Definitive Story of Women, as a single footnote, a side chapter within that default-male structure. As a result, it can be easy to fall into the trap of believing that there is one story to tell—one note to hit, one panel to stop by, on one Sunday morning—but the truth is that there isn’t, because women are not a monolith. We belong to a group that is diverse within itself, with intersecting backgrounds and particular worldviews and unique origin stories, each one informing the singular path a person takes through the comics industry.

Just like it did for every guy before us.

So from the moment we began interviewing women for this book, if we couldn’t (and shouldn’t, and didn’t want to) set out to tell The Secret Definitive One Story of All Women at Marvel and by Extension All Comics, Ever—what was it, exactly, that we were looking to tell?

There are women throughout the history of Marvel. Let’s start there.

It’s worth saying, because we are women of Marvel, ourselves, and even we had no idea how many of us there were, or how significant our impact had been, across the decades.

Now we do, and the answer is (a) more than you think, and (b) very.

When we began to look for contributors to this project, what began as a short list of well-known names quickly spread, by word of mouth and by personal networks, into something inconceivably larger.

Eight hundred pages of transcripts. Three hundred hours of interviews. More than 130 conversations. Five years, from the first interview to the last draft.

During the writing of this book, we lost two of the all-time greats, truly trailblazing women who made Marvel Comics what it is today: the artist Ramona Fradon, and the writer, artist, publisher, and historian Trina Robbins. Increasingly, we began to feel like we had to make sure the voices of the women we had spoken to got out there into the world, even if all we could offer was a brief glimpse into the lives of the women who shaped Marvel Comics as it is today.

Still, we wanted to capture what it felt like to work at or with Marvel Comics, as ourselves. We wanted to take a snapshot of a string of moments across time. To capture, in names and faces and interviews, in Zooms and emails and calls, in photographs and from file cabinets, the story of the Marvel Comics story, of Marvel Comics storytelling, and Marvel Comics storytellers the way we know it. The way it feels for us, and for other women and nonbinary creators. Which isn’t a single story, and isn’t the same story, and isn’t the story a white male Marvel Comics creator might tell.

We wanted to write out the names that never made it to the front of the books. We wanted to name the women who were in the room when it happened, whatever it had been, and whether or not anyone knew it.

We wanted to get everything we could down on paper, before more of these women were forgotten and lost. The invisible work of women made visible. Only that.

This creation, this story of women at Marvel, is made from hundreds of complicated conversations, and meant to spark hundreds more.

We hope, if you’re reading this, you’ll want to continue that conversation.

Margaret Stohl, Jeanine Schaefer, and Judy Stephens

2024


	
1. Or Not.
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“I was there, you know, I was there. I was really there.”

—CHRISTIE “MAX” SCHEELE, MARVEL COLORIST AND BULLPEN ARTIST
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Patsy Walker artist Fran Hopper.
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Marvel Comics in the ’60s, and the Women Who Ran the House of Ideas







Depending on who you ask, Marvel Comics was founded in 1939 (as Marvel Comics #1, published by Timely Comics), in 1947 (as Magazine Management), in 1951 (as Atlas Comics), or in 1961, which is when the word “Marvel” was cemented by three names inextricably linked to Marvel Comics: Stan Lee, Steve Ditko, and Jack Kirby.




1961 was also the year Marvel Comics first published Fantastic Four, “Marvel’s First Family,” including Sue Storm, the Invisible Girl (now the Invisible Woman)—Marvel’s first female super hero of the Silver Age.

“At the time [reading comics as a teenager], I didn’t notice it. It went over my head,” said Trina Robbins, a writer who worked at Marvel in the 1980s, and a comics historian who, before her passing in 2024, had written extensively about the history of women in comics. “But now, of course, more recently, I look back and I see, ‘Oh my God, she’s actually invisible. Typical.’ And it was true, women were invisible in comics.”

The last twenty years has seen the rise of “women in comics” as a concept, but it is not, as many people assume, a new invention. Visible or not, even in the early years of Marvel Comics, there have always been women in the margins keeping the larger Marvel family together. Women were present during the Silver Age; they were there in the 1940s, when a young Patricia Highsmith, known now for psychological thrillers like The Talented Mr. Ripley and Strangers on a Train, took a job at Timely Comics to pay the bills, working on her novels at night.

There are, of course, the Silver Age names everyone knows—Stan Lee, Steve Ditko, Jack Kirby, Joe Simon, John Romita Sr., Dave Cockrum. But there are other names, too, also critically important to the inception of the modern Marvel era—Linda Fite, Jean Thomas, Carole Seuling, Marie Severin, Paty Cockrum, and Virginia Romita.

