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“Different Every Time”:  An Introduction
 
   by Timothy Callahan
 
   When I finished my book (appropriately titled Grant Morrison:  The Early Years) on Grant Morrison’s early years – well, his early, mostly American, super-hero years – and started doing interviews about my analysis of Morrison’s writing, I was always asked, “What’s next?”
 
   And I assumed, back then in the now-distant days of 2007, that I’d continue my exploration of Morrison and complete a trilogy, following The Early Years with The Psychedelic Years (covering his work around the time of JLA and The Invisibles) and The Millennial Years (analyzing everything from Marvel Boy through Batman and whatever else he finished by the end of 2009 or so).  So I told people about that plan, and it all sounded good.  Then, in the spring of 2007, I began the research on the inevitable next volume of Morrisonian analysis.
 
   But then I hit a wall.  An Invisible wall.
 
   I decided, pretty early on in the research stage, that the only way to do justice to Grant Morrison:  The Psychedelic Years would be to pay close attention to the three volumes of The Invisibles.  The Invisibles, without a doubt, was the keystone to that era of Morrison’s writing – it’s perhaps the keystone to all of his writing.  And the only way to fully understand The Invisibles, I thought, was to immerse myself in the works of literature, art, and music which inspired Morrison’s work on that series.  So as I reread all the issues of The Invisibles, I started making a list.  A list of everything Morrison alluded to in the comic:  from the Beatles to “Department S,” from The Prisoner to Maya Deren, from Jerry Cornelius to the I-Ching.
 
   It became a massive list.
 
   Three columns wide, on yellow legal paper, for pages and pages.
 
   And then I started the immersion, watching everything Morrison watched, reading everything Morrison read, listening to everything Morrison listened to.  I could have written a half-hearted analysis of The Invisibles just by reading the comic and relying on Wikipedia, I suppose, but I wanted to do it justice.  I wanted to do all the research the hard way.  I wanted to know all the secrets The Invisibles had to teach.  But I soon realized, after reading too much Philip K. Dick and spending too much time trying to track down British TV shows from the ‘70s, that to do what I set out to do, I would practically have to become Grant Morrison.  And I didn’t want to do that.  I didn’t want to do that at all.
 
   So I walked away from the project.  I stacked up my research materials in the basement and turned to other things.
 
   Luckily, Patrick Meaney wasn’t as easily discouraged.
 
   Meaney has taken on the challenge of The Invisibles, picked up Morrison’s dense weave of allusion and philosophy, and slammed everything into his agile brain to produce a book that will stand, not as a handbook to Morrison’s most important work but as a companion piece.  It’s Morrison-filtered-through-Meaney, and by exploring the connective tissue between the issues of The Invisibles, Meaney has not only helped to explain what it all means but has also described what makes it all so remarkable.  The Invisibles is not a perfect work of graphic narrative, and Meaney knows that, but the ideas behind the comics – the concepts that bleed out from between the panel borders and beneath the ever-shifting archetypal characters – make for a hearty intellectual meal.
 
   And you don’t need to have read everything Morrison read to know that.
 
   As far as my own comic-book explorations go, I never lost interest in Morrison’s work, spending far too much time exploring his run on Batman through semi-sincere annotations on my blog and writing essays and articles on All Star Superman and Final Crisis for Comic Book Resources.  But I never really went back to delve deeply into The Invisibles again, even though I made reference to it vaguely, in various things I have written, in the past couple of years.  For me, lacking the head-screwed-on-straight practicality of Patrick Meaney, The Invisibles was a monolith of allusion so dense that I would have to lose myself to climb to its peak.  It wasn’t worth the trouble, I told myself.
 
   But to do justice to Meaney’s book, to read it in the proper context, I had to revisit The Invisibles.  I sat down over a long weekend and reread all seven trade paperback collections.
 
   “Reread” is the wrong word, I suppose, because this was the first time I read the entire series in trade paperback format.  I read it once, when it was originally released in serialized, monthly issues (with breaks between volumes, of course).  I read the whole thing again in maybe 2001 or 2002.  And then I read all the issues again in 2007, right after putting the finishing touches on Grant Morrison: The Early Years (back in those innocent days when I thought I might have three Morrison books in me).  But this was the first time I read it straight through, without ads or letter columns.  And I think that helped me to focus on the story itself, without thinking about all the extraneous information.  It also helped that, this time, I flatly rejected reading The Invisibles as just one (admittedly massive) part of a larger Morrisonian source-material canon.  I just wanted to read what was on the page of the comic book, without even thinking about the relationship between Jason King and Mister Six and John Byrne’s drawings of Mastermind in Uncanny X-Men and all the implications therein.
 
   Here’s what I discovered, reading The Invisibles quickly, with a self-adopted naïveté:  The Invisibles is as complex as you want it to be.
 
   When I wanted it to be densely packed with allusion and symbolic meaning (or, when I thought I wanted it that way), it was, and it was too overwhelming for me.  Every allusion I found would trigger five more research-laden pathways, and it became a labyrinth from which I could never escape.  Except by rejecting it entirely.
 
   When I wanted it to just be a story about a group of rebels fighting against an oppressive order, that’s what it became.  Its simplicity was shocking, even when there were clearly elements that didn’t quite fit into the overall picture.  But at its core, The Invisibles takes Morrison’s implicit interests and makes them explicit.  The subtext of his other work becomes the surface text in The Invisibles, and that makes the meaning far from hidden.  It’s right there, on every page, and it’s not difficult to decipher.  If that’s all you want from it:  a meaning.
 
   Then again, as Meaney says in the opening chapter of this book, “It’s impossible to tell someone the ‘right’ answers when it comes to the series.”  He invokes King Mob, who tells us, “It’s different every time.”
 
   So let’s call it “my meaning, this time around,” instead of “a meaning.”  My meaning, this time around, involved a straightforward reading of The Invisibles (one that failed to worry about the complexity of the fourth-dimensional narrative and its intersection with reality, so cogently explicated by Meaney) and a few thoughts about its thematic concerns.
 
   Those kinds of thematic concerns, the way patterns and motifs recurred throughout Morrison’s late-1980s, early-‘90s super-hero work, formed the primary basis of my Grant Morrison:  The Early Years.  My argument in that book centers around the way Morrison patterns his recursive images and ideas and the way in which the patterns create meaning in everything from Zenith to Arkham Asylum to Doom Patrol.
 
   Those same patterns, emphasizing the same thematic concerns, are readily apparent throughout The Invisibles.  It’s a text that’s in constant dialogue with what Morrison has written before, but unlike his 2008-2009 DC “event” series, Final Crisis (which brings some of the same visual cues from the past to the present), The Invisibles creates a new visual iconography for Morrison’s favorite ideas.
 
   Let’s just take, for example, Morrison’s use of the pop music motif in Zenith.  Zenith is, himself, a pop star while being a super-hero.  Morrison uses the character to explore the nexus of celebrity and the spoiled-brat archetype that’s so common in the tabloids, even today.  Zenith, at the beginning of his own story (and even at the end, arguably), is a selfish character who isn’t a particularly good super-hero.  But he’s famous, and music – or at least his fame from music – is an important part of Zenith.
 
   In The Invisibles, the pop music motif takes on a religious, transcendental aspect almost immediately, with young Dane McGowan encountering a couple of lads from Liverpool in the same issue King Mob summons the spirit of John Lennon.  The motif is transformed for a new purpose, but it’s a pattern that weaves though the text of The Invisibles, with a rap star – Jim Crow – acting as one of the most powerful Invisibles of all.
 
   The transformation of the pop music motif represents an overall maturity of vision throughout The Invisibles.  While many of the themes and motifs are the same as the ones seen in his pre-Invisibles work, Morrison’s perspective on those themes and motifs seems to have changed.  The petulance of the pop artist is replaced, in The Invisibles, with the power of pop music itself.  It’s a small example, but it’s representative of the shift that The Invisibles represents in the overall scheme of Morrison’s writing.  It’s a work about transformation, and it represents change itself.  It’s no surprise that iconography from the I-Ching, the “Book of Changes” itself, is used on the cover of issue #23 from the first volume.
 
