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				Ink runs from the corners of my mouth. 
There is no happiness like mine

				—Mark Strand, “Eating Poetry”

				The story of Doom can end, you say? . . . Then I’m a better story than you.

				—Doctor Doom, to Loki, in Loki: Agent of Asgard #6
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			1

			THE MOUNTAIN OF MARVELS

			The twenty-seven thousand or so superhero comic books that Marvel Comics has published since 1961 are the longest continuous, self-contained work of fiction ever created: over half a million pages to date, and growing. Thousands of writers and artists have contributed to it. Every week, about twenty slim pamphlets of twenty or thirty pages apiece are added to the body of its single enormous story. By design, any of its episodes can build on the events of any that came before it, and they’re all (more or less) consistent with one another.

			Every schoolchild recognizes the Marvel story’s protagonists: Spider-Man, the Incredible Hulk, the X-Men. Eighteen of the hundred highest-grossing movies of all time, from Avengers: Endgame and Black Panther down to Captain America: The Winter Soldier and Guardians of the Galaxy, are based on parts of the story, and it has profoundly influenced a lot of the rest: Star Wars and Avatar and The Matrix would be unimaginable without it.

			Its characters and the images associated with them appear on T-shirts, travel pillows, dog leashes, pizza cutters, shampoo bottles, fishing gear, jigsaw puzzles, and bags of salad greens. (Some of the people who love the story also love to be reminded of it, or to associate themselves with particular characters from it.) Its catchphrases have seeped into standard usage: “Spidey-sense,” “you wouldn’t like me when I’m angry,” “I say thee nay,” “healing factor,” “no—you move,” “bitten by a radioactive spider,” “puny humans,” “threat or menace?,” “true believers,” “ ’nuff said.” Parts of it have been adapted into serial TV dramas, animated cartoons, prose novels, picture books, video games, theme-park attractions, and a Broadway musical. For someone who lives in our society, having some familiarity with the Marvel story is useful in much the same way as, say, being familiar with the Bible is useful for someone who lives in a Judeo-Christian society: its iconography and influence are pervasive.

			The Marvel story is a mountain, smack in the middle of contemporary culture. The mountain wasn’t always there. At first, there was a little subterranean wonder in that spot, a cave that was rumored to have monsters inside it; colorful adventurers had once tested their skills there, and lovers met at its mouth. Then, in the 1960s, it started bulging up above the surface of the earth, and it never stopped growing.

			It’s not the kind of mountain whose face you can climb. It doesn’t seem hazardous (and it isn’t), but those who try to follow what appear to be direct trails to its summit find that it’s grown higher every time they look up. The way to experience what the mountain has to offer is to go inside it and explore its innumerable bioluminescent caverns and twisty passageways; some of them lead to stunning vantage points onto the landscape that surrounds it.

			There is no clear pathway into the mountain from the outside. Parts of it are abandoned and choked with cobwebs. Other parts are tedious, gruesome, ludicrous, infuriating. And yet people emerge from it all the time, gasping and cheering, telling one another about the marvels they’ve seen, then rushing back in for more.

			

			/////

			
			Marvel Comics, as an artistic and commercial project, began in the early 1960s, initially as the work of a handful of experienced comics professionals—artists Jack Kirby and Steve Ditko, editor/writer Stan Lee,* and a few others. The superhero stories that had dominated American comic books in the late ’30s and early ’40s had mostly fallen out of style at that point, but instead of returning to that faltering genre as it had been, Kirby, Ditko, and Lee combined it with aspects of the genres that had supplanted it: the uncanny horror of the monster and sci-fi stories Ditko and Kirby had been drawing more recently; the focus on the emotion of the romance anthologies Kirby had helped to invent in 1947; the gently jabbing wit of the humor titles Lee had been writing for many years. That hybrid formula—absorbing monster comics and romance comics and humor comics into superhero comics—turned out to be irresistible and durable. Marvel’s early stories responded to the atmosphere of their historical moment, sometimes explicitly in their content and always implicitly in their themes.

			Then Kirby, Lee, Ditko, and their collaborators figured out how to make the individual narrative melodies of all of their comics harmonize with one another, turning each episode into a component of a gigantic epic. That led to a vastly broader artistic collaboration: ever since then, its writers and artists have been elaborating on one another’s visions, sometimes set in the same place and time but often separated by generations and continents.

			The big Marvel story is a funhouse-mirror history of the past sixty years of American life, from the atomic night-terrors of the Cold War to the technocracy and pluralism of the present day—a boisterous, tragicomic, magnificently filigreed story about power and ethics, set in a world transformed by wonders. In some of its deeper caverns, it’s the most forbidding, baffling, overwhelming work of art in existence. At its fringes, it’s so easy to understand and enjoy that you can read a five-year-old an issue of The Unbeatable Squirrel Girl and she’ll get it right away. And not even the people telling the story have read the whole thing.

			That’s fine. Nobody is supposed to read the whole thing. That’s not how it’s meant to be experienced.

			So, of course, that’s what I did. I read all 540,000-plus pages of the story published to date, from Alpha Flight to Omega the Unknown. Do I recommend anyone else do the same? God, no. Am I glad I did it? Absolutely.

			I’ve spent some of my happiest days exploring the mountain of Marvels, and I wanted to get a better sense of what was in there so I could help curious travelers figure out how they might get inside it and how they might find the parts they’d like best. (I went all out so you don’t have to; if you liked an Avengers movie and are interested in dipping a toe into its characters’ comics, or read X-Men as a teenager and wonder what it’s looked like since then, I’m here to help you have fun with that.) I also wanted to see what the Marvel narrative said as a single body of work: an epic among epics, Marcel Proust times Doris Lessing times Robert Altman to the power of the Mahābhārata.*

			As a cluster of overlapping serials, with dozens running in parallel at any given time, it has a different relationship with time and sequence than most kinds of narrative art have. It doesn’t really have a beginning—well, it does, but since mid-1961, where the story began is not where any member of the audience has ever been meant to join it. Instead, the Marvel story gives the reader tools to figure out the context from any entry point, reading backward and sideways as well as forward. Each individual piece of it, on its own, is fun—engaging, exciting, pleasing to the eye—or, at least, meant to be fun. But there’s another, different kind of fun that comes from piecing together the big story.

