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   ‘I want to fight. And I want just as much to give in.’


   ILLYANA RASPUTIN 
Magik #4 (March 1984)

   ‘We are born biological beings, but we must become existential individuals by accepting responsibility for our actions.’


   THOMAS R. FLYNN
Existentialism: A Very Short Introduction
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‌Acknowledgements and Housekeeping

   The comic which is this study’s central text underwent a name change. Originally entitled X-Men in the 1960s, it became The Uncanny X-Men with #114 (October 1978). For brevity’s sake, this is abbreviated to X-Men in my discussion. Such an abbreviation was traditionally used in fan discourse and, indeed, Marvel’s own publicity materials, so this should be simple enough – except that X-Men (that one hyphenated word without elaboration or description) is also the name of a film (Bryan Singer, 2000) and of a second comic, launched in October 1991. For the purposes of this book, the italicised term X-Men refers to the comic begun in 1963 and written by Chris Claremont from 1976 to 1991. Where any other work of that name is being referred to, I have made it clear. Where the word is used without italics, it refers to the characters, not the published comic. All comic titles are italicised.

   The story contained in every issue of X-Men had a title which was usually given on the opening page, though delaying it a page or two was not unknown. These titles, where given, are in single quotation marks (e.g. ‘The Submergence of Japan’), although in referring to a given comic I have normally cited the issue number rather than the story title. Sometimes an umbrella title would link several issues (e.g. ‘The Fall of the Mutants’), usually as part of a marketing initiative, and these and any other variations from the normal pattern are noted along the way. Fans often made a point of referring to the characters by their human birth names (e.g. Scott Summers, Logan, etc.) as part of their claim that Claremont wrote three-dimensional human beings (as discussed in Chapter I). By contrast, I have primarily referred to them by their superhero code names (Wolverine, Storm, etc.) as that is how they are best known, especially by those who lack decades of immersion in X-lore. The exception is Kitty Pryde, who has always been more frequently referred to by that name than any of her various code names. As regards the storylines themselves, I have generally assumed that readers have some familiarity with the comic during this period but need reminding of the details. Every chapter begins with a passage which outlines the major storylines and industrial developments in the period under discussion. Whatever degree of familiarity readers bring to this book, they should be able to orientate themselves there.

   Throughout this book, I have given the date of each comic as it is cited or discussed. This date refers to the one on the front (the ‘cover date’), unless explicitly stated. It should be noted, however, that outside of news periodicals (which are more time-specific), American practice has been to place dates on the covers which were two or three months ahead of their actual publication date, thus allowing the issue to remain ‘current’ on the news stands for longer. During the period under discussion, an issue of X-Men bearing the cover date ‘December 1980’ would actually have been published in September of that year. This explains why X-Men #143 (March 1981) is a Christmas story – it was on American news stands for Christmas. The title of the three-part ‘Fall of the Mutants’ story (#225–7) is a pun, but one which only works if you understand that the issues were on sale in America during the autumn of 1987 despite cover dates early in 1988.

   Marvel comics have their own stylistic conventions. Where I quote the dialogue or explanatory panels, most of these have been carried over. In a strange grammatical move, for instance, Marvel use two hyphens where the normal usage would be a single dash (e.g. ‘But within the club is an inner circle open only to a select few -- an inner circle who see the club as an avenue to achieving power’ (#130, February 1980)). I have carried this over into my quotations from the text. Conversely, all lettering – be it in dialogue bubbles or captions – is written in the comics in upper case letters (e.g. ‘SUDDENLY’), but I have not rendered all quotations in this manner. Anyone who wants to see how odd it looks when a book quotes comics in this way is directed to Grant Morrison’s volume Supergods.1

   Lastly, within the US, comics are known as ‘comic books’, and this is routinely abbreviated to ‘books’ (or ‘book’ singular, as in ‘I started to write the book…’). This might well reflect the industry’s need for respect, its claim to be a properly literary experience. I wouldn’t dispute that, but since my bibliophily still outweighs my comic fandom – and because I’m British, not American – I’m not keen on the use of the word in this manner. However, readability takes priority over personal preferences. To avoid over-repetition of the British term, I therefore use the words ‘book’ and ‘comic’ interchangeably. After all, in the world of comics, we’re all American now.

