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Introduction

I first ran across Miles Morales’s Ultimate Spider-Man debut as I was writing the book Afrofuturism: The World of Black Sci-Fi and Fantasy Culture. The character was announced just in time for me to mention the comic in what would become a leading primer on this multi-pronged subject. Afrofuturism explores space/time relationships in arts and theory across the Diaspora—people who found kinship between the future leanings of Detroit techno, the space-inspired art of Alma Thomas, and the Black avant-garde chronicling of cultural critic Greg Tate, among others. Contributions in comics were a core evolution of the subject.

A few years had passed since I’d graduated from Clark Atlanta University. I was a freelance culture critic who also guest edited for NV Magazine, a New York-based business magazine. I was living in my hometown Chicago where I’d recently directed my first film and had toured with a new book about shifts in African American identity. I felt like I was the juggler of all things. Opportunities in the journalism world were thinning, the media landscape was wrestling with financial fallout from tech integration, the music industry I covered was in a flux. I found myself writing about changes in culture—ones that tilted towards a future and that few were paying attention, to. I looked to evolutions in the arts and entertainment for clues.

I was also hanging out with twin brothers, Cory and Craig Stevenson who talked about comics nonstop. We were active volunteers as part of a young adult group at Christ Universal Temple where we took classes in metaphysics. Between volunteering in the church bookstore or planning a fundraising event, these two guys talked shop about Marvel’s comic heroes as if the trials of Peter Parker or Thor were the answers to all things. These soliloquies would spill over into debates with one of the church’s ministers, Gaylon McDowell, also a Marvel fan, joining the discourse. These men kept up with the comics world from childhood in a way that I had not. They used comics metaphors to explain all things. I’m referencing hip hop lyrics or Egyptian lore in our philosophical debates and they’re referencing themes from Blade. To decode their theories, at some point I had to read back issues of comics or survey the small graphic novel section of 57th Street Books in Chicago’s Hyde Park neighborhood. Around this time, I was introduced to writer/illustrator John Jennings. He’d just finished creating the graphic novel The Hole with Dameon Duffy. He contributed art from his Black Kirby series, an ode to Marvel’s Jack Kirby, to my book on identity shifts. Fresh from a Black Comix art show they’d curated in Japan, John invited me to my first Black Age in Comics Convention.

You can’t write about Afrofuturism without being transformed by it, much like you can’t be bitten by a genetically altered spider without taking on titan-like powers. My exploration of Afrofuturism marked the beginning of a radical life transformation—one where I went from thinking of myself as chronicling culture to embracing that I was a creative and Afrofuturist theorist/practitioner, too. My worldview was changing. My style evolved. I began wearing my hair bigger, curlier. My world was reordering itself. However, the two towering topics that required the greatest deep dive for my alchemic arc in Afrofuturist understanding was learning Sun Ra’s world of futuristic jazz (and the world of avant-garde jazz at large) and knowing the bustling world of comics.

Leading up to Ultimate Comics Spider-Man release in 2011, I was immersed in the Chicago’s independent comic book scene cultivated by Black Age in Comics founder, Turtel Onli. Onli who would inspire Onyxcon in Atlanta, the East Coast Black Age in Comics in Philadelphia, Pocket Con in Chicago, and similar cons in Detroit, had cultivated a community of comic creators and enthusiasts who were creating heroic tales and other sci-fi adventures that were culture-centric. Some of these creators worked with Marvel, some did not. But the desire to create, support, and see more well-rounded Black and Brown characters—characters who were neither sidekicks or morphed stereotypes in the comics medium that could reach broad audiences was the leading undercurrent.

The Black Age in Comics in 2010 was held on a weekend at Kenwood High School in Chicago, where Onli taught. Other years it was at the DuSable Museum of African American History or the South Side Community Arts Center, both hubs for local Black artists stretching back to the 1930s. Onli was a one-man phenomenon whose credits included illustrating a Parliament Funkadelic album cover with the legendary Pedro Bell. His own comics and fine-art style, he described as Rhythmism. He credits an impromptu meeting with icon Eartha Kitt with encouraging him to pursue art studies in Paris. Onli’s futures funk illustration style is evident in his comics Nog: Protector of the Pyramids and Malcolm 10 which were centered around super heroes. Sign of the Times-era Prince dancer and muse, Robin Power Royal was in attendance, dressed as Onli’s super hero character, Sistuh Girl. Vampire writer L.A. Banks who I’d once interviewed for the Chicago Defender, was a presenter at the con one year along with sci-fi writer Nnedi Okorafor. Through this circle, I met comic creators N. Steven Harris, Eric Battle, Joe Currie, Ashley Woods, Stanford Carpenter, Andre Batts, Kim Moseberry, and Okorafor, among others. My former Chicago Defender colleague, cartoonist Tim Jackson who would later write the book Pioneering Cartoonists of Color, was in the scene along with Yaoundé Olu, cartoonist for the Chicago Crusader, whose retro future fine art was also featured in the groundbreaking FESTAC 77 in Lagos, Nigeria. After these cons, we’d sometimes go to Carpenter’s house and we’d talk about comics or my new research in Afrofuturism into the night.