			Marvel’s narrative also has a peculiar relationship with authorship. Legally, its “maker” is a corporation, one that’s gotten bigger over time as its body of intellectual property has changed hands. In practice, it was made by a specific group of people whose names we (mostly) know, and whose particular hands are (usually) unmistakable on any given page. But it’s also almost always been created collaboratively: if you think any one person is the sole creator of a particular image or plot point, you’re probably wrong, which is why it’s a mistake to think of any one person who’s worked on a Marvel comic book as its “author.”* On top of that, the nature of “continuity”—an important word in this context—is that every episode has to dovetail with (or at least not contradict) everything by other writers and artists that came before it or appears alongside it.

			From a reader’s perspective, though, that was one of Marvel’s great innovations. You can follow any series on its own, without having to pay any mind to others; if you just want to see what Moon Knight’s up to this month, you’re good. But characters and plotlines bounce freely from one series to another, and events in any individual issue can have ramifications in any other, the same week or years later. Every little story is part of the big one, and potentially a crucial part.

			That sense of shared experience, of seeing dozens of historical threads and dozens of creators’ separate contributions being woven together, is a particular joy of following the Marvel Universe (with a capital U), as both the company and comics readers call it.* The Marvel story is not the first or only one that works like that—DC Comics, Marvel’s largest competitor, and other comics publishers have adopted the “universe” template too—but it’s the largest of its kind.*

			It wasn’t even meant to work that way, at first; it wasn’t conceived organically in any way. The story has been driven, at every turn, by the dictates of the peculiar marketplace that sustains comics, and in recent decades by the much more profitable business of media and merchandise derived from stories that originated in comics. It grew accidentally, and it’s accrued meaning accidentally, through its creators’ memory lapses and misreadings and frantic attempts to meet deadlines. Even so, it’s accrued a lot of meaning.

			The Marvel story is about exploration—about seeing secret worlds within the world we know, and understanding possibilities of what we haven’t yet experienced—and its parallel serials and wildly divergent creative perspectives even within a single serial make that broader understanding possible. It’s high adventure, slapstick comedy, soap opera, blood-spattered horror, tender character study, and political allegory, usually all in the same week. It encompasses magnificent craft and dumb hackwork, and enduring the latter is sometimes helpful preparation for appreciating the former. It grew with its audience, and then grew beyond successive generations of its tellers. In form and substance, it’s a tribute to the astonishing powers of human imagination and to the way that human imaginations in concert with one another can do far more than they could individually. It’s a tale that never ends for any of its characters, even in death.

			Those characters—and there are thousands of them—include some extraordinary ones, in whose fantastic excesses you, as a reader, might potentially see parts of yourself, or see what you might hope to become or fear becoming. On any page, you’re likely to encounter someone like a computer science student who can talk to squirrels and is friends with an immortal, planet-devouring god;* or an android who saved the world thirty-seven times, then moved to the suburbs of Washington, D.C., and built himself a family in a catastrophically failed attempt to be more human;* or a vindictive, physically immense crimelord who has become the mayor of New York, and whose archenemy is the alter ego of the blind lawyer who serves as his deputy mayor;* or a woman who discovered as a teenager that she could walk through walls, was briefly possessed by a version of herself from a dystopian future, trained as a ninja, later spent months trapped inside a gigantic bullet flying through the cosmos, and is now a pirate captain;* or a tree creature from another planet who makes remarkably expressive use of his three-word vocabulary.*

			Marvel’s shared-universe schema offers an exceptionally fun way of thinking about ethical behavior that’s more complicated than “good guys and bad guys.” The story’s alliterative heroes, from Peter Parker to Miles Morales to Jessica Jones to Kamala Khan, rarely come into their power willingly; their abilities are less often something they’ve achieved than an unanticipated burden. Its villains are rarely beyond redemption, and are as likely as not to become its heroes or even its saviors. Even the worst of them have their reasons.

			Over the course of six decades, the story has developed its own bizarre, sort-of-coherent cosmology. Marvel’s Earth is the center of its universe, the most important place in all of creation. It’s also “Earth-616,” only one of many possible versions of the world that appear within the story. A former surgeon, who lives in a Greenwich Village town house with the ghost of his dog, perpetually defends the planet against occult attack and has seen it destroyed and rebuilt, good as new, more than once. The nexus of all of its realities is deep within a swamp in the Florida Everglades, guarded by a monster who can’t abide fear. An ancient being who lived in an oxygenated zone of the moon witnessed all of the alternate possibilities for how its important events might have turned out, until he was murdered and his eyes stolen. The throne of the Marvel Universe’s Hell is empty; its Norse pantheon’s home once crash-landed in Oklahoma.

			Some of the questions the Marvel story asks and (the short versions of) the answers it offers:

			
					
					What do gods do? (They create; they judge; they destroy.)

				

					
					What do monarchs do? (They protect their nations, even when that makes them monstrous.)

				

					
					Is there anything beyond the world we know? (There is more than we could ever possibly imagine.)

				

					
					What happens when we grow up? (We may try to put away childish things, but we can’t, or shouldn’t. The best thing that can happen is that we turn those things into something bigger and more beautiful.)

				

			

			More than anything else, though, the Marvel world is a place of scientific miracles and of technological progress that transforms the lives of everyone within it. Its most prominent and most fallible champions are the ones with doctorates. The telling of the Marvel story begins with a rocket flight gone wrong; the main engine of its American century is a race for technology to create the perfect soldier; its chief exponents of terror are a cult of scientists hoping to strike blows against corporate control. Some of its best-loved characters are “children of the atom,” the next step in evolution, sparked by the nuclear age. Earth-616 is recognizably our world, made stranger and richer by wonders of science—a world in which deep knowledge has always been a shield against incomprehensible horrors.

			I wanted to gain deep knowledge of the story itself—to learn all there is to know about it—and I dedicated a couple of years of my life to that effort.* But Marvel has also published a lot of stuff that isn’t part of that story, by some definition, and I had to draw the line somewhere. I came up with three questions to narrow down what I would obligate myself to read:

			
					
					Was it a comic book published by Marvel during the period bounded by 1961’s Fantastic Four #1 and 2017’s Marvel Legacy #1?

					The first issue of Fantastic Four is where the “Marvel Age” conventionally begins—although I ended up reading everything Marvel published between 1960 and 1962 anyway, and finding a slightly earlier starting point for what I think of as the story. (The endpoint was just so that I’d have an endpoint; I didn’t actually stop reading there.)*
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						The covers of the two comic books that were the bookends for this project: Fantastic Four #1, 1961 (drawn by Jack Kirby), and Marvel Legacy #1, 2017 (drawn by Joe Quesada and Kevin Nowlan).