   This book is solely based on public sources, primarily the comics, their letters pages and the fan magazines which surrounded them, including contemporary interviews with those working at Marvel during the period in question. Those interviews were widely discussed and influenced fan interpretation. At times I have drawn on knowledge of the company’s internal politics – which was not, I believe, made public at the time – but have endeavoured to keep this to a minimum. In 2011, Claremont gifted his prodigious archives (correspondence, story drafts, etc.) to Columbia University. I have not sought as part of this project to view those documents.

   The development of Claremont’s writing was influenced by many wider industrial factors, and context is provided as required. For those requiring a broader view of where X-Men sat in the wider world of comics, Sean Howe’s Marvel Comics: The Untold Story is a good company history, while the revised second edition of Gerard Jones and Will Jacobs’ The Comic Book Heroes is a wider account of developments in the mainstream of American comics from the mid-1950s to the 1990s.2

   Kai Bowden allowed me to borrow comics from his collection – thanks, Kai. I asked several questions about X-Men continuity on the forum boards at www.unstablemolecules.com, and I’m thankful for the responses which allowed me to track down obscure references. A number of people commented upon this project at various stages and I’m thankful for their comments and enthusiasm: Jon Arnold, Barnaby Salton, Neil Shyminsky, Tim Small and Robert Thomas. Sarah Terry’s keen copy-editing protected me from a thousand embarrassments. Philippa Brewster commissioned this book for I.B.Tauris, and Alex Billington and David Campbell saw it carefully through production.

   David Booy helped me research the appendix and trace the differences between the original comics and their reprinting in Classic X-Men. He compiled the bibliography, caught at least one error in the text and is always good value on the subject of Marvel. Superson, take a bow. My wife, Samantha, graciously put up with it all.

  

  
    
‌Introduction

   In 1991, the comics world was shocked to hear that Chris Claremont was ceasing to write The Uncanny X-Men. At a time when Marvel’s writers would routinely spend less than two years on a given assignment, Claremont’s 17 years on the comic had embraced nearly 200 issues as well as many spin-off titles. His association with the comic was so large, and the sense that he was the ruler of this franchise was reflected in the way that The Comics Journal, a prominent magazine of commentary constantly pushing for higher standards across the industry and more ambitious creative goals, described him on its front cover as having been ‘deposed’.1 He had won a wealth of fan awards, evolved the themes of prejudice which we now associate with the franchise and turned X-Men into America’s bestselling comic. That might seem like achievement enough, but our postmillennial perspective reveals what no one in 1991 could possibly have known: that Claremont’s stories of the complicated lives of mutant heroes in the Marvel Universe would be the basis for a global media franchise.

   Although comics fandom saves its highest praise for artists, or even those multitalented individuals who both write and draw, Claremont had long been recognised as an auteur, a writer who returned endlessly to his favoured themes. In its August 1982 issue The Comics Journal had argued that ‘Chris Claremont’s X-Men […] combines rousing superhero adventure with such thematic concerns as the division of the soul between good and evil or reason and savagery, and the relations between men and women.’2 Later, perhaps inevitably, came the charges of repetition: ‘It may be true that Claremont has never fallen into the usual clichés of comics. Instead, he’s created his own clichés and used them over and over and over again.’3 Beyond his recurrent themes, Claremont’s reputation as a distinctive writer was based on his use of language, again distinctive. In the twenty-first century his favoured phrases (‘I possess you, body and soul’, ‘No quarter asked, none given’) are referred to by fans as Claremontisms, and the quickest Google search produces many lists. None of this is to deny that Claremont worked collaboratively with artists and editors, some of whom resented the praise heaped upon him, feeling that their own contributions to the plot and the storytelling were being overlooked. Although I have striven for understanding in this area, a book which makes Claremont its focus seems likely to repeat this fault, and I apologise in advance to slighted collaborators.

   There were limitations to Claremont’s auteurism. He was not an artistic genius, but neither was he the hack that those who refused to love X-Men in the 1980s sometimes claimed. The quality and success of his other assignments for Marvel varied. He could make a poisoned chalice like Marvel Team-Up readable in the late 1970s, but couldn’t save Spider-Woman from cancellation in 1983.4 If he was hugely influential, it was partly because he was heading in the same direction that the industry, and pop culture more widely, was taking anyway. He adapted to developments around him, renewing X-Men by constant infusions of new influences. Of course, what it means to be an author, to write with a distinct voice within an industrialised medium, is open to debate. Shifts in company practice which enabled or thwarted Claremont’s ambitions are discussed in the main text. For now, suffice to say that his writing fits well with what is perhaps the most famous of all claims for authorship within a collaborative medium, the one which I have already invoked with my use of the term ‘auteurism’.

