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“I intend to have a bookshelf of my work that lives forever”
– Frank Miller
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Introduction: Born Under a Bad Sign

The story begins not in Hell’s Kitchen, Daredevil’s New York hang, but rather in a dingy Mexican motel room: the unmaking of a hero. The laying bare of a masked adventurer’s deepest secrets. That’s where the revelation of Daredevil’s closely guarded secret identity—that of blind lawyer Matt Murdock—starts him and his loved ones on a path more treacherous than any threat he has faced before.

This is where Daredevil #227, the first chapter in the seven-part saga that’s come to be known as “Born Again,” begins. Daredevil #227 is also where writer Frank Miller, who previously wrote and drew Daredevil’s exploits to great acclaim, made his full-time return to the series. He did so as writer only this time around, joining the series’ regular artist, David Mazzucchelli, on a character-defining storyline that has had lasting resonance. This work is considered one of the high points of 1986, considered by many to be perhaps the best year for super hero comics stories. It’s perhaps only matched in stature by another industry high from 1986 also created by Miller and Mazzucchelli, that one featuring the early days of a certain pointy-eared dark knight detective. “Born Again” launched a few months prior to their other series, “Batman: Year One,” and so provided the first look at what a special pairing this would be.

It certainly was that for me, a teenager who even at that point in my life had been reading comics for a decade and felt ready for comics to age along with me.

1986 delivered that in so many ways—many of them due to Frank Miller.

My first awareness of Frank’s art came a few years prior. A cover here, a pin-up there. But it wasn’t until my local comic retailer put a copy of Daredevil #181 in my hand and said “here, kid, you’ll like this one” that I truly got a sense of what Frank Miller had to say as a creator. As per usual, my retailer knew just what I’d like. That issue, coming as it did a year into Frank’s first stint as writer and artist, with the added benefit of being inked and often colored by Klaus Janson, felt custom-tailored to my tastes. Though the earlier issues of their run were pricey for a non-working pre-teen, I found ways—chores, a paper route, begging (the former two far more effective than the latter)—to track down the rest of their work.

It was something special to me then, and remains so now. When Miller departed the series, it felt like comics would never be that good again. (Keep in mind, I wasn’t even able to drive yet when I had this thought. I had decades of comic-reading years still ahead of me.) No matter who took over the series next, it couldn’t possibly compare.

I stuck with it. Frank had managed to make me care wholly about a title I never bothered with before.

It wasn’t the same but it was okay by me. Still, the enthusiasm with which I greeted the announcement of Frank’s impending return, especially alongside current series artist David Mazzucchelli, who’d been so impressive of late, was palpable.

Still, as I’ve come to discover over the years, announcements of a second bite at the nostalgia apple most often don’t—can’t—live up to expectations. Current circumstances, continued life experiences, and the evolution of the kinds of stories creators might be interested in telling at that point rarely align in ways that deliver that same visceral thrill as a first experience.

So imagine my surprise, my utter joy, when the work Miller and Mazzucchelli created together exceeded all of my high expectations. “Born Again” and its furtherance of Matt Murdock’s story without relying on so many of the fan-favorite elements that made Miller’s first go-round so well-loved was pure rocket fuel for me. The months between issues were interminable. Each issue’s release was an experience to be savored. And what the two creators delivered has remained one of the most lasting, resonant, and flat-out best super hero comic experiences I’ve ever had. The dialogue flows for me like song lyrics. The art and colors are so vivid and gorgeous even without all the modern enhancements that so many comics have adopted over the intervening years.

Not that I necessarily need to sing its praises the way I have over the years since “Born Again” remains beloved by so many, but I’ve never passed up a chance to recommend the story to anyone who will listen. And the fact that you’ve picked up this first volume in Bloomsbury’s line of Marvel Age of Comics explorations indicates that you’re either interested in what makes “Born Again” so special, or you’re already aware of it and want to revisit it in all the ways I explore its greatness here, or perhaps both. Either way, I hope this book accomplishes its goal, which is to make you want to read “Born Again” again and be reminded of what a special series, what a great creative pairing, and what a unique time in comics it was.

It’s hard to express now just how much Miller’s return to writing Daredevil raised the stakes for characters in then-unheard-of ways. Add to that the fact that artist David Mazzucchelli was on a rapid artistic rise at the time he and Miller joined forces, and the pieces were in place for their first partnership to be something truly special.

Ralph Macchio, the editor responsible for Miller’s return to the title, had been impressed by Miller’s earlier time writing the series, and felt that Daredevil in the right hands had the potential to be Marvel’s equivalent of DC’s Batman, a perennial best-seller. Macchio and I spoke at length on the cusp of “Born Again’s” fortieth anniversary about how this storyline first came together. Macchio stated that he saw the idea of bringing Frank back to Daredevil as “a great opportunity. Frank had the history and the understanding of the character to make it work all over again.”