Even earlier, there were those who built the foundation for the modern era.

Fanny Cory, creator of Sonnysayings and Little Miss Muffet, was a syndicated cartoonist in the 1890s.

Zelda “Jackie” Ormes, thought to be the first African American cartoonist in the United States, worked from 1937 to 1950, creating Torchy Brown in Dixie to Harlem, Candy, Patty-Jo ’n’ Ginger, and Torchy in Heartbeats.

Hilda Terry, whose Teena strip ran from 1946 to 1964, was the first woman inducted into the National Cartoonists Society, in 1950.

June Tarpé Mills signed her work simply “Tarpé” so as to not reveal her gender, but was the first prominent female artist to freelance for Timely Comics, and also the first to create a character (Miss Fury) in 1941.

Ruth Atkinson co-created Patsy Walker for Timely Comics in 1944, and Millie the Model in 1945—two of Marvel’s longest-running characters—both appearing in one incarnation or another to this day.

Fran Hopper was hired by Ruth Atkinson to draw additional Patsy Walker comics for Timely in 1945, as well as a number of other titles involving female characters: Jane Martin, Mysta of the Moon, and Camilla.

Violet “Valerie” Barclay became one of the first female employees of Timely Comics, working as an inker from 1942 to 1949.

They were there, too.


[image: A photo of illustrator Fanny Cory.]
Fanny Cory, seen here at her drawing table.



[image: A photo of illustrator Jackie Ormes.]
Jackie Ormes, known as the first Black cartoonist in America.
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Although not as known as their male counterparts, women were very much a part of the origin of comics as we know it in America. CLOCKWISE FROM LEFT: Ruth Atkinson, Valerie “Violet” Barclay, Hilda Terry, and June Tarpé Mills.



[image: An illustration of Fanny Cory surrounded by children and dogs in a lively outdoor scene.]
A self-portrait of Fanny Cory.




ONE WOMAN in particular has long been considered the beginning of the story of the women of Marvel: Flo Steinberg.

While Flo Steinberg may have not been literal family when she joined the company in 1963 after moving to New York from Boston, Stan’s original “gal Friday” clearly came to be regarded as found family, whether for the legendary Marvel Bullpen, for Stan Lee himself, or for the innumerable number of women who subsequently worked at Marvel over the next fifty years.

Flo was a constant presence during Stan Lee’s initial run at Marvel, from 1963 to 1968, then returned to the Bullpen in her later years as a proofreader. She had only stopped working a few weeks prior to her passing in 2017.

The feeling of the big “Marvel family” so often mentioned in the conversations we had with contributors to this retrospective recalls a time when Marvel Comics was a literal family affair.

“To put this in perspective,” said Marvel writer Jean Thomas (who was at one time married to former Marvel editor in chief Roy Thomas), “the very organization was founded with Stan Lee being the cousin of a publisher, who then brought in his brother, Larry Lieber. Plus you had the Severins, brother and sister, both talented artists, and Sol Brodsky invited his daughter, Janna Parker, who became a colorist and assistant production manager. And you can’t forget the Romita family.”

Carole Seuling, writer of Shanna the She-Devil (who was married at the time to Phil Seuling, once one of the largest comic book dealers and convention organizers in the country), had a similar experience. “Returning to comics as an adult, I was reading from [Phil’s] collection and realized I enjoyed the characters in Marvel comics. While I was still married to Phil, we had a lot of people from the business in the house—Jim Steranko was there a lot; Roy Thomas, I remember when he first came up from Missouri. And later, Roy would become my editor at Marvel.”

But it was only wherever the stakes were lowest that women seemed to have the best access. For many women, the 1960s seemed to usher in a time of at least measured opportunity in New York professional circles. And a small industry like comics—supported by a fledgling, insular “nerd culture,” where everyone already knew everyone—was an easier entry point for a career-minded wife or girlfriend than more established Madison Avenue vocations like advertising or book publishing. (And yes, nerd culture. People talk about the 1960s like it was just Republicans and hippies. But it was actually, as more than a few of our contributors have corrected us, Republicans, hippies, and nerds.)

[image: Flo Steinberg and Trina Robbins stand side by side in a room with walls covered in comic book pages and artwork, smiling at the camera.]
The story of women at Marvel begins with Flo Steinberg, seen here posing with friend and fellow comic creator Trina Robbins.



