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“In these pages, we learn what has secretly driven Gary Lachman all these years—from rock music, through Nietzsche, a near electrocution, Faculty X, and Silver Age comics, to endless insights into magic, the occult, the evolution of consciousness, and superhuman powers. We learn what it means to be ‘touched by the presence.’ This is a profound read by a real reader and a real writer.”

JEFFREY J. KRIPAL, AUTHOR OF HOW TO THINK IMPOSSIBLY

“Gary Lachman is one of the world’s foremost historians of esoteric culture, having written seminal books about Blavatsky, Steiner, Swedenborg, Jung, Ouspensky, Colin Wilson, Aleister Crowley, and many others. His newest book, Touched by the Presence, is a deep dive into his mind—and his incredible journey. This book describes an amazing transformation from an abusive childhood, to becoming a near-homeless vagabond, and then a Rock and Roll Hall of Fame inductee, to his present career as an intellectual of high standing. While the book is a tribute to Lachman’s creativity and his humanity, what stands out to me is his unwavering curiosity about the deepest philosophical problems facing contemporary humans.”

JEFFREY MISHLOVE, PH.D., HOST OF THE
NEW THINKING ALLOWED YOUTUBE CHANNEL

“In this compelling autobiography, Gary Lachman, former iconic pop musician turned author, vividly describes his inner and outer odyssey and the key people, movements, and books that have influenced him. He tells a riveting personal story that is full of fascinating observations on life, literature, culture, books, places, and more.”

CHRISTOPHER MCINTOSH, AUTHOR OF
OCCULT GERMANY, OCCULT RUSSIA, AND
THE CALL OF THE OLD GODS

“In Touched by the Presence, former Blondie rocker Gary Lachman has written a zestful and inspirational memoir. A late baby boomer who grew up in a dysfunctional New Jersey family, he discovered music as a path of escape during the vibrant 1970s counterculture that spurred his life pivot to writing lucid books on spirituality and consciousness. Highly recommended!”

EDWARD HOFFMAN, PH.D., AUTHOR OF
PATHS TO HAPPINESS

“Fluid and articulate, Touched by the Presence is at heart a bibliophile’s memoir, delivering wide-ranging assessments of 20th-century philosophers and literary thinkers by an avid young reader who devoured them while undergoing a major life transition from being a member of a world-famous band to a prolific writer on distinctly off-the-grid metaphysical subjects. Spanning twenty years from the 1970s through the 1990s, the story is as much about the books Lachman encounters on this journey as the people. And the satisfying Act I–style ending leaves him and us poised on the brink of this new life, wondering what comes next.”

VICTORIA NELSON, AUTHOR OF
ON WRITER’S BLOCK
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Was it destiny?
I don’t know yet.
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For Clem Burke, drummer extraordinaire, 1954–2025.
We were all touched by his presence.
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Faster Than a Speeding Bullet

I am often asked how I went from being a “rock star” (although I never was a star, more of a satellite, and one with an eccentric orbit) to a writer on esotericism and the history of consciousness. This memoir is an attempt to answer that question. I was a musician from 1975 to 1982, performing on guitar and bass with Blondie, Iggy Pop, and my own band, The Know—the name inspired by my interest in Gnosticism. I returned to music for a few years in the late 1990s, from 1996 to 2000, stopping with the birth of my second son and the beginning of my career as a writer. I received a contract for my first book, Turn Off Your Mind, a revisionist view of the 1960s, in 1998—the year my first son was born—and by 2000 was working on my second, New York Rocker, an account of, as the subtitle says, “my life in the Blank Generation.” In recent times, I returned to playing music, once again, for several months in 2022. All told, I worked as a musician, songwriter, and performer for roughly ten years.

I became a full-time writer in 1996, when I moved to London, and I have been one ever since. I had written some articles and book reviews in the early ’90s in Los Angeles, but was not yet making my living as a writer. If I count my years growing up in New Jersey, just across the Hudson from Manhattan, I lived in the New York area for roughly twenty-four years; five of those were spent in NYC proper. I lived in Los Angeles for a total of sixteen years. The rest of my life—at least, up until now—I have spent here in London, aside, of course, from periods of travel. I came to London shortly after I turned forty; the anniversary of my arrival here recently passed. I am now sixty-seven. I have been a writer for twenty-seven years and have twenty-five books to show for it.

I should mention that, along with being a musician and a writer, I worked for several years in retail, first at a video rental shop, then at a metaphysical bookstore, both in Los Angeles, in the 1980s and ’90s. After this, I started a PhD track in English Literature at the University of Southern California, but dropped out after a year. I found academia severely limiting and by then the “political correctness” craze, now well established, had begun and I saw that as a white male of a certain age who had no interest in deconstructing anything, I would most likely never get a job.

I then worked for a year as a science writer for the University of California, Los Angeles. Given that I have no background in science, this was a position I should never have occupied. Yet I did so on the strength of my writing and ability to transmute dry, unappetizing scientific reports into readable prose, singing the praises of the molecular biology department and the great advances made by our astrophysicists to alumni and foundations targeted for donations and grants. I got the job after my wife saw an advertisement for it in the Los Angeles Times and insisted I apply. I left it after the collapse of our marriage, which lasted from 1992 to 1995—the marriage, not the collapse, although it, too, was protracted. It was following the breakup of my marriage that I left Los Angeles and moved to London. As should be obvious, my sons are the product of a later relationship.

From 1984 to 1990, I earned a degree in philosophy from California State University, Los Angeles. I had intended to carry on and eventually teach philosophy, my career move after rock and roll, something my professors found incomprehensible. But my marriage—to a colleague at the bookstore—got in the way.

I should point out that I am not an academic and that I hold no academic position, although I have taught online courses based on some of my books for the California Institute of Integral Studies. As an independent thinker, however, I have lectured quite a bit in the UK, Europe, the US, and as far afield as South America and Australia.

FOR SOME REASON THAT REMAINS OBSCURE, I’ve always wanted to be a writer. I was always fascinated by and interested in words—I read the dictionary when I was young, and English was my best subject in school, with history and art close runners-up. I did well in philosophy in later years, and won awards while studying it, but my interest was always in what is known as “continental philosophy,” the European variety that brought literature and art into the discussion—think of existentialism—rather than the Anglo-American analytic tradition of logical positivism and linguistics analysis, which I found rather dull and superficial. I remain abysmal at any math more complex than adding up a grocery bill. This meant I did not do that well in symbolic logic, which is a kind of philosophical algebra. Aside from astronomy, I was bored by science.

Comic books were my introduction to reading, and early on I wanted to be a comic book artist and write and draw my own comic. I did have a character, The Raven, and did draw a few panels and fill in the speech bubbles. But, although I could draw, this didn’t get very far. I did continue to draw intermittently in later years; when on tour as a musician I brought along a Rapidograph pen and a sketch book, and some tattered sketches from that time remain in a box in a closet. My last attempts at graphic art were some woodcuts I made during my marriage in the early ’90s.

Later, when I started reading science fiction and fantasy—I was a great fan of H. P. Lovecraft and the Weird Tales set—I wrote stories. These, with much else, have vanished in the void. Actually, my first attempt at writing was a school play for Thanksgiving. In it, students working on a school play about Thanksgiving share a collective dream in which they are all transported back in time to the first Thanksgiving, an early sign of both the interest in dreams and the strange character of time that would inform my later work. This was in 1964, and I was in the third grade; I would have been eight going on nine.

But something happened in my adolescence. It was then that I began to want to be a poet. I can’t say why. The lyrics to rock tunes—Bob Dylan’s, John Lennon’s—no doubt played a part in this. I was yet to learn how to play guitar—when I did, I was self-taught—and I can remember coming across a paperback at a school book fair, which was an attempt to encourage my fellow students to read, something not needed in my case. I was—am—an unrepentant obsessive reader, having picked up the habit by the age of five, possibly earlier. The worst torture I can think of would be to lock me in a room bereft of anything interesting to read.