   The auteur theory was developed in France in the 1950s to explore the idea that certain directors brought a consistent series of thematic or stylistic concerns to the films that they created with others. The term is now used more loosely – directors have been described as auteurs on the basis of a single film if it seems stylistically distinct enough – but the original theorists insisted upon traceable recurrences across many texts. Once embraced by comics critics and historians, the term auteur was used primarily to denote those multitalented individuals who both wrote and drew the comics they worked on. Despite this, Claremont (who was never an artist in the sense of someone who produced pictures) was viewed in a similar light in the 1980s. This was recognised both within Marvel Comics (in 1979, Rick Marschall, discussing the editorial position he had just left with the company, referred to Claremont as being among the shrinking number of writers at the company who had ‘an individual vision’.5) and without. Claremont became an auteur by simply outlasting the artists and editors assigned to X-Men. As they came and went, he continued to make his own concerns central. For all that this lent recognition to his oft-deployed stylistic tics, however, Claremont’s employers were constantly making demands, requiring that the success of X-Men be expanded with spin-off titles and big developments which they, not he, would define. Claremont, finally, was a talented professional working in an industry, frequently rolling up his sleeves to rethink the narrative as his employers threw him creative speedballs he often didn’t much like. The chapters of this book are the story of that 17-year run, and are arranged broadly chronologically. Before turning to that, the rest of the Introduction will briefly discuss the state of the series and Marvel Comics in general up to the point Claremont became writer on X-Men.

   The Uncanny X-Men

   The comic which we now call The Uncanny X-Men was created in 1963 by Stan Lee and Jack Kirby for the newly emergent Marvel Comics. That company was a rebranded form of Timely Comics which, only a handful of years earlier, had been struggling in the marketplace. Superheroes themselves had been popular in the war years, selling well to GIs, but had lost favour in peacetime. Timely had switched to other genres: westerns, romance, war, crime and stories of nurses and models. Horror had been a popular genre until a spasm of public concern in the mid-to-late 1950s destroyed a number of companies, curtailed the activities of others and led the industry to adopt self-regulation in the form of the Comics Code.6

   In the 1950s and 1960s, many comics were anthology titles organised around genres rather than recurring characters. Thus, many of the Marvel heroes who are so familiar today debuted not in comics bearing their own names but in comics with broader titles: Spider-Man first appeared in a comic called Amazing Fantasy, Iron Man in Tales of Suspense and Thor in Journey Into Mystery. The company was owned by publisher Martin Goodman, and run by Stanley Lieber under the pen name of Stan Lee. As the company stumbled from crisis to crisis with the booming and busting of the comics market, Lee was on the verge of leaving in the early 1960s, feeling that there was no space for the type of writing he wished to pursue. This period of disillusion coincided with the revival in fortunes of the superhero genre at rival DC Comics.7 When Goodman told him to come up with some superheroes for Timely, Lee, feeling he had nothing to lose, wrote the kind of stories he wanted to, and, starting with the first issue of Fantastic Four (November 1961), found himself with profitable comics on his hands. With the third issue of FF, the company was rebranded as Marvel Comics.

   Lee acted as writer, art director and editor on most of Marvel’s comics throughout the 1960s, an immense workload which was only made possible by his preferred method of writing: he would work out a story with the comic’s artist, provide them with a plot synopsis based on this story and write dialogue for the pages of art which would subsequently be produced.8 This is now known as the ‘Marvel Method’. One consequence of working in such a manner was that the credited writer deferred much of the storytelling, the panel-by-panel unfolding of the narrative, to the artist. Consequently, the exact division of labour on any given Marvel comic is difficult to discern. This was a matter of little or no importance when the heroes were created. Back then, they were seen as a bandwagon that Timely/Marvel was jumping upon to avert short-term collapse, and people had no doubt the fad would pass. The question of authorship, however, became increasingly urgent as the fame and commercial value of the characters grew. The most influential of Marvel’s artists at the time were Steve Ditko (with whom Lee created Spider-Man) and Jack Kirby.

