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Alasdair returns from the dead to talk about comics.
~

Hello, Ferretbrain. It's been a while, hasn't it?
  

Some of you (well, one of you) may have been wondering why I haven't posted any
reviews here for eight months. I don't really want to get into the precise reasons why in
public, but I will say that overall 2011 was a pretty shitty year for me, and I've been
spending the first week of January blotting it (and 2010 for good measure) from my
memory. As a result of this, I spent most of 2011 not writing much of anything, which
is sad for me because I actually like writing, and I like writing for Ferretbrain, even if I
am in my own little bubble when I do it. Since my major goal of this year is to get the
ol' life back on track, I am going to be making a gradual return to Ferretbrain to chat
about whatever the hell interests me. Most of what I have to say probably won't be
dazzling insights into the human condition, but hopefully some of you out there will find
it interesting, and with any luck it'll give my writing muscles enough of a workout to
prepare me for the serious stuff.

  
So, for this return article, I would like the opportunity to talk about something I know
nothing about: comic books by Jonathan Hickman. I know nothing about this guy, save
that he works for Marvel now, and he did some indie stuff for Image that got him the
Marvel gig, and that I found some of his early indie stuff while browsing a comic book
shop. It's two of his early miniseries, The Nightly News from 2006 and Pax Romana
from 2007, that I'm going to talk to you about today.

  
The Nightly News - The Will to Satirize

  
In early April of last year, I made my way through Millenium People, one of J. G.
Ballard's final novels. It's certainly not one of his best works; it lacks the shock and
experimentation of his earlier work, and it kind of blends into his other novels from the
1990s and 2000s. Still, the premise of the novel, of a upper-middle-class development
in London rising in revolt against their own societal obligations, was bizarre enough to
attract me. While I admit that it was hardly the most unique treatment of the subject,
it did a fine job of depicting the self-hating relationship modern Western man has for
his society, and of painting contemporary life as a thin crust over a sea of apocalyptic
anomie. While The Nightly News drinks from the same well, I'm not entirely sure how
aware its author is of that fact.

  
The story of The Nightly News begins in New York City, in the present day, with a group
of WTO protesters doing what they do at every WTO get-together. Tragedy strikes soon
enough, when a protestor is killed by a sniper. However, it is quickly revealed that the
unfortunate activist was merely bait for the real target: the journalists who congregate
soon after to report on the event. Three are gunned down in rapid succession, and the
"Brotherhood of the Voice" reveals itself to the world.

  
The Nightly News is the story of the rise and fall of the Brotherhood, and of its effects
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on the powers-that-be. The story is loosely
grouped into three main threads: the story of
John Guyton, the "Hand" of the Voice, Alex
Jones, the previous Hand who inducted Guyton
into the organization and who vacated his post
after assassinating a Walter Cronkite analogue,
and Senator Jay Rector, the man to whom the
media CEOs come calling when the bodies start
to pile up. Most of the characters remain little
more than types, but that's all right in this
context; it's a satire, and complex characters
would be distracting.

  
The target of The Nightly News is, as keen
readers may have already surmised, the news.
More specifically, the way the news media
operates in contemporary America. According to
the Cult of the Voice, the news is a
fundamentally diseased affair. There are the
traditional complaints over the complicity of the
news with corporate and state interests,
complaints which are backed up by possibly-
trustworthy infographics scattered throughout
the series. There is also a discussion of the
baleful effects of the news on the individual
level, of how journalists blithely destroy the lives
of others for the sake of the next big story. Indeed, the individual journalists
encountered throughout the stories tend to either be dullards with "good hair and
rotten mouths" or cynical careerists who balance their perceptions of themselves as
educators of the public and as self-interested liars with a perfect act of doublethink.

