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When Jim Shooter passed away in June of 2025, | immediately
began getting emails asking if we would be doing a tribute issue.
Considering that | learned of his passing from the initial email,
I hadn’t really thought about it. With each passing email, it became
apparent that we should do something, and publisher Jon Morrow
agreed. But we wanted to find a way to focus it. After all, he had
been a writer, editor, Editor-in-Chief, and had a hand in launching
several new comics publishers. His impact on the Bronze Age of
comics is undeniable. John and | had a long phone discussion
about it and we kept throwing around ideas that were ok, but we
weren't thrilled about any of them. John at one point commented
that he enjoyed a number of the books that came out during
Shooter’s tenure as EIC at Marvel such as Frank Miller’s Daredevil
and Walter Simonson’s Thor. That opened the floodgates.

If we focused on Shooter’s time as EIC, we could spotlight
him as a creator (Secret Wars) as well as books and storylines
that came out during his tenure. The idea allowed for focus and
also breadth.

Secret Wars had to be included. | doubt that there was a more
prominent series that he was directly involved with during his
time as EIC. (Special thanks to Cory Sedlmeier for getting us a
scan of the cover of issue #11 to use as our cover.) You could
argue that the series he impacted most was Avengers. He had
two memorable runs on the title and they need a spotlight.
His attempt at creating a New Universe did not turn out as
planned, but it’s worth looking at his attempt to do something
different with Star Brand.

There were many memorable runs during his time as EIC
such as the aforementioned Daredevil by Miller and Thor by
Simonson. While we've covered many of these titles, one that
has deserved a deep dive is Roger Stern’s
work on Spider-Man, both Spectacular and ‘)

Amazing. These issues, many done with artist [
John Romita Jr., remain fan favorites to this {{6_\1‘1
day, with good reason. The introduction i
of Hobgoblin and memorable battles with
Juggernaut and Vulture are only the begin-
ning of the fun to be found in these issues.

Within these classic runs were some mem-
orable storylines. When | think back to when
| read these comics as a fan, nothing had a
bigger impact on me than Chris Claremont
and John Byrne’s classic death of Phoenix story.
| doubt that I'm alone in feeling that way.
In my opinion, it simply had to be included.

One that people may argue with me about
is the Frankie Raye/Nova storyline during
John Byrne’s run on Fantastic Four. It's not a
storyline | hear about much these days, but it
had an impact on me at the time. Someone
willingly becoming a herald of Galactus

TM & © Marvel Characters, Inc. BACK ISSUE TM & © TwoMorrows.
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struck me as a big deal. This also gave us the opportunity to look
at what happened in the life of Nova after this storyline.

One thing that I've often read is that Shooter was proud
of his stance on creator rights. This took form during his time
as EIC as the Epic Comics line. Under Archie Goodwin and Al
Milgrom, we got such comics as Dreadstar, Coyote, and Groo.
We also were treated to the critical and fan favorite, Moonshadow
by ].M. DeMatteis and Jon |. Muth, which we give a well-
deserved spotlight.

To cap things off, we’ve got a fun and fond remembrance by
Dewey Cassell.

What | haven’t mentioned yet is the first article you'll see,
which is an “Off My Chest” column by JayJay Jackson. Jackson
is a creator who knew Shooter for many years and he helped
guide her along her writing path. Her piece adds a much-needed
look at who Shooter was as a person and gives context to the
rest of the issue. It's a wonderful piece and I’'m glad that Jackson
agreed to share her remembrances with us.

We aren’t going into this issue with blinders on. Shooter was
also a controversial person. He rubbed a number of people the
wrong way. If that became an issue in a topic we're covering, it
will be included but not sensationalized. For example, even when
| was a young comics fan, | knew that the ending of X-Men #137
was not what Claremont and Byrne originally intended but was
changed at Shooter’s insistence. That is addressed in the article.

Many of my favorite comics as a young reader came out during
Shooter’s time as Marvel’s EIC. | wouldn’t be the comics fan | am
without the Claremont/Byrne/Austin X-Men, Stern’s Spider-Man,
Simonson’s Thor, Bill Mantlo and Michael Golden’s Micronauts,
Byrne’s Fantastic Four, and so much more. For that, | owe Jim
Shooter thanks. | hope you enjoy this look
back at that unforgettable era.

Next issue: What would a hero be
without a good villain? Pretty boring—
which is why BACK ISSUE #172 spotlights
those who would do our heroes harm, in
our Big Bad issue! There are can’t-miss
profiles of Lex Luthor, Dormammu, the
2 Royal Flush Gang, Scorpion, Killer Frost,
{ and Juggernaut! Plus, the debut of a new
feature, “BACK to the Drawing Board,”
examining misquided attempts at character
creation—and our first subject is the Ten-Eyed
Man! Featuring the work of ROY THOMAS,
STEVE ENGLEHART, GERRY CONWAY, PAUL
9 LEVITZ, RON FRENZ, MARV WOLFMAN,
JOHN BYRNE, PAT BRODERICK, and others.
With a mystical Dormammu cover by Frank
¢ Brunner. Don’t ask—jut B it!

Roger Ash, editor
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Jim Shooter
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I recall the day that Jim first walked into the boardroom of
Chase North America bank to discuss buying Marvel Comics.

Jim and | were friends. The kind of buddies who hang out a
lot and talk on the phone constantly. It didn’t seem real to me
that my friend was thinking of buying Marvel. Of course, | knew
he’d been the editor-in-chief for years and I'd heard all his crazy
stories of the business side of the comics industry, but buying
Marvel?! Who does that?

Apparently Jim felt the same way.

After that first intense meeting he related his insecurities
about sitting down at the conference table with all these
men and noticing they were all wearing the same Ivy League
college rings. A club that Jim, a high school graduate from
Pittsburgh PA and the son of a struggling steel worker, was
most definitely not a part of.

| think almost everyone knows the story of how Jim started
creating comics around the age of 12, teaching himself and
submitting his ideas after a year or so. His family was desperate
for money and his paper route wasn’t cutting it. But he had the
bravado to try to do something impossible. And he pulled it off.
DC Comics hired him to write comics. So, when faced with a
room of rich elites, all those years later, he did what he always
did, he put on a brave front. That first meeting went well.
He impressed them enough that they agreed to have more
meetings. And they eventually backed him to the tune of $80
million. (Spoiler: It was a rigged game and he lost.)

Jim told me once, only once, that he had to stand in front
of his bathroom mirror in his tiny studio apartment and psych
himself up for these meetings trying to overcome his self-doubt.
| pictured that scene from How to Succeed in Business Without
Really Trying where |. Pierpont Finch sings to himself in the bath-
room mirror to get ready for a big meeting. Jim used to sing

by JayJay Jackson ’

Jim and JayJay at a
comic store signing
in Pittsburgh. All
photos are courtesy
of the author.
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show tunes and | would frequently ask him to sing that song,
“I Believe in You,” because it was forever linked with him in my
mind. Also, because it’s a great song and he sang it well. But
Jim had to remind himself that he belonged because he felt like
a perpetual outsider, someone who would never, could never,
be a part of that high finance world. | wonder if he felt like a
part of any world. | think he felt like an outsider in almost every
situation. We had that in common. But | realized something back
then. Those banker guys might have been the cart, loaded with
everything, but that cart doesn’t go without something to pull it.

Yeah, | know | just compared Jim to a horse.

He was actually a creative force with a lifetime of knowledge
and wisdom. And he was willing to share everything he had
learned. He was almost desperate to share it. He created the
Marvel Try-Out Book and he came up with his storytelling lecture
in the “90s and toured conventions with it in the hopes that it
would inspire new generations of comics creators.

I was an ambitious kid. In kindergarten | decided | would
become an artist and started getting very serious about my art.
Around the age of 12 | added writing to that goal, and | soon
thought of combining the two as comics and started working
on my own stories. | can’t even imagine what my life would
have been because when | was 25 | met |Jim, much the way the
Colorado River met the Hoover Dam. | had all this ambition and
yearning and Jim taught me the tools to focus it and make it
real. Though at first he was just working and letting me watch.

We were hanging out a lot when we were both working at
Marvel and he was writing Secret Wars in the evenings. | think
it reminded him of his bitter high school days when he would
come home tired and have to start work writing comics. There
were times in his teen years when things got pretty bad and he
was struggling. He was going through a bit of that with Secret

»

The Shooter Era Issue ¢ BACK ISSUE o 3



Wars. Probably because it was just so damn big and connected
to every book Marvel had. We would sit around and I'd suggest
dumb ideas. He encouraged that. He always said that sometimes
a not-quite-right idea would lead to a better one. He would get
stuck and have to work late into the night. But | watched him
keep plugging away at the story, analyzing what would work
and building it like complex interwoven architecture. It was a
revelation. | remember | watched him do it again at VALIANT
when he was writing Magnus Robot Fighter, some of his best
work in my opinion. | began to see how a story is structured and
it only made me more curious to learn the craft.

I was working as a colorist and graphic designer at Marvel,
but Jim always encouraged me to stretch further. Jim was
someone who always looked beyond the surface of things and
dug deeper into the meaning and themes of stories. He would
call out lazy thinking when he encountered it. In fact, | guess he
was famous for it, but for someone like me, | craved the input
and the feedback on my work. And in my life. | knew | didn’t
have things figured out.

Jim taught me to approach problems analytically and he
made me realize that every situation in life is a problem to be
solved. The very qualities of his personality that some people
found difficult to deal with were the things that served me
the most. He was fiercely intelligent and endlessly curious.

(top) Jim and JayJay at a Halloween party in the ‘80s.
(bottom) A more recent photo of Jim and Jayjay.

He showed me how to achieve insight. He would sometimes do
something like that “5 whys” problem-solving method where
you dig past the first easy answer to the real ones underneath.
In his own way. It was revealing and taught me to look below
the surface and reach a deeper understanding.

Because I'm a history buff | had long had a vague idea for a
character who had been alive for a very long time and wasn't a
vampire. | wanted to do parallel scenes in each book, a historical
scene that related to the current story, making his memories
relate to and become the foundation for his present. Jim helped
me develop that vague idea into the Eternal Warrior at VALIANT.
But Jim came up with Armstrong, his brother and his opposite.
Jim knew that pairing two opposites together made for great
friction and conflict. He saw what was missing and added it,
then created Archer to be the opposite in their own book, Archer
and Armstrong.

Jim didn’t just create stories; he infused them with rela-
tionships. He knew that was the engine that powered a story.
An immortal alone is a concept. An immortal who carries the
weight of forever with a brother who made an opposite choice, that
turned every scene with the two of them into an argument. He
knew a character is only as interesting as what they push against.

And at Defiant and Broadway comics, Jim continued to give
me opportunities and encouragement. | wrote several issues of
Defiant comics and was part of the writing team at Broadway. It
was an incredible experience.

What Jim taught me went far beyond comic books or work.
Analytical thinking and looking deep is a life skill and it has affected
every decision, every problem as well as every creative choice
I've made for decades. The man literally rewired how | thought.

And working with Jim made me think | could do more. On
my own |’ve written and drawn some stuff. He always reviewed
my work and gave me feedback and help, right up until the end.
A couple of weeks before he died he gave me advice on a book
I was working on. Really good advice. As always.

Jim succeeded enormously, but he never hesitated to reach
back and help people.

And yet, Jim was also just my friend who joked that his
superpower was changing light bulbs, helped me move (though
every time he swore never again), and left unhinged messages
on my answering machine or voicemail. In nice weather we used
to walk all over Manhattan, sometimes for miles. We jogged in
Central Park. And we used to sing. Nothing formal or fancy,
we’d just break into song with a comfortable ease.

Jim’s mom had wanted to be a singer and she’d won a talent
show in Pittsburgh. He said the prize was a record album of her
performance. When he was young they used to sing together.
The duet “It’s a Lovely Day Today” from Call Me Madam was one
of their tunes. When he got older he joined a local community
theater and was in a production of Bells Are Ringing. He knew all
the lyrics of the Superman musical he’d seen as a kid on his first
business trip and treasured the album.