The book I found at the fair had song lyrics on one page and poetry on the other. So, the lyrics to Procol Harum’s “Homburg,” written by Keith Reid, were on one page, and T. S. Eliot’s “Love Song of J. Alfred Prufrock” were on another. The opening line of that poem still sends a shiver down my spine. “Let us go then, you and I . . .” (A similar frisson accompanies Coleridge’s “In Xanadu did Kubla Khan . . .”) Similarly, there were lyrics to, say Lennon and McCartney’s “A Day in the Life” facing something by e e cummings or Ezra Pound or Yeats. I was twelve at the time.

Pop music was all the rage and I must have felt that if I couldn’t play I could at least write lyrics.

For a time, I rewrote the lyrics to pop tunes.1 The melody would come into my head and I would accompany it with stream of consciousness impromptu lyrics of my own. I did write these down in a notebook that, again, like much else, has since disappeared. Years later, when, at eighteen, I left home and started living in New York, I began writing songs on a broken-down piano that made up part of the furniture in the storefront-turned-studio on East 10th Street, where I lived. Any poetry I was still writing turned into songs, and soon after this I joined a band and became a musician.

I had no musical training. In high school many of my friends were musicians; one of them later went on to become the drummer in the very successful band of which I, too, was a member. This, of course, was Blondie. There were guitarists, bassists, keyboardists, drummers, and singers among these friends. Aside from myself and my drummer friend, I don’t think any of them made it to a professional level. It is ironic that I did, given that I wasn’t a musician and was more or less tolerated and allowed to hang out with those who were.

How did it happen that I was part of a musical movement—the New York CBGB scene—that, as the cliché goes, “changed the face of pop music”? That I recorded albums, went on tours, met and worked with some big names in the business, wrote a hit song, earned gold records, and was inducted into the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, while the friends who were much better musicians than I was didn’t? That’s a good question. Writing this memoir will, with any luck, go some way to answering it. But here I’ll just say that I was willing—eager—to take the risk involved, as Joseph Campbell used to say, in “following your bliss.” I was happy to give up safety and security—i.e., living at home and staying in college—and, as Nietzsche advised, “live dangerously,” by throwing myself into an adventure that, 99 percent of the time, ends in failure and disappointment, if not drug addiction, alcoholism, or worse.

Even with the success I’ve had—modest but not negligible—failure and disappointment have not been foreign to me. Neither, for that matter, have drugs and alcohol. I have had to deal with the failure of my own band to secure a recording contract as well as with the fact that songs of mine which are just as good as the ones that were successful will most likely remain known only to the relatively few people who came to my performances—that is, they will remain unknown. One of these songs, “Amor Fati,” became our signature tune and my own life’s motto. I borrowed it from the philosopher Nietzsche, who was a powerful influence on me then, and remains so, although at sixty-seven I have a somewhat different appreciation of his work than I did when I came across it at sixteen. Amor fati means “love of fate.” It was Nietzsche’s “formula for greatness.” It means more than an acceptance of life—it is an affirmation of it, even in its most painful, tragic, and uncertain forms.2

This, of course, is easier said than done. I have certainly had quite a bit of fate to love. One such portion is the fact that the song in which I express this sentiment is among those that most likely will remain unknown. If I were superstitious I might think that fate itself arranged this as a test, to see if I really could love a fate that included a large helping of disappointment. Fate and its fellow traveler, destiny, turned up in more than one of my songs, as they later did in my books. They will also make more than one appearance here.

I’VE MENTIONED MY LOVE OF BOOKS AND READING. I am writing these notes in the British Library, where I have researched and written practically all of my books. I first learned of the British Library from reading the work of a British writer who has been a powerful influence on me. This is Colin Wilson, whom I first read when living with my bandmates in a rundown illegal loft space on New York’s Bowery in 1975, when I had been playing in the then-unknown band Blondie for only a few months.

Wilson is best known for his first book, The Outsider, an existential study of creative individuals suffering from the lack of meaning in the modern world, which was first published in May 1956. When it appeared, I would have been six months old, having been born on Christmas Eve, 1955, smack in the middle of the baby boom. Eisenhower was president, the Korean War and Joe McCarthy had only recently become old news, America still had only forty-eight states, and the Iron Curtain was firmly in place, although Khrushchev’s “thaw” had begun, following the death of Stalin. The Cold War, however, was as frigid as ever.

Had I known what they were, and had my blue-collar parents, who were not readers, purchased copies, I could have seen photographs of Wilson in articles in Time, Life, and other magazines. He was, in a phrase he would later use of celebrity thinkers, the “intellectual flavor of the month,” although his practically global fame at the age of twenty-four would soon dissolve when the critics who had at first sung his praises changed their tune to something more of a funeral dirge. I write about this in my book about Wilson.3

I didn’t read The Outsider until late 1977, by which time I had left Blondie and begun my first stint as a resident of Southern California, and was on my way to forming The Know. But in the summer of ’75, amidst the debris of the previous hippie generation—which would soon make way for the punks—I came across a copy of The Occult, Wilson’s “comeback” book, published in 1971.

Up until then, the only interest I had in anything “occult” came in the form of the weird fiction I devoured—I’ve mentioned Lovecraft and Weird Tales—and the 1930s and ’40s horror films I had grown up watching on television. But something about the book attracted me, and once I had started reading it I was hooked. Another factor in my conversion to occultism, if I can call it that, was the flamboyant gay biker artist who had the lease on the building and who rented us our floor. He was a devotee of the notorious dark magician Aleister Crowley, who had found a place for himself in the pop world after being among the people The Beatles “liked” and presented on the cover of their album Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, released in 1967, when I was eleven.

The artist gave impromptu readings with Crowley’s then rather rare Thoth Tarot Deck, painted canvases based on the trump cards, and often read aloud from Crowley’s books, especially The Diary of a Drug Fiend, a work popular in my crowd for obvious reasons. In this setting, I found myself becoming more and more fascinated with the occult and with the people, like Crowley, who had made it their life. Later, this early, naïve, enthusiastic fascination with the mysterious world of magic and mysticism would slowly and with much effort be transformed into a fairly serious attempt to understand its place and meaning in human history and consciousness.

I DIGRESS. I mention Wilson here—there will be more about him further on—because it was through reading about his life that I came to know about the British Library. Not the British Library where I am sitting at a desk at the moment, writing these notes in mid-January 2023, but its original form as the Reading Room of the British Museum.

Before the success of The Outsider had him in newspapers and on television, in order to save money, for a time Wilson slept in a waterproof sleeping bag on London’s Hampstead Heath, a vast, open swath of land, much of which remains as it did when Keats and Constable tramped over its hills in the nineteenth century. Wilson was often woken up by a dog or a policeman, after which he cycled downhill to the British Museum in Bloomsbury—famous for Virginia Woolf and her set—where he worked on his first novel until closing time in the famous Reading Room, with the shades of Marx, Ruskin, H. G. Wells, George Bernard Shaw, and other famous habitués hovering in the background.4 In 1997, most of the books housed in the Reading Room were transferred to their new home at the British Library, a monstrous work of postmodern architecture, grotesquely mirroring the Victorian pile of St. Pancras station. The old Reading Room was refit as a tourist attraction and has been closed since 2013.

I got my first card to the Reading Room in 1983. This was at the tail end of a “mini search for the miraculous” that had me in Chartres Cathedral, Stonehenge, Glastonbury, the site of Gurdjieff’s “Institute for the Harmonious Development of Man” in Fontainebleau, just outside of Paris, and other spots, such as Gorran Haven, the tiny village in Cornwall, in the far west of England, that Wilson had left London for in 1957. I went there on a pilgrimage to meet Wilson. I did and began a friendship that lasted until his death in 2013, at the age of eighty-two.

During 1996, my first year in London, I went to the old Reading Room until it closed. And I have been coming to its new incarnation since it opened a year later. I have by now spent more time in the library and on Hampstead Heath than Colin Wilson, my inspiration for frequenting both, ever did. It is often the fate of true fans to be more royal than the king, although I’ve yet to spend a night rough on the Heath in a sleeping bag.

LIBRARIES HAVE ALWAYS BEEN SPECIAL places for me, as they are for any inveterate reader, and it is sad that with the advent of the “information age” they have steadily lost their literary character and are now seen as “knowledge centers” or multi-purpose community facilities, mostly given over to computers. At least, the ones I have access to in London have taken on this character. I guess things must change with the times, although I’ve never understood exactly why.