  
Given the subject matter, as well as his clear anger at the news media, it is rather
heartening to see Hickman prevents the book from collapsing into an angry screed. The
story is drenched in ironic distance, with disclaimers in the margins along the lines of
"all violence depicted in this book should not be considered a reflection on the author. I
pay my taxes, am faithful to my wife, and I'm trying to eat healthy," informational
graphics prefaced with "To find out more about media consolidation, read this section.
However, if you're like me and only care about your own shopping convenience
(certainly not anything like iPods made at work camps in China), keep reading at the
bottom of the page!", and with characters occasionally speaking in movie lines. Great
pains are made to reassure readers that, at heart, The Nightly News is really just a
fanciful revenge comic.

  
And that's part of the problem, really. The irony leavens the comic and prevents it from
becoming an obnoxious trudge, but it also has the effect of trivializing the issues
Hickman clearly feels so passionate about. It's not as repellant as, say, the lurid sadism
of Garth Ennis' satires or the hateful egotism of Mark Millar's, and indeed The Nightly
News is a far more pleasant read than the output of either of those two, but it does
make the comic feel more like a sarcastic joke all the same. On top of that, ironic
distance has a tendency to muddy authorial intentions, making it perpetually unclear if
a point is meant to be genuine or a fabrication made for the sake of a joke. It's a fun
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ride, certainly, but it's one you can't take that seriously.
  

If the corrosive effects of irony were not enough, Hickman's other interests also
degrade the quality of his signal. There is a fixation with power in The Nightly News
that takes the form of a fascination with the organization and operation of cults. The
Brotherhood is rather blatantly organized as a cult, one that recruits vulnerable persons
of interest (generally people who have had their lives destroyed by the news in some
way), isolates them from the rest of society, regulates every aspect of their lives, and
has a faceless leader exhort them to action through a tape recorder, giving the
impression of a 1960s-1970s urban guerilla group like the Symbionese Liberation Army
unstuck from time. Additionally, the comic also implies that contemporary society
operates under vaguely similar principles, albeit with subtler elements of control. (And
to forestall your objections, yes, that old bromide again.)

  
After reading some of the notes Hickman provided in the collected graphic novel edition
of The Nightly News, I can see where he is coming from. He describes himself as a
"non-political" person who went out of his way to write a comic that avoided the
traditional left-right paradigm, an attempt he succeeded admirably in. He also
articulated a certain contempt for traditional protest movements, describing them as
methods for middle-class people to stroke their guilt complexes. Now, believe it or not,
I can sympathize with this. I avoid politics as much as I can, mostly because I don't
like people yelling at me, but even I feel like we've all been stuck in a holding pattern
for years, that we're recycling roles that were threadbare in Eisenhower's day, and that
it's simply not working anymore. I doubt there'll be a complete collapse, but I think
there is going to be some very thorough settling of accounts over the next two or three
decades, rather little of it pleasant. One could easily take The Nightly News as one of
those accounts being reckoned.

  
The key thing about things like revolution, however, is that while they allow a lot of
repressed toxic feelings to boil off, they are really only a good thing if they allow a
fresh start, a chance to use a new perspective to solve the problems the previous
system couldn't handle. The problem with The Nightly News is that it does not provide
any new potential perspective. Both the Brotherhood and modern society as controlling
entities, there is no sense of any new morality that would justify the actions of either
side. There is no appeal to tradition, philosophy, religion, or history. The only
justification that seems to be praised in the comic is the belief in individual autonomy
and personal freedom, a belief that easily evolves into a cult of the will. It's not even
subtext; the final comic in the series lays the foundations of the story bare as nothing
more than the actions of a strong-minded individual who uses his abilities to attack that
which displeases him and to glory in their destruction. In such an environment,
analyses and principles are no longer needed. If the world is nothing but a power
struggle between wills, there is no need to care about corporate consolidation, the
greenhouse effect, or braking for pedestrians. All that matters is my tribe should win,
and yours should die.

  
And the worst part of it all is that, thanks to the irony, I can't tell if this was Hickman's
intention.