Within comics circles, everyone already appreciated the countercultural, niche appeal of the industry, explained Jean Thomas. Comics people already had “an appreciation for them, a respect for them, a respect for the creators, a respect and enjoyment of the creative process, which not everyone in corporate America would have.”

While the balance of available jobs was highly gender-defined, and often involved (for women) some form of office support, the comics industry itself had only recently begun evolving into a male-dominated space. In fact, during the sixties, a twenty-something woman heading to Madison Avenue was far more likely to have grown up reading comics than she would in later decades. Anecdotally, most of the women interviewed from that period of Marvel Comics’ history had matured reading at least the ubiquitous “funny papers” section of the daily newspapers.

Prior to the crackdown of the Comics Code Authority in the mid-fifties and the related birth of the super hero comics industry, comics had been created across the board for children in general, regardless of gender.

In other words, these women were not only determined to work, they were anything but unequipped for the job.

[image: Marie Severin and John Romita Sr. are seated on a couch, while Stan Lee stands nearby, smiling at Roy Thomas, who is dressed as Spider-Man.]
Smilin’ Stan Lee, Mirthful Marie Severin, Jazzy Johnny Romita Sr., and the first-ever Spider-Man costume, modeled by Rascally Roy Thomas.



BECAUSE OF their office support roles—in Stan’s inner circle, as his team—women ironically played a critical role in constructing what was read, heard, and seen as the voice of “Stan the Man” himself. In a time when “writing” aligned with “typing,” Marvel’s staff and fan community communications fell to women—because these appeared to be the least important and least creative occupations at the time. The Merry Marvel Marching Society, the “Marvel Bullpen Bulletins,” the No-Prize postcards, even answering the phone when a reader tried to contact Marvel, or intercepting the overzealous fans when they turned up at the office, all fell under the purview of women employees.

In the 1960s, the Marvel Comics editorial office, located at 635 Madison Avenue, was not what fans may have expected, with Stan’s corner office and the large room that was known as the Bullpen. Stan was a visionary when it came to fictionalizing the company as the House of Ideas and casting the denizens of the Bullpen as fictional players within it, but much of the direct-to-consumer fan outreach that helped shape what became the Marvel of today can be directly traced to the tireless efforts of a revolving army of women at the front desk.

Jean Thomas remembered being “dragooned into the office because they needed someone. I had just barely turned twenty, and I was asked if I would help out. Flo had left and then there was someone else at the main desk, I think Robin Green, and they just needed additional hands.”

“It was awful,” Linda Fite recalled with a laugh. “It was a summer job. That was the other thing: Stan said, ‘You can have it as a summer job, we’ll see how you work out.’ Come September, they offered me a full-time job and gave me a ten-dollar-a-week raise.”

“Very definitely a boys’ club,” said Jean Thomas. “And very definitely the kind of place where guys had no compunction about throwing things over the dividers and just ‘boys being boys’ kind of thing.

“But one nice thing, the ladies, including Marie Severin, a lovely person named Nancy in circulation, and a couple of the women who worked at Magazine Management—we would go out to lunch at the Woman’s Exchange or Schrafft’s. They had the strongest drinks. At this point, I was maybe twenty and coming from the Midwest, where the drinking age was twenty-one. So this was probably my first time not only drinking, but drinking at lunch and drinking at work. A couple of them would even wear hats and gloves to lunch. ‘Oh yes, I think I’ll have another,’ and another was a second or third martini. And they were slamming them down, discreetly.”

Mad Men, Marvel-style.

By the end of the sixties, there were more than one or two women in the office. Jean Thomas remembered the rotation of women at the front desk, like herself, Linda Fite, Mimi Gold, Carla Conway, and Robin Green.

“I mean, no man would pick up the phone in those days,” Jean said.

Robin Green was hired to be Stan’s assistant after Flo Steinberg, though she only worked at Marvel for seven months before heading off to a new career in Hollywood. She would go on to be the only woman on the masthead at Rolling Stone, even writing a ten-thousand-word cover story on Marvel and Stan Lee in 1971, peeling back the curtain for the fan community and, in the process, jump-starting her own writing career. (She later became an Emmy Award–winning writer and producer for The Sopranos.) Even in the 1970s, a Marvel credit could attract interest outside the world of comics.

But working for Stan was often less than glamorous. As previously noted, making way for fans—or more often, not, as Flo routinely stopped readers from storming the Marvel offices looking for Stan—was a big part of the job for these women. One “that sometimes involved tripping a few,” Flo liked to joke.