My love of libraries began during my school years. I’ve often remarked that I got an education by skipping school and going to the library. I spent many hours wandering among the stacks, reading poetry and books about art and film, science fiction and horror stories. To this day, my most “archetypal” powerful dreams, in which I experience a happiness more intense than anything in waking life, involve my discovering a secret bookshop filled with old paperbacks and magazines.

My parents did not share my passion, and I once received what I will call a “severe reprimand” when I returned home late from school with a stack of library books. That I was punished for wanting to read gives some idea of the atmosphere at home during my childhood.5 But this censure was not limited to home. The first novel I read was The Scarlet Pimpernel by Baroness Orczy, in the third or fourth grade. I must have liked it because the title character was a kind of superhero—at least, he wore a mask and had a secret identity. (The 1934 film version with Leslie Howard remains a favorite.) The teacher reprimanded me because I read it straight through in a few sittings, rather than plodding through it piecemeal each week, as the rest of the class did. This was an early example of my habit of striking out on my own and not sticking to the schedule or remaining with the group.

I suspect that my mother was positively frightened by books, in the sense that uneducated, uncultured people—neither of my parents finished high school—fear what they don’t understand. They find it threatening. On one occasion my mother tossed a collection of books I had been hiding from her—as much for the sexy covers as for the content—down the stairs in our house.6 Others, she tore up.7 As you might suspect, books were not the only things I hid. There was, for example, my journal.

One afternoon—I would have been around fifteen or sixteen—on my way home from school, my mother took me by the hand and marched me to the local police station. At the time she was working as a traffic warden, and had become friends with the sergeant, who was there, sitting at his desk. A notebook in his hands looked awfully familiar. Looking up from it, he stared at me and said, “So you think you’re a genius, eh?”

He was looking at my journal, in which I had written some poems and had filled a page with an immodest assessment of my talents, writing “I am a genius” several times. Coming upon this—which could not have been by accident, as I had hidden it—my mother could think of no better course of action than to show it to a policeman. I wasn’t happy that my private, inner life had been exposed so rudely, and made my feelings clear. I can’t remember whether I got the journal back, but to this day I am not one for journaling or keeping a diary.8

Such chastisement, however, only increased the appeal of the printed page. In my late teens, when the friction between myself and my parents reached injurious levels, psychologically and physically, the local library was a haven for me—what today we would call a “safe space”—and I would spend hours there during temporary extended absences from home. I liked nothing better than to find a desk in a quiet corner and huddle behind a stack of books. I must admit, though, that, like many “library cormorants”—a more eloquent sobriquet than “bookworm,” coined by the poet Coleridge—I have not always followed the rules. One infraction serves to give an idea of at least some of my taste in reading at the time.

As did thousands of other American adolescents in the early 1970s, I fell under the spell of Hermann Hesse, who was metaphorically enjoying a posthumous best-selling success—he died in 1962—with the paperback editions of his novels, published by Bantam Books, with their often sexy covers.9 My introduction to Hesse came when a hippie girl I had a crush on—I remember her flannel shirt, braless breasts, and patchouli oil—gave me a copy of Siddhartha in 1970, when I was fourteen.

There will be more on Hesse further on. I mention him here because it was through reading Hesse that I came across the name Jung—C. G. Jung, that is. I can’t remember exactly where I saw the reference. I suspect it was on the back of Demian or Narcissus and Goldmund, along with other names, such as Dostoevsky and Nietzsche, both of whom I later went on to read. In any case, it led to a criminal act. I saw that my high school library had a copy of Jung’s autobiography, Memories, Dreams, Reflections, published after Jung’s death in 1961, and, not bothering to check it out with the librarian, I simply walked out with it. This would have been 1970 or ’71. I am sorry if I deprived any other students of the opportunity to read the book, although, to be honest, I would be surprised if any of my classmates then would have wanted to.

I read the book and can’t say that I made much of it or really understood what Jung was saying—it would take my writing a book about Jung to do that.10 But he talked about dreams, about his inner life, something I was becoming aware of in my own life, and, as Hesse did, about becoming an individual, about finding your “true self,” not the one you were when dealing with school or your parents or your friends. None of my friends were readers or “poetic” or “sensitive,” at least, not in the way that I thought of myself as being, and I was made fun of because of this. It was this self that I was beginning to feel when I read poetry or tried to write it, when I read Hesse, and when I fantasized and dreamed about my future as a poet or artist or musician.

I held on to that copy of Memories, Dreams, Reflections for some time. I can remember the plastic protecting the book cover, with its photograph of Jung smoking his pipe and paging through a manuscript, with his Gnostic ring visible on his finger—this photo has been used for some paperback editions—and the library call letters in black print on a white square on the spine. I hadn’t discovered Nietzsche as yet, but with first Hesse and then Jung, my love of German literature and thought began. (Yes, I know Jung was Swiss, but he wrote in German; Hesse, too, was German-Swiss.) Even the name “Jung” sounded strangely mysterious, at least, after I learned how to pronounce it correctly. Another name long mispronounced was Goethe’s, which I mangled into the crude monosyllabic “Goeth.” Later, Proust suffered under “Prowst.”

I didn’t know it then, but I suspect that Jung himself would have said I was responding to the archetype of the “wise old man,” the sage, the teacher. I am not a Jungian—for that matter, neither was Jung—and readers of my book about him know that I can be critical of Jung and his work. But because of this early exposure to the challenge to “become who you are,” I can only say that at bottom I have a love of what Jung and Hesse stood for and meant to me then that overrides any later criticism.

Yet one day, many years later when I had moved to Los Angeles, going through my books—which by then I had shipped back and forth across the country more than once; they have even traveled across the Atlantic—I picked this copy out, looked at the jagged remains of the page that had borne the library’s stamp and which I had torn out, and felt a sudden pang of guilt. I put the book in a padded Manila envelope, addressed it to my high school, and put it in the mail. I didn’t include a return address and could only wonder what the late fees might have been.

I’VE MENTIONED THAT I LEARNED HOW TO READ from comic books. I don’t remember the first comic I saw or the process of learning how to read, although of course I do remember “See Dick and Jane” and “Run, Spot, run!” from the early Dick and Jane “see and say” reading books by Zerna Sharp and William S. Gray, which were used to teach reading to my generation. But I am sure that I started reading before starting school, which I must have done in late 1960, at the age of four, given that I graduated from grammar school in 1969, when I was thirteen.

The first comic that I remember was Atomic Rabbit, a creation of the artist Al Fago, which started in 1955, the year of my birth. I must, however, have gotten hold of the character’s later incarnation as Atomic Bunny, the change happening in 1958, when the artist Pat Masulli took over, although I distinctly remember “Rabbit,” not “Bunny.”

Why “Bunny” seemed a preferable alternative to “Rabbit” I can’t say, except perhaps that the change was a result of the comic book scare created by the publication, in 1954, of the psychologist Frederic Wertham’s fear-mongering work The Seduction of the Innocent. This best-selling text of social psychology argued that the violent imagery in comic books had a deleterious effect on children and should be banned, rather like similar concerns raised by video games today. The comics Wertham mostly had in mind were the admittedly often gory volumes put out by EC (Entertaining Comics) in the early 1950s, titles such as Tales From the Crypt, which served as the inspiration for the Amicus 1972 horror film of the same name, as well as the later television series. Wertham included superheroes in his sweeping indictment too, claiming that Superman promoted fascism, Batman homosexuality (exactly what was his relation to his sidekick Robin?), and that Wonder Woman was rife with sadomasochism (her magic lariat was a bondage fetish, no? And besides, she had large breasts and an ample décolletage . . .).

These DC Comics reigning stars were just hanging on to their spots on the magazine racks following the superhero—actually, “mystery man”—popularity slump post-WWII. Wertham’s attack—later discredited—did not help their sales. Indeed, Batman, now a multibillion-dollar franchise, was nearly discontinued. I can hazard a guess that “Bunny” was thought more cuddly and kid-friendly than “Rabbit”—too explicitly animal?—although one wonders if Wertham ever saw or analyzed the effect of the often explosively violent scenes in the Warner Bros Bugs Bunny and Looney Tunes cartoons, or the even more madcap Daffy Duck, which I watched practically every day on television.