					

				
			
			
					
					Did it involve characters owned by Marvel?

					This actually ruled out a lot of stuff. The “ownership” rule set Conan the Barbarian and its related series, for instance, outside the scope of this project*—at least until after 2017—so I washed my hands of them. Ditto for Star Wars and G.I. Joe, whose licensed series never crossed over with the Marvel Universe, as well as the many creator-owned comics published by the Epic and Icon imprints. Likewise with movie adaptations, and nonfiction biographies of Pope John Paul II and Mother Teresa, and adaptations of L. Frank Baum’s Oz books, and Care Bears, and Marvel Classics Comics, despite a very clever attempt I once saw to demonstrate that Fandral the Dashing from Thor appears in disguise in Sir Walter Scott’s Ivanhoe and consequently in its Marvel Classics adaptation.

					On the other hand, Marvel has published a few series that involve characters licensed from elsewhere interacting with Marvel’s characters—Master of Kung Fu, ROM: Spaceknight, Micronauts, and Godzilla are prominent examples. All of those were within the scope of the project, and I read all of them.

					

					
					Could the version of Spider-Man who stars in The Amazing Spider-Man* reasonably turn up in it without the benefit of time travel, whether or not he actually does?

					This was the Great Excluder—or, as I came to think of it, the Great Time-Saver. There are a handful of series that have been wholly owned by Marvel but whose characters have never interacted with those in the big fictional universe—Strikeforce: Morituri comes to mind. There are also a lot of series about alternate versions of the Marvel characters: the Marvel Age imprint of stories for younger readers; most of the MAX imprint of adults-only takes on familiar characters; the MC2 line of stories about second-generation superheroes in a possible future; Spidey Super Stories; adaptations of various animated series; and so on. I let myself pass over those. But then there was Ultimate Marvel, a separate and distinct continuity that ran from 2000 to 2015 in comics whose titles all included the word “Ultimate.” The Ultimate titles and the main Marvel line eventually became closely connected, so I read all 600-plus Ultimate comics.

					

			

			The time-travel clause was a work-around to get me off the hook from reading a giant pile of Western and war comics. It didn’t stop me from reading all of Marvel’s post-1958 horror and romance anthologies, though. And I did end up reading the entirety of the alarmingly clueless Red Wolf, a short-lived Western series about a Native American superhero, rather than limiting myself to the issues set in what several 1973 covers called “the holocaust of TODAY!”*

			The remaining twenty-seven thousand or so issues, though,* were all on my reading list, and if you’re wondering how I tracked them all down, that wasn’t the hard part.* The hard part was finding enough hours in the day to read them all.

			I didn’t read them in order, of course; that would have been unbearable. Instead, I grazed. I’d read Spider-Woman for a while, then an Iron Man miniseries, then some comics drawn by Leonardo Manco, then various appearances by the monstrously huge dragon Fin Fang Foom, then a bunch of early-1970s romance comics, then whatever new issues I’d bought that week.

			How did I read them? Any way I could. I read them on couches, in cafés, on treadmills. I read them as yellowing issues I’d bought when they were first published, or scored at garage sales as a kid, or snagged from a dollar bin at a convention as an adult. I read them in glossy, bashed-cornered paperbacks borrowed from the library. I read them as bagged-and-boarded gems borrowed from friends. I read them as expensively “remastered” hardcover reprints, and as .cbz files of sketchy provenance, and as brittle stacks of pulp that had been lovingly reread until they’d nearly disintegrated. I read a few from a stack of back issues somebody abandoned on the table next to mine as I was working at a Starbucks one day; it just happened to include an issue of Power Man and Iron Fist I’d been looking for. I read a hell of a lot of them on a digital tablet. I read them in the economical black-and-white “Essential” collections Marvel pumped out between 1996 and 2013, and in ragged British pulp weeklies from the ’70s. I read them from the peculiar CD-ROM collections Graphic Imaging Technology published in the mid-2000s, with hundreds of indifferently scanned issues of Amazing Spider-Man or Ghost Rider.*

			And I had an absolutely great time. The best of them, old and new, were astonishing, as thrilling and imaginative as popular entertainment gets. There was also plenty of sophomoric, retrograde stuff, rushed out to serve an audience of credulous kids or bloodthirsty nostalgics. I was often aware that I was gorging myself on something made for cherry-picking and nibbling, indulging the worst part of the collector’s impulse: the part that strives for completeness rather than for enjoyment. Fortunately, by the time I’d waded too far into the piles of Nightstalkers and Skull the Slayer and Marvel Double Feature: Thunderstrike/Code Blue to turn around, a small but useful transformation had come over me.

			I realized that I’d become able to find something to enjoy in just about any issue, new or old. Sometimes, it was a detail that connected to another one on the story’s perpetually expanding canvas. (It’s a truism about superhero comics that nobody ever stays dead, but it’s more broadly true that nothing in them goes away forever. Any character or gizmo or situation that’s ever appeared in the Marvel narrative is fair game for any of the story’s subsequent tellers; someone a decade or three later will inevitably come up with a plot in which Crystar the Crystal Warrior or Arcanna Jones or the Leader’s Brain-Wave Booster can serve some purpose, and it will be richer for a reader who recognizes that element from the first time around.)

			Other times, it was some display of a creator’s idiolect. Longtime comics readers know that one of the delights of following particular characters for years is seeing the moments at which they act in character, doing something unexpected that’s still absolutely consistent with what we know of them. There’s a very similar joy in observing comics creators being who they are—when there’s a line of dialogue or a line of ink that could have come from nobody else’s hand.

			Most often, though, what made otherwise iffy older comics come alive for me was the ways they reflected the moments at which they were made. Before “collectibility” infected them, periodical comic books were sold alongside newspapers and designed to be thrown out with them, and they’re kind of a much more colorful, metaphorical version of the same thing. Comics dramatize the cultural conflicts and fears of their time, and that subtext is often clearer in dull or hacky comics than in aesthetically satisfying ones.* Even the apparatus around the stories themselves illuminates their historical context. (You can learn a lot about the race and gender politics of the 1970s and ’80s by reading the letters to the editor that were printed in Hero for Hire or The Punisher or Ms. Marvel, or looking at the ads that interrupted those stories every few pages.)