[ fancy | still hear him sometimes, breaking into song on one
of our walks, on my answering machine, or even in a restaurant,
completely unselfconscious, a large mammal in full voice.

Jim spent his whole life having to
convince himself he belonged in rooms
that were never built for him. | don’t
know if he truly understood how many of
us believed in him without needing any
convincing.

| believe in you, Jim. | always did.

JayJay Jackson is an eclectic artist and writer living in
New York, best known for her work on comic books,
graphic novels, and gigposters. She has worked for
Z2 Comics, Marvel Comics, DC, Valiant, and many
other companies. Her illustrations have appeared in
Vibe and Royal Flush Magazine, among others.
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JIM SHOOTER &
MAII VEL SUPER HERUES

“It Was Better /g
Everyone
Hated Me” |

by John Kirk
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autographed by Jim Shooter. Cover by Mike Zeck and John
Beatty. Image courtesy of Heritage Auctions (www.ha.com).

TM & © Marvel Characters, Inc.

Get ready to rumble! It's Marvel Super-Heroes Secret Wars #1, '

& fARVEL SUBER \\

You probably have all of this maxiseries in your long boxes,
in your closet, if not the omnibus on your shelf. Of course,
I’'m talking about one of the most heralded and remembered
titles in comics history-and arguably Jim Shooter’s greatest
success: The Marvel Super-Heroes Secret Wars.

And in order to appreciate the landscape of Secret Wars,

it’s important to understand Jim Shooter, because ultimately the
series was a microcosm of the sum of his experiences, his histo-
ry, his education in the comics world, and the way he ran
Marvel during his tenure as Editor-in-Chief.
Shooter’s mindset towards any of his projects,
including MSHSW was rooted in his financially
challenged upbringing and applied to the way he
managed Marvel Comics from 1978 to 1987. It
wasn’t an enlightened perspective of manage-
ment and in his personal memoirs, he referred to
it as “righting the ship”, implying that the ship
was off course. MSHSW, midpoint in this Herculean
task, was instrumental in accompllshlng corporate
success for Marvel Comics in this time.

He possessed a perfectionist’s attention to
quality, heightened awareness of the comics
industry, and he felt there was a lot of work that
needed to be done at Marvel, and only he could
do it. He rarely shared his thinking with the
majority of his co leagues or peers and appearing inflexible also
didn’twin him alot of allies. He had his own agenda and his own set
of ethics, even if that wasn’t apparent to those around him, but
he believed he tried to do the thing that was best, regardless of
the impact it had on others and that did not earn him any friends.

His strict adherence to detail over dates was a work style
tempered by an uncompromising need to revise creators’ work.

“Stan used to do that all the time.” Joe Rubinstein told us in
an interview. “What was the difference?”

He was simple, direct, and he could be frustrating to the
people he directed with his insistence on perfection, constant
changes, and demanding nature. He came by this honestly.
His disadvantaged childhood, his brutal lessons in the comics
industry, and an intuitive eye for quality and innovation all
combined in making the Editor-in-Chief he became.

If you speak with any of Jim Shooter’s friends, they will
unanimously agree that he tried to do the right thing. Though
there was a fair share of others who celebrated his departure
from Marvel Comics, because, while he loved comics and comic
creators, he always put the company first. He learned the comics
industry the hard way. He himself became hard, unrelenting,
and abrasive but he loved comics and loved relating them to
fans. He enjoyed being challenged by talent, fought for talent,
and he had a respect for talent, even when the talent didn’t
respect him, and in that history and tumultuous, stress-ridden
process lay the success of how MSHSW was created.

© Luigi Novi /
Wikimedia Commons.

THE PRODIGY YEARS-"I WAS A TEEN AGE
COMIC WRITER”
The environment of Jim Shooter’s “boy genius” childhood was
punctuated by the presence of two destabilizing influences:
poverty and alcoholism. Though it’s common knowledge that
Jim was a comics prodigy and sold his first comic story at the
impressionable age of 13, it was a feat that never got the
acclaim it deserved, overshadowed by his family’s poverty.

In an interview at Toronto’s Fan Expo Secret Wars panel in
2016, Shooter shared this with me.

“My family were broke. | was a kid. | couldn’t help my
family by getting a job in a steel mill. A paper route wasn't

»
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YOU CAN BEND
THIS ULTRA-
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METAL LIKE
PAPER WITH
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HANDS, THEN
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(top) The heroes arrive and are mighty confused. Marvel
Super-Heroes Secret Wars #1 art by Zeck and Beatty. (bottom) Ya
can’t beat a good scrap. Issue #2 art by Zeck and Beatty.

(inset) Shooter begins his career as a comics writer in Adventure
Comics #346. Cover by Curt Swan and George Klein.

Secret Wars TM & © Marvel Characters, Inc. Legion of Super-Heroes TM & © DC Comics.

available. So, | was at a doctor’s appointment.
| saw a pile of comics on the table. It occurred to
me that | could do that.”

Shooter was a bright child. He was skilled in
language arts, and he described experiences of
being a success in school. His teachers were
surprised at his facility with language. When he
discovered comics, they weren’t just an escape
though, they were a means to an end. It was
something in which he could utilize his prodigy
level talent and perhaps exploit.

Shooter’s father, Ken, worked in a steel mill. He
was also an alcoholic and while Shooter didn’t like
to talk about his childhood and family, it was clear
that the combination of a low-paying job and
alcoholism had an effect on the way Jim grew up.

From Shooter’s own memoirs, he remembers dis-
covering comics in those years of financial hardship.

“1t seemed that all my life, lack of money had
oppressed my family. We always seemed to be
on the brink of financial oblivion. Struggling.
Hanging by a thread. Wolves at the door.”

Reading comics from the age of 8 to 13 was an
on-and-off again luxury for Shooter. It was a learning
period, and comics weren’t often widely available,
but he was aware, even at that young age, of the
story structure. Money was always an obstacle to
prevent his further education as a child and also
always on his mind. It’s sad when a child has an
awareness of their own socio-economic status.
Shooter recounted this on his blog:

“Two things prevented me from getting (back)
into comics up to my earlobes right then—first, my
family, always in hard times, had fallen into even
harder times, and there simply was no money for
such things, and second, those whatchacall’ems-
Marvel Comics? They were impossible to find
around Bethel Park, Pennsyl-
vania in those early days. How
Bruno’s Barbershop acquired
one remains a mystery.”

Shooter wound up reading
more comics after that

] doctor’s visit when he landed
dibedkimisagsd N a hospital room recovering
i from a surgical procedure
for a hernia as a kid that his
family could barely afford. He
couldn’t afford the comics
either so during that time he
had access to a great many.
He maximized that oppor-
tunity and, in that time, his
talent for story composition
emerged as he describes at
jimshooter.com:
“During the summer of 1964, | spent a week
in Pittsburgh’s Mercy Hospital where | had minor
surgery and a major revelation. There were lots of
comic books lying around in that kids’ ward, and |
had lots of time to read. There were Archies,
Harveys, Dells, Charltons, Nationals—and Marvels!”

As he spent his time in the hospital, Shooter
didn’t just read the comics, he studied them.

“At age thirteen, | was ready to write a comic
book. | had desperately sought copies of Marvel
Comics-borrowed, traded for, or managed to
scrape up twelve cents to buy. | studied them.

COMICS
featuring SUPERBOY and the
LEGION OF SUPER-HEROES|

+ERINCESS , FERRO , NEME:
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Analyzed them. Read till | knew them by heart. So, | wrote and
drew, as best | could, a story of the Legion of Super-Heroes starring
Superboy, for National’s Adventure Comics and sent it off.”

It worked. It caught the attention of Mort Weisinger at DC,
who, unaware that he was a teen-ager, invited Shooter
to talk about the submission. He surprised Mort with
the response of asking if his mother, Elenor, could
come as well.

It was this education that formed the basis
for Shooter’s knowledge of how comics worked
and how MSHSW would be shaped.

In Shooter’s favor, his love of comics and his
career aspirations were also supported by the
presence of his mother. The measure of a
supportive parent, even one, in times of challenge
and hardship is invaluable, but Ellie Shooter’s
support was severely limited given both poverty
and her husband’s alcoholism. Fortunately for

JOE RUBINSTEIN

was insulted. He was the joke of the office-the “boy-genius”
who wrote Legion of Super-Heroes and his success was paraded
by Weisinger in front of the adult peers the teenaged Shooter
worked with, alienating him from them. Shooter was a wunder-
kind, but he was also isolated and lonely, thanks to Mort’s
instructional and management style.

Joe Rubinstein had a less diplomatic take on
Weisinger.

“Mort Weisinger was notorious for being a
scumbag.” Speaking about Shooter’s formative
years under the DC editor.

“He was a horrible human being. He was
always guilting Jim that he wasn’t worthy and
that he was a charity case.”

Weisinger would continue this abusive editorial
practice during Shooter’s early years writing for
DC. This was his apprenticeship, seasoned by
mistreatment and negativity. Shooter was told

Shooter, it was enough to give him his break.

He received permission to continue to write
for National Publications (DC Comics) and for Mort Weisinger.
The education he received from Mort was wide-spread and
painful. He learned almost every aspect of the business
close-hand and empirically, as described in his memoirs.

“Soon after, school ended for the year, and almost a year
after I'd written the first Legion story DC bought. Fresh out
of ninth grade, | was off from home in Pittsburgh to New
York City to spend a week in DC’s offices learning more about
comics production—things like coloring and inking that are
hard to explain over the phone.

“So, I spent a fairamount of time in DC’s offices, meeting with
Mort (Mort Weisinger) and other DC people—Jack Adler, who
gave me an education with regard to art production, coloring,
and printing; Carmine Infantino, who discussed cover design
with me, Tatjana Wood—I think—regarding coloring, George
Klein—I think—explaining inking. And lots more. E. Nelson
Bridwell, who was Mort’s assistant, of course. Lots of other people,
especially people who worked in the office. | think | met
everyone who worked in the office. Not so many freelancers.
| attended several general editorial meetings. | learned a lot.”

Weisinger was infamous for shooting down ideas and invasively
replacing work with his own storyline ideas. He was a cruel boss
and though he knew the business well, he treated his employees
harshly. Though Shooter was on record for praising Weisinger’s
writing style and admittedly abusive style of management,
he criticized his inflexibility. He remembered this from his blog:

“Mort’s rules always worked, story-mechanics-wise. Easy, idiot-
proof, safe. Trying things that explored the frontiers beyond the
confines of Mort’s rules was tricky—fraught with opportunities
to fail—but if you were daring, if you had the necessary depth
of understanding and the skills, you could do wonderful things.”

MSHSW was a successful but simple storyline. It was idiot-
proof in a way. Its essence was to take a bunch of heroes and
villains, place them on a battlefield with headquarters and battle
vehicles and let them go full-bore at each other.

This validated and demonstrated Shooter’s basic rule under
Mort: “l shut up and listened.” As much as he enjoyed hearing
challenges to his perspective, this became the default he
had for his writers.

Shooter’s education was reinforced with as much negative
conditioning as one could stomach. If he made a mistake, he

Spidey takes on the X-Men on the cover of issue #3.
Art by Zeck. Original art scan courtesy of Heritage
Auctions (www.ha.com).

TM & © Marvel Characters, Inc.

by Weisinger that he was “retarded” or called
other hateful epithets.

“Mort would call me every Thursday night, right after the
Batman TV show, to go over whatever I'd delivered that week.
He’d call me other times, too, whenever, but Thursday night
was our regularly scheduled call. The calls mostly consisted of
him bellowing at me. ‘You f*cking moron! Learn to spelll What
the hell is this character holding? Is that supposed to be a gun?
It looks like a carrot! These layouts have to be clear, retard!’
When you’re 14 and the big, important man upon whom your

Gage Skidmore.
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family’s survival depends calls you up to tell you you’re an
imbecile, it makes an impression....

“It got to the point where any time I'd hear a phone ring
I’d clench up, white knuckled. Very Pavlovian. Even in school,
or some other place that was ostensibly safe, a ringing phone
jolted me.

“Mort used to tell me | was his ‘charity case.” He said that
the only reason he kept me on was because my family would
starve otherwise.”