   Like many of Morrison’s works, The Invisibles asks the ontological question:  what is the nature of being?  Morrison explores that in Animal Man, with Buddy Baker’s encounters with the Implicate Order theory and the ultimate confrontation between Animal Man and a fictionalized Grant Morrison.  The layers of reality in that series – (1) Buddy Baker’s life in the DC Universe; (2) Morrison’s life as writer; and (3) the unnamed “author” of Morrison’s life, something that might well be considered “God” – imply a higher power which derives its entertainment from the suffering of the beings whose fates are in its hands.  God is the writer in the metaphysical world of Animal Man.  That’s a notion that reappears at the core of Final Crisis, with the existential battle taking place between blank page and the ink of the creator.
 
   But in The Invisibles, we’re presented with a Manichean universe.  Morrison doesn’t seem to be using the The Invisibles’s fictional world as a fictional world.  It’s analogous to our own, with a fictionalized representative of Morrison in the form of King Mob.  (King Mob may not have originally been created to represent the author, but there’s little doubt that Morrison and his creation became intertwined more and more closely as the series progressed, with Morrison suffering from some of the same fates that he was inflicting upon his comic-book avatar.)
 
   The Manichean philosophy of The Invisibles proposes two opposite but equal powers.  The Invisible College (the beings to whom the individual cells of the Invisibles report – at times indirectly) represents the forces of freedom and chaos, while the Outer Church (the monstrous beings who infect the world and work with agents like Mr. Quimper) represents order and blind compliance to doctrine.  The universe, as we know it and as the characters in The Invisibles know it, is the small overlap between those two dualistic universes.  Good (the Invisibles) battles evil (the Outer Church) with the fate of the world at stake.
 
   King Mob explains the relationship between the three universes with a kind of cosmic Venn diagram.  The vesica piscis, the “Jesus fish,” is a mere fragment of the overall diagram.  If you extend the curved lines of the vesica piscis, the result is two intersecting circles, each larger circle representing the Invisible College and the Outer Church, respectively, with our universe being the small sliver of overlap in between.  Our universe, or the universe of The Invisibles, would not exist without the duality inherent in that intersection of two competing philosophies.
 
   Such a notion of duality, as represented by a motif of doubling, recurs throughout Morrison’s early work:  in Zenith, as the parallel-Earth duplicate of the protagonist sacrifices himself in a way Zenith never would; in Arkham Asylum, with the duality between Batman and the Joker; and in Doom Patrol, with the forces of imposed order battling against the absurdity of Dadaism.  Manichaeism abounds in the early works, with opposites eternally in conflict:  the purity of the mind (or the soul) at odds with the physical corruption of the body.
 
   And that seems to be the case in The Invisibles as well, with the Invisible College representing a kind of pure noumena (mind) and the Outer Church representing pure phenomena (body) – with each faction striving to bring its philosophy into being in our universe.  Dane, under the nom-de-rebellion Jack Frost, seems to be set up as the messiah through which the Invisible College will manifest on Earth.  And the hideous “Moonchild” will spawn an era of Outer Church dominance in our universe.
 
   Such a structure, such an obvious and transparent fascination with duality, fits perfectly with what Morrison produced in his pre-Invisibles career.
 
   But by the climax of The Invisibles Volume Three, as Jack Frost devours the Rex Mundi (the King Archon, the lord of the Outer Church) and everything seems to lean toward a victory for the Invisible Church, we learn that the structure of the triplicate universe was not one of a Venn diagram but one of two perfectly overlapping circles.  The Barbelith itself – the circle image – was the proper diagram of the relationship between the Outer Church and the Invisible College.  Both sides were ultimately revealed to be the same thing.  Morrison’s Manichaeism ends with monism.
 
   Everything is one.  Everything is unified.
 
   And as Meaney tells us, “Jack is the one who learns the truth, the one who will go out and spread the Invisible gospel around the world.”
 
   It’s the same principle that led to Superman and Ultraman being mashed together into the fourth-dimensional Superman suit in Final Crisis.  It’s the same principle that lead to Lex Luthor’s moment of transcendent vision at the end of All Star Superman, in which he sees the universe as it is and realizes that it’s all part of a single cloth.
 
   We are one, says The Invisibles.  And if you’re just looking for meaning in that complex, imperfect work from Grant Morrison, that’s what it means – at least right now, at this single moment in time.
 
   Patrick Meaney provides a much more comprehensive explanation, and that’s a good thing for anyone who actually wants the details explained, as opposed to glossed over in favor of simplification.
 
   And if you, dear reader, want to read, watch, and listen to everything Morrison read, watched, and listened to in the process of creating The Invisibles, I sure won’t stand in your way.  I’ll let you come up with your own list, though.
 
    
 
  
 
  



And So We Return and Begin Again
 
   This book isn’t designed to be the definitive interpretation of The Invisibles.
 
   Now, you may be thinking:  The Invisibles is so well-regarded, but so confusing, and I bought this book to understand the series!  But now you’re telling me that you don’t have the answers?
 
   Well, I do have answers.  It’s just that I can’t claim to have the definitive ones.  In fact, to expect a single definitive answer is to misunderstand the series.  It’s impossible to tell someone the “right” answers when it comes to the series precisely because so much of it is about the interaction between the reader and the text – and between fiction and reality.  What the series means depends on who you are when you read it and what kind of world you read it in.  As King Mob says in the last issue, “it’s different every time.”
 
   It’s for this reason that I will occasionally use the first-person pronoun “I,” normally omitted from non-fiction.  Due to the personal nature of the series and how it involves readers in the narrative, it would be more intellectually honest to admit my own participation.  Also, my own viewpoint from reading the series at different points in my life is sometimes able to illustrate a particular interpretation or reading strategy, such as how a young me identified with Dane or the violence of the series but an older me was able to appreciate the deeper philosophical implications.
 
   Along these lines, it’s important to occasionally address politics.  The Invisibles can certainly be read as a political work, with individualistic heroes battling a metaphysical governmental conspiracy.  Although the series undermines this dichotomy as it continues, this dynamic remains central.  The Invisibles was written during the Clinton era, and it’s important to examine how these themes hold up in the wake of the Bush era, the so-called “war on terror,” and the Obama Presidency.  In many ways, the series anticipates these developments; in others, the series seems naïvely optimistic.  Both inform our evolving understanding of Morrison’s masterpiece.  But there’s no way to address this without characterizing the Bush era through a specific lens, which cannot take in every perspective.  So here too, it’s impossible to be “objective.”  Instead, I’ve tried to extrapolate from the politics in the series itself, demonstrating how The Invisibles applies to a later era.
 
   Given these limitations, however intrinsic to the subject matter, why write a book at all?  I started writing about The Invisibles while rereading the entire series in 2007.  I had mythologized the series in my mind, building it up as the greatest thing ever, and no book could live up to that, even if it really was the greatest thing ever.  The process of writing helped me to come to terms with this by understanding the series more deeply.  Others found that reading what I’d written expanded their understanding of what was to them a sometimes complicated (and occasionally impenetrable) series, despite its reputation for importance.  The Invisibles is the touchstone for understanding all of Grant Morrison’s work.  Fully comprehending even more mainstream titles, like the DC crossover Final Crisis or his best-selling New X-Men run, hinges on knowledge of the philosophical concepts that originated in The Invisibles.  While the series itself prohibits any claim to a “definitive” interpretation, this book can nonetheless help people better understand that series, Morrison’s intentions, and his larger body of work.  It is a base from which to develop your own ideas and perspectives on the work.
 
   In this book, I refer to a number of core concepts essential to understanding the series.  Let’s run through them up front, so you’ve got the background necessary to follow the more complex stuff later on.
 