I doubt if my mother ever heard of Frederic Wertham or The Seduction of the Innocent—she certainly wouldn’t have read the book—but I suspect that the trickledown effect of Wertham’s profitable paranoia must have reached her at some point, and that it had lodged in her mind that comic books were bad. This censure extended even to the innocuously-renamed Atomic Bunny. I can remember carrying a copy of the uranium-fueled lagomorph’s adventures—the creature got its superpowers after eating a uranium enriched carrot—back from the candy store where I got it, and my mother shaking her head and voicing some displeasure. Whatever her dismay, it didn’t deter me, and for the next several years—until my late teens, when I sacrificed my collection to fund my relocation to New York—comics were among the most important and influential things in my life.

I know that I was reading at age five because I can remember surviving a crisis that, at the time, rocked my world. I was staying with my maternal grandmother—the only one of my grandparents that I can say I knew—my mother having deposited me with her for some reason.11 My sister, four years older than me, was not with us. I had asked my grandmother, an old Irish battle-ax, for a dime—ten cents—so I could buy a comic book at the local candy store. It was difficult getting this from her, and to her reluctance she added the caution that I didn’t buy one that I already had. There was little chance of that, although it does suggest that I was already gathering a collection. Yet, when I got to the candy store, it seemed I might not get one at all.

Comic books had cost ten cents from the beginning.12 But in late 1961—November, in fact—they went up in price. I only discovered this when I got to the candy store and picked up a copy of The Flash, which was one of my favorites—mostly because of the artwork by Carmine Infantino, who did the art for another favorite character, Adam Strange. I’m not suggesting that at five I knew who Infantino was; I only learned this, and the names of other artists, some years later. For some arcane reason I have never understood, the publication calendar of comics and magazines is always at least a month ahead of the workaday one. So, a July issue comes out in June. In this case, it was the December 1961 issue, #125, which came out in November, in which Flash and his sidekick, Kid Flash, race back in time and far into the future—Einsteinian relativity came in handy here—to defeat some menace.

I must not have seen the difference in price on the cover, because when I handed the copy along with my dime to the man behind the counter, he told me that the price had gone up to twelve cents and that if I wanted to buy it I needed two more pennies. I had a difficult time getting the extra two cents from my grandmother, who hadn’t wanted to give me the dime in the first place, but I persevered.

Comics remained at twelve cents until the end of the ’60s, when they increased to fifteen cents, which marked the start of the decline of my own interest in them, which became official when Jack Kirby, my favorite artist, left Marvel to join its rival, DC, in 1970. Like most comic readers of my generation—children of the Silver Age, which began in 1956, practically when I did—I started out reading DC’s line up, Superman, Batman, Green Lantern, The Atom (I’ve already mentioned The Flash) and my favorite, Justice League of America. But I became a Marvel fan when I came across a copy of Fantastic Four—issue #18, September 1963—in which they battle the practically unbeatable Super-Skrull, an alien who possessed all the FF’s individual powers. My allegiance to DC began to quaver at that point.

I discovered this issue, with Kirby’s explosive artwork, while we were on a family summer holiday on the Jersey shore. A shop in Surf City—not the one immortalized by Jan and Dean—sold packs of six comics at a discount price.13 They were discounted because their titles had been clipped off. I had no idea why the covers were mutilated, and it was always a gamble exactly what you would get because only the covers of the copies at the front and back of the pack could be seen through the plastic wrap. The others were obscured, so it was something of a lucky dip. But at six comics for a quarter, who’s complaining?

Selling these copies was actually illegal, because the shops that had originally stocked them—candy stores or drug stores—had cut the top quarter off their covers to send to the publisher as proof of unsold copies, for which they were refunded. This saved on shipping the actual copies, and the publishers believed that the issues were rendered damaged and therefore unsellable. They were wrong, and I for one was glad that they were.

Back then, there weren’t specialty comic shops nor were comics seen as collectable; that only started up in the late ’60s, and the notion that early issues of Spider-Man would fetch millions of dollars was still well in the future. Many comics would simply get thrown out after they were read, just like yesterday’s newspapers. I remember finding a few that way, and for a time afterward I kept an eye on the neighbors’ garbage. Years after I had sold my collection for a pittance, I would feel a pang of deep regret and loss every time I walked into a comic shop and saw issues I’d had: #1’s of Spider-Man, Fantastic Four, Avengers, X-Men, and others, hanging on the walls. This wasn’t because had I held on to them I could have got a better price—they were never an investment. It was more like how Marcel feels in Remembrance of Things Past, when the taste of madeleine “recaptures the past” for him.

This poignant sense of a lost world came to me often in the mid-2000s, when my young sons and I became fans of the Justice League animated series on Cartoon Network. My sons never became real comic readers, or readers of any sort—victims of the digital age—but they loved the series, Batman and Superman too. We would haunt comic shops here in London, searching for the superhero action figures that they collected and which today are stored in a box in a closet in my flat, the young boys who coveted them now young men in their twenties.

I CAN SAY THAT THE BEGINNING OF MY INTEREST in the sort of things I’ve come to write about started with comics. The Legion of Superheroes didn’t have their own comic—at least, they didn’t when I first came across them. They were the second feature in Adventure Comics, whose main character was Superboy. Aquaman and Green Arrow shared its pages too. The Legion of Superheroes was made up of teenagers from the future who possessed superpowers. Some of them came from other planets. The strip started in 1958 and predates Marvel’s X-Men, another team of superpowered teens, which began in 1963.

I followed the Legion’s adventures, although I can’t say they were one of my favorites. But one of the Legion led to a question. His name was Cosmic Boy and his power was magnetism, like the Marvel supervillain Magneto. He had a pink and black costume, anticipating chav fashion by decades, and was one of the three main characters, along with Saturn Girl and Lightning Lad. But why was he called “Cosmic Boy” instead of “Magnetic Boy”? “Lightning Lad” was obvious; he shot lightning bolts. But “Saturn Girl”? What did Saturn have to do with her power—telepathy—even if it did mean she sported a nifty Saturn emblem, rings and all, on her costume? It didn’t make sense.

In search of a solution to this mystery, I asked my sister what “cosmic” meant. She didn’t know. I then asked my mother, who didn’t know either. I didn’t bother to ask my father, who I imagined would also draw a blank. You might say that I’ve been looking for the answer to that question ever since.

THE SILVER AGE IN COMICS, from 1956 to 1970, saw the return of the superhero after the big slump in sales of comics of this type following the end of WWII. It was at that point that publishers frantic to plug holes in a sinking market turned to the violence, gore, horror, and sex that had kept the pulp magazines afloat, and which EC served up with relish. The return of The Flash in 1956, in the September issue of Showcase, #4, is generally seen as the start of the era. Ironically, this enormously creative and productive period in comics—a true and meaningful Renaissance, arguably comics’ most fertile time—came about precisely because of the impact of Frederic Wertham’s scathing attack on EC’s gruesome titles.

One result of Wertham’s The Seduction of the Innocent was the establishment of the Comics Code Authority, a system of self-regulation initiated by publishers in 1954 to avoid a government censor. It served a similar purpose as the Hays Commission, which started in 1934, did for the movies. With the white stamp in the upper right-hand corner of the cover, parents could be assured that the comics their sons were reading (aside from Archie and the romance titles, most comics were a “boy thing”) would not give them nightmares or predestine them to a life of crime—although, of course, there were no guarantees.

The Flash that appeared in Showcase was a modern age refit of the original Flash, a superhero from the Golden Age of Comics, the pre-Wertham 1940s. Showcase was an anthology title that featured characters some of whom would move on to comics of their own; a similar tryout title was The Brave and the Bold. The Flash made the grade, with the first issue of his own comic appearing in 1959; in it he fights the Mirror Master, one of a retinue of inventive super villains the “scarlet speedster” battles. It was numbered 105 to establish a continuity with the original Flash comic, whose last issue, #104, had appeared in 1949, when superheroes were being defeated more soundly by changes in popular taste than by any of their archenemies. By the late ’50s, with EC going under and the Comics Code overseeing creative output, the appeal of modernized, intelligent, graphically sophisticated, and on the whole healthy adventures with heroes kids could see as positive role models grew. DC began to revive a whole slew of mystery men who had succumbed to the comic slump in the late ’40s.

