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unknowable. Losing your sanity after having So flip these pages and romp through a world

your molecules scrambled was a kindness. that only existed in airbrushes on the sides
of vans or Meatloaf album covers. This is the

But there was also the Burroughs-ian gamble of world of Corben, the progrock strip club at

winding up in a new environment better than the far end of your mind.

where you were on Earth. Back on our world,

you might be a four-eyed dweeb or frigid spinster, PATTON OSWALT

but if you stumble through the right portal, zap! August 27,2022

you're a pinup model on a fresh world full of Savannah, GA

horniness, peril, and more horniness.
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archetypical “dumb blonde,” generally ended
up losing her clothes.

The Den series had elements of these films
and comics: the titular hero was a “perfect
muscular specimen like Reeves and Hargitay
in the movies but bald like Brynner. Like
Abner, he was also naive and innocent and
had a very sexy and knowing blonde girlfriend.
And the overt eroticism which permeated
strips like Little Annie Fannie and many of
the uncensored underground comix for which
Corben had been working was essential to
the story. Like Annie Fanny but reversing
gender stereotypes, Den is an innocent who
accidentally lost his clothes and ended up
in compromising situations, becoming a sex
object on several occasions. But, like Fanny, he
always managed to get out of them.

»

A surprising aspect of the series directly
inherited from the John Carter novels is that
all the characters are nude. And in particular,
a feature of the Den comics that had not
been seen before was the presence of highly
realistic and exaggerated full-frontal male
nudity. The Comics Code Authority, formed
in 1954, forbade any form of nudity and any
reference to sexuality. Eventually, erotic comics
like Little Annie Fannie bypassed the Code
by being published in adult magazines. These
generally depicted many female nudes but
consistently shied away from showing males.
From the early 1960s on, underground comix
also bypassed the Code and often featured
both male and female nudity, but generally
were drawn very stylized by artists like
Robert Crumb, S. Clay Wilson, and Vaughn
Bodé. No other underground artist drew
with the precision and realism of Corben.
The uninhibited presence of believable and
voluptuous bare characters of both genders is
one of the defining thematic aspects of Den
and one that sets it apart from other fantasy
sagas. The series can be seen as a celebration
of erotic freedom that reflected the zeitgeist
of the “Free Love” era in which the comic was
conceived.

Den made its debut in a 1968 short film
created by Corben titled Neverwhere, which
combined live action with simple hand-drawn

animation. Five years later, Corben conceived
a sequel in the underground comic Grim Wit
(issue 2). After two years, he continued the
story, now printed on larger slick paper, in the
French comics anthology Metal Hurlant and
then its American counterpart, Heavy Metal.
The stylistic and tonal differences in the ever-
evolving art produced by these time gaps are
apparent in this, the first volume of the series.
The two opening chapters (pages 9-24) are
an extended version of the Grim Wit story,
drawn in a slightly cartoony style similar
to the animated short that could be easily
reproduced in newsprint. The third one, from
Metal Hurlant (pages 25-32), is shockingly
different: Taking advantage of the now-
excellent reproduction, Corben produced fully
painted art with photographic backgrounds
and colored it in the elaborate technique
he had developed. Then he decided to fully
paint the fourth one directly on the artboards
(pages 33—40) in a method similar to Liztle
Annie Fannie's. But in the next chapter for
Heavy Metal (pages 41-48), he reverted to
fully rendered black and white art colored
in hand-made separations, and he continued
using this method until the end of this
graphic novel. Den is a testament to Corben’s
art’s evolution and constant experimentation.
The energy of the phenomenal drawing and
the dynamic storytelling in these diverse
chapters propel the narrative regardless of
which of his art techniques he used.

This edition reprints the entire first volume
of the Den series, also titled Neverwhere, for
the first time in thirty-eight years. Naturally,
reproduction technology has significantly
advanced since then, and all the original art
has been scanned for this book. In addition,
the often previously oversaturated plates
have been carefully color corrected. The
book is also newly lettered, uniting its once-
chaotic design, and the panels, gutters, and
word balloons have been cleaned up. This is
the best presentation that has ever been done
of this comics masterpiece and is a fitting
homage to the fiftieth anniversary of its
carliest publication.

José Villarrubia
Madrid, January 2023
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INTRODUCTION
PATTON OSWALT

1 mean, those bodies.

Kinetic, granite sculptures covered in sentient
caramel. The human genome cranked to
maximum attractiveness. Pneumatic amplitude
bouncing and writhing across eldritch expanses
of dread and loneliness.