   
 
  

The Kathmandu Abduction Experience
 
   In a lot of ways, the entire series hinges on Grant Morrison’s abduction experience in Kathmandu.  Slightly before the release of the first issue in 1993, Morrison traveled to Kathmandu, where he experienced what he termed an “abduction.”  He claims to have been taken outside of our world by four-dimensional beings and shown the entirety of time at once, with dinosaurs and Shakespeare coexisting, as viewed outside of our typical linear perception of time.  This omni-temporal viewpoint is actually parallel to the experience of reading a comic:  we can flip between pages and experience different moments in the characters’ lives, but the characters themselves don’t have the ability to do this.  Now, what if we are like those comic-book characters?  Our perspective of time would be an illusion:  in reality, everything exists and always has.  Both the past and the future are fixed and, in their own way, co-eternal.  All time exists simultaneously.
 
   Morrison has recounted how, during this experience, he was shown that all life on Earth is really a single organism.  Trace your own path back, and you’ll wind up back in your mother, trace her back and she’s in her mother, and so on, back to the first single-celled organism.  Seen that way, all of life on Earth is quite literally connected.  But (the theory goes) we’ve forgotten about that connection, becoming cells that think they’re a separate body.  As it says in The Invisibles, time exists as soil to grow in, for humanity to evolve beyond warring sides and recognize its nature as a single organism.  Our evolutionary destiny, Morrison said, is for that single organism to become aware of its true nature.  That destiny is shown, at the end of the series, as humanity’s passage into the Supercontext.
 
   The Supercontext is a term Morrison created to describe the next step in human evolution:  “The Supercontext was where I went, which was a place, an actual place, which I can’t understand in consciousness because I’d lost my body.”  At the end of the series, everyone in the world undergoes essentially the same abduction experience Morrison had in Kathmandu, and they leave behind our physical form and go to this new place.
 
   So on one level, The Invisibles exists as a way for Morrison to deal with the emotional and philosophical ramifications of his abduction experience.  Over the course of the series, nearly all the characters experience similar extra-temporal perceptions.  At the end of the series, Jack is shown humanity’s purpose in the same way Morrison says he was.
 
   The abduction experience provided the philosophical core for the series and gave it narrative purpose.  The early issues of The Invisibles feel like someone writing about things he’s read about.  Once Morrison began to process the abduction more, starting with the storyline “Arcadia,” The Invisibles starts to feel like something written from experience.  As the series went on, his life became mixed up with the stories he was telling.
 
   Now, this may be a hard story to believe for some people.  It’s worth noting that, for all of Morrison’s apparently strange ideas and experiences, he’s personally rather open to the possibility that they’re not objectively “true” or that they were hallucinations.  He would probably say that, irrelevant of the “literal” truth of the experience, he perceived it, and that perception is just as “real” as an actual objective event.  It happened, if only in his mind, and perceptions can deeply affect us and the world.  Whatever the reader believes, the Kathmandu abduction experience is central to understanding the philosophical and narrative agenda of The Invisibles.
 
   
 
  

The Sigil
 
   In the ‘80s, Morrison adopted the concept of sigils from chaos magicians like Austin Osman Spare and Phil Hine.  A sigil is a magical symbol that represents a desire.  In his Pop Magic column on his website, Morrison describes the process of creating a sigil.  Essentially, one writes down one’s desire, then takes its letters and scrambles them into a witchy-looking glyph, which one then “charges” with energy when your mind is a blank slate.  Although there are a variety of ways to get one’s mind to this state, one of the easiest (and most popular) is to charge the sigil at the climax of masturbation.
 
   Morrison saw The Invisibles as an opportunity to evolve this process and designed the entire story as a sigil, in which he became analogous with the characters and immersed himself in the work so thoroughly that the reality of his life and the events of the series became inextricable.  He called this evolving narrative spell a hypersigil, a story consciously constructed to create a change in both Morrison’s life and the readers.  Morrison charged the hypersigil by bungee jumping off a bridge in New Zealand before the series started.  He also shaved his head to mimic the appearance of King Mob.
 
   As the series went on, the links between Morrison and King Mob increased.  After giving King Mob a viral illness near the end of volume one,[1] Morrison found himself suffering from a similar illness and on the verge of death.  He decided to “make friends” with the virus by writing it into the comic as the Archons, and shortly after that, he recovered.
 
   He’s also discussed giving King Mob a girlfriend in Volume Two to get himself laid in real life.  He went to the same places that the characters did and did the same things that they did.  He got high on a mesa, and he walked into the palace of the scorpion gods.  The series is based on things that happened in Morrison’s own life, filtered through the conspiracy theories of the time, big American action movies, books Morrison loved as a teenager, and other things that influenced his life.
 
   
 
  

The Fiction Suit
 
   Another central concept for understanding the series is the idea of the fiction suit.  The actual term doesn’t appear until Volume Three, but the idea is important for both the narrative action and one’s own experience as a reader.  Understanding the exact nature of the fiction suit is tricky because Morrison’s definition of the concept and the way it’s been used in popular discourse, since the series’s release, are quite different.
 
   For Morrison, a fiction suit is to works of fiction what an astronaut’s spacesuit is to space.  It is what people in our reality put on to enter works of fiction.  In the comic, Morrison depicts the creation of a fiction suit by showing how Robin, in the Gansfeldt Tank in Volume Two #20, rewrites The Invisibles comic she had read – the same comic we are reading.  There, she styles herself to resemble a character from within the world of the story, then enters the universe and begins to change it, rewriting the story so that Roger doesn’t get injured.  This concept of “fiction suit” serves as an allegory for what a writer does whenever he or she writes fiction – and also for the experience that a reader has when becoming immersed in a story.
 
   However, since the series’s release, people have developed a different definition of what “fiction suit” means.  Many people see it as a persona that one puts on.  In the book, we first see Mister Six as Brian Malcolm, an ordinary teacher.  Later on, he gets rid of that persona, which is only a “fiction suit,” and he becomes Mister Six, the ultra-suave, 1970s-inspired ladies’ man.  The Malcolm suit was an entire person, a set of IDs, a job, and a set of relationships that Six chose to wear for a time in the story.  In the narrative, there are a number of characters who wear suits, most notably John a Dreams, who experiences the events from the perspectives of Quimper, the Chessman, and himself.
 
   In the series, reality is largely determined by what one believes.  Ideas and stories can be as real as “facts.”  Therefore, a constructed persona can be as real as your “true” self.  King Mob sheds personas with each volume, and the Invisibles swap roles at random and with ease.  Morrison has said that this isn’t the definition he had in mind for fiction suits, but it’s the way that the concept has entered the wider discourse.  That appropriation is indicative of the series-as-hypersigil at work, of the series taking on a life of its own beyond what Morrison intended.
 
   But it’s not only the characters wearing fiction suits.  In the final issue, King Mob speaks about the series itself:
 
   It’s ragged at the edges but you can play any of 300 characters, some more involving than others.  It’s a thriller, it’s a romance, it’s a tragedy, it’s a porno, it’s neo-modernist kitchen sink science fiction that you catch, like a cold.
 
   In other words, you, the reader, can “play” many roles when you read the book.  Upon first reading, most people are aligned with Dane / Jack, then shift over to King Mob in Volume Two.  Once you’ve read the whole series, however, it’s easier to see the entirety of the continuum, to understand that the “bad guys” aren’t really bad and that maybe the “good guys” aren’t so good.  Read the series from Dane’s perspective, and his teenage destruction in the first issue is a revolutionary act.  Read it from Sir Miles’s perspective, and he’s simply a destructive child.
 