			My background is in pop music criticism, and one of the things I’ve learned from it is that if a piece of art of any kind becomes popular, that means there’s something about it that commands an audience’s attention and gives them pleasure in a way that other things, even similar things, don’t.* There are lots of commercial failures that are artistic triumphs, of course, and I’ll wave the flag for plenty of those in the chapters that follow. But every hit comic book, like every hit record, has something exceptional about it,* and part of the job of critics who are interested in this particular subfield is to figure out what those exceptional things are. It can be hard to do, and sometimes I can’t manage it; that’s my failing. Sometimes I can see what’s exceptional but am not moved by it myself; that has more to do with my tastes and preferences.

			Again, though, the fact that Marvel’s comics have always been so entirely a commercial enterprise means that the ones that have thrived in the market at any given moment, regardless of who has been writing or drawing them, responded to some kind of craving in their audience of that moment.* The early parts of the Marvel story were unabashedly power fantasies for children. As superhero comics’ narrative style has grown up along with their audience, those fantasies’ messier subtexts have bubbled up and been addressed head-on. Looking at close to sixty years of Spider-Man or Captain America, you can clearly make out the rise and fall of particular cultural aspirations and of the storytelling modes that conveyed them.

			As you explore the Marvel story, it becomes another world you can call your own, one that’s constantly expanding and full of unfinished wonders. You can no more exhaust its possibilities than the real world’s. (I have tried.) And spending time in that world can make you better equipped to live in the real one: more curious about how its systems fit together; more willing to explore what you don’t yet understand, and accept that you can’t know everything; more open to hope in the face of catastrophe; more aware that no matter how overwhelming your own life may seem, it’s only part of a much bigger picture.

		

	
		
			2

			WHERE TO START, OR HOW TO ENJOY BEING CONFUSED

			In the time I’ve been working on this book, I’ve run into one question more than any other—in person, on message boards, or passed along from friends of friends: I want to read this stuff too. But where do I start?

			That is a very easy question to answer glibly (“Anywhere you want!”) and a tricky one to answer more specifically. Marvel’s body of comics looks from a distance like an impenetrable web of series and stories. Up close, it’s even denser and messier than that: it’s a great gnarl of interconnected webs, a constantly expanding fractal form of histories and characters and contradictory evidence and impossible reversals. There is always a “previously” and always a “to be continued.” There are relaunches and resurrections, parallel universes and alternate timelines. No matter where you come in, it’s later than it might be.

			Everything in a serial superhero comic book is balanced, wholly or partly, on knowledge of some earlier story. Everything spoils some earlier story. There is always a thrill, a shock, a bit of storytelling sleight of hand that you deny yourself by coming in too late. But you have to.

			The only hope, prospective readers think too often, is to start at the beginning. I beg of you: Don’t do that. Even if you “like doing things in order” and “want to get a sense of history,” don’t do it. Please. I promise you, that’s not what you want to do.* You will not make it far, and you will not enjoy it, and enjoying it is the whole point.

			But (I hear you asking) why not start at the beginning, with Fantastic Four #1 (or the first appearance of your favorite character), and let the story unfold as it did for people lucky enough to be paying attention back then? For one thing, Marvel’s comics, even at the outset, were not designed to be read in a specific, unified order: the edict of the comics business was that “every issue is somebody’s first,” and when a particular issue was off the newsstands, it was gone.* Even when new issues built on events from older ones, their creators had to work from the assumption that readers probably wouldn’t have access to those antecedents.

			More significantly, a lot of those early 1960s comics are unrewarding and off-putting, especially if you’re coming to them cold in the twenty-first century. They were often wildly original for their time; they were also often breathlessly dumb, hacked out at sloppy speed for an audience of children who were expected to stick them in the trash when they were done. If you’re used to the rhythms and tone of contemporary entertainment and decide to look at, say, the comics that led up to the Daredevil TV show, you might not make it all the way through Daredevil #1. You can only remind yourself that early Ant-Man or Human Torch stories are “historically important” for so long before your eyes glaze over.

			This is not to say that there are not circumstances under which you would want to read comics created in what are now archaic modes. Some of them have a lot to offer, and a few are extraordinary. They’re just not the ones you want to read first, for the most part.

			So: if “at the beginning, of course,” is not the right answer to the question of where to begin, what is? Another approach is to go for the consensus favorites—the best and most important issues and sequences. That’s a better idea, but it’s still deceptively tricky, because “best” and “most important” are often totally different things. “Important,” in particular, is a slippery term: Importance to subsequent parts of the story? To the aesthetics of comics in general? To what longtime readers remember fondly?

			There’s a sort of circular assumption that comes up surprisingly often without being articulated: that the most significant metric of quality for a particular comic book is how often later comic books allude to it.* That tends to mean “importance” is granted to an episode of a long serial that shakes its foundations, or to the introduction or death of a major character. Those moments of change, though, can’t mean much to a reader who’s not already familiar with what’s being changed. Nobody who’s read and enjoyed a dozen comics about Wolverine thinks the one most coveted by speculators—his first appearance, in The Incredible Hulk #181*—was the best one; that’s just the moment when an object of cathexis arrived.

			Canons of “classics” also tend to reinforce themselves: they’re considered the most important because everyone knows they’re the most important. That means that, as in any other medium, they skew more and more toward old stuff over time. In 2014, Marvel let fans vote on its seventy-five greatest stories ever. The results were a mishmash of individual issues, long serials, and storylines that spanned dozens of series. Of the top twenty, though, sixteen had been published at least two decades earlier, and seventeen either introduced characters who later appeared extensively, killed off characters who had been around for a while, or both.

			Good comics, though, are often very much of their moment. They’re serials; the only ones that survive are those whose readers are willing to wait to find out what happens next. From my current perspective, the comics of the early 2020s have a lot to offer, but I hope twenty years from now I’ll feel the same way about the comics of the early 2040s, and I bet some of the recent ones I adore right now will seem, at best, a little odd and fusty. As much as the past weighs on the present within the Marvel story, being familiar with old comics is rarely a prerequisite for enjoying new comics, and when it is, that’s a failure on the storytellers’ part.

			A third and still better option for where to begin is to start with something one of your friends likes. Superhero comics are a social medium. A stack of battered copies of Ms. Marvel, or an X-Statix volume with cracks in its spine, is a memento of a shared experience—a set of images to rhapsodize over or argue about, a collection of reference points its readers have in common. For all its flaws, the culture around comics is exceptionally good at communicating enthusiasm. We love to talk about the stories that have delighted us, and to help other people discover stories they’ll love too.

			That’s also the point of this book, really. I’m not going to rattle off a list of volumes that anyone will enjoy (there’s no such thing) or proclaim a canon of “The 300 Issues You Must Read.” What I can do, as someone who’s traveled the entirety of this territory, is act as a tour guide.