“Because my office was facing the front door,” said Linda Fite, “sometimes I would waylay people who were coming in, and sometimes I would talk to people who had their portfolio and wanted to see Stan. I’d say, ‘I’m sorry, you can’t see him.’ But I would take a look, and if the portfolio was halfway good, I’d go in and ask—like John Romita—‘There’s a kid out here who’s got something, you want to see him?’ ”

There was also the fan mail, or Stan Mail, as the girls called it.

“I know that one of the things I had to do was a passable facsimile Stan signature, a very bold S-T-A-N,” recalled Jean Thomas. “Never on anybody’s checks, just on postcards that went to kids.”

That was how acclaimed British artist Barry Windsor-Smith got his start, too. “He had sent some sketches from England,” Fite noted, “and I said, this isn’t half bad. So Stan gave him the same thing he gave me: ‘If you come to America, I’d like to see you. I can’t offer you a job, but…”

In the end, Windsor-Smith did make his way to America, and among his other work, his work on both Conan the Barbarian (1970) and Weapon X (1991) are now seminal parts of comics history, showcasing an elevated version of the form.

But not before he got his green card, which was facilitated by another woman who sat at the desk outside Stan’s office—Mimi Gold.

[image: Mimi Gold and Barry Windsor-Smith are sitting together in an office setting, with a typewriter visible in the foreground.]
Mimi Gold with artist Barry Windsor-Smith.



Mimi was hired as Stan’s next assistant after Robin Green’s departure, but with her desk right beside Roy Thomas—with Sol Brodsky and John Verpoorten on the other side of the room—she was a quick study in both the creative and production sides of how comics were made. After six months as Stan’s assistant, she asked him if she could write. She was promoted to assistant editor, moved to a new desk, and became the first woman actually credited as a writer in a Marvel comic, for 1970’s Iron Man #29.

Uncredited, women most often helped write the Bullpen Bulletin, a one-page newsletter that ran each month in the back of every issue. “Stan would do his little ‘Stan’s Soapbox,’ ” Fite said of the publisher’s personal column. “But alongside there would be the Bullpen Bulletin—who was doing what, what was coming up—because Stan very wisely personalized the entire creative team. I’d copyedit the Bulletin and sometimes help Stan. I came up with some Latin expressions for him because I’d studied it in high school.”

And so, a circled bit on Linda’s résumé—the fact that she had the ability to type—soon meant she was writing in Stan’s voice to fans around the world.

The seemingly lowest-stakes job directly impacted one of the most important aspects of the identity of the franchise: Stan himself.

Said Jean Thomas with a little smile, “It took a village to create Stan.”

[image: A message from “Stan’s Soapbox” condemning bigotry and racism, advocating for tolerance and equality.]
Stan Lee’s iconic column against racism and bigotry, published during the turbulent year of 1968. Description 2



FLO STEINBERG was the godmother of Marvel Comics, one of the first two full-time members of the Marvel staff in 1963. (The other was a guy named Stan.) “She managed the [whole] damn office,” said Joe Quesada, longtime editor in chief of Marvel Comics.

Flo quickly came to know the House of Ideas inside and out. She ran not only Marvel’s offices, but also the growing fandom that emerged from them. Her duties included everything from assisting with production schedules and new hires, to typing and proofreading and managing office supplies—all the while keeping an eye on anything to do with the community Stan had dubbed the Merry Marvel Marching Society. She handled all the letters (which she would often answer herself, writing as Stan to younger readers) and sent paying members of the society their fan club kits. She fielded the endless calls and the steadily growing stream of readers who began showing up at the office to meet Stan and the other creators.

But “Fabulous Flo”—which was how Stan memorialized her—became a character on the page as well. One of Stan Lee’s most fruitful fandom innovations was his move to fictionalize the Marvel Bullpen itself, as part of the creation of the Merry Marvel Marching Society.

Stan somehow seemed to know, even then, that the first step to creating modern myth was mythologizing its creators. The second step was to get Fabulous Flo to oversee myth maintenance, making it all possible. From the perspective of our modern era of content transparency and accountability—where directors tweet photos from the set and video game teams publish “build notes” for weekly updates—Stan and Flo were sixty years ahead of their time.

Although Flo left Marvel in 1968 (after asking for a $5 raise and being told no), she had paved the way for a growing number of female staff members in the sixties and seventies—including Marie Severin, Linda Fite, Robin Green, Jean Thomas, and Mimi Gold in the Marvel office. Carol Seuling as a writer. Françoise Mouly and many more colorists like her as freelancers.