It certainly made an impression on the young Shooter
that he could remember these incidents with such clarity.
They left scars.

“lim also had to endure the abuse he suffered under his
dad, who was an alcoholic.” Joe Rubinstein added. “I'm not
exactly sure what the nature of the trauma was, but he had
to deal with that too.”

Shooter’s education and introduction to the comics publish-
ing world was set in this time, offered in the worst possible way
anyone could have imagined.

Influenced by his home life and combined with the abusive
crash-course introduction to the world of comic publishing,
Shooter was somehow able to be a full-time comics writer.
It became a regular occurrence for him to start making trips to
New York by himself as a teenager. Shooter’s start in comics may
have seemed a lucky break to anyone trying to break into the
industry: being essentially scouted at a young age by a major
corporation. He had made the Big Leagues. But there was no
joy or excitement in this break: it was, as Weisinger correctly
observed, motivated out of necessity.
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There was guilt in trying to help his family. But Shooter DID
learn to understand the world of comics on a level that other
entrants into the industry didn’t. He didn’t just have a talent for
writing comic stories, he also knew how they could succeed,
reinforced by expert, if harsh direction by some of the leading
professionals in the industry at the time. Shooter, a survivor of
an impoverished, alcoholic-abusive home environment, was
enrolled in the empirical comic version of the School of Hard
Knocks. Essentially, he traded one abuse-filled situation for
another and earned by injury and tears.

Survivors of abuse are never the same. In fact, internalizing
and normalizing abuse they unintentionally repeat the same
cycle, while also being aware of the nature of their own
abusive history. Sometimes, it can be too much, and it
manifests itself in other ways.

“lim was an alcoholic too.” Rubinstein pointed out. “I don’t
think that anyone knew. | think people presumed that because
he was so tall that he could take ten drinks. No one ever saw him
slobbering, fall-down drunk. He did get an attitude. But look
what it did to his esophagus.”

THE EARLY YEARS

Imagine just turning 18 years old, feeling like you need to make
a change from being treated abusively for five years of your
adolescence while providing for your parents when you should
have been thinking about school, university, or new career or
trade opportunities. Heck, even thinking about graduating high
school or even the prom.

Shooter recounted being a kid on his blog:

“Yes. It was tough sometimes. The guys would pass by my
house on their way to play basketball or whatever the sport of
the season was. They’d yell ‘Hey, Jimbo,” my invitation to play.
Couldn’t do it most of the time. Deadlines. Had to sit there—
the left end of the couch was my spot—sketch the pictures and
write the words.

“I wore out that end of the couch. Upholstery rubbed bare.
Armrest frayed.

“No choice. First of all, my family needed the money.
Badly. Second, my editor, Mort Weisinger, mean as a snake
at his nicest, would have screamed at me more than usual if
| was ever late.”

The truth of the matter was there was a lot in Shooter’s young
adulthood that he missed out on.

“Net, net, net | spent a lot of time not being a kid. | don’t
recommend it.

“I made up for it a little bit in my senior year. Just took some
time for me. Went to a couple of football games. Went to a
couple of parties. Went to a couple of dances. It was my last
chance to be a kid and | wanted a taste.”

Thinking about it: MSHSW was like a kid’s ultimate entertain-
ment: superheroes and villains putting themselves against each
other, surrounded by aliens, sci-fi technology and weaponry, all
within one setting. Limited by its simplistic concept but epic
in scale, all set under the shadow of Galactus. But imagine an
entity more powerful than Galactus. In a way, it was like Shooter
was making up for all those lost years of childhood by playing
with the characters of Marvel Comics in a way that only the
Editor-in-Chief could.

(top left) Bob Layton’s cover for issue #4 is one of the
classic covers of the series. (bottom) The Molecule Man
shows everyone who's the boss. Issue #5 art by Layton
and Beatty. (top right) Bring on the bad guys! Layton’s
cover for issue #6.

TM & © Marvel Characters, Inc.
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MSHSW has been criticized for its oversimplified nature. But if
there was anything Shooter was good at, it was knowing what
the fans wanted. The maxiseries resonated with fans justifying
his choice of writers—himself-and the storyline he created. If any-
thing, this validated Shooter’s writing, ignoring criticism from
his peers. He talked more about this in his memoirs.

“I sussed out that DC wouldn’t
keep sending me checks if | wasn’t
any good. | learned to ignore

SECRET WARS

The Human Torch meets the new Spider-Woman in issue
#7. Art by Zeck and Beatty. Original art scan courtesy of
Heritage Auctions (www.ha.com).

TM & © Marvel Characters, Inc.
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. reason to be obeyed all the time,

have been gathered to fightthe ultimate war! On one side sta
Super Heroes commanded by Captain America. The X-Men o
separated from them by mutual suspicion and mistrust. Meanw}
alll Now, as tension grows, a new combatant joins the con lll ict!
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Mort's abuse, let it run off my back.

“Years later, | found out he used
to brag about me to other DC
editors. | was his ‘discovery,” a
‘prodigy,” to whom he could give
any assignment, any book, any
character, and always get good
material, never a rewrite needed.
| was the young hotshot he was
grooming for big things. Not bad
for af*cking moron/retard, | guess.”

While the memory of Mort
Weisinger’s instruction was no
doubt traumatic, at least it validated
the way Shooter had been taught
to publish a comic story. It also
inured him to the abuse he took-
and gave-during the chaos of
MSHSW. He described this in further
detail in his memoirs.

“Mort Weisinger trained me
about more than just writing. He
taught me about running a creative
organization, and professionalism,
and making order out of chaos. It
seemed like there was tremendous
talent and energy at Marvel, and
no organization. | was the line
editor, going over 45 books a

MARVEL SUPER HEROES ™* SECRET WAL

Transporied o a sifangs planet by a force from boyond he uriverso, e
villair
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silly things like using a straightedge
todraw buildings. I said, Well, what if
it was an old ramshackle tenement?
Wouldn’t a freehand less perfect
ink line feel more like an old
building? 1I'd ask a lot of whys
about the rules, got a lot of ‘that’s
not how it’s done, not how we do
things’ which led to me asking a lot
of ‘well then why not?" So again,
Jim pushed; | pushed back. It was a
weird dance. | defended my choices.
Sometimes he’d agree, sometimes
not. Jimalsofeltthatitwasimportant
for any potential new reader to be
able to pick up any issue of any
comic and immediately know who
the characters were. |im wanted
every issue of every title to have a
short recap of what came previously
in the story and an introduction to
the cast of players, done organically
as part of the story. This. For. Every.
Single. Issue.”

Shooter’s unrelenting push for
quality also came at the expense
of relationships with the creators
he respected. His clashes with
legendary creators like John Byrne,
Doug Moench, Marv Wolfman,

llcstSupc r Heroes and Super-Villains of all
ainst ihem standthe
other heroes yet

agn he
the mighty Ga emi ng\ynupa«pnsmaes\mymem

JIM SHOOTER -- pwes7ee
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month. | had this little crew of

Gene Colan, and Steve Gerber

guys, but the way it was organized
was pretty idiotic. When Stan and
Sol were this little two-man tag
team, and the company was eight books, it worked. When it
was 45 books, it didn’t work. Nobody had bothered to install
an organization. | thought, ‘I can fix this.” | was hoping I'd
get a chance; | was pretty much last on everybody’s list, but
eventually they’d used up everybody else, so | got my chance.
But | was the second-in-command, and | got overlooked three
times. Since there were no other remotely qualified candidates
available at that point, Stan hired me and | took over as editor in
chief on January 2, 1978.”

RIGHTING THE SHIP AT MARVEL: ENTER SECRET WARS
Shooter’s style of management was entirely pragmatic. He had
learned how to make unpopular decisions. Whether this was
a by-product of Mort Weisinger’s cruel tutelage or an innate
understanding that someone needed to make the hard calls, it
was difficult to discern. The fact was, he knew to do it.

In an interview, Bill Sienkewicz recalls the machine-gun
direction he received from Shooter on his days of drawing
Moon Knight.

“He had me redraw every page of the first issue of the Moon
Knight comic book, both for clarity and to do more full body and
establishing shots rather than, as he put it, “artsy fartsy” angled
panels with figures breaking the panel borders for no narrative
reason. Still his points and druthers made sense. | did feel inclined
to push against his dictates (i.e.; restrictions/prohibitions) and
those of some editors. | felt like some rules had no real practical

became sagas unto themselves.

. Byrne would leave for DC, working

on Superman. Marv Wolfman would

see success with artist George Perez on The New Teen Titans at DC

as well. His insistence and rigid editorial style created more strife

than his respect for their talent instilled loyalty. Echoes of Mort

Weisinger’s style of managing talent, if you like, also a premo-
nition of MSHSW as it either broke artists or drove them away.

THE SECRETS OF THE SECRET WARS
This was the same way Shooter forced Mike Zeck to MSHSW.

The dynamic art style that Mike Zeck was known for
became pedestrian with every change, every comment, footnote,
and every redrawn issue began to lose its lustre. Shooter rushed
Zeck to the point where they had to work overnight in a hotel
penthouse in order to make deadlines.

If fans were asked to recount the most remembered titles of
the 1980s, MSHSW would undoubtedly rise to the top of the list.
Yet, it was a work that was riddled with nerve-wracking
deadlines and constant re-writes and changes unknown to the
fans. Secret Wars is long remembered by fans but desperate to
be forgotten by its creators.

The inception of MSHSW was actually based on a concept
that Shooter had been knocking around in his head, inspired
by a $220 purchase of a concept by a fan from Chicago.
The idea was loosely titled Cosmic Champions and this, in his
mind, was how the future of Marvel Comics should be: each
character pitted against each other in a way to answer a child’s
ultimate question: who is the best superhero?

»
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Dr. Doom and
Galactus on the
same page? How
cool is that?! Art

by Zeck and Beatty.
Original art scan
courtesy of
Heritage Auctions
(www.ha.com).

TM & © Marvel Characters, Inc.

IHE SECRET WARS

SHHHH! IT'S A SECRET!

The plot lacked moralizing or character depth.
There was the typical misunderstanding between
superheroes (to this day, Spider-Man trouncing
the entire X-Men is a high point in readers’
memories)andthesophisticated characterizations
that existed in the other comics-like Chris
Claremont’s work on Magneto’s evolution
towards Xavier’s dream-was absent.

Nonetheless, it seized the fan’s attentions.
They couldn’t get enough of it, proof of Shooter’s
connection to what fans wanted.

He also seemed to have a fascination with
underdog Owen Reece, aka the Molecule Man,
who became a major pivotal point of character
growth in the Marvel Continuum. It was
a very interesting parallel to Shooter’s
own history with Marvel comics.

Molecule Man’s character arc
saw the realization of his power;
essentially announcing to the
other villains about how bad his
life had been until he could show

1

AT THAT MOMENT, INSIDE THE
ENORMOLS CONSTRUCT THAT

/8 THE HOMEWORLD OF GALACTL

them the power that he possessed. He was no
longer disadvantaged and beaten-down Owen
Reece, now he was the mighty Molecule Man,
the true victor of MSHSW. A comparison between
Shooter and Reece’s individual rises to power
can be made.

TOYS, TOYS, TOYS!
Jim Shooter was also aware of the relationship
between toys and comics. He pounced on
opportunities with toy companies like Mego to
create The Micronauts. He also partnered with
Parker Brothers who had released an electronic
action figure called ROM. This spawned ROM:
Space Knight. He also signed a deal with
Hasbro for rights to G.I. Joe, a series
that survives to this day, published
by Skybound, an imprint of Image
Comics. The Transformers also was
licensed by Hasbro. Of course,
there was also the Care Bears,
by license through Kenner Toys.
All of these titles managed to
find lasting places in comic fans’
hearts and memories. Of course,
this line of thinking was also
present in MSHSW.