Look, I know I should be talking about the
series’s clever nods to Jobn Carter of Mars, and
H. P. Lovecraft and Conan and yes, even The
Wizard of Oz.

But I should also be honest about how I first
encountered these comics. For better or worse,
it was in the blazing onset of puberty. I don't
know how the post-hippies and proto-slackers

of America in 1977 reacted when Den & Kath

& the Red Queen skin-romped across the early
issues of Heavy Metal. 1 only remember the
gland-punch a confused suburban teenager in
Virginia felt when he first espied Kath & Den
exploring their souped-up chassis. Is bis what
adulthood held in store? If so, why was I wasting
my time playing Space Invaders and Galaga?

Richard Corben cut right to the nasty core of
what attracted so many people to weird horror
and border science fiction.

Because yes, there was the Lovecraftian
risk of body warpage, cellular atrocity, and
permanent exile from the human gene pool—
especially when you rubbed up against the
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Heavy Metal Den Movie Poster Painting (Columbia, 1981)
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FOREWORD

THE METAMORPHOSIS OF DEN

JOSE VILLARRUBIA

The essence of Richard Corben’s most
personal and acclaimed creation, Den, is
fundamentally one of transformation. When
it first appeared in the 1960s, the idea that
even a thin man could turn into a muscular
Adonis had been etched in the public
consciousness of American readers of pulp
magazines and comics. It was exemplified
in Charles Atlas’s ubiquitous advertisements
featuring the comic story “The Insult
that Made a Man Out of ‘Mac,”” which
encouraged male readers’ fantasies of how
even “a 97-pound weakling” could become “a
real man,” beat up bullies, and get the girl of
his dreams to pay attention to him finally.

This bodily transformation is the basic
premise of Den. Corben grew up reading
and loving comics about ideal heroes,
including Captain Marvel, who in reality
was Billy Batson, a disabled adolescent who
could magically transform into a massive
muscleman like Superman. Corben also
read Edgar Rice Burroughs, and his John
Carter of Mars novels were an essential
source of inspiration for the Den story. Like
Burroughs’s character John Carter, Den
travels to a mysterious planet populated by
monsters and alluring nude princesses. Unlike
Carter, who was already a heroic character on
Earth, and like Billy Batson, Den transforms
from a “Mac” into an enormously developed
bodybuilder, the ultimate realization of
Charles Atlas’s dream.

The message of the Atlas advertisements
was not an isolated instance. The 1950s
had seen an explosion in the United States
in the popularity of bodybuilding and, in
particular, its marketing to teens. physique
culture magazines taunted young readers
with headlines like “Hey, Skinny! Are They
Laughing at You?” The belief that “bigger

is better” was eventually reflected in the
movies, thanks to new stars with impressive
physiques  like  champion  bodybuilder
Steve Reeves, who made fan-favorite
Italian peplum films like Hercules (1958)
and Hercules Unchained (1959). Also, in
1958, blonde sex symbol Jayne Mansfield
married Mr. Universe Mickey Hargitay, and
they became a perfect pinup couple. Den’s
characteristic shaved head may have been
influenced by Yul Brynner, who showed off
his fit build in highly successful movies like
1956’s The Ten Commandments.

When the fad for superhero comics died in
the early 1950s, the most famous illustrated
muscled hero was Al Capp’s Li'l Abner,
the protagonist of his eponymous comic
strip. Abner was a 6’ 3”, extremely muscular
simpleton. His paramour Daisy Mae,
modeled after movie stars of the day, exuded
sensuality. The couple was famously married
in 1952, and the event proved so popular
that it was featured on the cover of Life
Magazine. After all, the comic strip had sixty
million readers and was published in over
nine hundred American newspapers. In 1954,
one of Corben’s artistic influences, illustrator
Frank Frazetta, started penciling the Sunday
strip, enhancing the characters’ sensuality.
Perhaps it is not a coincidence that Frazetta,
best known for his depictions of alluring
fantasy females, later worked on the first fully
painted comic, Little Annie Fannie, published
in Playboy Magazine starting in 1962. It
featured the adventures of a curvaceous
ingénue and satirized topical themes of its
day. The brainchild of cartoonist Harvey
Kurtzman, the comic was meticulously
painted by several artists and printed on slick
paper within the pages of the erotic magazine.
It was a sex farce with somewhat dated and
often problematic humor, where Annie, an
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