
  Introduction


  I'm an author and creator. I write novels and short stories set in one of four (so far) storyworlds. Among other works, I'm the author of the Parsec Award-nominated Brave Men Run—A Novel of the Sovereign Era and the follow up novel, Pilgrimage, two books that owe a great debt of inspiration to The Amazing Spider-Man.


  I've also worked as an interactive marketing producer helping to design story-driven marketing campaigns for major motion pictures starring folks like Kristen Wiig, Seth Rogen, Mel Gibson and Mila Kunis, as well campaigns as for several television shows that have long since disappeared off your DVR.


  In addition to producing and releasing my own works, as a creative services provider I help other creators bring their creative endeavors to fruition, to market, and to an audience.


  I'm extraordinarily privileged to work in a field where I can get paid to tell stories. And I know, in my heart, that I wouldn't be in the position I'm in today if it hadn't been for comicbooks.


  I read my first issue of The Amazing Spider-Man (technically, it was a book called Marvel Tales that presented a reprint of The Amazing Spider-Man number 76) when I was six or seven years old. I found it on a spinner rack in a drug store in McKeesport, Pennsylvania while my grandmother picked up her prescriptions.


  I fell in love.


  I loved that he was a picked-on smart kid with too-big glasses who would rather study than play sports. That was just like me!


  I loved that he wise-cracked his way through tough spots, his wit covering up his fear. That was just like me!


  I loved that he was flawed: sometimes selfish, sometimes unkind to his friends, always neurotic and second-guessing himself. That was—hopefully was—just like me!


  The Amazing Spider-Man, especially the wonderfully corny, soap-opera-tastic issues written in the 1970's, was the manual for my young life. I love Peter Parker. The amazing Spider-Man is my hero.


  The character taught me a lot about life.


  The comicbook taught me a lot about writing and storytelling, and about how to create a storyworld—a creative franchise—that could inspire generations.


  In this book, we'll read the first twelve issues of The Amazing Spider-Man. As we go, I'll share thoughts, observations, and loving criticism from the perspective of a writer, a creator, and most importantly, a fan.


  By reading The Amazing Spider-Man together, I think we can learn things about episodic storytelling, long-form character arcs, and writing fiction. We're going to have fun, too... after all, it's comics!


  Let's get started!


  Issue Number One, Part One: "Spider-Man"


  Written by Stan Lee, drawn by Steve Ditko, this issue first appeared on December 10, 1962.


  Splash Page


  The Amazing Spider-Man number one begins with a wonderful splash page depicting our hero clinging to a wall while an angry mob, all pointing fingers and clenched fists and led by J. Jonah Jameson, declare him a "Freak! Public Menace!" We're promised "there's never been a hero like… Spider-Man!"


  Synopsis


  The first actual page of story is a neat seven-panel recap of Amazing Fantasy number 15, the book where the amazing Spider-Man's story truly began. We learn:


  
    	"Uncle Ben is dead! All because I was too late to stop him! My Spider-Man costume! I wish there was no such thing!"


    	Peter Parker, teen-age student assumed to be a shy bookworm, was bitten by a radioactive spider, found he had the powers of a spider, and tried to use his new talents to get into show business and cash in.


    	While Peter was off grandstanding as Spider-Man, a burglar he earlier couldn't be bothered to stop shoots his Uncle dead right in front of his Aunt. These two people raised Peter, and thanks to him, one of them is dead and the other is a widow.


    	With Uncle Ben gone, the bills are piling up. To emphasize this, we see Aunt May promising a dour landlord that they'll pay the rent next week.

  


  Everything you need to know about the amazing Spider-Man is right here on this page:


  
    	He's a bookworm who, when given the miraculous lucky break of falling into super-powers, lets his ego get the best of him. His obsession with stardom blinds him to his civic duty to stop a criminal when he has the chance, and he sometimes shifts the blame for that lapse of character over to the Spider-Man persona.


    	Peter is punished for this self-centered attitude—which will return again and again to get in the way of Peter Parker's development as a person—when it directly results in the violent death of the man who raised him. Peter learns a valuable lesson, the punchline of Amazing Fantasy number 15. Say it with me:


    	With great power comes great responsibility.