This foray stoked a latent desire—one I’d nearly forgotten about. When I was a child, I wanted to create comics. In the third grade, I made a poster for career day declaring my aspiration. “I Want to Be a Cartoonist” the poster read. It featured a four-panel comic I illustrated where a student mistakes a turtle withdrawn into its shell for a book bag. I recalled attended a family day art class at the Art Institute of Chicago where we created flip books, small books with flappable pages that animated our comic stories as we speed-flipped through the pages. I made flip books all the time as a kid. An older cousin gave me a box of comic strips by Charles Schultz. I’d study the P-Funk album covers illustrated by Pedro Bell or the cartooning in Ebony Magazine. As a pre-teen, I’d hang out at my godbrothers house and would read his X-Men and Spider-Man comics, reading as many as I could in a visit. In fact, my grandmother loved comics and would sometimes wrap our birthday gifts in what she called the funny papers. This flood of memories sparked some reflection and frustration. What happened? How did I come to abandon my comic dreams? Why had I stopped drawing? Why had I stopped reading them? Had I defaulted to a cool kids pragmaticism where comics were irrelevant and out of reach? As a kid coming up in the 1980s and 1990s, the truth is that mainstream comics in Chicago and Atlanta were just harder to come by. Comics went from being in grocery stores and news-stands to being in specialty comic shops. Most comic storylines I knew through their TV and film iterations. I had the treasured super hero merchandise, including my beloved Spider-Man lunch box. I, too, wanted to crawl up walls, hide on the ceiling, and swing from skyscraper to skyscraper. Nevertheless, that rocky transition from street corner comics to comic shops at the century’s end left a lot of comic book fans who weren’t devoted trekkers out of the mix—myself included.

Although my drawing skills hadn’t improved much since those early years, my writing acumen had elevated. As I chatted with comic creators in the Black Age circle, I found myself reconnecting with my childhood desire. Reengaging with comics was my way of connecting to my inner child—that part of me that liked dreaming about galactic worlds, multiverse wonder, and creating far out tales. I came to admit that I wanted to make comics. I yearned to write stories where characters could hop worlds and universes. I yearned to read them, too. I wanted to write stories where characters could tap into ancient powers and still be futuristic. My confidence in creating and discussing the medium improved with each comics outing. I eventually asserted that I can make comics. As I dusted off this inner child desire, I asked myself if there were other things in my life that I loved that had somehow taken a back seat in my life. Dance, an expression I grew up with had become something I wasn’t doing enough of either.

The charge was clear. I will make comics. I will write sci-fi. And I will dance. When Pocket Con in Chicago was launched in 2011, a con that celebrated characters of color, I moderated a panel on the documentary White Scripts, Black Supermen: Black Masculinities in Comics. Directed by Jonathon Gayles, the documentary explored the creation of iconic characters and featured some of the creators in the Black Age scene. Afterwards, Onli, the elder statesmen among us, was surprised with a large cake featuring his characters, and the emotional moment along with the debates sparked by the documentary were reminders of the emotional gravitas of Black heroes. This trinity of comics, sci-fi, and dance were the foundations of my Afrofuturist evolution. My time-hopping character Rayla Illmatic of Rayla 2212 was born, an experience that filled me with so much joy, I had to stop to finish my book on Afrofuturism. Just as I was putting the finishing touches on the manuscript, and my transformation was synthesized, Miles Morales was introduced to the world. I went into the final edits and noted his arrival.

Much like Miles, I grew up vacillating between communities that were mostly Black and Brown or heavily multicultural in Chicago. As the first decade of the 2000s were coming to an end, I rebooted my dance practise—the additional prong in my Afrofuturist evolution. My explorations were taking me beyond the house and formal modern styles I studied and went deeper into the dances and culture of Afro-Latine culture, a sound that had always intersected with my dance life but was taking a stronger hold. The touchpoint of son Cubano, salsa, rhumba, cumbia, samba, tango, and plena music, lead to broader nuanced language for the historical overlap of African American, Afro-Latine, and Latine urban cultures generally. This connection was forged in my life just as Afro-Latine identity movements in the Americas were accelerating, challenging Latinidad and Black perspectives that didn’t always highlight their diversity.

Meanwhile, Latinx and Latine were gaining popularity as gender neutral terms to better frame the growing population of people who at one point migrated (or were rebordered) from mostly Spanish- or Portuguese-speaking countries. This evolution in identity was fostering a new era of writing about fluidity of self and visibility.

The tendency to talk about Black culture as a monolith in America was a counterpoint to the fracturing of the communities some time ago. My early writing including the book Post Black: How a New Generation is Redefining African American Identity in 2010, pushed against the tendency to ignore nuance in Black culture—including glossing over multi-ethnic and Afro-Latine identity. The integrated threads across the Diaspora were healing touchpoints. Because of the forced migrations and periods of enslavement that sent people of African descent across the Americas and beyond, the practise of recovery and generational healing from the divide required a deep dive in an array of Black cultures to better understand oneself and facilitate restoration. A girlfriend of mine who was also a cultural curator, was adamant about Black Diasporic cross-cultural understandings. Her stance, that so much of the culture evolved in unique ways across the Diaspora and it was our responsibility to connect and inform ourselves as global citizens, became one that I adopted—later championing in my own writing. My advocacy of Afro-Latine culture, as an African American woman, was an outgrowth of writing about Black Diasporic culture at large. This experience was brewing just as Miles Morales character came into prominence.