Green Lantern, The Atom, Hawkman, Aquaman—all of whom had popular incarnations in the Golden Age—now appeared in highly stylized, sleek, and very modern guises. Another space-age refit transformed the Golden Age Justice Society of America into what became my favorite DC title, Justice League of America. In recent incarnations of the Justice League, the nationalist tag has been dropped; but as every fan of the Superman television series starring the tragic George Reeves knew, Superman and his fellow superheroes fought for “truth, justice, and the American way.”

ONE OF THE FEW THINGS I EVER TALKED ABOUT with my mother were the comics from when she was growing up in the 1930s and ’40s. She didn’t have much to say about them and really only remembered Wonder Woman, but hearing her mention them somehow made them alive, and I believe that my interest in history and the past began with my fascination with the comic heroes from the Golden Age.

One of the odd things about the popular culture of the 1960s and early ’70s was that a great deal of it was a revival of the popular culture of the ’30s and ’40s. Comics may have spearheaded this revival, and I’m sure there must be academic treatises about it. Television, too, must have played its part.

Along with comics, television, of course, was a central part of my adolescence. I’ve mentioned my interest in the horror films of the 1930s and ’40s. I watched Universal’s series of Frankenstein (1931) and Dracula (1931) films, as well as The Wolfman (1941), The Invisible Man (1933), The Mummy (1932), and others religiously. To this day, RKO’s original King Kong (1933) is probably my all-time favorite film.14 These, as well as ’50s sci-fi and monster films (Earth vs. the Flying Saucers [1956] and Creature from the Black Lagoon [1954], for example) made up several hours of Saturday morning television time, along with the many cartoon shows, like Johnny Quest and Space Ghost, which were popular then.15

But other figures from decades earlier were revived on television and, by my last year in high school—1973—had become appropriated by the ’60s hippie generation. As a kid, I first watched the Marx Brothers, W. C. Fields, and Humphrey Bogart on television on Sunday afternoons. By the time I was seventeen, I was watching A Night at the Opera (1935) or The Maltese Falcon (1941) in a college auditorium, filled with smoke rising up from the joints that practically everyone in the place were smoking, myself included.

Although it was the most modern decade to date, the ’60s saw the beginning of a fascination with the past, especially in the form of its popular culture. In the back pages of comics, collectors posted advertisements for their catalogues of back issues of current titles, but also for issues of Golden Age comics, many of them featuring characters I had never heard of. People today who see old comics as investments would find the humble prices asked for comics from the ’40s or ’50s back then unbelievable.

I became fascinated with these catalogues and, whenever I could, sent away for them. I couldn’t afford to buy anything, but I loved looking at the titles and the occasional illustration of a forgotten Golden Age character—Doll Man, say, or the Blue Beetle, who would, in fact, be revived by Charlton Comics, which ran a poor third to DC and Marvel throughout the ’60s.16

DC wasn’t the only comic book publisher digging into its past in search of bankable resurrections. Marvel entered the superhero Silver Age with issue #1, November 1961, of The Fantastic Four. Priced at ten cents, the title didn’t increase to twelve cents until the third issue. The series was inspired by the success of Justice League of America, which, with its seven heroes for the price of one, was doing very well. Superman, Batman, Wonder Woman, and the Silver Age versions of Flash, Green Lantern, and Aquaman were joined by J’onn J’onzz the Martian Manhunter, one of the few new superheroes created in the ’50s and the second alien in DC’s lineup.17 Martin Goodman, Marvel’s publisher, directed Stan Lee to come up with something similar. Lee collaborated with Jack Kirby, and the Fantastic Four were born.18

One member of the team, Johnny Storm, the Human Torch, was a revived Golden Age character. The original Human Torch, a flame-producing android, was one of Timely Publication’s (Marvel’s Golden Age ancestor) most popular characters. By Fantastic Four #4, May 1962, Lee and Kirby revived another sleeping superhero, this time as a villain. Prince Namor, the Sub Mariner, emperor of Atlantis, was Marvel’s version of Aquaman, although his character was more complex, as befitted a Byronesque anti-hero. Namor was, like the Human Torch, one of Timely’s most successful characters. The success of Fantastic Four inspired another team effort, this one more strictly along the lines of the Justice League.

In the wake of the FF, Marvel spawned several other super characters, all of whom enjoy phenomenal success these days as the subjects of films. Iron Man first appeared in the March 1963 issue of Tales of Suspense, a science fiction title in the tradition of EC’s Weird Science, which was making the switch to featuring superheroes. Ant Man made his debut in Tales to Astonish #27, January 1962, a similar title making the same switch. The Mighty Thor debuted in Journey Into Mystery #83, August 1962. The Hulk was the only one to start off with his own comic, starting in 1961; this folded after the sixth issue, in March 1963, but he would later return with the Sub Mariner in the pages of a refitted Tales to Astonish, and would eventually get his own title back. Thor, the Hulk, Iron Man, and Ant Man (with his curvaceous sidekick, the Wasp) would appear in The Avengers #1, September 1963. As with the Justice League, each of these characters had their own strips in other titles—the members of the Fantastic Four didn’t—and would eventually receive comics of their own.19

It was in The Avengers that Marvel made the most spectacular return of a Golden Age great. In The Avengers #4, March 1964, Timely’s most popular—and most timely—hero returned. Captain America had a run in the 1950s as “Captain America, Commie Smasher,” whose title tells us all we need to know about it. This was during Timely’s incarnation as Atlas Publications. During the ’40s, Captain America smashed “Nazis and Japs,” and when Marvel decided to revive him in the ’60s, they forgot about his brief tenure in the McCarthyite ’50s. He was said to have been stuck in a frozen suspended animation, caught in a block of ice ever since he deflected an experimental Nazi drone plane into the Arctic Ocean. Revived, he became a new member of the Avengers.

In a short time, though it hadn’t pulled the market out from under DC, Marvel had certainly become its most robust challenger. In a sense, had Marvel kept the name Timely, this would have been apt. What made Marvel different from DC was that the adventures its comics depicted seemed to take place in the contemporary world in which its readers lived. The stories took place in New York, not fictional locations like Superman’s Metropolis or Batman’s Gotham City.

The Fantastic Four had a skyscraper, the Baxter Building, in midtown Manhattan. Given that they all lived in the same city, it made sense that characters from one comic would turn up in another, making cameo appearances because they were “in the neighborhood.” This didn’t happen with DC. Another difference is that the FF didn’t have “secret identities,” although, of course, many Marvel characters did. The tone of the writing was hip, street-smart, funny, and often referred to events in the news. I first learned about Tolkien’s The Hobbit and Lord of the Rings from references to them in Marvel comics—“Frodo lives!,” something of a hippie catch phrase, turned up in a number of issues. And their heroes had problems, something that just didn’t seem to be the case with Superman or Batman, although later incarnations of these characters brought out their own neuroses.

The Hulk had anger management issues. The Thing, from the Fantastic Four, was almost as strong as the Hulk, but he would have gladly given up his power if he could return to being normal Ben Grimm and not the lumpy, orange rock monster cosmic rays had turned him into. That his girlfriend was blind says it all. Spider-Man was a thoroughly mixed-up teenager when mixed-up teenagers—introduced by James Dean—were still the rage. The X-Men featured teenagers whom people feared because they were mutants, a reflection of the growing animosity toward youth culture and a symbol of the widening generation gap.20

Although DC tried to mimic Marvel’s approach, there was always something distant about the world in which their characters lived, just as there was something distant about the writers and artists producing the comics. Marvel always provided credits for the writer and artist, but also for the inker and the lowly letterer, the person spelling out the characters’ words and thoughts in the speech balloons. DC never did this—or, only did later, after Marvel had made it standard procedure. This created a feeling that you, the reader, knew the people creating your favorite title. They even had nicknames: Stan “the Man” Lee, Jack “King” Kirby. This quasi-intimacy was promoted in the fan club Marvel established in 1964, the Merry Marvel Marching Society, of which I was a member. Like thousands of other mixed-up adolescents, I felt I had found a home, and in a sense, I had.