   Both are valid interpretations, and understanding that is critical to understanding one of the series’s central philosophical notions:  that Manichaean dualism is an illusion.[2]  We see a war between “good” and “evil” when, on a deeper level, the two sides are really the same.  One just has to look beyond one’s own personal prejudices to understand the other side.  Wearing different fiction suits, or reading the book with different characters’ perspectives in mind, helps you do this.  The first time through, the reader is not going to understand everything that’s going on, and one is naturally going to have specific biases.  Rereading, it’s easier to step outside a single character’s point of view and experience the series like John a Dreams, seeing everyone’s perspective and understanding that even the “other” side still plays an important role in helping humanity reach its destiny.  “It’s not a war, it’s a rescue mission,” the series tells us, and the idea that one can put on the persona of the “enemy” or the “other” undermines the false opposition necessary to see the conflict as a war.
 
   On the other hand, one can also read the book without worrying about any of this.  It works perfectly well as a slick sci-fi action story, the ultimate conspiracy thriller, a romance, or a soap opera.  No one point of view is exclusive.  Which is, again, the very concept of the fiction suit.
 
   
 
  

Time Speeding up and 2012
 
   In “Sheman,” Lord Fanny says that she feels like time is accelerating, a panel that’s repeated in the last issue of the series.  In The Invisibles, everything is building to a specific moment:  humanity’s jump into the Supercontext in 2012.  This date comes from both the ancient Mayan calendar, which ends in 2012, and Terence McKenna’s timewave graphs, which posited that the “end of the world” would occur in 2012.  One can read the series’s use of 2012 as Morrison riffing on a piece of pop mythology, in the same way that he uses the archetypal grey aliens as stand-ins for gods.
 
   Or one could view it as his philosophical statement about human evolution.  The amount of human information is growing at an exponential rate and will soon reach the point where the amount of information we have doubles every tenth of a second.  This is the acceleration of time to which Morrison is referring.  Society is getting more and more connected and aware.  What will this eventually lead to?  We get an idea of the new world in The Invisibles, particularly in Volume Three and the final issue, which presents Morrison’s vision of a post-Invisibles future.
 
   
 
  

Pop
 
   In addition to the philosophical concepts with the series, there’s a heavy emphasis on style and personal presentation.  Morrison was shy when he was young, and much of his ‘80s work dealt with his personal feelings of alienation.  Even though they are super-heroes, the Doom Patrol are largely seen in the context of the physical or mental problems that keep them separated from mainstream society.  But as the ‘90s went on, Morrison chose to reinvent himself.  Rather than continue to be an outsider, he changed his personal style and took on the image of an ultra-fashionable rock star.  He talked about how people can take on different personas simply by changing their appearance and attitude.  Realizing that identity is a construction, it becomes easy to change oneself.
 
   In the context of the comic, this manifests itself as a gradual shift in artistic approach that parallels Morrison’s own personal evolution.  The early issues are drawn by low-key artists, and the characters generally aren’t very fashionable or cool.  But beginning with Volume Two, artist Phil Jimenez redesigned the characters as much more conscious of style and presentation.  The characters posed on the page like models and wore clothes ripped from high-end fashion magazines.
 
   In general, the series defies the common belief in a dichotomy between style and substance.  Morrison sees fashion and grooming as a canvas for personal expression, be it King Mob’s fetish glam wear or Fanny’s elaborate outfits.  To the characters, being cool and looking good is just as important as saving the world.  This echoes Morrison’s own self-reinvention during the period.  He went from feeling like Steve Yeowell’s low-key illustrations to feeling like a rock star in the style of Phil Jimenez or Philip Bond.  In this era, Morrison called his personal magical practices “pop magic,” and that same sense of pop, with emphasis on aesthetic, pervades the series.
 
   
 
  

Barbelith
 
   In the last issue of the series, an astronaut touches a spherical satellite that hovers behind the moon.  It spills open, and soon after, humanity enters the Supercontext.  That satellite is Barbelith, a beacon that guides humanity towards its next form.  During the series, every one of the five core characters comes into contact with Barbelith and becomes enlightened and aware of his or her purpose.  Usually coming at the end of a trying ordeal, union with Barbelith is a state of perfect bliss, of returning to the safety of the womb of the cosmic mother.
 
   In the cosmology of The Invisibles, everyone has a specific role to play in “the game.”  When characters contact Barbelith, they come to understand exactly what that role is, and they also become aware that it all is just a game, that we’re each individual parts of something much larger.  To be born is to move away from connection with one’s mother, to assert one’s own identity as an individual and to believe that this is all one can be.  Contact with Barbelith is a reminder that none of us is really alone, that there is a cosmic essence of love out there, tying us all together.
 
   Barbelith has a lot in common with the monolith from 2001:  A Space Odyssey:  it’s a somewhat vague concept, connected to enlightenment and human evolution, that characters merge with at the end of the story.  Floating in space, Barbelith guides humanity to the next stage of evolution.  This similarity with the monolith doesn’t mean Barbelith is a rip-off.  The Invisibles contains its own response to this problem, because Barbelith is interpreted differently in different cultural contexts.  So 2001 is expressing the same universal idea through its own particular filter.
 
   At times in the series, it’s suggested that Dane made Barbelith, or that humanity as a whole made Barbelith, in order to guide humanity forward.  Its exact origin is never clear, but it is part of the same cosmic force that the grey aliens and the Harlequinade work for:  the force that’s pushing humanity towards the Supercontext.
 
   And so we return and begin again…
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   The first panel of The Invisibles #1 (Sept 1994).  Art by Steve Yeowell.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Volume One
 
   The three volumes of The Invisibles each have a unique feel and approach.  Volume Two is a pop American action film, and Volume Three is a globe-trotting, post-future story, which leaves the first volume as a decidedly British literary take on the series’s characters and concepts.  Morrison originally conceived of a series that wasn’t based around specific characters, using instead a huge cast and a lot of single-issue stories to build the universe of The Invisibles.  We see a glimpse of that in issues #10-12 of this volume, which tell three stand-alone stories about various aspects of the Invisibles’ universe.
 
   One can also see this goal in the early issues of the volume.  The characters in the cell aren’t really defined until at least “Arcadia” (The Invisibles #5-8), and they don’t seem to click and become themselves until “Sheman” (issues #13-15).  The perspective character for the first eight issues, Dane, essentially drifts out of the story for the 12 subsequent issues.  The entire first volume plays as a kind of origin story, as Morrison figures out the kind of stories that he wants to tell as well as the structure and look that he wants the book to have.
 
   That’s not to say that the first volume doesn’t have any brilliant aspects.  Even if things don’t fully gel until the end of the volume, the stories we get along the way are some of the most intriguing in the series:  “Best Man Fall” is one of the finest single-issue stories that Morrison has ever written, and “Arcadia” is the series at its most complex and literary.  A lot of readers probably wish that he had made more allusions to Byron and Shelley as the book went on, instead of Volume Two’s allusions to Speed and Batman.
 
   In the context of Morrison’s career as a whole, The Invisibles is the turning point, the place where he changed from the troubled, outcast writer behind works like Doom Patrol and Animal Man into a pop magician doing huge acid-trip action sagas like JLA or Flex Mentallo.  After the first volume, there’s a huge change in the artistic style and storytelling focus.  But before we can watch the series and Morrison evolve, we have to address volume one and lay the foundation for that evolution.
 
   
 
  

Groundwork:  “Down and Out in Heaven and Hell”
 
   Upon rereading, the first few issues can feel somewhat jarring.  Who is this bratty kid?  What happened to the little Buddha Jack?  Why does Fanny look grey, and what is she wearing?  At least King Mob’s still a badass – the one constant of the book.
 
   On a deeper level, it’s jarring to experience the “us vs. them” philosophy at full tilt.  This is a war, and Dane has to choose a side – it’s a binary opposition, with nothing in between.  It’s the oppressive evil government versus the ultra-cool, freedom-fighting Invisibles!  Having read the series, we know this is all a lie.  Morrison does too, but the characters don’t.
 
   It wasn’t until after completing the first few issues that Morrison had the Kathmandu abduction experience.  Lacking the insight that experience gave him, these early issues feel more like someone writing what he’s read about magic than a guy who’s actually living it.  His hypersigil has not yet come alive.
 