			Our tour will take a strange, looping route. It won’t show you all the geysers and redwood forests and subterranean crystal palaces that are hidden within the mountain of Marvels; there’s much more to see than a book could do justice to. Instead, it will lead you past a whole lot of trailheads—the beginnings of paths through the story you might find rewarding or diverting. (The appendix at the end of the book is a sort of map of the whole thing.)

			We’re not quite ready to start yet, though. Before the tour itself begins, I’m going to explain the weird customs of mainstream American comics and Marvel’s comics in particular, and of the ways their readers talk about them (that’s in chapter 3). And before that, I need to clarify a few things that this book might be but is not; give you two warnings, one very short and one very long; and tell you about the three different meanings of time and chronology as they apply to the Marvel story.

			WHAT THIS BOOK IS NOT

			
					
					This is not a book about the comics form in general, or even about its American incarnations in particular. It does not imply that the commercial end of the American superhero genre is the same thing as the comics medium, or the “most important” or “best” part of it.

				

					
					It is not an argument that all of the comics I looked at are good, or that most of them are good.*

				

					
					It is not a defense of Marvel’s business practices, currently or historically, or of the business practices of any of their corporate parents, nor is it a defense of any of these comics’ creators as people.

				

					
					It’s also not a defense of these comics’ retrograde, myopic history of representation, in terms of both the characters who appeared on their pages and the people who created them.

				

					
					It not only does not defend, but actively disavows, the elements of mainstream comics readership that try to keep it the province of straight white men, with boxes full of back issues, who want everything to stay exactly like it was when they were kids. (The only kind of “gatekeepers” who have any business being around comics are the ones who make sure the gate stays wide open to anyone who wants to come join the fun.)

				

					
					It is absolutely not an argument that reading all of Marvel’s comics is an ideal or even advisable way to approach them. Enjoying things is not a competition, and there is no such thing as a “real fan” or “fake fan.” You like what you like the way you like it. This book is about a story that I experienced in an excessive, exhausting, delightful way; I hope it can help you find a way of your own.

				

			

			That leads us to our warnings:

			THE SHORT WARNING: ON FOLLOWING THE PATH

			This warning is precisely the opposite of the one that applies to most tours of mysterious terrain: you must stray from the path. Don’t treat this book as a syllabus or reading list to be followed in sequence. Skip around! Trust your taste! If a story calls out to you, go follow it as far as you like!

			THE LONG WARNING: ON CONFUSION

			You are going to be baffled at first; there’s no way around that. It is absolutely okay—unavoidable, in fact—not to get everything that’s going on in a modern superhero comic. To not want to fail to understand any part of a story is a reasonable desire on the part of readers, but one of the great pleasures of reading Marvel’s comics is the pleasure of being confused and then finding a way out of confusion.

			Sometimes, that confusion is just the effect of a narrative that doesn’t spell everything out at first—withholding information and then revealing it later,* or revealing it in sidelong ways, is one of the most effective tools in a storyteller’s arsenal.* More often, a new reader’s confusion comes from recent comics’ constant allusions to older ones, the history piled upon history that pushes readers who are too wary of not-knowing all the way back to the beginning, or all the way out of the story. The only comics that assume the reader knows the relevant background already, though, are poorly constructed comics, because that assumption is an actual barrier to understanding.

			Modern superhero comics don’t often explain up front who everybody is or what their relationships are, but that doesn’t mean they don’t explain it at all; a story whose antecedents will have been seen by some but not all of its audience has to get across essential information subtly and in passing, rather than through clumps of potentially redundant exposition. And no creator expects that their readers are familiar with the whole Marvel story to date. (That can seem odd if you’re used to relatively self-contained sorts of stories.) There is history behind what’s happening in the story, and its dramatic effect is often greater if you know more of that history, but most of the dramatic effect remains intact if you don’t. What the story wants from you is not your knowledge but your curiosity. You are not “unprepared”; you are already the ideal reader.*

			Even when Marvel’s comics involve intricate networks of reference, paying attention to where those connections might be in any particular story is almost always enough to catch what’s going on and figure out where to learn more. To grab an example that’s close at hand (and one that’s both solidly enjoyable and referentially dense), here’s how you might approach the baffling aspects of Captain Britain and the Mighty Defenders #2, by writer Al Ewing and artists Alan Davis and Mark Farmer, published in the summer of 2015.

			On its surface, it’s a fairly straightforward story about a conflict between two neighboring cities, resolved by people in colorful costumes smashing things, and it’s satisfying enough on that level. On an allegorical level, it’s also a very thinly veiled attack on the reactionary stances of the British political party UKIP.

			But that issue is also a mind-bendingly (and typically) complicated mass of allusions, inversions, and commentary. For starters, Captain Britain and the Mighty Defenders was one of forty-odd miniseries published in conjunction with another miniseries, the “event comic” Secret Wars.* It’s not set on the Earth on which most Marvel comics take place, but on Battleworld, a mass of “fragments of worlds that no longer exist” that have been assembled into walled-off fiefdoms. Its title is a variation on Captain America and the Mighty Avengers, a series written by Ewing that had ended several months earlier (in Marvel’s comics, the Avengers are a long-running, government-licensed superhero team with a malleable lineup; the Defenders are a much looser, more intermittent superhero team that famously lacks a raison d’être), and Davis and Farmer are closely associated with a version of the Captain Britain character.

			That particular Captain Britain isn’t in this story, though. The cover shows a woman with a sword confronting a giant robot; she’s Dr. Faiza Hussain, who was introduced as a supporting character in the Captain Britain and MI-13 series in 2008, and became (another iteration of) Captain Britain in 2013’s Avengers Assemble #15AU.* The sword is Excalibur, the one from Arthurian legend, which is both the title of an earlier Marvel series (drawn by Davis and Farmer in the early 1990s) and a handy piece of shorthand for “we’re going to make a point about British culture here.”