When approached by Mattel

DOCTOR DOOM -~

A BURGLAR! RUMAGING
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BEING'S HOME, SEEKING
TO STEAL S50ME
PRICELESS THING !
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AS MYSELF COULD PROVIDE POWER
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AND, ON THE PLANET'S SURFACE, FAR
BELOW, GALACTUS ALSO PERSE-
VERES IV KIS ENDEAVORS, THOUGH
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HIS NOTICE. THEY ARE SPREAD-
ING, GROWING EVER MORE
VIOLENT:
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REPAIR THIS DAMAGED PLANET BEFORE DEVOUR-
ING /T! A NUISANCE. . .

to license action figures from the
big-name characters of the Marvel
Pantheon (Captain America,
Doctor Doom, the Fantastic Four, etc.), he was
eager to make a deal.

Kenner already had a deal in the works with
DC Comics to do the same with their characters.
Mattel was panicked and Shooter was the type
of business shark who could smell chum in the
water.

Mattel’s “He-Man and the Masters of the
Universe” was very successful and all the toy
company needed was a major comics event
as a tie-in. It forced Shooter to put all of his
wunderkind imagination to work. It also enabled
him to see a destiny for Marvel Comics that
would justify his abusive training at Weisinger’s
hands and be a good “company soldier”. This
was Shooter’s chance to make a major impact
on the comics industry landscape and even
though Mattel would post a $394 million dollar
loss, Marvel wouldn’t.

The series was historic and permanently
changed the landscape of the Marvel diaspora for
decades. For instance, in an interview panel with
me, artist Mike Zeck remembered the cover of
Secret Wars #8, the iconic introduction of the
black Spider-Man costume.

“lim hated it. But when he found out Mattel
got excited about how easy it would be to
produce the action figures, he said to keep it.”

At the same panel, Bob Layton added this:

“The toy visits were fun! Who doesn’t like toys?
They were sh*tty toys, but they were still toys!
There were challenges though because they used
single molds for the bodies. So, my mandate was
to design the characters so that they could be
used with the single bodies. Paint jobs, different
implements. | had to redesign all the costumes to
fit into the molds that they had. ”

© Luigi Novi /
Wikimedia Commons.
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CREATING THE WARS

The choice of the creative team behind MSHSW
was difficult. Shooter decided that he needed

to write the series.

From his blog, he remembered it

this way.

“When time came to actually
doit, | realized that only | could
write it. | was busy enough being
Editor-in-Chief, | didn’t need the
additional burden and we didn’t

have a shortage of writers, but....

“Marvel’s writers at the time,

some of the best in the business,
were, to a person, very possessive
about the characters they were
writing. To some extent, that was
a good thing, indicating a love for

the characters that generally showed in their work.
It also led to some intense rivalries and bitter

arguments regarding crossovers
and guest appearances.”

However, it was suggested
that Chris Claremont was
interested but turned it down
on the basis of it being a “toy
comic” and that it wouldn’t
sell. On SyFy.com’s “An Oral
History of the Marvel Super
Heroes Secret Wars, “Tom DeFalco
expressed puzzlement as to
why other writers weren’t as
interested, given his belief in
the success of the project.

“l remember that when we
finally decided to do that book,

CANS1.00

we went around trying to get the best creative
team we could. We asked Chris Claremont to write
it and | forget who else. Every person that we
approached told us that they were just
not interested. Nobody wanted to
work on a ‘toy book.” | heard a lot of
‘It's not going to sell; I don’t want to
have anything to do with it.””

But Shooter contradicted this
idea, suggesting that others wanted
to write the series. When asked
about this at Toronto’s Comicon in

2016, he shared that “it was best
that everybody hated me instead
of fighting with each other for the
job. It meant a lot of heat and
resentment went my way, but in
the end, it was worth it.”

It was more likely a case of the sense of owner-
ship and control over the characters.

However, it is important to note
that with the new creator contracts
that allowed editors to get paid for

(left) The cover for
issue #8 may be the
best remembered

of the entire series.
(right) Peter gets
some new threads in
issue #8. Art by Zeck
and Beatty. Original
art scan courtesy of
Heritage Auctions
(www.ha.com).
(inset) Spidey

gets the blister

BOB LAYTON

© Luigi Novi / Wikimedia Commons.

card treatment.

FOR AGES OVERS.
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writing work, Shooter not only got writing credit for the maxiseries
but also got paid for the work as well as being Editor-in-Chief.

Tom DeFalco was the choice for the series editor. However,
it was extremely awkward for DeFalco to edit his boss as well as
manage the other challenges of the series. But his affable and
friendly style enabled him to balance the awkward dynamic with
the requirements of editing the massive undertaking.

“Working on a project like Secret Wars was like running
a super marathon.” He admitted. At a Fan Expo Panel at
MegaCon, Bob Layton would call him a tool.

“Of The Secret Wars.” He would add.

Tom DeFalco later affirmed the back-and-forth marathon pacein
decision-making over Spider-Man'’s black costume, remembering
the huge ton of mail about what a bad idea the costume was.

“Shooter came to me and said, ‘what issue does Spider-Man
get his black costume?’ #252, | said. ‘Get rid of it by #253. Sales
are going to plummet. Everyone hates it." | convinced him to
keep it for eight issues. However, when Mattel discovered it,
they fell in love with the idea; now they could sell two versions
of Spider-Man by keeping the same mold and just repainting the
second one black.” The day that they were going to send Issue
#252 out, Shooter came into DeFalco’s office and said “Oh, by
the way, keep the black costume.”

The Amazing Spider-Man #252 saw the continuation of the
suit in the series, which would eventually lead to one of Marvel’s
greatest stories and the creation of Venom, one of the most
recognized Marvel characters in the 21 century.

The choice for artistry was also a difficult one. It was thought
that Big Name talent was needed for this book. But Jim Starlin
and Steve Englehart were working for Archie Goodwin at Epic

The heroes begin their assault on Galactus. Cover by
Mike Zeck and Bob McLeod. Original art scan courtesy
of Heritage Auctions (www.ha.com).

TM & © Marvel Characters, Inc.

Illustrated and John Byrne was writing and drawing Fantastic Four
and Alpha Flight. Frank Miller was on his way out, passing on
the duties of Daredevil to Klaus Jansen. Essentially, list of talent
names dwindled.

When it came down to Mike Zeck and John Beatty, they
did manage to achieve crowd-pleasing work with Captain
America, but they lacked a popular fanbase that names like
Miller or Byrne had. This they thought was needed to solidify
advance sales.

Zeck actually had to discontinue his work for stress reasons,
bringing Bob Layton into pinch-hit for a few issues.

Layton also remembered at The Secret Wars panel (MegaCon,
Orlando, 2018): “I had just finished Hercules, and | was still on
contract. So, | was told, ‘we need you’. So, | was drafted. Drafted
by The Secret Wars! Shooter wanted a lot of changes. So, | had
to fill in or lose my health benefits. | became the first Prisoner of
War of the Secret Wars!” He joked. “More like the first casualty!”

When asked about the editorial relationship, Zeck and
Layton were quick to point out that technically, Tom DeFalco
was the editor.

“We lovingly called him Linguini-Breath.” Layton quipped at
the panel. “Tom was a character to be appreciated.”

“I'just called him ‘Puppet’.” Zeck chimed in.

“Yeah, ‘cause it was all Jim’s call.” Layton responded.

“Jim would tell Tom what to tell us and then Tom would tell
us.” Zeck confirmed.

When Zeck returned to duty, he settled for simply drawing
little more than the stick figures that Shooter would use for
layouts.

“Jim just used stick figures towards the end. | was fine with
that. It was rush, rush, rush. We had to do the last five pages
overnight at the hotel just to make the deadline. We had inkers
like crazy. The pages were all spread around.”

“I had some in Florida.” John Beatty added.

“Rubinstein had some. There are even some pages inked by
Art Adams.” Zeck said. “Probably some Bob Layton ones too!”
Layton laughed at that.

“Jim was the George Lucas of comics. He had to retrofit
everything. Even when you were done, you weren’t done!”

With the last issue, the exhausted Zeck was given a bottle of
Dom Perignon by Shooter with a card that had “the war is over”
written on it. Zeck opened the bottle and downed it in its entirety.

THE REWARDS OF THE SECRET WARS

But the partnership with Mattel Toys, brokered by Shooter,
also meant huge revenues for Marvel with the licensing of their
characters for an action figure line based on the comic series.
With MSHSW reaching 800,000 copies monthly, this meant
major success for the series.

Both Zeck and Layton had their favorite moments.

“The end!” They both declared, laughing.

“No, but Mike had iconic covers.” Layton acknowledged,
referring to Secret Wars #8, with its status in the top 100 covers
of all time.

“The real success of The Secret Wars is its longevity. People
always come up to me at conventions and tell me that this
was the comic that got them into reading comics. | don’t think
any other comic in history has ever had that same degree of
success.” Zeck observed.

“l always get to sign your covers.” Layton laughed. “But |
made more money designing the box art for the toys than | ever

|7

got for Secret Wars!
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THE CASUALTIES OF SECRET WARS
The Toys

As much as MSHSW lauded incredible sales and
overwhelming fan appreciation, there were
some casualties. Sadly, Mattel was one of them
and did not experience the same success. Posting
a $394 million dollar loss that year, the same
could not be said for them, and the toy line
dwindled into obscurity. They probably suffered
the most, corporately.

Creators’ Rights
In his memoirs, Shooter regarded what he did for
creators was his greatest achievement while at
Marvel. MSHSW affected that.

“Negotiating better deals for creators.
It was a big significant thing that changed
peoples’ lives for the better. It was the type
of thing that Neal Adams always wanted.
My very first day on the job was a perfect
storm, the new Copyright Law of 1976 took
effect. It required that everybody had to
sign a document, which they had never had
to do before. At the same time Neal Adams
was trying to start a Creators’ Guild. He took
one of my Work-For-Hire documents and wrote
‘If you sign this document, you are signing your
life away’ on it. Printed it up all over the place:
the lobby, in front of the elevators. He was going
to start a strike against Marvel and | kept telling
him, ‘Just give me a little while and I'm going
to do all that. | just need a little time.” We
remained the best of friends, and he and |
were on the same page. It was just that | was
management and he was labor. We got along
splendidly but | was on the inside and he was
on the outside. The Guild fell apart and | was
able to get all these things done. | think that
was my biggest accomplishment.”

In an interview with me, Joe Rubinstein added
this.

“Shooter invented something called Battle
Pay. If you had to get work done over the
weekend, he’d get you more money. He was
trying to be decent, fair, and get people what
they wanted.”

Still, the pressure of Secret Wars would take its
toll, regardless of how well Shooter was willing to
pay creators. Shooter’s demanding nature and the
pressure of getting a book on the shelves every
month for a year not only soured his relationship
with his immediate team but it also affected his
standing as Editor-In-Chief.

This was epitomized in a parody memo posted
in the bullpen, dated April 27, 1984:

From: Jim Shooter

To: The Editors

Subject: The Secret Wars

Since | don’t have a lettercol to hype Secret
Wars (and myself), 1’d appreciate some help.
How about in your lettercols for the rest of the
year, mentioning how marvelous a job I'm
doing, and how being the E.I.C. and therefore
the ultimate authority on all the characters
and like unto the Very God of the Marvel
universe, my work is absolutely perfect.
Definitive, even. That seems to be the only

gripe we’re getting—that the characters are
not exactly as dull and boring the same as
they appear in their regular titles. If you guys
would talk up the wonderful job I’'m doing, we
could trick the little f*cks. Make it clearer to the
charming readers that, despite my stylistic
differences from the other writers, we’re writing
the same characters. Only | write them better.
Let’s legitimize the hell out of it, okay?

Assistant Editor Eliot Brown claimed responsi-
bility for the hoax memo, but the identity of the
author wasn’t confirmed.

Still, the cost of the success of MSHSW was felt
internally as well as in the markets and it impacted
the work Shooter did for Creators’ Rights.

THE GOOD IN JIM

“Jim was a good person.” Joe Rubinstein described
in an interview with us. “He was the type of guy
who would always have three or four hundred
dollars in cash in his pocket in case an artist or
a writer’s check didn’t clear for the weekend.
He paid for all the Christmas parties and dinners.
That always came out of his pocket.