   But these first few issues are full of teases and moments that will become central as the series goes on.  In issue #1 alone, the groundwork is laid for several later stories, from “Best Man Fall” (issue #12), Mister Six (most prominently in the final issue of this volume), and Dane’s storytelling in “Glitterdammerung” (the final issue of Volume Three).  After reading the “Sensitive Criminals” arc and understanding that Mad Tom (the old man in issue #2) is also that young man walking through the playground, the subsequent issues take on an entirely different emotional feel.  Finally, the ending of the entire series connects quite directly with the beginning of the series.  As different as the initial issues are, they’re also intricately woven into the tapestry of the entire series.
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   The cover to The Invisibles #1 (Sept 1994):  the series announces itself as a day-glo grenade, in the style of pop art, set to blow up the reader… and perhaps the medium itself.  Art by Rian Hughes, who also designed the series’s logo.
 
   The Invisibles #1:  “Dead Beatles”
 
   September 1994; art by Steve Yeowell
 
   “And so we return and begin again” is the first line of The Invisibles #1.  Having read the entire series, one becomes aware of the fallacy of linear time in Morrison’s cosmology – and thus the meta-commentary that this first line entails.  The line also helps make the whole series seem circular, as if it’s one unit that readers are supposed to finish and “begin again,” each time seeing it differently.
 
   Of course, Morrison knew that he was setting up an extended series when he wrote this caption.  One of the most unique things about The Invisibles is the fact that it is so thoroughly developed in advance.  Elfayed’s words in the second panel are as good an explanation for the Supercontext as anything we get later.  Later in this issue, we get a reference to King Mob’s trip to Paris, which will only make sense 33 issues down the line.  Morrison admits that he didn’t consciously have these plots fully developed in advance.  But rereading the series, one can see countless references and seemingly throwaway moments that would grow into later stories.  It makes the work feel like a satisfying whole, not just pieces strung together.
 
   The first page of The Invisibles conveys two core interests of the series:  the philosophical evolution of man and the notion that “some people will say anything to be thought of as clever or interesting.”  Much of what these characters do is posturing, acting as ultra-cool assassins to hide internal doubts about their own purpose.  This shows up most in Volume Two, when the characters take on the personas of American action heroes, and King Mob finds his humanity slipping away.  But the theme of constructing one’s identity is present from the start.  In the first issue, Dane has taken on the role of the rebellious punk kid, and he must suppress his own intellectualism as a result.
 
   The dead beetle portent ties into a critical idea that develops as the series progresses:  the notion of time as soil for humanity to grow in.  Like the beetle, we must pass through the dark times or the soil because those times give us the strength to grow and change.  In this case, the fact that the beetle is mummified indicates that humanity is in a dead state and needs to reborn.
 
   And that’s just the first page.  Next, we hop over to Dane and his gang.  For those familiar with the rest of the series, it can be jarring to return to this incarnation of Dane because he’s something of a bastard.  The new reader will likely take Dane as his or her point-of-view character, cheering on his youthful rebellion and his stand against the system.  I first read the series at 17, right around Dane’s age here.  I was right with him on his “fuck the system” rhetoric and just as impressed as he was with King Mob’s ultra-cool assassin posing.  Over the course of the series, Dane’s point of view would change, and I evolved right along with him.  My mental image of Dane is the “little Buddha,” the first really evolved human, conversing with the Chessman towards the end of Volume Two.  That’s a character I like; this one, not so much.  His talk about wanting an atom bomb to drop on Liverpool is adolescent posturing, perfectly capturing the self-involved destructiveness some young people have at that age.  His assault on the school is an act of petty rebellion that, ironically, winds up destroying information about a real, meaningful revolution.
 
   This change in perspective isn’t just a matter of one’s own maturation.  The first issue is constructed so that the reader will believe in what the Invisibles (and King Mob in particular) are doing.  After reading the complete series, the reader is then able to deconstruct their actions and the whole “us vs. them” mentality.  The whole point of the series is arguably to force Dane to recognize that there is not as large a difference between the Invisibles and Harmony House as he thinks.  Both are hardliners, unwilling to look beyond their own preconceptions.  Later in the issue, King Mob even speaks about how “the boy’s going to have to be put through the mill,” a process that will end up alienating Dane from the rest of the team for most of the first volume.  This notion of punishment and pain as a way to shape personality is something shared by both sides at this point.  But despite their similarities, it is the conflict between order and chaos that ultimately forces humanity to evolve.  Having read the entire series, the Invisibles still seem preferable to the Outer Church, but readers are more aware of the heavy consequences of the Invisibles’ actions.
 
   After Dane’s rebellious destruction, the issue jumps to Paris for a brief conversation with King Mob and Edith that references the events of “Sensitive Criminals.”  The Paris sequence is also the first hint at the true nature of time, as depicted by the series.  King Mob doesn’t go back in time to change the future.  Rather, he goes into the past to do something that’s already been done – a mission that’s similar to what Robin must do during her time in the 1990s.
 
   Over in the classroom, we get the first appearance of Malkie, the man who will later be revealed as Mister Six.  As readers, we choose to experience the work from a different perspective, a different fiction suit, each time.  The first time through, readers are most likely “wearing” Dane.  Rereading, they can wear a more objective suit and try to understand what Six is saying here or even what Gelt is saying a few pages later.
 
   All works of fiction allow engagement in this way, but rarely do we see the characters in the work actively taking on fictional personas in the process of writing their own story.  Malkie is a suit that Six wears because it is part of his job in educating Dane McGowan.  In Volume Two, King Mob wears the suit of an ultra-cool, ultra-violent assassin – until the morality of his actions punctures through this identity and he becomes a new, more zen character.  As readers, we can put on a fiction suit and experience the work from any of these points of view, taking something different away from the book in the process.
 
   Malkie asks Dane about the anarchist who denounced the Bolshevik movement.  Central to the series is the notion that a revolution can be just as violent and destructive as what it has overthrown.  Dane will later denounce the faulty, violent revolution of King Mob and company, an act which will undermine Sir Miles’s plans and ensure that humanity evolves in 2012.  Malkie is subtly trying to make Dane aware of his destiny, despite Dane’s uncooperative demeanor.  In the Malkie suit, Six struggles to connect with Dane.  He can warn him, “don’t let the deadweights drag you down,” but it comes off as just a typical teacher speech, an attempt to make Dane go along with the socially-imposed system of values.  Dane doesn’t want to hear it.  He’s still more interested in the idea of violent destruction than actually trying to change things.
 
   The scene with Dane’s mother gives us some context for his rebellion.  It also lays the groundwork for a key scene later in the volume, when Dane returns home a changed man.  His encounter with the Beatles is more baffling.  In this issue, we’re given some indication that Dane can perceive outside of time, suggested by both the Beatles incident and his comment that he feels like he knows King Mob from somewhere.  This issue was written before the abduction experience, so the series doesn’t yet have the tight cosmological clarity that it would eventually develop.  Sure, the Beatles scene is cool, but its place in the series as a whole is not exactly clear.  It may be a consequence of King Mob’s ritual summoning of the Lennon godhead, or it may just be an excuse for a fun scene.  Either way, this exchange is particularly important:
 
   Stu:  We could be dead and not know it.
 
   John:  More like we’re fucking alive and don’t know it.
 
   The idea of finding out how to truly live like one is alive connects with Dane’s rebellion and the many depictions of self-reinvention throughout the series – not to mention the reader’s own journey of self-discovery.  But these lines are also ironic because of the way time is depicted in the series:  humanity is actually connected and alive in ways that it’s not yet aware of, and the dead are only dead when viewed from our chronological perspective (instead of theirs).
 
   Next, Dane meets up with the Jack Frost demon, who appears from time to time in the first volume.  Here, the Jack Frost entity speaks to Dane about elements of his destiny, asking him to “come home” to Barbelith, “the reverse of the moon.”  Dane isn’t yet ready to deal with this, and much like he does with Malkie, he shuts it out and sticks to the fruitless rebellion of trying not to care about anything at all.  As if to prove that he is nothing more than a juvenile delinquent, Dane decides to engage in another act of youthful defiance:  stealing a car and blowing up the school.
 