  


  The amazing Spider-Man really is a hero like no other. He's driven to fight crime and do good not out of a desire for vengeance, or a sense of justice. Peter Parker is the amazing Spider-Man to soothe a massive, traumatizing sense…. of guilt.


  We'll see him subsume this driving anguish now and then, but over and over again something happens that brings it back. Guilt, obligation and imposed responsibility are his burden.


  Now that we're caught up...


  With the rent due and no money coming in, Peter is tempted to use his Spider-powers to become a criminal. The biggest thing that stops him? A fear that if he were caught it would break Aunt May's heart. Instead, he books another performance as the amazing Spider-Man.


  The gang at Peter's high school is excited to see Spider-Man, but when Peter necessarily tells them to count him out, it gives us an opportunity to see that the kids didn't really want him there in the first place. It's going to take a while for any of the kids to warm to our boy. For now, he's a pariah. "Aw, who needs that walkin' bookworm anyway!"


  Spider-Man wows the crowd that night, but when it comes time to get paid, the manager of the auditorium or club or whatever insists on giving him a check "So there's a record for taxes!" The check is made out to Spider-Man, but when he goes to the bank the next day wearing his Spider-Man costume in broad daylight, the bank teller refuses to cash the check without identification. Poor teen-aged Peter Parker insists his costume is identification enough, but that doesn't fly.


  Let's pause a moment to consider the scene for its audaciousness. It's 1963. New York has been exposed to some wild stuff lately: a giant underground creature attacked the city not long before, only to be driven off by a guy who could stretch like a rubber band, the Human Torch (but not the one who fought alongside poor lost Captain America twenty years before), a lumpy orange monster, and a woman who could make herself invisible. All the same, the bank teller—all spectacles and neat red bow tie—is absolutely dismissive of our hero, who, so far, is no hero at all. It's hilarious, really… for everyone except young master Parker.


  And his troubles are just beginning. The next night, he finds "there'll be no show tonight—or any night!"


  It seems J. Jonah Jameson, publisher of Now Magazine, has taken it upon himself to smear the amazing Spider-Man in editorials and lectures. Perhaps taking a cue from Fredric Wertham's Seduction of the Innocent, the anti-comic book volume that might still have been on writer Stan Lee's mind nine years later, Jonah fears that Spider-Man is a bad influence on the kids, and should be outlawed. He insists that "the youth of the nation must learn to respect real heroes—men such as my son, John Jameson, the test pilot!"


  John Jameson's going to have a rough time of it over the next fifty years, by the way. What happens in this issue will be the least of it.


  Peter's chances of making money as the amazing Spider-Man are shot. He can't find a part-time job. He covertly sees his Aunt pawning her jewelry with a sad little smile, and then hears a newsboy mention that J. Jonah Jameson's son, "the test pilot" is about to orbit the earth.


  Mention of the elder Jameson sends Peter into a little temper tantrum, but he's focused in his frustration. "I can't let Aunt May down! Even it means the Spider-Man will again stalk the city by night!"


  Have you noticed teen-aged Peter Parker talks like middle-aged Stan Lee trying to sound like a dime novel writer? I mean, c'mon. "…will again stalk the city by night??" Who talks like that?


  Despite what should have been a nice cue to, well, see the amazing Spider-Man again stalking the city by night, we turn the page and it's the next day. Peter Parker, "having nothing better to do," (what happened to all that stalking??) is in the crowd gathered to watch John Jameson's rocket take off.


  It's a flawless takeoff, but the guidance package goes pear-shaped and the capsule careens out of control. It's going to crash into the earth, and the best efforts (including trying to stop the capsule by dropping a steel net attached to a parachute!?) of the "space technicians" fail.


  Fortunately, Peter Parker is ready to jump into action. In fact, he's wildly confident that he can save John Jameson. He gets to mission control (which looks a lot like an office in a midtown skyscraper) and, despite J. Jonah Jameson's protestation, convinces the military to give him a replacement part to take to the capsule… somehow.