“There is a story when Shooter overheard
an assistant-editor patronizing one of the fans
who called in and Shooter yelled at him. He
said, ‘That’s our public. You treat them with
respect.” A lot of people didn’t like Jim. Jim
was a friend of mine and | liked Jim, but a lot
of people don’t realize how hard he worked;
how sensitive he was, and how hard he drank.
He never became stupid drunk, but it changed
his demeanor.”

Other professionals remember Shooter’s
consideration. Bill Sienkiewcz shared with me:
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Dr. Doom gains
the power of the
Beyonder in issue
#10. Art by Zeck
and Beatty.
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“l feel he changed the medium. He was a fascinating Doug Moench, and Rick Marschall. These would be his collab-

guy. His years at Marvel were some of the most explosive,
creative years ever. He knew it. We all knew it; lightening
in a bottle. He loved the medium and he loved
creators as much as he might have passionately
disagreed with them. Those who stood up to
him for their choices, beliefs, and creative
commitments and convictions got respect.
Sometimes free from animus,

grudgingly.”

In the same interview, Rubinstein had this
to share about Shooter’s commitment to the
medium and to creators’ rights.

“There were a lot of egos, a lot of prima
donnas. Jim had to deal with all of them. But
he fought for creators and for the right thing,
as he saw it. Once, they did a Labyrinth comic
book-John Buscema, | think-and they wanted

understood him better.

sometimes

BILL SIENKIEWIC2Z

© Luigi Novi / Wikimedia Commons.

orators working on Moon Knight and other titles in the future.
It was enough to dazzle Sienkiewicz, but he also admitted
to us that as he grew to know more about Shooter, he

“Jim gets a lot of bad press for his editorial
position and his mandates. He definitely had an
ethos and p.o.v. of how things should be done
storytelling wise. As we became friendlier over
time, | came to learn-and understand-that Jim
was the breadwinner for his family in PA (a state
we hadincommon, aswell as Polish roots); writing
comics at 15 years of age or thereabouts. He
talks about how he’s treated by the older guys
like Weisinger, how he’s dismissed, ridiculed,
and belittled while also being given immense
responsibility in the scripting and idea arena.
Jim came by his comics and narrative world-

to put out a coloring book. When Jim asked how they were view honestly; via typically being subjected to ‘abuse of the

doing this, they said that they were just going to use xeroxes
of John Buscema’s pencils and that they didn’t need to pay

anyone. He said, yeah,
you do. You have to pay
John Buscema because
you are using his work.
You know, he hired John
to go do a seminar on
how to draw comics. It
was free for anyone who
wanted to attend. But
Shooter was willing to pay
for anyone who wanted
to advance in comics.”

Bill Sienkewicz shared
this with us about his
experience with the Work
for Hire Contract-the
same agreement that was
in force for MSHSW, giving
the artists all the work they
wanted-and more.

“Shooter takes me
back into his office and
says, ‘Look, | can offer you
all the work you want—
but you have to sign a
work made for hire con-
tract.” He briefly explains
what that is. I'm two
weeks into being 20 years
old, naive, and excited, so
| hear the first part of Jim’'s
pitch, and my adrenaline
starts to really spike; and
though don’t really fully
understand the magnitude
of the WMFH contract |
quickly respond. “"Where
do I sign?"”

Shooter flooded Sien-
kiewicz with meeting
names like Ralph Macchio,

Transported to a strange planet by a force from beyond the universe, the mightiest Super Heroes and Super-Villains of all
have been gathered to fight the ultimate war! After many epic battles, the heroes led by Captain America had conquered all
who opposed them — all save one. And now, that one, Doctor Doom stands before them, glowing with power great enough to
destroy the entire universe!
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MINE! I, VICTOR VON
DOOM, AM THE

MIGHTIEST BEING
IN THIS....OR ANY
UNIWVERSE !
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JIM SHOOTER -- WRITER
MIKE ZECK -~ PENCILER
JOHN BEATTY --INKER
JOE ROSEN --LETTERER
NELSON YOMTOV -~ COLORIST
TOM DEFALCO -- EDITOR

Behold, the face of Doom. Secret Wars issue #11.

Art by Zeck and Beatty.
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golden goose’ by older, grizzled, jaded, ‘50s era businessmen
and higher-ups. | later learned a lot of these guys whose names

I only knew from the
comics’ credits were
real pieces of work; some
were-as | was later told-al-
so real pieces of sh*t
The push and pull, love
and hate, accolades and
dismissal thing he ex-
perienced has to f*ck
with your head as a kid,
with your self esteem and
perception of how the
world works; on top of
that weight is the insecu-
rity of being an incredibly
tall teenager with a pock-
marked face. We bonded
over our less-than-ideal
childhoods. | respected
Jim. Respected his p.o.v.
and the fact that he had a
vision for comics in general
and for Marvel specifically.
He took me under his
wing; he ‘took an interest
in my progress, a decidedly
mixed blessing.”

Shooter also believed
in knowing the job. Joe
Rubinstein remembered
how Shooter would credit
Weisinger for knowing
every facet of the comics
industry that most editors
wouldn’t know about.
He knew about delivery.
He knew about costs on
paper and sundries. He
knew about timelines and
schedules and how to
ensure that people were
producing quality work in
whatever their job was.

“l asked him, given that you’re an intelligent guy: how
do you know all this sh*t? He answered: Mort. Mort showed
him everything that he needed to know about the business.
It was one thing to know how to be an editor or a writer
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like Len Wein or Marv Wolfman, but they
didn’t know about distribution and all the
other things Shooter knew about. | think he
encouraged Carol Kalish to get that whole direct
system going.”

Of course, Kalish was responsible for a large
part of the sales of MSHSW. She was smart, fun-
ny, loved comics, and loved sales. She spoke
sales, embodied the role of the hardcore sales-
person, and her ambitions matched Shooter’s.
She saw the opportunity that Secret Wars
presented and while the toy sales were lagging,
she took comic store owners to dinner,
asked their opinions, validating their roles and
moreover, pushed the book, accounting for a
good deal of its success in the market. She was
loved by the market but made editors worried
that her push for sales would creatively stifle
the quality of the comics. A case of the tail
wagging the dog. Still, a large part of the success
of Secret Wars goes to her.

“It was the Jim show” Bob Layton commented
at the 2018 panel. “It was all Jim-he took center
spotlight and we all knew it was his baby. That was
why Tom DeFalco wasn’t the editor for The Secret
Wars 11.”

There was an unwritten rule that if you had
edited one of Shooter’s books, you were fired from
the next one.
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THE DEPARTURE FROM MARVEL
Shooter’s departure from Marvel was set against a
tapestry of high-energy and controversial events.

Creators at Marvel were experiencing a celebra-
tory recognition of their work. Sales were through
the roof, and titles were seeing figures of 500k, 600k
and in the case of the Secret Wars, 800k a month.
But creators were also seeing that their work was
being used with no associated royalties. Of course,
they went to Shooter with their complaints.

By 1986, Marvel’s parent company, Cadence
Industries, was in the process of liquidating its
assets. Marvel was being sold to new World
Pictures. During this turbulent time, Shooter
claimed that he was stymied by the changes in
corporate leadership every time he brought forth
the issue of creators’ royalties. In fact, at one
point he even stated that he threatened to bring
a class action lawsuit against the corporation
if these issues weren’t properly addressed.

Shooter believed in protecting the company, but
he also believed in Creators’ rights. JayJay Jackson,
artist, comics industry veteran, and longtime friend,
of Jim Shooter described the issue further for us:

“Here was Jim’s dilemma throughout this
situation: he knew Marvel was screwing over his
people but if he told them what was happening,
they would walk. As time went on Jim was under
increasing pressure to explain why people weren't

TN1:93 A KR 2~

(left) The war comes
to an end. Issue #12
cover by Zeck and
Beatty. (right) Mike
Zeck, Arthur Adams,
and Mike Mignola
come together on

a page from issue
#12. How's that

for a dynamic art
team? Original art
scan courtesy of
Heritage Auctions
(www.ha.com).

TM & © Marvel Characters, Inc.
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The heroes mount
an attack against a
Beyonder-powered
Doctor Doom.
Issue #12 art by
Zeck and Beatty.

TM & © Marvel Characters, Inc.

being paid and he couldn’t tell them. An executive
of a company has a contractual and fiduciary
responsibility to protect the company they work
for. He was a vice president of Marvel at this time.
Telling the freelancers, even some whom he
considered long-time friends, would absolutely
harm the company. He just couldn’t do it.

“Jim couldn’t take it anymore. He met with New
World management and threatened them with a
class-action lawsuit. We spoke aboutit the nightbefore
that meeting and he said it was going to be the big-
gest gamble of his life. He hoped his value to the
company might win out, but it didn’t. He rolled the
dice and lost. They fired him almost immediately.”

It's of note that when Shooter was fired, some
creators hosted a “Ding Dong-The Witch is Dead”
themed party.

Jim Shooter was a controversial figure but, in
his mind, had a very straight-forward ambition:
publish the best for the company. He was abrasive,
disliked missing detail, quick to take credit when
things worked out and according to a lot of the
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creators who worked for him, everything was
always late. But Jim Shooter knew comics and
what fans wanted to read.

“It wasn’t so much the quality of the books the
fans liked.” Zeck said.

“Actually, | don’t even think it was even our best
work.” Bob Layton answered.

“But fans were in love with the idea of Secret Wars.
Jim’s idea was that someone picking up a comic
for the first time should know the story instantly.
He made comics work-for the fans.” Affirmed Zeck.

It's really easy to make a snap judgement about
someone on the basis of their creative work. If
we’ve seen them perform, read their writing,
heard their singing at a concert, or even just
listened to them discuss their latest work on a talk
show, somehow people seem to know them.

It's not accurate, but it fills that immediate need
to understand them without asking questions.

People pick up gossip, second-hand stories, or
develop opinions on what people are like on those
biases after they’ve looked at the work and say:
“oh-THAT'S why.”

There was a lot riding on Jim Shooter’s shoulders.
But they were human shoulders: poverty, an
education at the school of hard-knocks, abuse and
privation and, in the end, accepting that some
things had to be taken on the chin; especially from
those who you worked for. His belief in his ability
to understand comics was the standard when it
came to managing the success of MSHSW.

In Marvel Comics: The Untold Story, Sean Howe
recounted how Carol Kalish once addressed a meet-
ing of comic shop owners before the release of the
sequel. “Remember Secret Wars? It was crap... but it
sold, right? Well, get ready for Secret Wars 1"

It might have been story crap, but it sold. While
Shooter’s methodology might have been uncom-
fortable and abrasive, it was the product of the
environment he was raised in and professionally
educated. There could be no doubt of the impact he
left on the world of comics. While his achievements
may be questioned, they had a groundbreaking
impact nonetheless that shaped the face of modern
comics today.

Love him or hate him, Shooter was a just a
human being, capable of faults and vulnerable to
the frailties that all humans are wont to possess.
Ultimately, people will make up their own decisions
about what type of person he was.

For peers and professionals, well... that’s a
totally different story. They either loved him or
hated him, but in the end, it was probably easier
for them to do the latter.

In the end though, for fans, it’s really about
what sort of comics he
published, and the success
of Marvel Super-Heroes Secret
Wars was a realization of
that achievement.

Based in Toronto, Canada, a
popculture writer, comic, and
celebrity panel host for FAN
EXPO’s comic conventions, John
“Captain” Kirk has written for
Den of Geek, ScreenRant, Star
Trek Explorer, Star Wars Insider,
and www.original-CIN.ca.
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The Dark Phoenix is in control. John Byrne and Terry Austin’s cover
is a tribute to the cover for issue #56 by Neal Adams.
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The X-Men are unlike a lot of the other superteams
in comics. If you make your way through longboxes
of, say, Avengers or Justice League, you'll read some
fun stories and might come to see the overall
framework as that of some kind of high-octane
workplace drama. The X-Men are different down
to their DNA—theirs is a story of found family and
intense bonds. With a series that’s built on that
kind of foundation, “The Dark Phoenix Saga” is
absolutely harrowing, since it’s asking questions
like this: what would you do if someone in your
family became dangerous to others? How far
would you go to protect this person, and if you
did...would you be in the right?

ENTER: THE PHOENIX!