   At the school, Dane assaults Malkie and, in a great moment, announces that he did know the answer from class… he just didn’t say.  Despite all this potential, Dane chooses the role of delinquent.  Ironically, Dane’s rebellion is actually fulfilling social expectations:  society has taught him that rebellion is the role of young people, a way to “get that out of the system” before settling in for a normal life, “another blank, brutalized face, drinking beer in front of the telly.”  The core of the issue is Dane constantly being confronted with the possibility that he could have something more and always rejecting it in favor of the status quo.  The series itself serves as a similar call to action for the reader.  Many of us are like Dane, capable of so much more but stuck in behavioral patterns that limit us to the same, monotonous existence.
 
   Concurrent with this, we get the first real act of magic within the series:  King Mob summoning Lennon as a godhead.  It’s a powerful couple of pages, establishing the idea of liberating magic from its dusty old gods and embracing new pop ones.  Few pages are more pop than the psychedelic craziness of King Mob’s séance, punctuated by a swirling mix of Beatles lyrics.  Some of the characters’ practices in this issue might be unenlightened compared to later issues, but their general attitude of tearing down the old and replacing it with a new, exciting life remains valuable.  Notably, King Mob summons Lennon rather than an ancient god, a reflection of Morrison’s belief that we should choose gods that have cultural significance to us rather than sticking to the traditional pantheon.  Morrison himself performed a ritual to summon Lennon before writing the series, and these two pages are his attempt to represent that experience on the page, an early example of Morrison using the comic as a diary, a record of his life at the time.
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   King Mob summons the dead Beatle, John Lennon.  From The Invisibles #1 (Sept 1994).  Art by Steve Yeowell.
 
   Dane is tried, sentenced, and taken by Miss Dwyer to Harmony House.  If one listens, from an objective point of view, to Gelt’s speech, it becomes clear that the institution’s motivation is not sadistic destruction of random people.  Rather, Harmony House is out to create total stability in society by removing those things that cause trouble.  As Gelt says, they want to create people who will serve society as cogs in the machine.  We’re naturally inclined to hate this and want to assert our individuality, but isn’t it also true that asserting our individuality requires an environment that’s safe from the immediate danger that juvenile delinquents like Dane pose?  If everyone behaved like Dane, society would descend into chaos.  Harmony House might appear evil, but it’s more necessary – and seductive – than it first appears.  Reading a story like this, we’re going to hate Harmony House, but if a gang of kids like Dane’s stole your car, wouldn’t you want them locked up?
 
   Harmony House removes peoples’ brains and sex organs, the things which make us essentially human.  All of Dane’s rebellious actions are motivated either by a desire to impress girls or by a kind of intellectual disdain for all that’s around him.  Remove the brain and the penis, and he’s got no reason to do anything other than go along as society wants him to.  That is what has happened to Gelt:  he has sacrificed his human organs and become a slave to the Archons.  In his slavery, he finds purpose, but he has lost much of what makes him human.
 
   In the cafeteria scene, we see people playing a card game but holding only two kinds of cards, one labeled “yes” and the other “no.”  This expresses the Manichaean worldview, which is simply to say that it is defined by extremely oppositional logic:  Harmony House says “yes” to control and authority but “no” to individuality.  Similar in purpose is the poster about emotions, on which both happy and sad emotions are listed as being bad, while neutral equates with good.  Harmony House’s goal of a stable, safe society may be understandable, but their means effectively cut out the humanity that makes life worthwhile.  They want to remove the difficult parts of life, but it is that difficulty and that suffering that allows us to grow and eventually move on to a higher stage of consciousness.  Time is soil in which we can grow.[3]
 
   We next get a scene with King Mob and Robin, which further explores magic and its role in their everyday life.  For those already familiar with Morrison, this sequence can feel a bit expository.  But for the first time reader, it is key in introducing Morrison’s interest in using contemporary figures as gods, and his irreverence towards traditional magic ideas, like the tarot.  He believes what Robin says about “the darkness that gives birth to light.”  In fact, that’s a great summation of the whole series, but he undercuts the possible pretentiousness by having her joke about how the tarot is bullshit.  Another crucial line comes when King Mob says that he wanted to grow up and live in a ‘60s spy series.  His wish has come true, paralleling how Morrison would find his life overlapping with King Mob’s, blurring reality and fiction.  In this cosmology, there is little distinction between fiction and reality, between wish and action:  words, stories, and perception all have power to affect “reality.”
 
   Next, the King in Chains appears to Gelt, demanding Dane.  As mentioned earlier, the Archons have a purpose in mind for Dane:  he will give birth to their new form, as we shall see in Volume Three #2.  They have literally taken away Gelt’s eyes and forced him to view things only from their perspective.
 
   Dane soon wanders into the embryo room, which seems like something right out of The X-Files.  Both that series and The Invisibles are obsessed with government conspiracy and issues of freedom vs. security.  Particularly in Volume Two, The Invisibles will use a lot of the visual and conceptual language of The X-Files.  To some extent, this emphasis on conspiracy paranoia is a distinctly 1990s phenomenon.  In the ‘00s, American society has conspiracies that aren’t secret and aren’t supernatural but are right out in the open.  Part of this is the effect of 9/11:  in the wake of that real-life horror, the Archon was on the throne, and no one was able to combat his influence.  We’ll return to this idea later.
 
   In the end, King Mob shows up and frees Dane from Harmony House.  The first time I read this, I remember being in awe of King Mob’s ultra-cool, violent liberation, much like Dane is.  When Dane says, “So you just go around killing people and blowing things up?  That’s brilliant,” I was right there with him.  The scene has that snappy action banter moviegoers have been conditioned to associate with death.
 
   After reading the whole series, however, particularly “Best Man Fall,” it’s impossible to feel that way about King Mob’s attack.  He’s killing Bobby Murray here, a generally decent guy, and that’s nothing to feel happy about.  Even if Gelt is decidedly evil, the people working for him aren’t – they’re just trying to help their families, caught up in a war that’s much larger than them.  In this first issue, King Mob isn’t nearly the sympathetic character that he would later become.  On the first read, he’s the enigmatic embodiment of cool.  Upon rereading, this early depiction of King Mob comes across as a cold killer.
 
   The next page gives us a moment that The Matrix “homaged”:  the new initiate being led through a crowd of people by a bald mentor in a trenchcoat who is lecturing about the nature of the universe.  Dane asks why they’re called the Invisibles.  Before he gets an answer, King Mob is gone and Dane is again alone.  We know this is all a setup so Dane can be trained by Tom and grow into the person who can help them win the war, but it’s still pretty jarring for him, an early example of King Mob’s sadistic teaching methods.
 
   Why are they called the Invisibles?  The obvious interpretation is that they’re working behind the scenes, striking at the heart of the establishment, and helping out regular people, unbeknownst to those same people being helped.  There are also deeper meanings, discussed as the series continues.
 
   In Morrison’s canon, The Invisibles is the primary transitional work from the more low-key, everyday surrealism of his ‘80s / early ‘90s output to the hyper-pop craziness of his late ‘90s and ‘00s work.  The art here has little in common with the slick, pop spectacle of Jimenez or Quitely, who would define the book’s later years.  It looks more like Richard Case’s steady hand on Doom Patrol.  The slick coolness of Volume Two is utterly absent, and this issue feels ordinary in comparison. That’s not to say that it’s outdated, though.  The ideas are still fascinating, and the narrative still works.  It’s just that the series’s aesthetic hasn’t matured yet.
 
   On a narrative level, the issue packs a lot in, but it does so in a linear, easy-to-follow way.  By Volume Three, Morrison began more narrative experimentation, presenting just the essential parts of the story and allowing the reader to build the rest on his or her own.[4]  The first issue has some obscure moments, but it’s still a pretty straightforward, stand-alone story built on the traditional three-act structure.  There’s nothing wrong with that, particularly when laying out a cosmology as complex as that of The Invisibles, and it helps give the ambitious series an accessible start.
 