  The amazing Spider-Man—a teen-aged boy who up until now has distinguished himself by doing stunts for money and deliberately not putting himself in harm's way—commandeers a plane and a pilot, gets the pilot to fly close to the passing capsule, and, using his web line, hitches a ride. What inspires him to save the life of the son of the man causing him so much trouble?


  Guilt, of course. The last time he stood idly by while bad things happened, the man who raised him was shot to death in his own living room. He has to act, or he'll probably lose his mind.


  That's not mentioned at all in the book, but we can assume that's his motivation. Up until this moment of opportunity, he's almost exclusively used his power for his own benefit. Now he has a chance to do something purely good… and as we'll see, even now, his motivations are not entirely without ulterior motive.


  It's a bit of a wild ride across a page or so, but Spider-Man reaches the capsule, slides the unit into place, and saves the day. He makes himself scarce when the capsule lands, since "I'd just be embarrassed if everyone wants to congratulate me…"


  That's right. The amazing Spider-Man's main concern is not the safety of the astronaut. His mind is on the positive effect his derring-do will have on public opinion. Peter, a teen-ager to the core, is selfish despite himself.


  Of course, it doesn't go his way. J. Jonah Jameson has a new editorial on the front page of his paper the very next day, demanding Spider-Man's arrest for the very real crimes of breaking into a military base, kidnapping a pilot, and commandeering a plane.


  It works. There's a reward for Spider-Man's capture… and the shadow of the law is something that will dog our hero across 185 issues of the comic, and then some.


  When the story ends, even Aunt May hopes they catch "that horrible Spider-Man." Peter is at a loss, wondering again if he must turn to crime to help his Aunt. We're left to believe that this is a real threat:


  
    And so, a lonely boy sits and broods, with the fate of society at stake! What will his decision be? What will Spider-Man do next? Only time will tell!

  


  Not that much time, really. The Amazing Spider-Man number one is a double issue! The next story is on the next page.


  Impressions and Lessons Of Issue Number One, Part One


  The thing that strikes me about this first issue is that just about every thing that shapes the stories in The Amazing Spider-Man for decades to come is laid out in thirteen pages of comics. Of course, Stan Lee and Steve Ditko almost certainly didn't have anything like that degree of foresight in mind… and that makes it even more remarkable.


  The material presented here is a recipe for all kinds of drama and pathos. There's enough, in fact, to carry a character across a half-century of storytelling. This is a foundation on which to build a mythology: the temptation of power versus the chains of psychological trauma… societal pressure… a powerful, popular enemy… family conflict… we're all set to go!


  For writers, this first issue of The Amazing Spider-Man is a textbook on how to devise entire storyworlds that will support long-lived franchises based on our content. No matter what happens in the comic book issues, books, cartoons, television shows, movies and video games to come, we know all or most of the ingredients presented here will be tossed in the pot.


  When you're designing your characters and your storyworlds, are you giving some thought to the elements that you'll depend on to sustain your stories and drive your potential franchise forward? Are those elements elemental enough to be evergreen?


  Issue Number One, Part Two: "Spider-Man vs. The Chameleon"


  Written by Stan Lee, drawn by Steve Ditko.


  Splash Page


  Part Two of the The Amazing Spider-Man issue number one begins with another abstract splash page: it's "Spider-Man vs. The Chameleon!" with the Chameleon looming menacingly and larger than life over the city as the amazing Spider-Man swings in to deliver a well-placed shot of webbing directly in the villain's eye slits.


  The cover copy asks breathlessly:


  
    How can you catch a man who can change his identity before you can catch him?? Perhaps you don't know the answer, but Spider-Man was determined to find out—no matter what the cost!

  


  It's interesting that Stan Lee (we assume) opted to use the past-tense in that copy, as if the story had already happened and this is just a recap… perhaps of actual events? As in part one of issue number one, it's got a very pulp magazine feel.


  A big chunk of this splash page is dedicated to an "Extra bonus extra!!" enthusiastically (to say the least) informing us this story will also feature "America's most famous, most colorful group of super-adventurers The Fantastic Four!!"