Why Now?
I chose to write about Miles Morales for this series, in part because his grand splash into the Spider-Verse paralleled my own arc as an Afrofuturist. Miles Morales: The Ultimate Spider-Man launched in the cultural zeitgeist when my book was born. Miles Morales’ debut occurring as I was finishing Afrofuturism was further affirmation that the synthesis of future-forward works flourishing in Black communities around comics and the demands by people of all walks to experience super-hero worlds through the lens of people of color was not just an observation on my part, but part of a greater societal demand and need. Today, Miles Morales is bigger than ever.

However, I also wrote about this character because of his vulnerability. Miles’ vulnerability is as evident as his strength. The sanctity of this teen coming into his own power reminds me of my own inner child. Embracing my inner child is a vulnerable experience. This soul-enriching endeavor brings heightened awareness to default coping methods. In a world where vulnerability, intuition, and sensitivities aren’t always valued, the mask is a welcome layered protection. But we can’t always wear the mask. So, my connection to Miles Morales is a personal one. I get it. I understand having talents, I understand wanting to safeguard them, and I understand the feeling that you must always do more. I also understand the value of growing up with mythical heroes of color for imaginative kids who can use a dose of inspiration.




[image: A comic book panel from ‘Ultimate Comics Spider-Man’ #28 shows Miles Morales in a dim bedroom, waist up, wearing his black-and-red Spider-Man suit. He stands with clenched fists and a confident expression, saying, ‘I am Spider-Man.’]

An Evolution
Ultimate Comics Spider-Man is a deeply meaningful saga for the ages. Miles is a kid in a twenty-first-century world trying to understand the nature of power as he is simultaneously imbued with extraordinary ones. Whether these gifts are by happenstance or he is the chosen one can be debated. What we do know is that young Miles is a teen who was bitten by an engineered spider. He fights adults whose actions tip the world into turmoil. From the age of 13, he has death-defying battles with grown-ups all while maturing and securing his space to be a kid.

Miles symbolizes a crossroads that many teenagers face. They seek to understand where their family values fit in a complex world of adult power struggles. Teen years can be complicated. The pressures to conform, excel, or forego the trend have a steeper set of consequences that test values and enrich decision-making skills. What are those values anyway? Is being hopeful worth the




[image: A comic book panel from ‘Ultimate Spider-Man’ #28 shows Spider-Man lunging through shattered glass against a night skyline. Clockwise from the top left: Spider-Woman, Spider-Man, Cloak and Dagger, and Bombshell, each labeled with stylized name logos. Speech bubbles read: ‘Mister Roxxon, you are under arrest,’ ‘I thought I was going to say it,’ ‘We never discussed that,’ and ‘Can we just throw him out the window and go home?’]






[image: A comic book cover of ‘Ultimate Spider-Man’ #16 shows Miles Morales swinging forward on a thick, coiled web line against a large American flag backdrop, behind which the faded faces of Captain America, Iron Man, Thor, and Spider-Woman appear. Vertical text reads ‘UNITED WE STAND’ with credits for Bendis, Larraz, and Ponsor listed at the top.]








[image: A comic book cover of ‘Miles Morales’ #6 shows Miles Morales in a black and red suit with a hooded sweatshirt and high-top sneakers, swinging on a web line. The top features bold red letters reading ‘MILES MORALES,’ while the bottom shows ‘ALL EYES ON ME,’ the Marvel logo, and credits for Ahmed, Allen, and Carnero.]



OEBPS/images/Image_15.jpg
| AT

BENDIS - LARRAZ » PONSOR

INATAPRHE" CITMICEE, 3

@

M=
T =1Ane

)
PURCHASE INCLUDES

DIGITAL [OPY OFFER E

EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE d






OEBPS/images/Image_18.jpg
“It’s a comic that reminds us

Miles Morales is a feel-good

superhero that’s grounded
and relatable.”

—AIPT

ALLE ”
CARNERQ JAL'INEY E SION|ME!





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
AN EXPLORATION

YTASHA L.WOMACK

MARVEL
AGE OF
COMICS





OEBPS/images/Image_i.jpg





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
SPIDER-MAN:
MILES MORALES

AN EXPLORATION BY

YTASHA L. WOMACK

BLOOMSBURY ACADEMIC
NEW YORK « LONDON « OXFORD « NEW DELHI « SYDNEY





OEBPS/images/Image_vi.jpg
‘ DIGITAL (OPY OFFER

SEE INSIDE FOR DETAILS
OFFER EXPIRES 01/19/13

B






OEBPS/images/Image_11.jpg
g

Wi






OEBPS/images/Image_13.jpg
V~ ./a,,‘
‘\\\ “Sru W[lMAN

Y <