In many ways, Flo became the start of an entire network of women who looked out for each other at the company and in the larger Marvel fandom—those who pushed to bring more women into the industry, who did everything they could to help springboard women into better opportunities, and who worked tirelessly to get comics into a broader set of hands.

[image: Flo Steinberg, wearing aviator goggles, smiles while sitting in the cockpit of a vintage biplane.]
Flo Steinberg taking a spin in Incredible Hulk and Wolverine artist Herb Trimpe’s plane.



Linda Fite related the story of how Flo intervened when she found Linda’s job application in Stan’s slush pile. “When it came time to graduate, my friend and I said, ‘We’re going to Manhattan, man, we’re going.’ I’m trying to find a job, and I wrote a letter to Stan. Flo saved the letter; she gave it to me later. But it’s really corny and it goes on about how I’d like to work at Marvel and ‘I realize there are no heifers in the Bullpen.’ ” Linda shook her head. “I swear to God, I wrote that. I’m so embarrassed!”

But it worked. Flo put Linda’s résumé in front of Stan, with the relevant bits about typing circled. And when Linda finally got the call, it came from Flo herself: “We can’t really offer you a job at this time. But when you come to New York, he’d love to meet you.”

“So I went to New York and I sort of had a job lined up at NBC and another with this woman Pat Carbine, who turned out to be one of the founders of Ms. magazine,” Linda recalled. “But I met Stan and I went to the Bullpen and said, ‘I want to work here!’ and Flo needed an assistant. So I took that job, even though it paid terribly.

“Flo was totally competent. Real smart. She was originally hired as Stan’s secretary, his personal assistant, but would become so much more than that in the office,” Linda went on. “She would manage the traffic of artwork and flow of the schedules. She took care of Stan.”

“Really charming and very welcoming,” added Françoise Mouly, one-time colorist, now art editor at the New Yorker (since 1993). “Just a generous kind of person.”

“Your earth mother, straight out of Woodstock,” Mimi Gold, a Marvel staffer at the time, recounted. “She had this flat Boston accent… would wear peasant dresses, and her hair wild.” Marvel editor Lysa Hawkins recalled equally wild lunches with Flo in her later years, full of “really saucy stories, which made me blush.”

“Just this extremely New York lady mix of hard and soft, so kind and loving, but never a pushover,” said Jeanine Schaefer, editor of X-Men and Wolverine. “That was Flo. She gave me a bookmark that she said reminded her of me. I still have it pinned above my desk.”

Jenny Lee, now a television and film editor and producer, was an editor during some of the most difficult and leanest years of the modern Marvel Comics era. Many women from Marvel editorial have pointed to Jenny as one of the most important mentors for women both at that time and in the years since… not unlike Flo herself.

“When I first started at Marvel, I was off editing books by myself, feeling invisible to the rest of editorial. But I would still filter my books through Flo’s office for proofreading, so she knew what I was doing. One day, completely out of the blue, she came by my cube and said, ‘Jenny, I brought you something.’ And she handed me a vintage newsprint copy of Big Apple Comix, this indie comic she had edited in 1975. ‘I just thought you might like to read it and just know that I edited it, too.’ I was so thankful that I was ready to start crying, because I felt like it was her way of saying, ‘I see what you’re doing, and I know it’s hard. Keep going.’

“There’s a generation of people who grew up with Flo being this magical person, and now new generations to comics don’t understand how important she was. And there are those of us who knew her and had a connection. There was nobody like Flo. What she represented, who she was. Just the kind of person she was. And she passed a literal baton to me.”

Flo died in New York City on July 23, 2017, while across the country, that year’s San Diego Comic-Con—the country’s largest comic book convention—was in full swing. No one talked about anything else that day. The Women of Marvel panel operated as though the head of state of a small country had been lost. Those Women of Marvel Comic-Con panels had become a unique communion for women in our industry, one that passed in a sort of ecstatic blur. They were usually held on Sundays, and by the time they were over, we were completely spent and happy. That was the spirit in the room, the day that we heard Flo had died. We felt it like a calling, even a legacy.

Flo’s final gift to the Women of Marvel.

“When I started, Flo just flat-out sought me out and let me know, ‘I am here for you,’ ” said MacKenzie Cadenhead, a former Marvel editor and current middle grade author. “I’ve never had more hugs, kisses, and praise from another woman in any working environment than I did from her. Thanks to her, I knew how important my voice was. How important it was that I was there. She did so much for all of us.”