   The core of the issue is Dane being told that he can be special but not believing it.  He has to make the journey himself and fail along the way before he can understand what Malkie is saying.  Dane’s journey is humanity’s journey (as well as the reader’s) towards the Supercontext.  Eventually, we all learn that Dane’s violence here is a hollow act:  the real rebellion is to step outside the war and embrace your enemy.
 
   The Invisibles #2:  “Down and Out in Heaven and Hell, Part 1”
 
   October 1994; art by Steve Yeowell
 
   Following the hyperbolic first issue, Morrison scaled things back for an arc that sets up a lot of interesting themes.  But because it was written before Morrison’s abduction experience, it lacks the lived-in urgency that Morrison applied to future takes on magic, such as Dane’s trippy journey in issue #16.  The series is still finding its voice.
 
   Sean Phillips’s cover for this issue just looks plain odd.  Dane looks like he’s around 50 or 60.  The series’s covers really took off when Brian Bolland took over, but his style wouldn’t be a good match with what’s going on here.  Phillips has the right style for volume one, but his Dane here is inexplicable.
 
   The opening page features a paranoid monologue, delivered by a street corner preacher, conveying ideas typical of this stage in the comic’s development, specifically the government’s omnipresence in controlling our lives.  The question at the end, “When was the last time you had a thought that wasn’t put there by them?”, raises a question analogous to Dane’s monologue in the series’s final moments, where he muses on fate and free will.  Maybe the government does subliminally control all our lives and actions, but we’re still thinking those thoughts and performing those actions.  In the case of this speaker, he is so obsessed with the notion of governmental control that even if this isn’t actually happening, his mind is imprisoned by it anyway.
 
   This resonates with events later in the series, when King Mob becomes entirely defined by his opposition to authority, and Sir Miles becomes completely consumed by his fight against the Invisibles.  Dane is the one who will eventually move beyond the war, a process that begins here.  The issue begins with him at low ebb, literally asking for change.  A lot of his rebelliousness has already been worn out by his time on the streets, and he’s willing to make the concessions needed for survival, thanking the people who give him money when he once likely would have denigrated them for their lame acceptance of society.  He is unaware that the person he’s thanking is actually Ragged Robin, and the whole cell is working to ensure that he survives to be trained by Mad Tom.
 
   Dane encounters Mad Tom while hanging out with a girl who is subsequently revealed, in “Royal Monsters” (issue #11), to be working for Sir Miles.  The scene works fine the first time, but upon rereading, one has a much deeper understanding of the world that Morrison is carefully building and of the way that seemingly random events actually have a larger purpose.
 
   Mad Tom is probably meant to be rather annoying at first, but the constant weird speech comes off as an affectation, harkening back to an older tradition rather than blazing the way forward.  Again, the series is still finding its voice, and this issue doesn’t really pick up until Morrison gets to the magic-lesson scenes.
 
   In Pop Magic,[5] Morrison says one of the first exercises an aspiring magician should do is to wander around without any clear purpose and look for meaning in whatever the universe shows him.  That’s what Tom does for Dane in this issue, walking him through the city so he can look at it through new eyes:  the eyes of a magician.
 
   For Morrison, magic isn’t exclusively about creation; it’s also about recognition of that which is wonderful around us.  It’s easy to become so numbed to the world in which we live that we have to step out of our normal mindset to appreciate the vast complexity and beauty of the world around us.  When Mad Tom “conjures” them a meal, Dane writes it off as bullshit.  He is in a different mindset, one of pure rationality.  If one looks for magic in the world, one doesn’t ask if it’s just a coincidence that it stopped raining when Tom said it would.  Instead, one accepts it as a result of intent being translated out into reality.  Of course, this requires a massive shift from our rational ideas about cause and effect.  But that is the essence of Morrison’s magical worldview:  taking control of coincidence and events to produce the world we want.
 
   Out on the street, Dane meets Fanny for the first time.  It’s notable that Fanny starts out as an obviously cross-dressing man, but by the time Jimenez draws her, she appears to be an ultra-glam, beautiful woman.  In fact, as the series goes on (particularly under Jimenez), everyone becomes much closer to their idealized mental images of themselves.  Reality slowly becomes heightened, and things look increasingly slicker.  It’s almost like the first volume is an old BBC series, with lower production values, and the second is a Hollywood blockbuster.  We may speculate about this incongruity:  maybe Fanny always looks like she does here, and later on, we just see her how she feels.
 
   The characters’ questionable fashion choices are also part of that lack of glam.  It isn’t until “She-Man” that the series really starts to click into its pop / glam mode, coming into full flourish with the start of “Entropy in the U.K.”
 
   In the underground, Dane and Tom find a shrine and its unique totem, a cross with various objects attached it, such as a small TV and bike tires.  An objective observer would likely see no magical significance to the “totem.”  But having been through the series, one has learned that, in the world of magic, the only thing that matters is the meaning we give an object.  It is belief that empowers gods and makes objects into something more than material, giving them an essence, a power.  The more people that believe in it, the greater its power.  For Tom, the totem is meaningful, and that’s all that really matters.
 
   Dane smokes blue mold from the subway station wall and goes through an abduction experience.  The entirety of the experience is revealed slowly over the course of this first volume.  In this issue, we only get a rush of images, most notably of classic green aliens.  Morrison has talked about how the “little green men” image of aliens has become a cultural lens through which we can interpret other-dimensional beings.  These are the same entities as Terence McKenna’s machine elves[6] or Philip K. Dick’s Zebra Laser,[7] seen through the lens of ‘90s pop culture.
 
   The stoplight imagery is also critical, tying into the nature of Barbelith.  Barbelith is on red because it is helping us grow.  When we have evolved and are ready to move into the Supercontext, it will become green.  When Dane gets the green light, he finds himself in the world of the Invisible College.  This is a dimension behind the surface of the world, the same place that King Mob uses to hop between places in “Arcadia.”  As the series progresses, Morrison grounds things in a more “reality-based” form of magic, and travel to the Invisible College decreases.
 
   Tom summarizes the theme of the issue when he says, “Everything that ever happened to you is real, even your dreams.  Them most of all.”  Anything that produces emotion is “real,” in a sense, no matter if it’s a fictional story, a dream, or a lie.  Dreams from childhood can be more haunting and psychologically present than real events.
 
   Tom then goes on to summarize the whole series when he says, “There are many worlds, many cities, and all of them are just shockwaves spreading out from one single moment of clarity and understanding.”  The series is about reversing the process, bringing things together and returning to that moment of clarity and understanding.  That’s what the cast experiences in 2012.
 
   The Invisibles #3:  “Down and Out in Heaven and Hell, Part 2”
 
   November 1994; art by Steve Yeowell
 
   Issue three picks things up a bit, continuing the story of Dane’s initiation and laying out more of the series’s themes.  These issues are a key step in Morrison’s hypersigil process, as they are as much about initiating the reader as they are about initiating Dane.  In that respect, The Invisibles is unlike the vast majority of fiction out there, because the story itself is often secondary to a greater philosophical purpose.  The Invisibles works as both a philosophical text and a standard narrative.
 
   The issue opens with Dane being menaced by fox hunters, who are actually the Invisibles cell in disguise.  This sequence reinforces the similarities between the two sides, as well as the illusory nature of identity.  King Mob may be playing at being one of “them,” but he’s just as cruel to Dane as Sir Miles would be.  As Tom continually emphasizes in this issue, the experience of something is the reality of it.  Just because they’re actually trying to help him, it doesn’t mean that the pain Dane feels is any less real.
 