EARLIER I MENTIONED ADAM STRANGE, a character who appeared in one of DC’s science fiction titles, Mystery in Space, which was following the trend toward hero-oriented content. Adam Strange was technically not a superhero. He didn’t have powers (neither did Batman, for that matter, but he did wear a mask and cape). But Adam Strange did sport a rocket pack and a nifty ray gun, and a striking red-and-white uniform and helmet. He was the creation of Julius Schwartz, Gardner Fox, and Mike Sekowsky, and first appeared in Showcase #17, for November 1958.

I mentioned that Carmine Infantino later took over the artwork, his sleek, angular, modern style well suited to a “space-age” hero. I also mentioned earlier that the Adam Strange adventures became a favorite, and in recent time I think I discovered why. I spelled this out in a talk I gave at the Deus ex Machina conference, held at Masaryk, Brno, in the Czech Republic in 2021. The conference was about the links between esotericism and technology, and the title of my talk was “Superhuman, Transhuman, Fully Human: Whose Future Is It?”

The talk examined the similarities and differences among three different ways of looking at “transcending” what in the talk I call the “only human”—our everyday, “normal” state and way of being. “Superhuman” refers to comic book figures like Superman, who had “powers and abilities far beyond those of mortal men.” “Transhuman” speaks for itself—it is the sensibility informing the increasingly popular “transhumanist movement,” which seeks to go beyond our flesh-and-blood humanity by merging with machines and computers, rather like the Borg in Star Trek: The Next Generation. “Fully human,” is a coinage of the humanistic psychologist Abraham Maslow, and refers to our possibilities of “self-actualizing,” of realizing our potentials so that we “become who we are” rather than remaining as muted, inferior versions of ourselves.

I argued that superheroes present models of self-actualization appropriate for youth, but that a kind of literalizing of these exemplars is behind the transhumanist movement.21 Its adherents literally want to be “men of steel,” immune to disease and even death—an aim they share with the early twentieth-century Russian Cosmist school, which I write about in The Return of Holy Russia. But this, I suggest, isn’t transhuman at all, in that the goals aimed at here are merely extensions of our everyday, “only human” desires. Being “fully human” in Maslow’s sense means transcending our usual wants and desires, sprouting from what he calls our “deficiency needs,” which are concerned with what we lack: food, shelter, sex, love, self-esteem—the lower rungs on Maslow’s well-known hierarchy of needs. Our need to self-actualize is a higher need, a meta-need in that it stems not from what we don’t have but from our creative possibilities—our need to use our powers, to “give” of them.

I tried to illustrate what this meant by contrasting two versions of a “superman”: the comic book hero, and the aim of Nietzsche’s philosophy, the Übermensch, which is often translated as “superman,” but really means “overman,” a term that emphasizes the transcendent character of what Nietzsche had in mind. The technology the transhumanists look to as the means of their transcendence could very well one day enable humans to fly or see through walls, or even make them invulnerable. But it could never produce the sense of “well-being and zest” that comes to Nietzsche’s “self-revolving wheels,” an image he uses in Thus Spake Zarathustra to illustrate the experience of inner freedom that comes to those who manage to tap the wellsprings of their creativity. They are self-motivated, not requiring a stimulus from outside. We can see these “self-revolving wheels,” who experience a psychological version of “perpetual motion,” as examples of what Maslow meant by being “fully human.”

I also suggested that my first introduction to a form of Romanticism came through comic books. I spelled this out in an article I wrote based on the talk.22 “Comic books,” I wrote, “were my earliest introduction to romanticism, not as a school of literature and thought—that wouldn’t happen for another few years—but as a hunger for something more than what I later learned the philosopher Heidegger called ‘the triviality of everydayness.’” I went on: “This hunger for something more than everyday life, which is the essence of romanticism, is also the essence of our ‘evolutionary appetite,’ our innate urge to transcend ourselves, to self-actualize.”

It struck me that the Adam Strange stories captured the essence of Romanticism and its sense that human beings are the inhabitants of two worlds: the everyday world of getting and spending, of work and all the necessities of life, and an “other” world, one of possibilities beyond the everyday, of magic and mystery. They did this because they took the notion of humans as the inhabitants of two worlds literally.

Adam was an archaeologist, and on a trip to the Andes something remarkable happened: he was hit by a weird ray of light coming from outer space—he later learns it is called the “zeta beam”—and finds himself transported to the planet Rann, an Earth-like world orbiting Alpha Centauri, some twenty-five trillion miles away. There, he meets a beautiful woman, has adventures, saves the planet, and becomes a hero, all the while sporting his rocket pack and ray gun. But the effect of the zeta beam wears off and he finds himself back on Earth. He discovers where and when the zeta beam will appear again, and for the rest of the series he is off, heading into the jungle or up a mountain to intercept the zeta beam and return to Rann, only to be sent back to Earth once again. But he is determined to become a citizen of this new world and to find a way to remain on Rann forever . . .

Many Romantics have shipwrecked in their attempts to “remain on Rann forever,” to, that is, maintain their occupancy of the “other” world. Others, failing in the attempt, reject the idea altogether, deny the reality of any “other” world, and remain satisfied with the rewards of this one while casting a cynical eye on inexperienced youth still hungering for magic. Yet some, a small proportion, are able to retain a taste, an awareness of the reality of this “other” world and remind themselves of it when the brute presence of this world threatens to obliterate all remembrance of it. For them it isn’t a question of escaping Earth and settling on Rann forever, but of being able to transform their life here into something more like what it is on that alien but poignantly familiar planet.

Comic books, then, introduced me to a world rather different than the one I knew—a much wider, deeper, more interesting world in which anything was possible. The everyday world of parents, siblings, school, friends, and relatives was implacably there, and would become more so as time went on. As Wordsworth says, “the shades of the prison house” close in as we move from the paradise of childhood into the dreary world of adults. But there was an escape, a portal into another world, in which one could travel in space and time to other planets and meet remarkable people and have amazing adventures, and in which one felt more at home than at the dinner table or in the classroom.

As you might suspect, I availed myself of this escape hatch as often as possible.



1. I can remember bringing 45s into gym class in the third grade and dancing to Chubby Checker’s “The Twist.” Among his many jobs my father was a caterer, and he would often bring 45s home from the jukebox at the tavern where he worked. Gary U.S. Bonds’s “Quarter to Three,” Frankie Vaughan’s “Tower of Strength”—both hits in 1961—and various girl-group numbers made up my early listening. Later, following the British Invasion which brought The Beatles, Dave Clark Five, Zombies (a favorite), Herman’s Hermits, and many other British pop groups to America’s shores, on Friday afternoons, just before the end of class, our teacher allowed us to perform a kind of karaoke to their songs, strumming the pretend guitars we had cut out of plywood in shop class.

2. Versions of the song are available on YouTube.

3. Beyond The Robot: The Life and Work of Colin Wilson (New York: Tarcher Perigee, 2016).

4. Colin Wilson, Ritual in the Dark (London: Gollancz, 1960).

5. Among my father’s several jobs—at least during the summer—was that of an umpire at softball games. He would bring me along, hoping I’d develop a taste for sports; I didn’t, aside from a brief interest in basketball in my late adolescence. I would smuggle a paperback or a comic with me, and would find a quiet spot where I could read. When he saw me, he said, “Put the book down and watch the game.”

6. One was the Bantam paperback edition of D. H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover. The cover, a sexy illustration of the lady in question, topless but with her back to the reader, was I believe by the same artist, William A. Edwards, who did the covers for Bantam’s paperback editions of Hermann Hesse’s novels.

7. This was the fate of my paperback copy of Hunter Davies’s The Beatles: The Authorized Biography. This was in 1970. Although I had been a casualty of the mid-1960s British Invasion, I went through a phase of personal Beatlemania just before and after the group broke up.

8. The psychologist Abraham Maslow, father of “humanistic psychology,” whose work has been an important influence on me, had a similar relationship with his mother, whom he called a “horrible creature.” An account of Maslow’s difficult childhood can be found in Edward Hoffman’s The Right to Be Human: A Biography of Abraham Maslow (Los Angeles: Jeremy P. Tarcher, 1988).