  
In a way, I suppose this brings me back to Millennium People. That book also depicted
supposed political concerns as manifestations of baser semiconscious impulses, but
Ballard takes a less individualistic approach. Those of his characters who are closer to
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the rhythms of modernity comport themselves not as lions, but as people who barely
exist, as near-avatars of the zeitgeist. They act with minimal pleasure, but as
melancholy manifestations of our own irrationality. It also has a few characters who
manage to pull themselves back from the brink, though more through luck than
anything else.

  
Still, this may just be an apples and oranges comparison here. The Nightly News is not
searching for the same deeper insights as Ballard, and it is certainly enjoyable enough
on its own terms. Just be wary when you read it.

  
Pax Romana - Playing God Without Perspective

  
Pax Romana is the comic that initially got me
interested in Hickman. As I've mentioned
before, I am a lapsed alternate history buff, but
am by no means retired from the subgenre. I
was mildly intrigued by the vague outline of the
premise I got from flipping through the pages
(modern dudes in Roman times), but was more
interested in the fact that it appeared to be
story of technological acceleration told
completely straight-faced. Stories of this
manner are not unknown in SF (see, for
instance, L. Sprague de Camp's Lest Darkness
Fall or Michael Swanwick's Jack Faust) but
they've mostly faded out since the 1950s, and
have usually been written with tongue planted
firmly in cheek.

  
(Incidentally, I was originally going to describe
stories of this type as "uplift" stories, but some
quick research informed me that that term is
more commonly applied to stories of animals
being bootstrapped into sentience. You learn
something new every day.)

  
The story is framed long after the initial
temporal incursion, in the glittering technological utopia of Constantinople, as an
elderly "gene pope" (a Bilal-esque figure who acts as the repository of the knowledge
and genetic information of any number of holy men of various faiths) giving a lecture to
a boy emperor about the secret origins of his world. (It's a conceit I found rather
amusing, given how some scholars have suggested that the skeletal model of Western
political theory could be seen as a dialogue between pope and emperor.) The world was
born in 2053 AD, after the discovery of time travel and the subsequent dissemination of
the technology to the Vatican. After a prolonged debate, the Pope authorizes an
expedition to the late Roman Empire to prevent the Church's decline in the modern era,
overseen by Cardinal Beppi Pelle, the Church's scienciest cardinal. To lead the military
contingent and coordinate the logistics, a boon is granted to Nicholas Chase, decorated
military scholar, blood relative of the pope, man of honor, and a progressive at heart.

  
Naturally, after arriving in 312 AD, it takes all of one day for Chase to assassinate
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Cardinal Pelle and take control of the expedition.
  

The bulk of Pax Romana concerns the argument over how best to alter history for the
better, and of the increasing complications of that goal as time progresses. As per the
initial plans, Chase allies his force with the Constantine the Great, accelerating his
consolidation of the reunified Roman Empire. As a result, Chase and his subordinate tie
themselves to Constantine's family, and eventually find themselves enmeshed in
dynastic politics. At the same time, disagreements flare between Chase and his
subordinates over the proper course to take in enlightening the world, over whether the
initial plans to crash-modernize the world in the span of a few centuries should be
adhered to, or if more flexible approaches should be taken.

  
Personally, I found Pax Romana more problematic than The Nightly News. Part of the
reason for that lies in the structure of the comic: it's simply too short. Converting a
decaying universal state into a industrializing liberal juggernaut is hardly a project that
can be knocked out in an evening; writing a story about one would be an undertaking
so vast that a mere eighty pages couldn't possibly do it justice. The brevity hampers
key elements of characterization; one of the main story elements of the comic concerns
Chase's relationship with Constantine and his son, but we simply skip by the years too
fast to see anything emerge organically, while the rest of the cast barely read as
ciphers. While this was acceptable in The Nightly News, the more "realistic" nature of
Pax Romana means such stylistic choices are out of place, weakening the story as a
whole.

