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Introduction

This is a book about one decade in the history of the Marvel comic book Avengers. Specifically, it’s about how that title reflected the social changes in the United States and the world across the turbulent years of the 1970s, as seen through the work of each of the title’s major writers. Along the way it’s a fan letter to those creators and their collaborators, all of whom I seek to treat with kindness. It’s also an attempt to convey the romance, richness, and relevance that can be found in super hero comics of what’s now called the Bronze Age, while not ignoring the fact that some of this material is very much of its time.

My own history with the Avengers began in September 1973, when my dad brought home for me the first issue of the British Avengers Weekly, reprinting #4 of the U.S. title in black and white, with some scary Doctor Strange in the back. A few months later I encountered #117 of the colourful U.S. original in a newsagent. I was astonished by the implications about what had happened to the team in the interim. Who were all these new characters? And yet there was enough that was recognizable that I still felt comfortable. I think it was a desire to fill that gap in my understanding that drove my love for the title. My childhood wasn’t the greatest. Amongst many psychological relics from my past is a feeling that I can never allow myself the best of anything. Avengers, a luxurious dessert of a book that’s able to contain all the best characters and universes of Marvel, has always been an exception to that rule. And I still feel #117 is some sort of platonic ideal of a super hero comic. I simply can’t be objective about it.

That lack of objectivity is also why, while I’ll be using the standard model for non-fiction of referring to real people by their surnames, I won’t refrain from calling comics characters by their given names.

On 5 January 1970, Richard Nixon had been the U.S. President for less than a year. B.J. Thomas was at number one in the Billboard charts with ‘Raindrops Keep Fallin’ on my Head.’ And #74 of Avengers arrived on the newsstands of America. Issue #74 was not the first issue with a cover date of 1970. That was #72. But because comics were given cover dates that served to extend their life on a newsstand, #74 was the first issue of the title that one could not have picked up in 1969.

At this point, Avengers had been running since 1963. The title had been a last-minute replacement when the launch of another comic, Daredevil, got delayed. The swift fix had been to take inspiration from Marvel’s biggest competitors, the venerable DC Comics, who already had their biggest super heroes appearing together in Justice League of America (JLA). Marvel had done this once before, when the JLA was first created, reacting to the title’s excellent sales by coming up with its own super hero team title, Fantastic Four, which began the Marvel Universe. Fantastic Four had been nothing like JLA, but Avengers was a lot closer to its DC inspiration, being first and foremost a gathering of established characters. Still, there were significant differences. To join the JLA, a character needed to already be the lead in their own comic strip, and that team was an attempt to gather all the heroes that rule applied to. However, the initial line-up for Avengers consisted of romantically-linked size-changing heroes Henry Pym and Janet Van Dyne, Ant-Man and the Wasp; armoured technocrat Tony Stark, Iron Man; Norse god of thunder Thor; and Bruce Banner, Jekyll and Hyde analogue the Hulk. Here were indeed a bunch of Marvel heroes with their own titles, but the Hulk had just had his cancelled, and where was mutated teen crime fighter Peter Parker, Spider-Man, who also had his own title? The Hulk left in the next issue. But then frozen super-soldier of the Second World War Steve Rogers, Captain America, also without his own title until a few months later, joined in #4.

And the revolving door had continued from there. The patchwork nature of the title – heroes with their own comics, those whose comics had been cancelled, those that might one day be promoted to a lead feature and a whole bunch that never could – was one of the continuing tensions that affected the storytelling of Avengers and one of the continuing joys of reading it. Here was an all-star(ish) super hero team book that was closer to messy reality than DC’s equivalent. They were a quasi-official, self-appointed group of crime fighters who hung out in the very public New York venue of Tony Stark’s mansion, and they were no strangers to controversy and internal conflict.

Issue #74, the first issue of the 1970s, found Avengers in rude health, writer Roy Thomas, supported by an excellent art team, having already enjoyed a long run on the book. The titular team at this point consisted of (renamed Ant-Man) Yellowjacket and the Wasp, who were now married; Renaissance man ruler of an African state T’Challa, the Black Panther; the emotionless android Vision; and the petulant giant Goliath, Clint Barton, who’d once been super-archer Hawkeye. (These were all characters without their own books, the pendulum having swung in that direction at this point.)

By the time of Avengers #193, released on 18 December 1979, there had been only three more major Avengers writers, and the latest of those was only just getting started. Jimmy Carter was the President and would be for two more years. Styx were at number one in the Billboard charts with ‘Babe’. And ‘Earth’s Mightiest Heroes’ still included the Vision and the Wasp.

But so much else about the team had changed. Those changes are a window into the soul of the 1970s.