Once Miller was on board to return, what the team didn’t do was run around telling everyone that Frank Miller was back on the book. As Macchio told me, “We just quietly put the book together, and then suddenly, word got out that Frank Miller was back on Daredevil. And from there, it just took off. They did a spectacular job. I mean, if you’ve never read a Daredevil story, you could just read ‘Born Again’ and you’d know everything you need to know about Matt Murdock, Daredevil, and his world.”

But even with the high level of anticipation over the return of the fan-favorite Miller, the seven issues that comprise “Born Again” shocked and delighted legions of readers then and now. The genius of Miller and Mazzucchelli’s “Born Again” is that it not only built well on Miller’s earlier interpretation of the character and his place in a darker corner of the Marvel Universe, it did so without abandoning all parts of the series’ previous two years’ worth of stories written by comic legend Dennis O’Neil and drawn in large part by Mazzucchelli.

Yet the sum was still something greater than its composite parts.

For one thing, as resonant as Miller’s artistic interpretation of Daredevil was in his first go-round on the series, Miller’s ability to now focus on writing full scripts and leave the artistic presentation to another artist helped him focus on a new level of nuance and emotional resonance that transcended his earlier run. If Miller’s previous time as Daredevil’s writer/artist provided him with a deep understanding of the core of the character—what it was about Matt Murdock/Daredevil that made him unique in the Marvel Universe—“Born Again” served as the storyline that allowed Miller to upend the character, destroying Matt Murdock’s personal and professional lives, his reputation, and his support system. In “Born Again,” Daredevil loses his identity, his job, and, for a time, his sanity, leaving him a character devoid of reason or hope, at least until he rediscovers the essence of who he is underneath it all.

Likewise, artist David Mazzucchelli was, at the time of “Born Again,” still a relative newcomer to comics. He’d been the primary artist on Daredevil for the two years prior to Miller’s return, and his earlier issues displayed flashes of brilliance that felt fully realized by the time he began working on “Born Again.” Mazzucchelli’s style echoed in some ways that of former Daredevil artist Gene Colan—both had a tendency to use detailed naturalism and ample shadows in their work to create moody settings for the characters to inhabit. Once Mazzucchelli began inking his own pencils prior to Miller’s return, these specific enhancements came through even more. Over a relatively short span of time, Mazzucchelli found his artistic voice, then, in “Born Again,” leveled up in ways that transcended even his earlier highs, before ultimately growing stylistically past the point of desiring to tell super hero stories any longer.

Ahh, but for a time, Daredevil had them both: Miller and Mazzucchelli, along with colorist Christie Scheele, who provided a stunning level of depth and suffuse lighting to “Born Again” that was unlike many super hero comics of its time.

As “Born Again” opens in a dusty Mexican motel room, Daredevil’s former girlfriend Karen Page sits, her sweaty clothes clinging to her undernourished frame. Pale yellow sunlight filters in through mini-blinds, casting the room in equal parts pale light and dark shadow.

Karen had left New York and Matt Murdock years before to seek fame and fortune as a Hollywood actress. She was always a sunny character, and so her leaving New York for an even sunnier climate made perfect sense. Karen Page, blonde, beautiful, and as positive and cheerful a character as any Marvel character from the 1960s, walked out of Matt’s life and, readers assumed, into a different kind of fame and fortune.

As readers, we assumed that all had gone according to her plan.

Until we witnessed her in the opening scene of #227, sitting slumped in a chair, her body language laying bare her present-day defeat, her pathetic need. This is a new Karen Page, one run ragged by addiction; a Karen Page desperate enough to try to temporarily quell her withdrawal anguish by selling the one remaining item of value in her life—Matt Murdock’s secret identity.

As a regular reader of the series, and one of many who was greatly anticipating Miller’s return, as enamored with his previous time on the title as I was, I was still floored by the quiet power of this opening scene. If Karen Page, sunlight personified, was in such a desperate state as this on chapter one page one, what was possibly going to happen from here?

Nothing expected. And certainly nothing good.

What played out over those seven issues was so much more gripping than what readers like me could have imagined taking place in a monthly Marvel comic. So much more lasting, far beyond the year in which these stories took place. To today and beyond, in fact.

Miller and Mazzucchelli went about presenting the destruction of a beloved Marvel hero in as methodical a way as any plan ever executed by a comic-book super villain. In this series’ case, that villain would be the Kingpin of Crime, whose quest to tear down a good man had unforeseen and lasting impact for them both.

In the process of stripping bare all we thought we knew about Matt Murdock’s costumed alter ego, Miller and Mazzucchelli then rebuilt the character slowly, agonizingly, and realistically, helping put Matt Murdock back on a path to rediscover
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