  What's kind of funny is that the Fantastic Four isn't really all that colorful in a literal sense…they all wore blue jumpsuits except for the Thing, who had to settle for blue boxing trunks. Yawn!


  Synopsis


  Turn the page and start the story, wherein young Peter Parker demonstrates his entrepreneurial spirit when it occurs to him that he can make money by joining the Fantastic Four. At the very least, I suppose, he could add some red to their roster and help them live up to that "most colorful" claim.


  Interestingly, he visits the headquarters of the Fantastic Four as Peter Parker. Maybe after the story in this issue, he realizes he won't be able to cash a paycheck as anyone but his true identity and decides that's worth dropping the secret, at least as far as his prospective employers are concerned?


  We'll never know. He can't get into the Fantastic Four's private elevator without one of their private key-gizmos, so he switches to the amazing Spider-Man and uses a web line to walk to the Fantastic Four's penthouse digs from an adjoining building.


  The Fantastic Four have had some bad luck with security (their entire building was stolen by Doctor Doom) and so have a sophisticated system in place. Alarms go off and cameras show that Spider-Man is on his way. The team is bewildered he didn't "phone for an appointment, like anyone else," so even though they leave a window open for him, they activate "defense measure B" just to be safe.


  Spider-Man swings through the window frame, only to find himself in a plexiglass cage that drops from the ceiling. He quickly pries the glass open, causing the thrifty leader of the Fantastic Four, the modestly monikered "Mister Fantastic," to cry,


  
    That device cost us thousands! If you wreck it—

  


  The Thing lightly swings at Spider-Man to teach him some manners, but our hero easily tosses the giant rocky strongman into the Human Torch, who must be the slowest-reacting flying human in the Marvel universe. More fighting happens, though Spider-Man claims it's only a demonstration of what he can do. Finally, he spells it out for them:


  
    I came up here to join up with you! I wanna be a member of the Fantastic Four! So, now, let's get down to business… how much does the job pay? I figure I'm worth your top salary!

  


  Man, that Peter Parker. What a dick. The Fantastic Four basically agree, and they bring up the little matter of the amazing Spider-Man being wanted by the police! Embarrassed and offended, Spider-Man swings out the way he came in, a pouty "Who needs you?" on his lips.


  The Invisible Girl regrets the way things turned out, but Mister Fantastic, being the genius of the group, has a feeling "we'll be hearing more from that young man in the future!"


  That's a great place to switch scenes. In the very next panel, in "a defense installation at the edge of town," the villain of our piece employs a little verbal exposition when he tells the man he's tied up:


  
    With my multi-pocket disguise vest, it will be an easy matter for the Chameleon to become you, friend janitor!

  


  The Chameleon gains access to a restricted area, utilizes a terrible wig, fake beard and Groucho Marx glasses to impersonate a professor, and steals the first half of some missile defense plans right under the noses of the scientists in the room.


  Back at the Chameleon's hideout, he learns of the amazing Spider-Man's drop-in on the Fantastic Four and, in a Holmesian demonstration of deduction, figures out that our hero must have been looking for a job, because being wanted by the police makes it impossible to earn a "legitimate living." It's almost as if the Chameleon has been reading Stan Lee's scripts.


  Hm. Come to think of it, has anyone ever seen Stan and the Chameleon in the same place at the same time? You don't think…


  Never mind.


  The Chameleon decides Spider-Man will make the perfect fall guy when he steals the second half of the missile defense plans. At this point we learn there's much more to the Chameleon than we'd been led to believe so far.


  Apparently, the Chameleon is some kind of genius of electronics and biomechanics. He susses out that the amazing Spider-Man has the "powers and instincts of a spider" and creates a transmitter specially designed to send a message in English that only Spider-Man will hear.


  
    Calling Spider-Man! Meet me on the roof of the Lark Building at ten tonight! It will be very profitable for you!

  


  With genius-level skills like this, why is the Chameleon slinking around in bad disguises pulled out of his puffy brown vest? He's got the makings of a world-class supervillain, but as we'll see in later decades, he never quite makes the grade despite causing a lot of
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