“The Dark Phoenix Saga” is a triumph of comics
storytelling in part because of how all of the pieces
fit together over the course of many issues of the
X-Men title (later gaining an official “Marvel Title
Adjective”—Uncanny—by issue #114). Today, you
can easily pick up a trade paperback reprint of the
Saga that will start you off with Uncanny X-Men #129
(Jan. 1980), but simply diving in at that point would
be a mistake, since the seeds for what happens
later begin to be planted as far back as #100. The
final pages of X-Men #100 (Aug. 1976) show the
team in a dire situation, needing to get home from
the clutches of madman Steven Lang aboard
a S.H.ILE.L.D. space station and only having a
banged-up space shuttle. Besides that, a so-
lar flare is nearby. Passengers will be safe and
sequestered, but someone has to pilot the shuttle.
It's in these pages that the hero’s journey of Jean
Grey takes some huge steps forward. Writer Chris
Claremont and artist Dave Cockrum had major plans
for the character, wanting to completely transform
her away from how she had already been portrayed
in dozens of issues of X-Men. In all of those comics,
Jean had never had a moment as “big” as this.

The X-Men'’s ally, scientist Peter Corbeau, warns
that “one of you might survive the flare, but you
can’t pilot the shuttle. We need someone who can
do both, and there’s no such animal.”

Jean’s simple, direct answer: “Wrong, Mr.
Corbeau.../ can do both.”

There are attempts to talk her out of it, but Jean
telepathically absorbs Corbeau’s piloting knowledge
and gives a protesting Cyclops a little telepathic
knockout. It’s more dangerous than anything she’s
done before, and the X-Men have to trust that
things will work out.

In X-Men #101 (Oct. 1976), Jean’s gamble pays
off...though she is missing during the X-Men's
emergency water landing for long enough that
everyone is in a panic. Just then, blasting out of the
water comes the redheaded heroine, adorned in a
new costume of green and gold: “Hear me, X-Men!
No longer am | the woman you knew! | am fire! And
life incarnate! Now and forever—I| am Phoenix!” This
seems like a huge change, but both the characters

»
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(top) Phoenix makes
her dynamic debut
in X-Men #101.
Cover by Dave
Cockrum. (bottom)
Phoenix goes toe-
to-toe with Firelord.
X-Men #105 art by
Dave Cockrum and
Bob Layton.

TM & © Marvel Characters, Inc.

INCREDIBLE! IN ALL MY
DAYS ON THIS MISBEGOTTEN
WORLD, ONLY THOR HAS
STRUCK ME WITH SUCH POWER!

BUT I WARN YOU, 4
WOMAN -- THE POWER
OF GALACTUS HIM- A7

L z
SELF WILL NOT KEEP ME |l N FZ
FROM XAVIER ! il
P>

WHY DO YOU

WANT HIM? HE'S

DONE NOTHING
TJO YOU.

D.. THERE'S
POWER SURGING
THROUGH MY BODY 1
NEVER EVEN DREAMED
EXISTED! ==

You!

—
=~ HURLING FIRELORP S
DOWN TOWARD. THE
CROWDED ENVRONS [/
F WASHINGTC
SQUARE PARK.

FAL, YOU'VE FLIPPED
R FLAME - HAIRED

BUT IF ITS A FIGHT
YOU WANT, HOTSHOT--!

HER ATTACK 15 SRVAGE,
SURPRISING BOTH OF THEM
WITH ITS PRIMAL FURY--

in the story and the readers of X-Men would have to wait to
better understand just what happened to Jean Grey.

X-Men #102 (Dec. 1976) features Jean on about half a
page of the story. She’s continuing to recuperate at the
hospital she was admitted to in the previous issue. Things
seem pretty normal until Jean is alone with her roommate,
Misty Knight. Jean’s face falls into dramatic shadow
and letterer John Costanza contributes a double-lined,
somewhat jagged word balloon to convey a haunting line:
“...how would you feel if you’d...died, then brought
yourself back to life?”

Continuing to trace the early appearances of Phoenix,
Jean’s plot line is entirely ignored in X-Men #103 and she
hardly appears in #104 but has at least left the hospital.
X-Men #105 (June 1977) is titled “Phoenix Unleashed!” with
a story that certainly lives up to its name. Jean Grey and Misty
Knight are entertaining Jean’s parents and Charles Xavier at
their apartment when Lilandra of the Shi’Ar arrives. Firelord
is right behind her, declaring that he seeks to bring Lilandra
and Xavier with him. Responding, Jean’s face again trans-
forms into darkness and her word balloons suggest a gravelly
tone (Tom Orzechowski continues and further expands
on the idea initiated earlier by Costanza). During the battle
with Firelord, Jean’s thoughts convey her dangerous new
state: “I don't believe this! I'm...flying! And...there’s power
surging through my body | never even dreamed existed!”
and “My power—it’s hitting me like a drug. I've never felt
such...ecstasy! God in heaven, what have | become?”

The X-Men head into space again to help Lilandra, and
there are a few “behind the scenes” things to note. First,
X-Men #106 halts everything, as an inventory issue is
explained as a flashback. #107 would be the last issue
penciled by Dave Cockrum before the arrival of John Byrne
in #108, and it seems easy to say that Phoenix’s co-creator
hardly got to begin working with the character that he
and Claremont had revolutionized. In Byrne’s first issue,
Phoenix’s massive powers are shown off, as she prevents
all of reality from collapsing due to the trouble with the
M’Kraan crystal...no small feat!

The “personnel change” on X-Men’s art duties is
extremely significant to Phoenix’s overall story arc. Speaking
to Peter Sanderson in X-Men Companion Volume One
(Fantagraphics, 1982), Chris Claremont shared that “the
Phoenix that Dave and | created was not the Phoenix that
John and | evolved her into. Doing a ‘What If?’ scenario, if
Dave and | had stayed together, the Phoenix story would
not have happened as it did, and I think if Louise [Jones]
had been the editor from the very beginning, the Phoenix
story would not have happened as it did.”

Peter Sanderson was the author of another source of
insight in an article for Comics Feature #4 entitled The Many
Alternate Fates of the Phoenix. John Byrne is quoted here as
feeling that the cosmic power now wielded by Jean Grey
made it so that “the X-Men had become guest stars in their
own book.”

PHOENIX PUSHED ASIDE

Coming back to earth after an incredible display of power,
Phoenix...begins to become pushed to the sidelines in
X-Men. Jean isn't seen in costume again for several issues.
In #110, we get more glimpses into her thoughts, in which
she acknowledges the grave danger she finds herself in:
“l—I'm scared! | never wanted Phoenix’ power—and
yet, using it feels so...good—I'm not sure | can handle it.
What's the saying...? ‘Power corrupts, and absolute power
corrupts absolutely.” I'm lost inside and no one can help me
find my way.” X-Men #112 shows Phoenix going to toe-to-
toe in a solo battle against Magneto as her teammates are
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incapacitated. This moment is significant because Jean’s powers
let her down, having reached some kind of limit that she
didn’t know was there. Perhaps it’s only her moment of self-
doubt that allows Magneto to put her down for the count.

Phoenix truly becomes separated from the team with the
ending of X-Men #113. The destructive fight with Magneto
leaves Beast and Phoenix isolated from the rest of the heroes,
having to make it back home from Antarctica by themselves.
Luckily, the pair doesn’t have to wait long for a rescue, as
Phoenix’s power manifesting makes a curious sight for a
helicopter flying overhead (Uncanny X-Men #114). A week
later, Jean is back at Xavier’s and has to break the news of
what she thinks has happened to her mentor (they hadn’t
really died, of course—they merely began a far longer
journey home that started with a stop in the Savage Land!).

Jean Grey recedes more in the issues that follow. In fact,
she is completely absent for the next two issues. In Uncanny
X-Men #117, she is only present for a couple of scenes as
she leaves Xavier Mansion and then as she awaits boarding
a flight to get to an unnamed vacation spot. Claremont’s
narration makes clear the significance: “Jean Grey suddenly
finds herself shivering, and she realizes with a start that for
the first time since joining the X-Men, she’s on her own...
with no one to turn to, or depend upon, save herself. And
that scares the hell out of her.” Uncanny X-Men #118 is
another complete absence for Jean, and it takes until one of
#119’s last pages to see where her plane ride took her—she’s
greeted by the familiar faces of Moira MacTaggert, Lorna
Dane, Alex Summers, and Jamie Madrox and will soon be at
Muir Isle in Scotland. There’s no room in the narrative for Jean
Grey across issues #120-121, either.

Again speaking with Peter Sanderson (this time in
X-Men Companion Volume Two, Fantagraphics, 1982), Chris
Claremont had the following to say: “John’s antipathy
toward Phoenix as a character was one of the primary
motivations behind the entire decision to begin a Dark Phoenix
storyline and get rid of her, or at least change her in such a
way that she could not remain on the team as Phoenix.” For
quite a while, the strategy had just been to keep Jean away
from the others and not even be seen as a superhero at all.
Jean’s scene in Uncanny X-Men #122 (June 1979) is of
extreme importance because it's where the road to Dark
Phoenix truly begins, as she encounters a man during a shop-
ping trip in Scotland. Introducing himself as Jason Wyngarde,
Jean can’t help but notice how he’s later watching as she
meets Moira and heads back to Muir Isle.

Everything we need to know about Wyngarde is contained
within a single masterful panel that both Claremont and
Byrne bring so much to. “Ah, yes! She’s attracted to me—and
why not, when, in so many ways, I’'m the man of her dreams.
Soon she will love me. And then she will belong—mind and
body and soul—to the Hellfire Club.” The shadow on the
wall behind him doesn’t match the handsome looks of Jason
Wyngarde, but rather a villain not seen in the pages of X-Men
since its earliest issues: Jason Wyngarde is Mastermind! After
her moments in #122, Jean would again be left out of the
story entirely for the next two issues.

Uncanny X-Men #125 makes it clear from Dave Cockrum’s
cover art that Phoenix is back, promising “The dramatic

return of Phoenix!” within its pages. In this issue’s opening

(top) Phoenix saves reality in X-Men #108. (bottom)
Jean Grey lays the smackdown on Magneto in issue
#113. Art by Byrne and Austin. Original art scan
courtesy of Heritage Auctions (www.ha.com).

TM & © Marvel Characters, Inc.
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(left) In X-Men #122,
Jean meets Hason
Wyngarde. That isn’t
a good thing. (right)
Moira MacTaggert

tests the power

of Phoenix. Issue
#125 art by Byrne
and Austin. (above)
Phoenix returns

in X-Men #125.
Cover by Cockrum
and Austin.
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scene, MoiraMacTaggert’s study of Phoenix’s power
leaves the scientist with little else to say besides
that she is afraid of what she’s seeing. If there’s an
upper limit to the powers, it can’t be found, and
Jean acknowledges that it’s been a lot to handle.
Meanwhile, Jason Wyngarde reflects upon how
he’s been tracking Jean throughout her trip,
disguising himself as various unassuming people.
He thinks about his goal to transform Jean into the
Hellfire Club’s Black Queen. Jean can tell that Moira
is in some kind of trouble, so she responds in full
Phoenix power. However, something surprising
happen:s...thinking it all a hallucination, Jean can’t
explain why she is momentarily transformed into
18th century regency clothing, with everything
she sees matching a mansion of that vintage as
well. It’s all back to reality, though, as soon as
an attacker gets ahold of Phoenix. That's the
cliffhanger concerning Jean, though, and the final
moments of #125 finally resolves the long-run-
ning plot line of the missing (and presumed dead)
X-Men. Cyclops makes a call to Muir Isle and tells
Lorna that they are alive and well. Hearing about
the trouble at Muir Isle, Cyclops promises that
they’ll be on their way to meet as soon as they can.
The threat of Proteus, Moira’s extremely powerful
mutant son, dominates the next issues of Uncanny
X-Men. When Cyclops finds a barely conscious
Phoenix at Muir Isle in issue #126 (Oct. 1979),
the reunion is definitely awkward—Mastermind’s
games confuse Jean into seeing his face initially
rather than Scott’s. Later, Phoenix flies over the
Scottish countryside to try and help with the fight
against Proteus. Mastermind is watching, thinking
to himself that “in so many ways, Phoenix is
the most powerful X-Man...yet also the most
vulnerable.” With that, he sends her into another
illusion. The final page of Uncanny X-Men #127
(Nov. 1979) shows Phoenix just about ready to cut
loose on Proteus in a dramatic panel that shows

/TS EARLY EVENING IN THE
TOWN OF \s‘rogvomm IN THE

I HAD SO MUCH FUN SHOPPING,
I LOST ALL TRACK OF TIME.
I HOPE MOIRA ISN'T MAD.