			That is a lot, and we haven’t even opened the issue yet. On the first page of the story, we are introduced to Big Boss Hill, “Baron and Thor of Mondo City,” who’s wearing a costume that combines visual elements of the costumes most often worn by Thor and the Punisher.* We can gather from context that Mondo City is run by a sort of military junta, and that she’s in charge of it. But there are other details an experienced superhero comics reader might notice. Hill’s name and appearance are borrowed from the character Maria Hill, who has intermittently run the Marvel Universe’s paramilitary agency S.H.I.E.L.D.; in the stories set on Battleworld, “Thors” are police. (The lettering in Big Boss Hill’s word balloons is in the “chiseled” typeface normally used for Thor and other gods.) The “Boss” formulation alludes to Boss Cage, a character (from yet another series, Dark Avengers) distinctly inspired by the British comics character Judge Dredd—who is not a Marvel character, but whose stories Ewing has also written. In fact, the way a shadow falls across Hill’s outfit on the first page on which we see her suggests the badges worn by police in Judge Dredd comics. The implication, then, is that Big Boss Hill is a ruthless law-and-order type who commands the respect of her allies.

			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					
						The first page of Captain Britain and the Mighty Defenders #2, 2015, written by Al Ewing and drawn by Alan Davis and Mark Farmer.

					

				
			
			It goes on in that vein. For the sort of reader who likes to have everything spelled out, this can be intimidating: there’s obviously so much context and subtext, and it’s all zooming by. A helpful way to approach it as a novice, then, is to start making note of proper names and curious details. Why is “Yinsen City” called that? Might it be significant that there’s a cop named Magniconte, or a psychic named Frost? Does the strange design of a “sentient torture chair” mean something? Is the kid called Spider Hero meant to be anything more than a weird knockoff of Spider-Man? (Yes all around, of course, and even after reading tens of thousands of issues, I had to look up Magniconte.)

			Do you need to know the answers to any of those questions to understand and enjoy what’s happening in the comic? Absolutely not. If you want it to just be a story about a conflict between two cities, with a lot of on-the-fly worldbuilding, then that’s what it is. But if you start investigating the answers to your questions, you might discover, for instance, that Ho Yinsen was the engineer who helped to create Iron Man and sacrificed his life so that Tony Stark could survive in 1963’s Tales of Suspense #39, and that in the alternate reality seen in 2013’s Iron Man: Fatal Frontier (another Ewing-written story), Yinsen survived instead of Stark and became a superhero named Rescue, and that Rescue is also the superhero name adopted in 2009 by longtime Iron Man supporting character Pepper Potts, and that Ho Yinsen’s name is echoed by that of Maya Hansen, the inventor who appeared in Warren Ellis and Adi Granov’s 2005 Iron Man storyline “Extremis,” and you are off to the races.

			Enjoying that process of not-knowing and finding out requires a certain humility as a reader. You need to be willing to say, “I don’t know who that is,” or “I don’t get what she’s doing,” or “I have no idea what Hercules is talking about,” or “Why does that planet have a face, and what’s up with its goatee?” You also need to be willing to continue to not know some things: finding the answers to your questions will give you some possible paths for what to read next, but there’s no way to take all of those paths, and sometimes things are just confusing by design or by accident. Again, the incompleteness is part of the fun of this endless, imperfect, collaboratively created story. An open question that a particular episode of it poses might be resolved by the creators who asked it, or by other creators later on, or by nobody at all. (Or by you: all of the story’s current tellers were once part of its audience.)

			Once you get your bearings—and that will happen very quickly—other interesting things might happen. You might discover characters who turn up only occasionally, but delight you whenever they do. (Ms. America Chavez. Batroc the Leaper. Diamondback. Amadeus Cho. The Shocker!) You might spend hours digging through grubby bargain bins in search of a fifty-cent copy of an issue of Marvel Tales with one of Fred Hembeck’s “Petey” stories—“the adventures of Peter Parker long before he became Spider-Man.” (Worth it.) You might become real-life friends with someone you first encountered by discussing minutiae of Black Widow’s chronology on a message board. (So, wait, the Gambit special has to happen between pages 10 and 11 of Champions #7?) You might chat with your favorite creators online or at a convention, and discover them to be smart and charming. (Well . . . not all of them are.) You might also eventually find yourself reading stacks of some comic book you know perfectly well is terrible, just to see what happens in it, or to see fledgling artists working toward their mature powers, or to fill in the context for some other story you’ve enjoyed. That’s not so bad; you’ll still get some pleasure from it, just a different kind.

			I’m making it sound like immersion in this stuff is all fun, which it’s not. Caring about superhero comics will empty your pockets, break your heart, and fill you with red-eyed indignation. They linger over stupidity and violence, and prey on their audience’s emotional identification and sense of incomplete understanding; there is cruelty and unfairness to creative geniuses stamped into every page. The whole structure is balanced on a disintegrating pile of flimsy, trivial amusements created for children of the baby boom.

			What makes it worthwhile—for me and for at least some other people who follow serial superhero comics—is that there is a particular, deep kind of joy that comes from that practice. Read half a dozen of Marvel’s better comics, and you might get the buzz of a good adventure story, see some striking artwork, and be introduced to a few memorable characters. Read a hundred, and you start to get a sense of what their devotees find special: that they add up to a collaborative story, built for delight, whose various tellers’ specific visions are its most important aspect. Read a thousand, and every little detail of them becomes charged with meaning, as another world (which is also a stranger, more vivid version of our own world) is slowly revealed to you—a world of constant spectacle and drama, so broad and complicated that its mysteries perpetually unfold over hundreds of pages every week.

			THE THREE CHRONOLOGIES

			There are three different chronologies that it’s important to keep separate in your head as you read this book, and as a reader of the big Marvel story: the chronology of publication, the chronology of events within the story, and the chronology in which you read the story. The first is governed by time, the second is governed by creators, and the third is governed by you and your personal interests and decisions.

			

			/////

			The first chronology—the order in which individual comic books were created and published—is the most obvious one. We know, in most cases, exactly when particular issues appeared on newsstands or in comics stores, and that’s useful for thinking about the history of how they were made and how they were understood by their initial audience.

			Again, Marvel’s comics are always products and reflections of the moments in which they were made; reading them, you can see how those moments’ politics and aesthetics and hopes for the future turned into little paper artifacts that carry episodes of a gigantic, continuous story. They also reflect the work of particular creators (and their collaborations) over time, and the evolution of the business and technology of comics. It’s fun to look at how a favorite artist’s work changes as they discover their voice, or to observe how and why issues of Thor from 1967 and 1992 and 2017 seem so different from one another.

			

			/////

			The second chronology—the order and timeline in which the events within the Marvel story occur—is much stranger. Close up, it looks a lot like the first chronology. A is followed by B; what happens in this month’s issue of Moon Girl and Devil Dinosaur can usually be presumed to take place after what happened in last month’s. Sometimes it can take a little bit of sorting out, as when there are two serials about the same character being published at the same time. (One has to happen before the other, and it’s usually clear which is which later on.)