   The superhero comics which Lee oversaw could largely be divided into two camps: books featuring individual heroes, and ones about teams of heroes. The first of these categories featured characters who were prone to self-doubt and who felt marginalised in their private lives. Peter Parker (Spider-Man) was a nerd, Matt Murdock (Daredevil) was blind, Thor was a god whom nobody worshipped any more and his secret identity, Don Blake, was mildly disabled. Steve Rogers (Captain America) was a man who’d been cryogenically frozen in the final stages of the war and thawed out twenty years later, a man two decades out of step with modern society. This sense of social exclusion would be escalated by the burden of the mighty secret which they kept, the way it compromised their relationships. Since the heroes needed to earn a living, their comics were filled with a supporting cast of classmates or work colleagues. Unlike DC characters, who lived in fantasy cities like Metropolis or Gotham City, Marvel’s heroes lived in defined areas of the real world (usually a borough of New York), and the comics would incorporate the character of that neighbourhood into the story. By contrast, books about teams of heroes – The Avengers, Fantastic Four – often featured protagonists who lived public lives as professional world-savers and, backed by private fortunes, operated out of dedicated hi-tech premises. They did not have normal jobs, so interacted mainly with each other or with other superpowered individuals. Even romantic relationships tended to be with members of this community, or possibly with the pretty, young nieces of known supervillains. The scale of enemy needed to test an entire team of heroes was necessarily large, so threats were often global. As with the setting of a dedicated superhero environment, this meant that the specifics of location had to be downplayed. ‘Your friendly neighbourhood Spider-Man’ could spend his time protecting Manhattan, but the Fantastic Four and the Avengers would vanish for great runs of issues on to foreign soil, or into outer space and alternative dimensions.

   Operating at the borders of these two definitions was the comic then simply called X-Men. Lee had proposed to call it The Mutants, but publisher Goodman thought the word esoteric and asked for a different title. Thus was X-Men born. The comic struggled to find a readership for most of the 1960s and underwent several changes in the period. Lee was sporadically interested in pursuing the idea that mutants were an ostracised group who must keep their powers secret, but when Roy Thomas became writer with #20 he dispensed with such concerns, treating the title as a more traditional superhero comic.

   The comic’s fortunes changed in 1969, when Neal Adams became X-Men’s new artist and co-plotter (as so often, the exact division of the storytelling is disputed by writer and artist) and the comic became something it had never been before: innovative and compelling. That Adams’ pictures drew on pop art and photorealist techniques would have been enough to set them apart from the norm, but what really caught the eye was his page layout. The look of a Marvel comic had been strongly regulated until that point. Each page would consist of several panels (normally two rows of two or two rows of three), each rectangular in shape, taller than they were wide, and each strongly separated from those panels on either side by a slim band of white (known within the publishing industry as the gutter). Adams disregarded this. Composing his pages for maximum impact, he would arrange panels diagonally across the page or inside other pictures, sometimes dispensing with the gutter altogether. He would juxtapose scale, placing a long shot of the action next to an extreme close-up, and elements of one panel would intrude into other pictures. This was comics as kinetic joyride.

   Among those who were amazed by Adams’ artwork – and he is cited as an influence by an entire generation of comics professionals – were workers within the industry itself, including the young Chris Claremont. Although he was born
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Total paid

Print run circulation

(average over  (average over Percentage
Issue no/ previous 12 previous 12 of print run
cover date Filing date months) months) sold
098 /Apr1976 22 Sept 1975 266,255 118,544 44.5%
104/ Apr1977  20Sept 1976 248,507 116,992 47.1%
111/Feb 1978 20Sept 1977 260,598 123,725 47.5%
120 /Apr1979  25Sept 1978 282,634 115,260 40.8%
131/Mar 1980 1 Oct 1979 327,387 171,091 52.3%
144 / Apr 1981 1 Oct 1980 345,288 191,927 55.6%
156 / Apr1982 1 Oct 1981 450,926 289,525 64.2%
169 / May 1983 11 Oct 1982 524,923 313,225 59.7%
182 /Jun 1984 5 0ct 1983 546,070 336,824 61.7%
196/ Aug 1985 28 Sept 1984 560,666 378,135 67.4%
205/ May 1986 1 Oct 1985 652,150 448,870 68.82%
222 /0ct 1987 6 Oct 1986 630,020 417, 350 66.2%
229/ May 1988  02745372* 684,758 461,011 67.32%
246 / Jul 1989 1 Oct 1988 633,760 432,745 68.3%
261/May 1990 1 Nov 1989 592,965 408,925 69.0%
274 / May 1991 1 Oct 1990 599,839 415,961 69.3%
286 / Mar 1992 1 Oct 1991 735,600 460,625 62.6%
298 /Mar 1993 1 Oct 1992 863,058 460,625 84.74%

* This gibberish is presumably a misprint in the relevant comic.
Other Marvels published that month give a filing date of 6 October 1987.
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