9. The covers were the work of William A. Edwards. See J. P. Williams, “The Mystery Artist Behind Hermann Hesse’s Paperback Covers in the 70s,” Medium website, April 20, 2022.

10. Jung the Mystic (New York: Tarcher/Penguin 2012).

11. I didn’t know my father’s parents. His father died before I was born. I had a vague idea of his mother as an old woman whom he visited in the “home” (mental?) where she was, although I never went with him and don’t remember ever meeting her. I knew my mother’s father, but have only vague memories of him being ill in bed at the “projects” (social housing) where my grandmother lived, and of my father shaving and cutting his hair. He spoke little or no English; my father spoke a little Polish and I remember hearing him speak it with my grandfather. He called me “Sputnik,” after the Russian satellite, because of the “John Glenn haircut”—a crew cut popularized by the astronaut—I sported then. My mother’s father and my father’s mother came from the same region, Galicia, in Eastern Europe, which had gone back and forth between Polish and Ukrainian control over the years. My mother’s mother was from Ireland; my father’s father from Prussia—at least according to my father, who said it in the same breath as “Cracow.” This could have meant the buffer zone between Poland, Austria, and Russia, established after the defeat of Napoleon. Lachman is a German name, perhaps of German-Jewish origin.

12. David Hadju’s excellent account of the comic book paranoia of the ’50s is titled The Ten-Cent Plague (London: Picador, 2008).

13. Jan and Dead were a successful pop duo in the early ‘60s, with a “surf sound” rather like the Beach Boys. “Surf City” (1963), where there are “two girls for every boy,” was a No. 1 hit.

14. Francois Truffaut’s Fahrenheit 451 (1965), based on the Ray Bradbury novel about a dystopian future where reading is banned, is a very close second—not surprisingly, given my love of books.

15. I can only mention here the profound impact that genius of special effects, Ray Harryhausen, who created the effects in Earth vs. the Flying Saucers and dozens of other films, had on my growing consciousness. Like many other sci-fi and fantasy film fans of my generation, the battle between the Argonauts and the skeletons in Jason and the Argonauts (1963) set a singular high-water mark for animation. Nothing served up by CGI these days comes anywhere near to the undeniable sense of the “uncanny” that Harryhausen’s stop action work achieved. This is precisely because Harryhausen never aimed to be “realistic”—the bugbear of unimaginative minds—but convincing, something entirely other.

16. I should add, though, that while the production values on Charlton’s comics were low relative to DC and Marvel, they did produce some interesting characters. Along with the revived Blue Beetle, there was Captain Atom, drawn by Steve Ditko, one of Marvel’s top illustrators until he left in 1967—thus ending my interest in Spider-Man. Another Ditko/Charlton creation was The Question. In the 1980s, DC purchased the rights to Charlton’s action heroes.

17. He first appeared in Detective Comics #225, for November 1955. He was brought to Earth from Mars through an experiment with a teleportation machine. Unable to be sent back, he adopted a human appearance—like the Hulk, he had green skin—and remained in his secret identity as a detective, John Jones.

18. Like many comic book artists, Kirby moved back and forth between DC and Marvel, as well as working for other publishers such as Red Circle, who also published the Archie series. Kirby developed Adventures of the Fly (1959) for Red Circle. Before co-creating the Fantastic Four, Kirby created an earlier team series for DC, the Challengers of the Unknown, who, like so many Silver Age characters, got their start in Showcase, appearing in issue #6 for February 1957. The Challengers were four non-superpowered adventurers who battled a variety of sci-fi and monster-based menaces.

19. I should perhaps mention that my first published piece of writing was a letter appearing in issue #63, April 1969, of The Avengers. In it, I complain about the many member changes that had taken place by then.

20. In Turn Off Your Mind, I note the parallels among various expressions of a growing fear of “dangerous” youth—such as in The X-Men and also the film Village of the Damned (1963), based on John Wyndham’s novel The Midwich Cuckoos (1957), about children born with strange mental powers who shared a group mind—with the rise of the hippies in Haight-Ashbury, who by 1966 had taken to calling themselves “mutants.”

21. In 2006, when my sons and I were bonding over our love for superheroes, I wrote an article about their positive influence for the Times Educational Supplement. See Gary Lachman, “Caped Crusaders Teach Us Tolerance,” Tes Magazine website, May 26, 2006.

22. See Gary Lachman, “Superhuman, Transhuman, or Fully Human?,” Gary Lachman blog, February 3, 2023.
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Pulp Fiction

The past that the Silver Age revival of Golden Age superheroes introduced me to was not limited to comics. I’ve mentioned films. One result of the remarkable popularity superhero comics enjoyed in the 1960s was a revived interest in the action serials of the 1930s and ’40s, many of them featuring heroes from the Golden Age. By today’s standards, these cliff-hangers, early versions of our contemporary addictive Netflix series, seem incredibly primitive, although some of the best, like the Flash Gordon serials, had impressive production values and made up in set design and atmosphere what they lacked in cinematic finesse.

They were short, action-packed features, generally about twenty minutes long, that warmed an audience up for the main attraction. They ended with the hero falling off a cliff—hence the name—or about to be hit by a train or with some other seemingly inescapable doom about to overtake him or her. The audience would be urged to return to the theatre next week to discover what happened. Would the hero escape from the collapsed mine, burning building, or ferocious beast? Of course he would, otherwise the remaining chapters of the serial, of which there were many, would be disappointing. Everyone knew that the Masked Marvel or Spy Smasher or the Green Hornet or Commando Cody (a late entry in the serial market, appearing in the ’50s) would avoid destruction and eventually defeat the villain. But realism wasn’t essential nor was it wanted. The audience wanted thrills and the satisfaction that comes with good triumphing over evil.

Sex was generally not on the menu; when it was, it was usually associated with the bad guys, with a femme fatale among their company having an itch for the hero who, more times than not, resisted her charms. In the Flash Gordon serials, Princess Aura, the seductive and provocatively dressed daughter of the evil Ming the Merciless, has the hots for Flash, who has eyes only for the more modest but faithful and wholesome Dale Arden. But in general, the erotic took a back seat to ray blasters, winged aliens, and wonky space ships. There could be a romantic interest. The hero’s girlfriend was routinely captured by the villains and set as bait in a trap, much as Lois Lane was for Superman, in countless comics and episodes of the television show. But the relations between the two were always fairly chaste.

Some serials, like Flash Gordon and Commando Cody—who, like Adam Strange, got around via a handy rocket pack—were shown on television, usually on Saturday mornings, with the separate episodes edited together to make a “full-length feature.” Others were brought back to the big screen. When the 1960s Batman television series was at its height, the original Batman serials of the ’40s were released to theatres.1 I was among the many young fans at Saturday matinees who were disappointed in the low-budget production with ill-fitting costumes, a non-descript black limousine for the Batmobile, and an unimpressive basement room with clearly artificial bats for the Batcave, all in black and white.

Years later, when I showed some scenes to my sons, the serials having come out, like practically everything else, on DVD, they laughed. But even with all its drawbacks, there was something about this crude attempt at portraying the mysterious figure of the night that captured my imagination, as did the other serials that turned up on television.

Call it the aura of the past. But of what did that aura consist? I didn’t ask myself this question then. I am reflecting now, many years later—more than I’d like to admit—on my experience then, and trying to understand what it was about these cheaply made artifacts of trashy pop culture that evoked such a powerful response in me. Time had to do with it, and perhaps an adolescent outbreak of what the German Romantic poets called Sehnsucht, a word with no exact English translation but which is usually said to mean “inexpressible longing,” and which I later defined for myself as “nostalgia for a place I’ve never been.” I would also later identify it as a form of what Colin Wilson (whom I had yet to read) called “Faculty X,” our ability to grasp “the reality of other times and places.” Not merely the fact they existed, which merely knowing about them would provide. I knew that these creaky films had been made years before I was born. But this was knowledge of a different kind. Somehow, I got a taste of their reality—again, as Marcel does when he tastes the madeleine and is suddenly and vividly taken back to his childhood.