1

Roy Thomas (1970–1972)

In January 1970, current Avengers scripter Roy Thomas was 29 years old, and Marvel boss Stan Lee’s de facto right-hand man. Thomas was almost two decades younger than Lee. He had started out as a comics fan and a fanzine editor. He’d come to New York in 1965 to write for Marvel’s great rivals, DC Comics. He’d swiftly become disillusioned with the setup there, sought out Lee and become first a staff writer, then an editorial assistant at Marvel, his great knowledge of the company’s continuity being seen as an asset. He’d joined a very small team and quickly rose to the point where Lee trusted him to write several series on his own without checking his work. In effect, Thomas had become the other editor in the building, the second ‘showrunner’ of the company, someone who would often be the writer to take over a title from Lee once he finished a run scripting it personally. In 1972, when Lee would be promoted to Publisher of Marvel, Thomas would thus be the obvious choice to succeed him as Editor-in-Chief. But in 1970 Thomas was still writing as many Marvel titles as he could: the villainous monarch Doctor Doom and jungle lord Ka-Zar stories in Astonishing Tales; blind lawyer crime fighter Daredevil; Incredible Hulk; undersea ruler Namor the Sub-Mariner; noble alien Captain Marvel; low-selling mutant students the X-Men; Western Gunfighters; and various stories in horror anthologies. Also that year he would begin his award-winning run adapting the Conan the Barbarian stories into comics.

But since October 1966, when he’d first co-written #35 with Lee, then taken over as solo writer with the next issue, he’d also been writing Avengers.

The ‘Marvel Method’ of scripting at the time was that a writer would plot the story, which the artist then drew, often adding a lot of plot and character, explaining their additions if required through notes on the original art. Then the writer would return to add dialog to that art, which a letterer would put on the page in speech balloons, thought bubbles and captions. Thus, some of super hero comics writing at this time was about providing the artist with a plot and some was about reacting to plotting from the artist. In one example during Thomas’ run on Avengers from #93, in a moment not included in the script, artist Neal Adams has the tiny Ant-Man, exploring inside the android Vision’s body, express surprise at something he finds, the nature of which isn’t explained to the reader in that issue. Adams suggested to Thomas that what Ant-Man had discovered was that the Vision’s body was originally that of the 1940s Human Torch, also canonically an android. Thomas, well-versed in the alchemy that the Marvel Method could sometimes result in, used that suggestion as the foundation for an enormous, long-running plotline. Here was someone who had learned Lee’s lessons well, the proverbial safe pair of hands.

Thomas’ run on Avengers in the 1970s includes several major story arcs: the other-dimensional warlord Arkon kidnapping mutant sorceress, and by then Avengers regular, Wanda, the Scarlet Witch; an attack by the vengeance-obsessed Grim Reaper and his Lethal Legion which continues the mysteries surrounding the Vision; a battle with the themed crime cartel Zodiac; an encounter with parallel world Avengers counterparts the Squadron Supreme; Thomas’ masterpiece, the Kree/Skrull War, about which much more later; the Greek god Ares whipping up trouble on Earth (resulting in #100’s every-Avenger team-up); and finally a battle against the mutant-hunting robot Sentinels. Between #74 and #92 most issues are drawn by John Buscema or his brother Sal. Issues #93–96 feature the photorealist art of that young DC artist Neal Adams, with #98–100 drawn by another emerging superstar, Barry Smith. Thomas’ run is completed up to #104 alongside Rich Buckler, an energetic artist with a very satisfying, very Buscema-influenced style.

Adams and Smith were outliers. The artists whose work is most associated with Thomas’ run are the Buscema brothers. They’re still, for me, the perfect super hero artists, their greatest panel compositions as satisfying for me as Picasso’s Violin and Grapes. They seemingly couldn’t draw anyone just standing still. There was always drama: an urgent gesture, an impassioned facial expression. Regular inker Tom Palmer (whose work provided a continuity of look across several of the artists named above) added a gloss of subtle shading to these gesticulating figures, creating an effect that looked hip and atmospheric, and still seems to this writer timeless rather than ‘Seventies’. Over the page is a panel with some typically impassioned Buscema/Palmer body language.

Roy Thomas also seemed to encourage letterers to go beyond the standard Marvel style, with flourishes and different fonts abounding in his Conan and used to underline emotional moments in his Avengers, such as in #76 (by Sam Rosen) when the Scarlet Witch recalls a poem and the lettering becomes swirlingly ‘poetic’.

So what was Avengers in 1970 like? What tropes were in place in super hero comics at the time, and how much did Roy Thomas embrace them?