AFTER WORLD WAR II, the popularity of super hero comics began to wane as “normal” life resumed in America, but the comic book medium had solidified itself as a vehicle for serialized storytelling.

Now, rather than looking for escapism, readers—especially women—were clamoring for stories and characters that reflected who they were and the sort of lives they were leading. Publishers responded with comics aimed at young people in general, but specifically at women.

“I divide them into the girls’ comics and the romance comics,” said Trina Robbins, who exhaustively documented the history of women in cartooning and comics, and was a comics writer herself, with Marvel credits spanning back to the 1980s. “The former included Patsy Walker and Millie the Model, and they all had a girl’s name in the title.”

These were published by Timely and were treated the way that super hero comics were considered “boy books.” Soon they were long-running behemoths, with Millie the Model running for 207 issues starting in 1945.

In 1947, Joe Simon and Jack Kirby, already famous for their work Captain America, launched Young Romance #1 (“Designed for the more ADULT readers of comics,” a banner in bold letters exclaimed, across every cover) with Crestwood Publications. Other companies and creators followed suit, including Timely, who published My Romance in 1948 and then Girl Comics in 1949—a book that Stan Lee specifically launched to bring more girls into different comics genres than romance—featuring plots that conformed more to what would be considered “genre fiction” like thriller and adventure tales.

And the romance genre itself was a gold mine: Young Romance regularly sold over a million copies a month, and My Romance ran from 1948 until 1963. Publishers tried to create main characters that they felt would resonate with the female demographic the genre targeted. And, according to those we interviewed, it worked—women readers came out in droves.

“As a preteen,” said Robbins, “I thought teenagers were just the living end, as did most of my peers. […] Many girls my age read these comics, and they were immensely popular.”

But that success was short-lived. Over the next decade, psychiatrist Fredric Wertham would take aim at comics, penning Seduction of the Innocent in 1954 and putting the industry itself on trial in the United States’ Senate. Empowered by conservative watchdog groups, he waged war on comics as an immoral force corrupting the youth of America by promoting “juvenile delinquency”… and won. The ultimate victim was the wide breadth of genres that mainstream comics publishers had developed, as well as the diversity of its audience. Opting to self-police their own industry rather than allow the government to regulate it, the Comics Magazine Association of America established the Comics Code Authority in 1954. It was a major blow to genre comics, as publishers, who couldn’t afford to risk legal penalties, pulled horror, western, and romance comics from their publishing slates. Thus the stage was set for what became known as the Silver Age of comics, focusing on super heroes.

But by the early 1970s, as Marvel looked to catch second-wave feminism at its crest, an idea was percolating: Could they go one step beyond Girl Comics (ironically written and drawn by men) and revive the romance genre through the lens of super heroes, with women at the creative helm?

That idea manifested in three books published in late 1972. These comics—The Claws of the Cat, Night Nurse, and Shanna the She-Devil—were not just for women but, for the first time in the history of Marvel Comics, credited to women writers.

For the women in the Bullpen, who had historically not been given creative roles on the scripting side of things (“Those were always given to the boys,” Paty Cockrum, a member of the Bullpen staff and eventual Marvel artist, recalled of the time), it was the culmination of years of asking, as Linda Fite, writer of The Claws of the Cat, noted.

“I just nudged,” Fite said, laughing. “I was nudging and nudging. I kept bugging Roy Thomas, ‘Come on, Roy, give me a shot. Give me a shot.’ And then what happened was he married Jean, and now she’s nudging him. So, you know, it was even better. And she started writing Night Nurse.”

Night Nurse was the first of the three titles to be released. “I think I said it in just those terms: I want to write more,” said Jean Thomas. “And they were open to coming up with a few of those books. To be honest, everything was written by someone who was a significant other or relative of a writer or editor.

“At most it was just an idea they had. I know I made up the group of friends and the hospitals they worked in. And I distinctly remember I named it Metro General, because Metropolitan was a hospital near me and General Hospital was a soap opera.”

Linda had a similar experience on The Claws of the Cat. “I think Marie Severin and Wally Wood both came up with the costume, which is not a great one, but what are you gonna do? A sash? Oh, please. But everything else was left up to me, and Roy just okayed it.”

In what should be commemorated as a vital piece of Marvel history but has been lost in the shuffle like much of the details about women in the early Marvel era, The Claws of the Cat #1 was Marvel’s first book credited to both a female writer and illustrator, as Marie Severin handled pencilling, with Wally Wood on inks.