Of course, none of this entered my mind then, when I watched these serials. I was merely caught up in them, carried away, as their original audience had been decades earlier. But the habit of seeking out more information, more knowledge about something I was interested in, which later served me in my writing, had started. I tend to be obsessive, as most writers are. If I become interested in a subject, I want to know all about it; and if I become interested in a writer, I read everything of theirs I can find. I wanted to know more about these fifteen-part expeditions into the imagination and the world they were from. Luckily, there were sources I could turn to.

THE INTEREST IN GOLDEN AGE COMICS which had sparked a nascent comic book collecting culture had also given birth to the comic book fanzine. Fanzines were magazines put out by fans, hence the name. I imagine they have a link to the amateur journalism of the early twentieth century, which I became aware of because of my interest in H. P. Lovecraft, who got his start in it. I began to see advertisements for comic fanzines in the back pages of comics, where I had discovered the collectors’ catalogues. One in particular became a favorite. This was Larry Ivie’s Monsters and Heroes. This was a more professional, slicker production than most fanzines. It was sold on the newsstands, but it had the fanzine’s do-it-yourself character.

Along with being a comic collector and authority on popular culture, Ivie was a professional artist; among his credits is the co-creation, with EC artist Wally Wood, of T.H.U.N.D.E.R. Agents, a 1960s series published by Tower Comics that combined superheroes with the ’60s obsession with secret agents, started by the popularity of the James Bond films. Monsters and Heroes was self-published by Ivie. If it wasn’t entirely a one-man show, it was pretty close.2

Monsters and Heroes combined superheroes, monster films, action serials, 1940s radio shows, and fantasy literature in a remarkable blend. Ivie had done some work for Castle of Frankenstein, the rival of Forrest J Ackerman’s more popular Famous Monsters of Filmland, both magazines devoted to horror films. In Monsters and Heroes, he brought in the monsters from that medium and introduced them to the heroes from another. Articles on King Kong, superhero serials like 1944’s Captain America, radio series like The Shadow (who knew what evil lurked in the hearts of men), pulp heroes like Doc Savage, and art by upcoming names like Berni Wrightson, creator of Swamp Thing, filled its pages. Ivie contributed most of the original art, writing and illustrating his own superhero fantasy series, Altron Boy. Ivie was also a great fan of Edgar Rice Burroughs, creator of Tarzan, and John Carter of Mars (an early twentieth-century Star Wars), and he devoted much of his magazine to Burroughs’s legacy. One artist, of whom I became a devotee and who for me was more than any other associated with Burroughs, was Frank Frazetta.

Frazetta, who had also worked for EC, did the covers for Creepy and Eerie, graphically adult black-and-white comics devoted to horror. They were published by Warren Publications, which put out Famous Monsters and also Blazing Combat, a war comic, and Vampirella, which featured an impossibly curvy female member of the undead—the covers again by Frazetta. Their magazine format (they were priced at thirty-five cents) enabled them to avoid coming under the Comics Code restrictions, and they had inherited the EC tradition, even using artists like Wally Wood, who had worked for EC. Steve Ditko, who created Spider-Man and Doctor Strange at Marvel, also worked for them, among many other great comic artists.

Frazetta, whose work today is highly collectable, illustrated film posters, did a stint with Al Capp of Li’l Abner fame, and even illustrated a few episodes of Playboy’s bawdy comic strip—in more ways than one—Little Annie Fanny. He also did the covers for Donald A. Wollheim’s Ace Books paperback editions of Burroughs’s Tarzan books, which I began to collect at the time.

I’ve written about Ace Science Fiction Classics—as their sci-fi and fantasy list was called—in Turn Off Your Mind, and how they were in many ways responsible for the phenomenal success of Tolkien’s Lord of the Rings when a pirated edition of the trilogy put out by Ace became a surprise best-seller on 1960s college campuses. It is arguable that, without that early unauthorized edition read mostly by members of the youth culture Tolkien disdained, Middle Earth and its hobbits would not have become the very profitable modern myths they are today.

Priced at forty cents, and slightly smaller than standard mass-market paperbacks, Ace published practically all of Burroughs’s enormous backlist, as well as a slew of other writers, such as Andre Norton, Otis Adalbert Kline, and Philip K. Dick—one of the few writers from their list still read today. Their Burroughs list included the John Carter of Mars series; the Pellucidar books about a world at the Earth’s core; the books set in Caprona, a land rather like that in Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Lost World, where prehistoric animals thrive; the Carson of Venus series; and other works.

Roy G. Krenkel, another EC veteran, did many covers for the Carson of Venus and Mars books. I liked his work, but it was softer, more subtle—classical, I would say—than the powerful, visceral, and frankly sexy lines of Frazetta, whose covers often included a scantily clad, voluptuous female. Before I discovered my father’s pornography collection—modest by today’s standards, made up of copies of Playboy, Penthouse, lesser known girly magazines, and assorted paperbacks—my introduction to sex came from the alluring female figures in Frazetta’s illustrations. His time with Little Annie Fanny and Li’l Abner (if anyone remembers Daisy Mae, you’ll agree) was later put to good use.

I GREW UP IN WHAT WAS, and is even more today, effectively another borough of New York, even though it was across the Hudson in New Jersey. New Jersey is called the Garden State, but Bayonne, where I grew up, was not a part of the state where this title applied. It was urban, but without the attractions that a big city provides. There were, for example, no bookstores in Bayonne, which meant I had to look elsewhere when my need for books grew beyond what the paperback racks at the drugstores could offer. Manhattan’s skyscrapers were only a short bus ride away, or one could take the PATH train under the Hudson from Jersey City. One reason why I started to make the journey in my later teens was to visit the Barnes & Noble bookshop on Fifth Avenue.

If there were no bookstores in Bayonne, there was little nature there either. Aside from the occasional family drive, I did not see much of it, and I certainly did not grow up with it. I grew up with television. My access to nature was the rubbish-strewn shoreline of the polluted New York Bay, along which I often strolled and meditated on the future, or the trees in the city park. It wasn’t until I moved to Los Angeles and took drives of my own outside the city and into the mountains that I began to have any real experience of nature. But even this was mediated by the images of nature I came to know through art. And the art that first did this—at least, the art that I remember doing this—were the covers Frazetta did for the Tarzan books.

As I think of this, one cover in particular stands out. Tarzan is standing on a moss-covered tree limb in a clearing in the dense, tenebrous jungle, wearing only a scant leopard skin, his long, dark hair flying back. His own outstretched limbs are striped by bands of sunlight cutting through the trees. From above, a savage ape is hurtling toward him.3

Why this image always comes to me when I think of being in nature, I can’t say, although I do associate it with climbing trees in the city park. Something about the rich colors, the dappled light, the shade, and overall sense of a living, dynamic scene struck me. Even now, I have a great fondness for the simple contrast of a blue sky, white clouds, and green trees which I seem to trace back to this illustration. I became a collector of the Tarzan series and the other Ace Burroughs editions as much for the covers as for the stories, and used to rummage through the overstuffed paperback racks of one luncheonette in particular, where the copies they had seemed to have been there for years.4

But even more than the Tarzan books, or perhaps simply in another way, Frazetta’s magic captured me in the covers he did for the Lancer paperback editions of Robert E. Howard’s Conan stories. Perhaps it was because, with the Conan stories, a darker element, sorcery, had entered the scene. This was the time of “sword and sorcery,” of warriors, wizards, and willing wenches—and I was an early casualty.

Robert E. Howard was one of the three musketeers of Weird Tales, the other two being H. P. Lovecraft and Clark Ashton Smith. I became a confirmed reader of all three. For a time, Smith was my preferred favorite. He was a poet and an aesthete; along with the long-forgotten George Sterling, Smith was part of the pre-Beat San Francisco literary scene, a young contemporary of Jack London. Smith was “decadent”—or, at least, affected a kind of decadence, incongruous as it was to the log cabin he lived in for most of his life in Auburn, California. It was through Smith that I came to know the French Romantics, Gautier, de Nerval, and Baudelaire, to whom I was devoted for a time and whom I learned about through Enid Starkie’s brilliant biographies of Baudelaire, Rimbaud, and a remarkable figure, the poet Petrus Borel, known as “the Lycanthrope,” a member of the notorious nineteenth-century bohemian set, the Bouzingo.
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