  
My biggest problems with the story, however, have to do with Hickman's
interpretations of history. I admit that I am a fan of metahistory, so perhaps it was
inevitable I would butt heads with Hickman on this issue. Perhaps one of the odder
things about Pax Romana is that it does not really have a sense of history. We're in
fourth century Rome, but the comic never acts like it. There's always a sense that the
story is taking place in the Year Zero, a time when everything is possible and all
options are open. Granted, this was probably Hickman's intention, as part of a general
criticism of utopian thought, but neither the characters nor the story seem to suggest
any preexisting factors could impede Chase's designs. Which, once you think about it,
is kind of ridiculous; any half-decent history of the Classical world will tell you that the
problems of the later Roman Empire started long before Constantine came on the
scene, and the possibility that the empire might be physically incapable of being
revitalizing by the fourth century is never considered in the story. (For what it's worth,
if I were in Chase's position, I would write Europe off as a loss, recenter the imperial
bureaucracy in Anatolia, and contrive a way to construct a greater Byzanto-Persian
state stretching across the Middle East. Hard as hell to defend, sure, but a far richer
soil for kick-starting a new civilization than the Mediterranean basin was at the time.)

  
The plans devised to improve history are also odd: written from a sociological
standpoint, they seem to explicitly assume that all human behavior has already been
mapped, and that different ideologies and political systems can simply be plugged into
an equation to obtain a desired outcome. The plans therefore come across as
hubristically megalomanical (as in, for example, their attempts to stage-manage the
more irrational aspects of human nature by controlling the outbreak of revolutions and
changes between systems of government according to a grand timetable) and
amusingly provincial (as in the assertion of the American Chase that the great enemies
of democracy are fascism [which in Chase's reading comes off as run-of-the-mill
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autocracy] and communism, a fact that would probably prove surprising to the likes of
Napoleon III and Prince Metternich).

  
On some levels, the shoddiness of these plans seem to be intentional on Hickman's
part, as a criticism of the narrow-mindedness of utopian thinking. There are even a few
instances where it seems as if Hickman is playing with this idea; in the middle of the
comic, the Council of Nicaea is brought to a premature end by Constantine, who
unilaterally puts an end to the arguments over Christian orthodoxy by declaring a crude
ecumenicalism to be backed by force. In subsequent pages, it is revealed that Chase
and his men pressured Constantine to make this move as a way to forestall the
possibility of later religious persecution, blithely unaware they have just set a
precedent by which the state (or any greater power) can interfere with religious
questions for any reason, a precedent that that would have a nigh-unfathomable
consequences for the history of Christianity and law.

  
Despite this, it's never terribly clear whether the story is meant to praise or condemn
the chrononauts. Perhaps the reason for this problem may be that Hickman is still
fixated on the ideal of the willful man of action. As in The Nightly News, men of will run
roughshod over the world, offering little justification for their actions beyond "because I
can." Even Cardinal Belle offers little justification for his desire to return to the past
beyond a mere show of concentrated willpower, despite his membership in an
organization for whom moral arguments are stock-in-trade. There are some hints of
other, more compassionate motivations for altering history, particularly in the earlier
sections of the comic, but once the jump to the past is made, the bellows of the
supermen drown out all other possible motivations. (And supermen they are. Along
with having artificially extended lifespans and a universally flawless command of Latin,
Chase and his men are also gifted with a technological horn-of-plenty, as almost none
of the wondrous machinery they bring back with them ever seems to break, degrade,
or run out of irreplaceable fuel.)

  
Now, given how Hickman has stated that he intends Pax Romana to be a springboard
for any number of future stories, it is more than likely that some of the problems I
have brought up may be addressed in some future project. Being a fair man, I would
be more than willing to reassess my words in the light of later evidence. As it stands,
however, I find I must place Pax Romana in the same category as The Nightly News:
both bold, angry works that sadly draw on a limited palette.
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