[image: A pencil sketch of a superhero costume concept for a comic character named Hellcat.]
A piece of history: On her wall, Linda Fite showcases the original design of the Cat, drawn by Marie Severin. Description 3



In a 2006 interview with Dewey Cassell, Marie Severin recalled Wood’s inks: “I remember saying, ‘My God, I drew this woman and Wally inked her like she’s wrapped in Saran Wrap.’ His storytelling always had lovely inking, nice blacks and everything, but I didn’t have her that revealing. The boys loved his work, though.”

Carole Seuling was selected for the third book, Shanna the She-Devil. By 1971, she and Phil Seuling were separated, and she was working as a substitute teacher. “Roy [Thomas] approached me and said he wanted a jungle queen. They then left it up to me to make up the origin story.”

There’s the marketplace view as to why Stan Lee took a run at this more modernized version of so-called girls comics; as Linda Fite put it, “They wanted to get in on the women’s lib thing.” There’s a cynical version as well, voiced by a few women we spoke with, who had the unfortunately too-common experience of being trotted out and then tossed aside: that they “would introduce girl books… but nobody will read them because girls don’t like comics, then we’ll cancel them, but be able to say we tried.”

But the practical view of why Stan wanted to get into the women’s comics space could be as simple as this: he was a savvy businessman and saw an audience out there who wasn’t being served. After all, as Irene Vartanoff—writer, editor, and colorist at Marvel in the seventies—pointed out, “If you read the house ads at the time, they would say ‘boys and girls.’ They expected that girls would read comics.”

Looking at the lineup of interior and cover artists on these books—a Who’s Who of popular creators with enduring careers—it seems the truth lies somewhere in the middle. With greats like Jim Steranko, John Romita Sr., John Buscema, Jim Starlin, and Golden Age hero Bill Everett (creator of Namor, the Sub-Mariner), there’s a credible argument to be made that Marvel as a company backed these comics wholeheartedly.

And yet, The Claws of the Cat, Night Nurse, and Shanna the She-Devil were all canceled either by or with issue #5—not a lot of time to begin growing an audience, or at least to firmly anchor the characters in a larger franchise, a feature of the Marvel Universe integral to a book’s success.

“I know the sales were, by today’s standards, excellent, but they just weren’t good enough for those days,” said Linda Fite.

Jean Thomas agreed: “I do believe those three comics would have done much better had they been able to integrate them properly into the Marvel Universe.”

Regardless, these were nine historic months, a slice of Marvel history where women successfully made their way onto the page, leaving readers with a small window into what mainstream comics for and by women could look like, and how they could reflect and foster more diverse voices.

“I’ll tell you one thing that surprised me,” Carole Seuling noted. “It’s amazing that my character, Shanna, has had tremendous vitality over the years. I actually have the Marvel-approved Shanna figurine. I’m just shocked that she’s lasted fifty years. Except for Mary Marvel, I don’t think there were any women in the forties and fifties with superpowers. Jungle queens were strong, intelligent, dedicated to the natural spaces.… I wanted Shanna to be what every woman wants to be: powerful, independent, very smart, not afraid to assert herself, and not taking crap from men.”

Said Linda Fite, “We tried like hell to sell more women’s comics, but we were ahead of our time, you know?”



THE ROMANCE revival was short-lived at Marvel, but it introduced the world of comics to the artist Marie Severin. What Flo was to Stan and production, Marie was to the Bullpen and creative. If Flo had opened the door for women in the Marvel offices—and if Linda, Carole, and Jean had written us into the Marvel pages—it was Marie who literally drew women into the picture. As a penciller, inker, and colorist, she quickly established herself as a Marvel legend.

In 1964, “Mirthful Marie” joined Fabulous Flo in the fiction of Stan Lee’s carefully and joyfully mythologized Marvel offices. The first full-time female staff artist in the famed Marvel Bullpen, Marie Severin earned her place in Stan’s pantheon right alongside “Jolly Ol’ ” Jack Kirby, “Sparkling” Solly Brodsky, “Adorable” Artie Simek, and “Kid Daredevil” Wally Wood.

Marie had been a career comics colorist since 1949 at Entertaining Comics. It was at EC that Marie learned about coloring, inking, lettering, and production—and where she further established her skills as a penciller. She was also the sole woman in a group of male artists, a position she’d occupy in one room or another for most of her life.


[image: Marie Severin sits at a desk, drawing and signing her name on an illustration under a desk lamp.]
Marie Severin, seen here inking a comic in the Bullpen, was part of the welcoming committee to fellow women in the office.