			More broadly, Marvel’s internal chronology happens on a massive parallel scale. The fifty or sixty series they publish at any one time are all on the same timeline, and affected by events in one another. Sometimes they’re coordinated very tightly, and when that works, it’s glorious—like hearing dozens of distinct melody lines snap into contrapuntal harmony.*
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						Galactus explains the “sliding timeline” in The Ultimates #5, written by Al Ewing and drawn by Kenneth Rocafort.

					

				
			
			These stories can involve flashbacks and flash-forwards, which isn’t that special in itself—every kind of narrative art has access to those. An odd and special thing about this kind of long-term serial storytelling, though, is that comics creators can alter the internal chronology of their own work or others’, long after the fact, by way of the ingenious device known as a “retcon,” short for “retroactive continuity.” (The Norse mischief god Loki, in his role as a Marvel character, calls it “a story so big and mad and brilliant that it goes back in time and changes other stories.”)

			Pull back a bit, to the point where you can perceive more of the second chronology, and it starts getting really weird. For one thing, it doesn’t actually map onto the first chronology at all. Fantastic Four #1 appeared sixty years ago, and roughly fourteen years have passed between then and now within the story, but new comics are set in the present day, not in 1975.

			The generally accepted solution to that problem is the “sliding timeline,” a wonderfully convenient bit of undiluted sophistry. The clock of the story starts running with Fantastic Four #1, and the events of that issue take place about fourteen years before right now, whenever “right now” is.* Anachronistic elements of old comics, like Aunt May watching The Beverly Hillbillies on TV in Amazing Spider-Man Annual #1, are “topical references,” inserted into the published versions of the story to backdate them.* And of course a month doesn’t go by between the end of one issue and the beginning of the next—sometimes a long string of issues happen very quickly. Spider-Man, we can assume, doesn’t have an adventure every month; he has something more like an adventure (or two or three) every day.

			The sliding timeline doesn’t solve every chronological problem, particularly when significant events within stories are pegged to historical phenomena. Nick Fury served as a sergeant in World War II and was still running S.H.I.E.L.D. in 2015? No problem: a 1976 issue of Marvel Spotlight establishes that a miraculous serum keeps him from aging normally. Tony Stark built the Iron Man armor while he was in captivity, around fourteen years ago, during the  . . . Vietnam War?* Well, it was during some war: 2010’s Iron Man: Requiem sends him back to the cave where he built the armor, which now appears to be in Afghanistan, as his mind is failing. (“Maybe it doesn’t matter,” he mutters to himself. “Whether it’s here or in Vietnam or Cambodia or Rwanda or Bosnia or Iraq.” It probably doesn’t.)

			And of course some irreconcilable errors and contradictions sneak in anyway—if you’re looking for those, you’ll find them. Characters seem to age at different rates, some appear to get older and then younger again depending on who’s writing them (Kitty Pryde’s age is infamously mutable), and there are more than a few loops and bumps of causality. But if you squint and think creatively and maybe cheat a little, almost any area of the timeline can be nudged into an order that makes some kind of sense.*

			I find this second chronology endlessly fascinating. It’s also nerd cliché #1, the stuff of countless well-actuallys. Thinking of these comics this way (the not-entirely-unfair accusation goes) overlooks their real wonders—artwork and language, imaginative invention, unforgettably vivid characters—in favor of treating them like a tricky jigsaw puzzle. I don’t see a contradiction between those ways of thinking about them, though. The way shared-universe comics play with time is part of what makes them unlike any other kind of art: a collaboration among hundreds of storytellers, across decades, with some of the significant work done by their audience.

			

			/////

			Speaking of the audience: The third chronology of the Marvel story, and the most important by far, is the order in which you experience it. For the parts that are available to you, that order is determined only by you. To imagine that it’s possible to do that “wrong” is to deny your own powers, both literally and figuratively.

			In relation to their story, Marvel’s characters are, mostly, constrained by time’s arrow, and by the (admittedly mutable) laws of physics of their environment. You, the reader, are not. For your purposes, as you navigate through these comics, you have a time machine, a teleporter, and a universe-jumping device. Why not use them? The pleasure of continuity isn’t about making sure you’re experiencing a multithreaded story in the “right” order: it’s realizing how the pieces fit together and feeling the links of causality snap into place in your head.

			You can read these comics in any order you like, following narrative threads or individual characters or specific creators’ work, investigating a piece of history that’s led to something interesting you’ve just seen, wandering in any direction as the mood strikes you. You can even do something no character within the story can do: revisit any part of it, any time you want, with everything you’ve read (and everything you’ve become) since the first time you saw it, allowing you to get greater joy and deeper understanding out of it.
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			CURSE OF THE WEIRD (FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS)

			The culture around superhero comics can be forbidding and baffling, or bubble over with welcoming kindness. When people who have been part of that culture for a while take the latter route, we’re doing it right: we want to invite everyone in to have fun with us. Sometimes we use technical jargon, not because we’re trying to keep anyone out, but because it’s convenient and we’re used to it, and because we’re maybe kind of socially inept. (Sorry.) American superhero comics—“cape comics,” we sometimes call them, self-mockingly—also have a lot of peculiar storytelling conventions, most of which have to do with the ways the medium and the genre have evolved. So this chapter is an attempt to lower some of the barriers that Marvel-curious readers may run into, and to answer some questions I’ve seen come up repeatedly. None of this requires memorization or anything; some of it may seem obvious or arcane; all of it is meant to make this tour easier and more enjoyable for you.

			What makes a superhero comic book good?

			That is a deceptively tricky question, but rather than going off for the next forty pages about the construction of taste, I’ll note that there are two basic principles that can make finding comics you enjoy much easier. One is that creators are at least as important as characters. You like Spider-Man? I like Spider-Man too! A lot! But that doesn’t mean a randomly selected Spider-Man comic will do anything for either of us. If you particularly like the Daredevil comics by Ann Nocenti and John Romita Jr., other Daredevil comics may give you more of what you like about them, but different comics written by Nocenti or drawn by Romita are even more likely to be your kind of thing.*

			The other is that artists are at least as important as writers. It’s faster to write comics than to draw them,* so there are often issues or sequences that are written by one person and drawn by a few people. But look-and-feel is artists’ territory, and so are character acting and (usually) staging and (occasionally) plotting.

			What’s the difference between comic books, graphic novels, and trades? How have those formats affected the stories within them?