[image: A close-up comic book panel of superhero Yellowjacket in a grey and yellow suit and antennae with red background. He is shown from the chest up, tense and shouting with his right hand raised with speech bubbles that read: ‘He can't, vision... that gas-grenade made him too groggy to concentrate!’ ‘but... we've got to do something... fast!,’ and ‘if Goliath falls from this height... he's had it!!’]Firstly, characters talk to themselves, when they’re alone, out loud, all the time. For instance, in that first issue of 1970, #74, the Wasp, with nobody else present, says, ‘a lot of good I’m doing the Avengers… me, the poor man’s Tinker Bell!’ and continues for another seven sentences of monologue. On occasion during his run, Thomas would feel the need to point out the absurdity of this behaviour, but only to give himself a pass in continuing to depict it. Thomas is only following the standard mode of super hero comics of the time, following in Stan Lee’s footsteps. Who are 1970s super heroes talking to? To us, the readers, of course! Them doing so is about direct engagement with what was still at this point largely a child audience. For a modern audience to question it is like asking why the characters in a musical keep bursting into song.

Secondly, it should be noted that the emotional reactions of just about every character are continuously melodramatic – huge feelings expressed in big gestures – such as when, in #74, Yellowjacket has to restrain Goliath from kicking in the screen of the TV they’re watching just because the latter is upset with something a newsreader has said. This high emotion leads to virtually unmotivated Avenger vs. Avenger fight scenes on the slightest pretext, such as when Wanda’s brother Pietro, mutant speedster Quicksilver, fails to communicate his intentions to the rest of the team upon returning to them in #75. This near-continuous adolescent maelstrom is, again, because the average comics reader was still believed to be maybe about nine years old. Marvel’s characters of the time yell playground emotions in an adult world, thus seeming, to those nine-year-old readers (to cite my own experience), to be very grown-up. One of Thomas’ central talents is his ability to keep the emotional action rocketing along. And yet alongside this he manages to keep Marvel’s emerging audience of college student readers engaged with genuinely mature characterization and themes, plus a clubhouse atmosphere of shared references.

Thirdly, there’s the relative realism. Stan Lee had decreed from the start that Marvel’s world should be one the reader recognized, with titles set in New York rather than DC’s Metropolis and Gotham, and this attitude had brought with it a consideration of how ordinary people might really feel about super heroes, and thus, self-deprecating humour. Thomas returns time and again to the reactions of everyday people, a flavour of Avengers which persists throughout the decade. In #74, the Avengers, searching New York City, are faced with a general public that knows the precise value of their individual autographs and mocks their costumes, and a police officer who just wants them out of the way of the traffic. Issue #74 also displays Thomas’ passion for social commentary. (More on that later.)

Fourthly, the comics of this time tend to make sure every action anyone takes is either explicable or explained. Our heroes don’t just display their super-powers in combat, they state what they are. ‘If you were the Black Panther,’ says the Vision to an imposter in #74, ‘you would never have dared leap at the Vision! You would have known that I can make my android form as ethereal as some haunted spirit—or as unyielding as the hardest diamond!’ And he says all that in the brief moment when the person he’s addressing is bouncing off his chest. To some extent, this is because another of Stan Lee’s rules was that every issue was someone’s first, and said new buyer should be given all the information required to catch up. But Thomas takes that rule a step further and answers questions about the action of the comic that most modern readers would never consider asking. Perhaps that’s because Thomas’ generation of comics fandom (and some might say this continues to the present day) often focused their critique on






[image: A comic book panel shows blue-haired Natasha Romanoff in a blue costume and cape, clinging to a muscular Goliath in red and blue. Their speech bubbles suggest a flirty exchange about her visiting Avengers Mansion, his forgetfulness, and her potential SHIELD mission. The background features a green floor with weights and a pink table.]












[image: A seven-panel comic strip shows Iron Man’s clash with a centaur. The first panel features the centaur. In the next panels, Iron Man is struck by a bright energy blast with ‘TSAP’ sound, tumbles through the sky, crashes into the ground with a ‘KKKK’ sound, and a woman watches. The final panel shows him skidding along the ground, with the caption, ‘As it is… wellll…’]













[image: A comic book cover of ‘The Avengers’ #83 shows female superheroes including Valkyrie, Black Widow, Medusa triumphant over defeated male Avengers including Goliath, and Quicksilver. Valkyrie declares, ‘From now on, it’s the Valkyrie and her lady liberators!’ Another says, ‘All right girls--that finishes off these male chauvinist pigs!’ The background shows rocky terrain.]



[image: A two-panel comic strip shows the Scarlet Witch and a male Avenger. In the left panel, Scarlet is silhouetted from behind, reflecting on responsibilities of being an Avenger. In the right panel, with eyes closed and hand to her chin, she reflects as a blond male Avenger in blue says, ‘Your turn to relieve me on monitor duty, eh, Wanda? Maybe I’ll just stick around, after all!’ ]








[image: A five-panel comic book page shows a dramatic clash between a giant purple Sentinel and the Avengers. In the first three panels, Scarlet Witch sits on a park bench as the Sentinel approaches and grabs her. The bottom panels depict Captain America, Hawkeye, Thor, and Iron Man rushing to help, while Vision attacks Sentinel, and Scarlet warns, ‘Stay back! He’s a Sentinel--he adapts to any attack!’]
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