[image: An illustration of Marie Severin signing at a desk, surrounded by small, whimsical characters and animals.]

[image: An illustration of various Marvel characters posing together, with Marie Severin, holding a camera, saying, “OK, guys… Let’s have a nice big smile!”]
Marie Severin was known for her caricatures of fellow Marvel staff, including doodling a version of herself working at her desk in the Bullpen (PREVIOUS IMAGE), and snapping a photo of the many heroes and villains she drew during her time at Marvel.




“I was the only gal, but they all loved it when I colored their stuff. They didn’t see my work as competition, but rather a complement to theirs. It was wonderful,” Marie told her longtime friend Dewey Cassell, author of Marie Severin: The Mirthful Mistress of Comics. Though Marie passed in 2018, Dewey shared his personal memories and extensive biographical knowledge of her for this project.

As the comics industry stumbled in the era of the Comics Code, Marie departed EC and freelanced for Atlas Comics, briefly detouring the industry in 1957 for a job at the Federal Reserve Bank of New York. Still, Marie couldn’t leave comics behind, working with her brother, John, to create one of the most distributed comics in US history, hilariously titled The Story of Checks.

By 1964, after John had gone back on staff at Marvel and recommended that his sister join him, Stan Lee asked Marie to come on full-time as the first female artist on staff.

“After Stan offered her the position, she was quick to jump back into comics, as she loved the art form,” Dewey Cassell said. “In the 1960s, women like Marie and Flo were the absolute minority in the office. At the same time, Marie commanded respect from her peers.”

It was through an assignment for Esquire in 1966 that publisher Martin Goodman and Stan Lee finally noticed Marie’s skills as an artist, offering her the opportunity to take over from Steve Ditko on the “Doctor Strange” feature in Strange Tales the following year.

In her time at Marvel, Marie would go on to work on titles including Sub-Mariner, The Incredible Hulk, Tales to Astonish, and Kull the Conqueror. From 1968 to 1971, Marie became the de facto (though uncredited) art director, designing every cover that Marvel published during that time.

If you were a woman who wasn’t looking to join the secretarial pool, but still wanted to work at Marvel, freelancing as a colorist was one of the surest routes into the building, and Marie Severin, aside from her personal art assignments, was known to manage and champion a small army of female colorists.

For Françoise Mouly, who’d left France for New York in 1974, an interest in comics had begun as a pragmatic way to improve her English, but ultimately led her to discover not only the underground comix scene, but also her future husband, the indie artist (and eventual Pulitzer Prize–winning graphic novelist) Art Spiegelman. Seeking out colorist assignments a few years later had been a similarly pragmatic decision, albeit an economic one.

To Françoise, Marie Severin had forever transformed the Marvel experience. “The world of comics and cartoonists was extremely small,” said Françoise, “so Art knew virtually everyone and he introduced me to Flo Steinberg, who led me to Marvel. I visited the offices and offered my services as a colorist. And fortunately for me, the person in charge of that was Marie Severin. And she was just fabulous. The office [felt] unwelcoming to women, but Marie was totally at ease in her little domain, and a decent number of the colorists were women. It wasn’t unusual to be a woman colorist, and she really was patient and kind and very interested in developing people to do things. To work with her and for her.”
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STAN'S SOAPBOX

Let's lay it right on the line. Bigotry
and racism are among the deadliest
social ills plaguing the world today.
But, unlike a team of costumed super-
villains, they can’'t be halted with 2
punch in the snoot, or a zap from a
ray gun. The only way to destroy them
is to expose them — to reveal them for
the insidious evils .they really are. The
bigot is an unreasoning hater — one
who hates blindly, fanatically, indis-
criminately. If his hang-up is black
men, he hates ALL black men. If a
redhead once offended him, he hates
ALL redheads. If some foreigner beat
him to a job, he's down on ALL foreign-
ers. He hates people he's never seen
— people he's never known — with
equal intensity — with equal venom.
Now, we're not trying to say it's un-
reasonable for one human being to bug
another. But, although anyone has the
right to dislike another individual, it's
totally irrational, patently insane to
condemn an entire race — to despise
an entire nation — to vilify an entire
religion. Sooner or later, we must learn
to judge each other on our own merits.
Sooner or later, if man is ever to be
worthy of his destiny, we must fill our
hearts with tolerance. For then, and
only then, will we be truly worthy of
the concept that man was created in
the image of God — a God who calls us
ALL — His children,

Pax et Justitia,
Stan.
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—JEAN THOMAS,
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