HERE, LETW THAT WAS A NASTY
ME HELP g SPILLL ARE YOU
YOU.

her rage. However, at that precise moment, Proteus
takes Moira hostage and the plan needs to be
dialed back. Phoenix gets the chance to attack in
the next issue, as Claremont’s narration describes
her sheer power: “Proteus hardly has time to react
before she attacks! Again and again, Phoenix lashes
out with a ferocity that shocks Moira, her power
a symphony within her...a song of joy that builds
too quickly in its crescendo.”

THE DARK PHOENIX SAGA

The next nine issues of Uncanny X-Men bring
Phoenix’s story to the forefront, continuing to build
in each monthly installment. In #129, Jason Wyn-
garde again violates Jean Grey’s mind and continues
to twist her will. This time, the setting is a ship
cruising across the Atlantic to reach America. “Is
anything amiss, Jean? | thought | heard you cry out,”
says an ever-charismatic Wyngarde. “I know we’ve
had rough passage, my darling, but we’ll soon be
in New York. And then you’ll be mine forever!”

Jean’s spoken response: “Yes, Jason. Oh, yes...”

She then realizes she is having a harder time
staying in control, but it's not too late yet.
Breaking away from Wyngarde, she seeks solitude
on the ship’s deck and the illusion is shattered
when Cyclops approaches. Claremont writes
a touching reunion scene here, ending with an
iconic panel of the pair embracing.

“Jean—I love you,” says Scott.

“And, |, you, Scott. With all my heart,” responds
Jean.

Phoenix goes to investigate a Cerebro reading
of another new mutant that is traced to a night
club in New York City in Uncanny X-Men #130.
Alongside Cyclops and Nightcrawler (their team-
mates were taken captive by the Hellfire Club
in the previous issue—little do they know!), the
three X-Men really don’t know what to expect.
Mastermind turns up at the club, reintroduces

ALL RIGHT, MISS.
ah..? 4

O/
MEMBERS OF THE
UNCANNY X-MEN.

ARE YOU SURE
T CANT GIVE
YOU A H

IT'S ALL RIGHT, REALLY. I'M
STRONGER THAN I LOOK.

SPECIALLY WHEN MY
ELEPATHIC POWERS,
NOT MY MUSCLES, ARE

CARRYING MOST
OF THE WEIGHT.

w I THINK
THAT MIGHT
BE... NICE.

--AND HOPE
WE MEET
AGAIN.

AND FOR HER, FOR THOSE SHE LOVES ANO WHO
LQVE HER - AND PERHAPS FOR THE ENTIRE WORLD
-=NOTHING WILL EVER BE THE SAME AGAIN.
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himself to Jean...and it’s another illusion. This time,
18th century Jean is marching into her own wedding
to Jason Wyngarde himself. The mock wedding
goes through, and as he lifts his now-wife’s veil for
a kiss, the villain goes further to tear away her
entire cloak. Jean is in the attire of the Hellfire
Club’s Black Queen, and Mastermind’s stratagem
is nearly completed. When Jean snaps back to
reality, she really is kissing Jason Wyngarde, with a
very confused Scott Summers looking on.

“I've never seen her act like that—it was as if
she wasn’t Jean at all, only someone who looked
like her,” thinks Scott.

The X-Men find their new mutant in Dazzler,
one of the club’s performers, just as soon as the
Hellfire Club’s armored soldiers arrive to round
up the rest of the mutants they haven’t captured
yet. Needing to act quickly to respond to the
threat, Jean flashes with power, leaving Cyclops to
wonder: “She transformed my street clothes into
my costume, just like that! I’'m beginning to wonder
if there’s any limit to Phoenix’s power. And if there
isn’t, how much longer can Jean keep it under
control?! Still, it’s nice to have that kind of muscle
on our side in a fight.”

The Hellfire Club’s ambush is unsuccessful,
largely because of Phoenix. As the X-Men and
Dazzler drive away from the night club, Night-
crawler points out a man waiting on the street
corner. Cyclops recognizes him as the man who
caused some trouble, but his odd shadow doesn’t
quite register. Again, the profile of Mastermind
from X-Men’s earliest issues is seen in shadow
behind Wyngarde. The villain cackles as the
X-Men’s car drives off...he’s had a good night and
advanced his plans for Jean Grey.

Phoenix’s darkness grows in Uncanny X-Men
#131 (Mar. 1980). Kitty Pryde is on the run from
Hellfire Guards, and Phoenix responds by destroying
the entire front end of the villains’ car.

“What have you done?! | told you to stop that
car, not turn it into instant junk!” says a worried
Cyclops.

Phoenix replies: “you didn’t feel the girl’s stark
terror, Scott, or the thoughts of the killers chasing
her. I'm a telepath. | did. These...animals got no
more than they deserved.”

The Hellfire guard hostages are useful—Jean
probes their minds to learn where the captured
X-Men are being held. The battle at Frost Enterprises
is in large part a fight between the two powerhouse
telepaths: Phoenix vs. Emma Frost, the White
Queen. Phoenix looks absolutely menacing as she
confronts her opponent and proceeds to cut loose
with her powers. A frightened Storm watches on
and wonders: “the Phoenix-effect is so beautiful...
yet so terrible. Like Jean herself. I've seen her like
this only once before, in the heart of the alien
M’Kraan crystal—before she saved the universe
from destruction.” Emma Frost is easily defeated.

The X-Men are outside Kitty Pryde’s home the
following morning. The teen’s father is enraged
by his daughter’s disappearance shortly after
allowing Xavier and his students to take her. This
scene is also a pivotal one for Jean’s dramatic
changes: “Enough’s enough,” she thinks, and a
moment later, the furious Mr. Pryde has completely
changed his tenor, becoming ever-so-friendly
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toward Xavier. Xavier is surprised, and Scott
Summers is flabbergasted. Jean confirms that
Kitty’s father changed because she made him.
Cyclops and Storm compare notes about their
dear friend, their worry deepening.

“Ororo, you were in that lab when she
fought the White Queen. What was it—what
was she—like?”

“Not human,” Ororo replies. “When she uses
her power—as Phoenix—there is a ferocity about
her...and a grandeur...she has changed so much.”

Suggesting that maybe someone or something
is manipulating their friend, Storm walks with
Cyclops to join with the others.

Uncanny X-Men #132 (Apr. 1980) sees the plot
advance drastically. The X-Men pay Warren Worth-
ington Il a visit at his home in New Mexico. This
gives Scott a chance to talk through recent events

(top) Wyngarde
messes with Jean’s

mind in X-Men
#129. (bottom)
Phoenix battles
Emma Frost in
X-Men #131. Art by
Byrne and Austin.
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with his old teammate. As it turns out, Warren has
connections to the Hellfire Club, though he assures
Scott that there’s no way he could have been
exploited to give the group information about the
X-Men. Warren spreads his wings when Phoenix
arrives. Left by themselves, Jean and Scott share an
intimate moment...but Scott can’t help but find
her displays of power “disconcerting.” She changes
into plain clothes from her costume and, astonish-
ingly, removes her lover’s visor. When Scott opens
his eyes...no deadly optic blasts escape. Jean holds
it all back with her telepathic powers, and for just
a little while at least, they can ignore all of the
danger and the superpowers.

The X-Men are soon back in New York with
a daring plan to infiltrate the Hellfire Club itself.
They are largely successful, but Jason Wyngarde’s
presence means Jean is a weak link. Cyclops must
again watch as his partner is whisked away by
Wyngarde’s charm. The villain fully reveals himself
to a shocked Cyclops, who can only yell out
“MASTERMIND!”

The next thing Cyclops knows is that he’s
being attacked, and it’s Jean Grey, the Black Queen
who stands triumphantly over his incapacitated
body. Mastermind is pleased with how things are
going. The X-Men are defeated one by one by the
Hellfire Club’s impressive roster (though a single
member escapes, as the tagline for the next issue

AT I RETURN
THE COMPLIMENT.

VERY WELL, THEN, I'LL 51 I'LL GIVE YOU POWER ,Y“SUCH AS NO LIVING
GRANT YOUR WISH. JASON WYNGARDE -~ BEING HAS EVEN
" DREAMED OF.

4

AN

declares “Next: Wolverine—Alone!). The Hellfire
Club members are proud of themselves and toast
to their newest member. The Black Queen stares
back at them smugly.

There’s really no Phoenix, Dark Phoenix, or
even Jean Grey in Uncanny X-Men #133 (May
1980)—there’s only room for the Black Queen.
This issue reveals much about the extent of
Mastermind’s control. Jean is completely trapped
in his illusions, seeing her captured teammates as
just a bunch of other characters in the midst of
Mastermind’s 18th century inventions. Cyclops
is hopeful that the psychic report he and Jean
share will help him to reach through to her, but
it’s really not the key he is hoping for. He enters
the illusions too, engaging in a sword fight
with Mastermind much to his own detriment.
A one-page interlude in this issue shows Moira
McTaggert struggling mightily with her under-
standing of the data scans she had worked on
with Xavier. Describing Phoenix’s self-limitations
as “psychic circuit breakers,” she shares with
Banshee that these have all been breaking down
because of “someone—or something—" that has
been tearing all of these failsafes away.

“Is there nothing we can do, Moira?” asks
Banshee.

Moira can only offer a terse response. “We
can pray.”
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Wolverine finally makes his way to where the rest of the
X-Men are held captive in Uncanny X-Men #134 (June 1980).
Mastermind admits to underestimating the X-Men, and beneath
the Black Queen persona, Phoenix breaks free. She helps
Cyclops to free Nightcrawler, Colossus, and Storm. Before
long, the X-Men are free from the Hellfire Club. Just one piece
of business has to be taken care of first, as Phoenix confronts
the man who has caused her so much trauma. She confronts
Mastermind, full of malice, and sends the villain’s mind on a
cosmic trip of destruction. Jason Wyngarde is left as a destroyed,
drooling mess when Phoenix is done with him. The X-Men are
about to head home when things start to really get strange for
Phoenix. Thinking about how “it’s too late...for me, for us, for...
everything,” another dramatic transformation takes place. The
X-Men are astonished as Phoenix repeats the exact words she
proclaimed when first emerging from the waters of Jamaica Bay
in X-Men #101. While her words are the same, the green from
her Phoenix costume has been replaced with a dark crimson.
Her face is in shadow; her eyes are without pupils—she looks,
in a word, evil.

Dark Phoenix is all consuming in Uncanny X-Men #135. The
X-Men are lashed at by Dark Phoenix’s mighty powers in a
battle at Central Park. Though the X-Men try to appeal to their
teammate, always using the name Jean, it seems that Jean is
very far gone. Referring to herself only as Dark Phoenix, the
power-mad woman tears her way through the entire roster
of X-Men. “I didn’t want this, my dear ones—and yet, it was
something | had to do. By striking you down, | cut myself free
of the last ties binding me to the person | was, the life | led. You
and | are quits now, X-Men. Our paths will cross no more. My
destiny lies in the stars!”

The hungry Dark Phoenix blasts into another galaxy entirely
and finds a sun that she completely devours. An entire inhabited
planet’s populace is wiped out within moments. The crew of a
Shi’Ar starship catches sight of the fleeing Dark Phoenix, agitates
her, and reports to Empress Lilandra. Recognizing the Phoenix,
she resolves to find and deal with this grave threat to all galaxies.
This issue’s cliffhanger has Cyclops fearfully blurting out that he
can tell that Phoenix is returning to earth, hungry once again.