			Comic books are how most of Marvel’s stories are serialized: twenty- to thirty-page issues, usually published as stapled pamphlets on a roughly monthly basis. They’re subsequently collected as trades (short for “trade paperbacks,” as opposed to the smaller “mass market” paperback format used for some prose books) or hardcover collections, each of which generally contains five or more issues of a particular series; those ostensibly stay in print as long as there’s enough demand for them. “Graphic novel” has come to be a term of art for any square-bound book of comics; it can refer to anything from collections of short, unrelated stories to long nonfiction narratives. But “original graphic novels,” in the context of mainstream comics, are stories published in book form without having previously been serialized. (Marvel publishes a handful of those each year.)

			Book publishing and digital publishing have massively transformed the Marvel story because they’ve transformed the way its audience has access to its earlier parts. It wasn’t until sometime in the early 2000s that it became standard practice for most American publishers to reprint every serial comic as books, as it became clear that there was a subset of readers who were willing to “wait for the trade,” and that bookstores and libraries were opening up shelf space for graphic novels. That also shaped the content of new comics, naturally: writers started pacing stories for five- or six-issue volumes.

			Marvel Unlimited, a digital all-you-can-read service, was launched in late 2007. (By then, collectors had already scanned pretty much everything Marvel had ever published and made it available online to those who knew where to look, but Unlimited was officially authorized and easy to access on mobile devices.) It’s a fairly recent development that the bulk of the big Marvel story has become easily accessible to a curious reader,* and a lot of recent comics reflect that change. Instead of on-page recaps and bottom-of-panel editorial notes citing past issue numbers, they can gracefully allude to older stories in passing, since there are readers who will catch those allusions, then pass the word along to others who will look them up.

			I really liked the latest Marvel movie. What comic is it based on? Are there more comics that continue its story?

			None of Marvel Studios’ movies are entirely drawn from particular comic books’ plots, but a few of them incorporate elements from specific stories. Captain America: Civil War, for instance, has a central conceit of a conflict between Captain America and Iron Man, which was also part of the premise of the 2006 Civil War comics. Avengers: Infinity War has some characters and pieces of its plot borrowed from Thanos Quest (1990), The Infinity Gauntlet (1991), and Infinity (2013)—though not really from the 1992 Infinity War comics miniseries. The 2021 TV series WandaVision echoes The Vision and the Scarlet Witch (1985), House of M (2005), and The Vision (2016) in its tone and themes, and lifts some imagery from a 1989 sequence of West Coast Avengers. And virtually every named character in Marvel’s post-2008 movies and TV shows has an equivalent in the comics, though some have a closer resemblance than others.

			That said, some of the X-Men-related movies made by 20th Century Fox are loosely based on well-loved X-Men comics of the past. The Wolverine is derived from the 1982 Wolverine miniseries, and X-Men: Days of Future Past, Apocalypse, and Dark Phoenix draw on particular comics storylines. (X-Men: First Class has very little in common with the comics of the same name, though.)

			As for the reciprocal relationship, there are a handful of comics that directly adapt Marvel Studios’ movies, or are set in the movies’ fictional universe. They’re hamstrung by having to try to imitate what happens on a theater’s screen, without the benefit of either film’s particular tools (continuous motion, sound, physical immersion) or a lot of comics’ particular tools (expressive visual style, freedom from direct representation, deep worldbuilding). They can’t add much to the movies, either, since anything significant in terms of plot or characters is reserved for the screen anyway.

			Rewind a second. The movie universe is different? It seems like there are so many universes, multiverses, timelines—how do I keep them all straight if I just want to read about the one real Iron Man?

			They’re all real, or rather none of them are real, but I know what you mean: you want to know which comics with Iron Man in them involve the same version of the character you will see if you pick up this month’s issue of Iron Man. The answer is “most of them, and if not, they’ll probably let you know.”

			That said, the multiverse is a long-standing device in the Marvel story. The idea is that there are a whole lot of alternate universes that are kind of like the one in which most of the story takes place, but different in specific ways; under certain circumstances, it’s possible to travel between them. So even stories about versions of Marvel characters that are explicitly not set in the same environment as The Avengers and The Amazing Spider-Man, from the infelicitously titled Ultimate Comics New Ultimates to Peter Porker, The Spectacular Spider-Ham,* do also “happen,” just in some parallel universe or other.

			As I noted in chapter 1, Marvel’s main universe is often referred to as “616,” a useful concept whose name is something of an inside joke. In the 1960s, DC Comics explained the difference between the superhero stories they were then publishing and the ones they’d published between 1938 and the mid-’50s by saying that the earlier ones had happened on a parallel world, “Earth-Two,” and that the current ones took place on “Earth-One.” Lots of subsequent DC stories involved parallel worlds, some of them numbered.

			Marvel also occasionally played with parallel worlds in the ’60s and ’70s, but didn’t bother to give them numbers until an early-’80s Captain Britain story mentioned in passing that the familiar Marvel universe, and by extension its Earth, were numbered 616. The implication was that there was nothing particularly special about it—that it was not the Platonic ideal from which all others were derived, but one of many possibilities—and that idea stuck.*

			So what’s a timeline? In Marvel’s comics, time travel can, under certain circumstances, result in the past being changed, which effectively results in the creation of a new version of a universe that branches off from the old one at that point.* (Don’t think too hard about it.)

			What does “continuity” mean? What’s canonical? How do I tell? What does it matter?

			Continuity in comics means roughly the same thing it means in, for instance, film editing: the idea is that all the events we see in comics set within universe 616 are pretty much compatible with one another. When they’re not, there may be an explanation forthcoming—or one may be invented at some point.*

			A canon is a body of stories to which other stories can refer as history or background. They “happened,” as far as subsequent stories are concerned. Every comic book that is both published by Marvel and set inside what looks like its main shared universe is canonical to every other one, unless it explicitly and irreconcilably contradicts them. That rule applies on a series-by-series basis, and it’s usually pretty easy to figure out.* Does it matter? Only as much as you want it to.

			I tried reading something that looked like a first issue, and I’m disoriented—it seems like a bunch of stuff has happened already?

			There are a few different reasons serial comics might do that. One is that they’re starting a new story in medias res—diving into the action so they can get readers engaged with the story first and explain themselves later. Another is that they’re deliberately concealing something to be revealed later, or suggesting that the parts they’re not explaining aren’t important. Also, one storytelling technique Marvel has used repeatedly in the past few years is abruptly yanking the timeline of a series forward and indicating that a lot of big developments
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