When Dark Phoenix returns to earth in Uncanny X-Men #136
(Aug. 1980), the location is the home where she grew up. She
wanders into the house and is spotted by her father, who's
understandably confused. Seeing her mother and sister as well,
Dark Phoenix is very conflicted, and clearly very dangerous. The
X-Men arrive, and Beast’s invention temporarily helps to block
Dark Phoenix’s psi powers. As if round one wasn’t hard enough
for the X-Men, they are once again locked in dangerous combat
with their beloved teammate. When nearly everyone is again
defeated, Cyclops emerges to attempt to reach through to Jean
Grey. Finally, Xavier himself attacks his student, provoking her
to a psi-war. Xavier seems to claim victory, as everything evil is
stripped away. However, the X-Men have no chance to process
their victory, as they disappear in a flash of light, leaving the
confused members of the Grey family behind.

All that remains is “The Fate of the Phoenix, ” the entire saga’s
double-sized finale that saw print in Uncanny X-Men #137 (Sept.
1980). The X-Men had all been teleported aboard a Shi’Ar
vessel, in time for quick sentencing by Empress Lilandra.

“Phoenix must be destroyed!” Lilanda proclaims, even
though her mad brother’s schemes were completely stopped
by Phoenix’s mighty power during the X-Men’s previous
space adventure. The destruction of a sun that provided for
over five billion inhabitants is not something that the Shi’Ar
can forgive, though the X-Men plead. Xavier remembers
a Shi’Ar custom that Lilandra will not be able to refuse:
“For Jean Grey’s life—I challenge you to a duel of honor!”
The stage is set for battle between the X-Men and Lilandra’s
champions, the Imperial Guard.
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(top) Phoenix bids farewell to the X-Men in issue
#135. (bottom) The death of the “broccoli people”
in X-Men #135 seals the fate of the Phoenix. Art by
Byrne and Austin. Original art scan courtesy of
Heritage Auctions (www.ha.com).
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(left) Jean pleads
with Scott to kill her
on this dramatic
page from X-Men
#137. Original art
scan courtesy of
Heritage Auctions
(www.ha.com).
(right) Phoenix faces
her destiny. Cover
by Byrne and Austin.
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7 Xomed'

After a quick rest, the X-Men must be ready for
the toughest battle they have ever been a part of.
“I'just want to tell you that I’'m fighting for Jean,”
says Cyclops, speaking to his teammates. “l won't
ask any of you to join me—I haven’t the right—and
| won’t think any less of you if you decide not to.”
Angel responds for the rest of the group—they are
also in this to the end, all for Jean.

The X-Men put up a great fight, but they
fall one by one to the Imperial Guard. Jean and
Cyclops are the only heroes left standing, and they
continue to fight bravely. Seeing Cyclops attacked
shatters the safeguards that Xavier had placed on
Jean—Phoenix is back. While the Shi’Ar want to act
quickly to destroy Phoenix, Xavier realizes that it's
all too late to save Jean. He commands the X-Men
to take Phoenix down before her power surges
more. When the X-Men’s attempts to harm her
fail, Phoenix begins to see things clearly: “Jean
to Phoenix to Dark Phoenix—a progression as
inevitable as death.”

/37
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She can’t go on with all of the deaths on her
conscience and the dangerous unknown of what
could happen next. An alien weapon of war
activates as Phoenix speaks with Cyclops, and with
an energy blast and a single word exclamation of
“SCOTT!,” Phoenix is disintegrated. Claremont
nails the ending with the words of the Watcher,
who has seen all of these events unfold: “The
X-Men do not realize it—they may never realize
or accept it—but this day they have won perhaps
the greatest victory of their young lives. Jean Grey
could have lived to become a god, but it was more
important to her that she die...a human.”

WHAT COULD HAVE BEEN...

The Dark Phoenix Saga is seen as Marvel Comics
masterpiece decades after its publication. It was the
payoff for years’ worth of careful setup, as has been
seen throughout this article’s highlighting of
moments from nearly forty issues of Uncanny X-Men.
For all the praise this story consistently gets, it can
be easy to lose sight of how the way it all ended is
far, far from the initial intentions of Chris Claremont
and John Byrne. Being one of the most significant
works to come out during his tenure as Marvel’s
editor-in-chief, it's important to know the huge
impact that Jim Shooter had on what saw print in
“The Fate of the Phoenix.” When he saw the nearly
press-ready pagesof Uncanny#137, Shooter “wanted
the book completely repencilled, started from
scratch,” according to Chris Claremont in Peter
Sanderson’s X-Men Companion Volume Oneinterview.
More of Claremont’s words from this source
describe how “Jim’s saying, well, he understands
that it’s not our fault...but he feels that it is his
responsibility as Editor-in-Chief of Marvel Comics to

THIS MARVEL COMIC COULD
BE WORTH $2500 TO YOU!

DETAILS INSIDE)

SPECIALDOUBLE:SIZEISSUE!

MARVEL
COMICS
GROUP
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A Dark Phoenix commission by John Byrne. Original art
scan courtesy of Heritage Auctions (www.ha.com).
(inset) Phoenix: The Untold Story presents the original
ending to the story. Cover by Byrne and Austin.
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see that nothing goes out of the office that reflects a moral position
that he does not think Marvel should take, and he felt that this story
made a moral statement, that Marvel should not stand behind.”

What changed between the issue that was initially submitted
and what saw print in the final version of Uncanny #1377 The
clearest picture is painted in Phoenix: The Untold
Story, published a few years later. This comic
presented the original version of Uncanny #137
as well as a roundtable discussion of those who
were involved with the comic’s different versions.
The final six pages of the issue were reworked
completely, providing a drastically different end-
ing to “The Dark Phoenix Saga”. According to
Claremont, “what | was trying to write in the
Phoenix story is a story about forgiveness, about
mercy, about how the greatest mass-murderer
in the history of the cosmos can, and in certain
circumstances, should be forgiven” (once again,
the Sanderson interview from X-Men Companion
Volume One is indispensable reading!). In the
original ending, following the battle against
the Shi’Ar Imperial Guard, Jean Grey would be
granted to return home with the X-Men only
following what can only be described as a
psychic lobotomy. The Shi’Ar would have mercy in the sense of
not killing Jean, but they would have left her forever changed.
The six page “original ending” is still very powerful stuff, with
a dejected X-Men leaving and Cyclops’ controlled, yet seething
line: “C’'mon, X-Men...let’s get the hell out of here.”

Comics Feature #4 ran both an article about the story’s
ending(s) alongside a review of the final version of Uncanny
#137—it was contemporary to the comic’s publication, so
you can really read into the raw emotions captured in Peter
Sanderson’s article. “It was Jim's decision; it was the system’s
fault,” Claremont said. “Jim was perfectly justified in doing what
he did. He saw what he thought was a major thematic flaw and
acted to prevent it. What | object to is the fact that the system
didn’t catch it sooner.” Jim Shooter is quoted here as saying that
this was “the first time I've interfered with anyone’s story.”

Sanderson’s article closes with this:

“What is the final judgement of the concerned parties on 137 as
it now stands? Byrne thinks itis ‘a better product all the way down
the line’ than it was, with ‘a visually better ending.” Claremont
and [editor Louise] Jones agree that it is a ‘stronger’ story now,
and Shooter and Byrne hope it proves to be controversial since
that would mean it had a strong effect on the readers. ‘The
ending is the best possible compromise considering all the
circumstances, creative, economic, and in scheduling,” declares
Claremont, who also observes that ‘People may despise me for
this, they may hate me, but they won’t be uninterested.””

John Byrne has much to say on the subject in TwoMorrows
Publishing’s own Modern Masters: John Byrne by Tom B. Cooke
and Eric Nolen-Weathington. “[Dark Phoenix] was a big, big
story that we’d been building to for the better part of a year.
And then right at the end—even after the end, really, as far as
Chris and | were concerned—Shooter had to come in and, as |
so discreetly phrase it, piss on it and make it his. There we were,
with this thing that had been worked out, plotted out, he knew
about it, everything had been detailed. And then all of a sudden
it had to be a different story. And just to really frost me all that
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much more, what came out of all that was a better story...
[laughs] When the emotional thing settled and it finally came
out and | read the printed book, | said, ‘Yeah. This is better.””

Finally, Jim Shooter is eloquent with his thoughts about how
he felt things needed to be when he says this in the back pages
of Phoenix: The Untold Story:

“] felt that there had to be some consequences for the
actions. | felt that the way the story was originally designed to
end, it did not have enough consequences for what happened—
it wasn’t an ending. | found that the story was kind of...in a way,
it wimped out. It ended with her being back with the X-Men,
seemingly without much concern on their part for what she had
done, which struck me as being out of character for them...we
had a few more discussions and Chris eventually came up with
the ending of X-Men #137, as it finally saw print. As it turned
out, it was probably the biggest event in comics in the last
decade. | look back at it, and | feel that, one way or another,
we came up with a fantastic story. It’s just a milestone in comics
and it really put the world on notice that Marvel really does treat
these characters as if they were alive. And,
that there will be consequences and there will
be logical ramifications for whatever happens,
and that there is no limit to what may happen
to our characters—right up to and including
the death of one of the most popular charac-
ters we’ve had in many, many years.”

Christopher Larochelle is a lifelong comics fan whose first
article for BACK ISSUE appeared in #62.
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Jim Shooter’s work on Avengers first appears in issue
#151. Cover by Jack Kirby and Dan Adkins.
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And there came a day when Jim Shooter found himself writing
The Avengers! On that day, Shooter was determined to fight the
foes every writer must overcome: the Dreaded Deadline Doom
and unclear storytelling. Add his name to the ranks alongside
Captain America, Scarlet Witch, Iron Man, Vision, Thor, Wasp,
Yellowjacket, Beast, Hawkeye, Black Panther, Wonder Man,
Moondragon, Ms. Marvel, and Tigra. Heed the call, then—
for now, BACK ISSUE presents Jim Shooter on The Avengers!

Shooter had two distinct eras on The Avengers from #'s
151,156, 158-168, 170-177, and then #'s 211-217, 219-220,
plus assorted plots in-between. Scripting work on some issues
was provided by David Michelinie, Bill Mantlo, Steven Grant,
and Alan Zelenetz. George Pérez, John Byrne, and Roger Stern
provided plot points as well. In both of Shooter’s runs on Earth’s
Mightiest Heroes, behind-the-scenes chaos seems to have
spurred him into his role as writer.

Back in 1976, Steve Englehart held the writing reins on The
Avengers, but something happened in issue 150 when all-new
material was replaced with a partial reprint. Avengers #151 (Sept.
1976) featured writing credits by Gerry Conway, Jim Shooter,
and Steve Englehart. According to the Wonder Man: Cooler Than
Superman website (2017), Shooter stated that his first issue on
the Avengers was actually #150, as Gerry Conway asked him to
write the dialogue overnight due to Steve Englehart’s lateness.
However, Shooter’s dialogue was later replaced by Steve’s,
once it arrived at Marvel. Shooter said, “In my opinion, mine was
better, though | was winging it without even a copy of the plot.”

We all know the main characters like Captain America,
Iron Man, and Thor, but Shooter focused on characters without
their own titles on his first run. Henry (Hank) Pym was one of
these characters, along with Janet Van Dyne. One of Marvel’s
earliest characters, Hank Pym, started his crime-fighting career
as Ant-Man, and it was in this guise that he first joined the
Avengers as one of its original members. Janet Van Dyne,
the Wasp, heiress and fashion designer, known for her many
original costumes, started as Ant-Man’s partner, and was also
an original Avenger, even naming the team. Hank and Jan have
been romantically linked since their early days as crime-fighting
partners and eventually marry.

Hank’s career and the Avengers’ history are deeply connected.
Hank Pym has changed superhero identities many times,
morphing from Ant-Man to Giant-Man, possibly because he
felt inadequate as a hero alongside powerhouses like Iron
Man, Thor, and the Hulk. Hank later changed his name to
Goliath. Retreating into his lab, Hank wanted to prove himself
and eventually created Ultron, an indestructible robot that
could think on its own. But Ultron soon turned on his creator
and wanted to destroy mankind. Originally, Hank’s identity
as Yellowjacket occurred becaus<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>