   The purpose of their attack is to force Dane to acknowledge that he cares about someone besides himself.  He is gradually moving beyond his individuality and towards a deeper connection to the rest of humanity.  The fact that he is willing to fight for Tom is a critical sign of growth beyond where he was in the first issue.  But in retrospect, the whole thing feels a bit cruel.  Was this violence really necessary to Dane’s training?  When you’re dressed like the other side and behave like the other side, what makes you different from them?
 
   Tom then goes on to talk about the city gods and spirits.  Magic is all about seeing the world through new eyes, and that’s literally what Tom does for Dane when he lets him see through the pigeon’s eyes.  It’s an effective sequence, particularly the creepy visual of the giant Archon on top of the dome.  Tom’s speech about the city virus superficially seems crazy but is actually quite relevant to our reality.  Human civilization’s primary goal is to replicate itself, and this ties into meme theory:  Christian missionaries spread their religion throughout the world, as if Christianity were a virus.[8]  Tom’s speech, much like Jim Crow’s story about the alternate America in “Black Science 2,” is a really simple story that makes one think about the world in a different way.
 
   Tom allows Dane to see outside himself and to recognize the flow and kinship between all things in the city.  He further elaborates on the Supercontext when he talks about how “we have to leave our bodies and our cities behind us and go into space, just like the little fishes had to leave the sea.”  Moving beyond the physical trappings of human civilization is the next step in our evolutionary process.  Part of moving beyond the physical is recognizing the reality of all things, which Tom makes clear when he says, “When you dream, what makes you think it’s not real?” – a quote that sums up Morrison’s work as well as any.
 
   Next up, we get the first half of Tom’s encounter with his younger self.  This scene fits seamlessly with its recurrence in “Sensitive Criminals.”  It is also a notable depiction of the subjective nature of time.  When we see it in this issue, Edith and Freddie are the anomaly, because we’re in the ‘90s mindset.  When we go back to the sequence later, Tom and Dane are the strange element, and the ‘20s characters feel normal.  The dialogue matches surprisingly well with what will happen over 30 issues down the line.  Morrison wrote the sequence before he knew exactly what the Harlequin was or how the Hand of Glory would fit into the narrative.  The act of writing Edith and Freddie’s dialogue here took part of the story out of Morrison’s control:  he was bound to follow what they say here, and though he fit the pieces together, the story was, to some extent, writing itself.
 
   The idea of “Jack Frost” as an external projection of Dane’s is something that would gradually fade from the series, but here it’s critical.  Tom tries to bring Jack Frost to the fore as a way of cleansing Dane.  At first, Dane says, “He’s just in my head, it’s not like he’s real.”  He still can’t recognize that what’s in his head is just as real as things in the external world, if not more so.  To an Invisibles fan, Dane and Tom may well be more real and personally affecting than someone anonymous living down the street.
 
   Jack Frost seems to be a defense mechanism, a way for Dane to channel his weakness into rage.  Tom confronts Dane with the fact that Dane’s rage is exactly what “they” want from him:  to be rebellious for a while, then settle down and raise more robots, rather than engage with real emotion.  Tom uses pain to move him to a point where he loses the trappings of society, along with the restrictions “they” place on him, and opens him up to the vast potential we all have within us.
 
   Tom’s speech is perhaps the best testament to what the Invisibles are doing.  “They” are all about control and similarity, keeping humanity safe by restricting the things that threaten it.  Tom wants Dane to stop running from the pain, from his weakness, and instead embrace those things.  In that respect, Jack Frost could be seen as a manifestation of the Outer Church within him, preventing him from acknowledging what really matters.  Tom takes Dane down to his base, beyond the façade or the mask that he puts on for the world, passing through his deepest feelings, down to an essential blankness.
 
   Having passed through this darkness, Dane comes out the other side refreshed, seeing the world in a new light.  Tom’s training succeeds:  Dane passes through the posturing and personas that society forces us to wear.  He confronts the darkness within, and emerges ready to experience a larger world.  This whole episode ties in with the idea of fiction suits and personas.  Dane was wearing the guise of the stereotypical young rebel, a suit actually designed by the establishment to trap him, but he has now abandoned that and become something truly dangerous:  a mind liberated from the dichotomy that “they” want to create… or at least a mind on the path towards that liberation.
 
   While King Mob becomes the focus of the series as it moves forward, Dane remains the viewpoint character for the reader.  We go through the major philosophical shifts with him, and as he understands the greater nature of the universe, so do we.
 
   The Invisibles #4:  “Down and Out in Heaven and Hell, Part 3”
 
   December 1994; art by Steve Yeowell
 
   There’s not too much to say about this issue that wasn’t already covered in the previous two.  The whole point of the arc is to bring Dane (and the reader) to an evolved state of consciousness, and that purpose is achieved by the time he emerges from his romp through the surreal countryside.
 
   Tom’s speech to Dane about why Tom has to leave suggests the idea of purposes and roles within the “game.”  We later see John a Dreams hopping through time to ensure that specific things happen and with a specific endgame in mind.  Tom recognizes that the Invisibles have an endgame and knows his role in the big picture.  At the end of this issue, Tom’s role is over, and he recedes into the darkness to await rebirth after the Supercontext.  He tells Dane, “No more guns and bombs and struggle.  I’m finished with all this.”  Both King Mob and Dane echo this sentiment at later points in the series, realizing they have to move beyond the war that defines their reality.  Tom heads off into the tunnels under London, the same place that Six meets with the Harlequin in Volume Three.  In the end, the Harlequin is revealed to be an incarnation of universal humanity, of everyone who’s ever lived.  To merge with them would be similar to what happened to John a Dreams:  to leap out of an individual identity and become part of the single organism that is all life on Earth.
 
   After hopping off the building, Dane goes on a strange journey through the Invisible College, making contact with the cosmic mother, Barbelith.  The page with him lying in the grass, looking up at the sphere, is serene and beautiful, giving the reader the sense of home that Barbelith is all about.  Throughout Morrison’s work, he writes moments where the characters encounter things that appeal to something deep within them, things that are so beautiful that they cry.
 
   The ringed planet in this issue crops up again in Volume Two in the Invisible College.  Dane has passed into that place, but he’s not ready to fully engage with it and runs away.  In reality, Dane and Tom mentally linked and crossed over to The Invisible College, preventing them both from dying.  After the link, Dane experienced the other place, and it has expanded his mind, showing him a different, better world.  Because of this vision, Dane will not be as swayed by King Mob’s arguments as the rest of the team is.
 
   From there, Dane meets up with the Invisibles cell.  The story has focused on Dane for so long that the cell seems mysterious and cruel.  They put him through a long ordeal and now treat him like he’s their new toy.  King Mob, in particular, seems to go out of his way to make Dane feel bad, diminishing what happened to him.  King Mob is so caught up in his fantasy of being an action hero that he neglects to imagine that Dane may be at an even more advanced state of consciousness.
 
   Throughout the series, King Mob is defined by his war.  This initially involves this kind of militaristic posturing.  In Volume Two, his obsession leads to his taking on the persona of the action-hero gunfighter.  Here, it feels like Dane is meant to be the focus of the series.  He’s the protagonist, who goes through the most change, and he’s our viewpoint character for entering the world of the series, whose experience mimics the reader’s.  Plus, Dane is the rebellious kid that Morrison was as a teenager – just as all the characters represent, to some extent, portions of Morrison’s life and personality.  But as he was writing the series, Morrison grew more partial to King Mob and embraced him as a fantasy persona.  By Volume Two, Morrison was writing King Mob’s story as a way of effecting change in his own life.
 
   That does mean that Dane gets slighted a bit in the later going.  At this point in the series, the reader is more attached to Dane than to King Mob, whom he may not even particularly like.  It takes King Mob until the very end of the series to realize what Jack learns by the end of the first volume:  that both sides are the same.  For now, King Mob is more interested in theatrical action posturing, setting up this elaborate classroom, and doing the stunt with the grenade at the end of the issue.
 
   At this point, it’s clear that Morrison has some grand ambitions.  Much of the philosophical content is in there, but the characters haven’t taken off yet.  We only really know Dane; the others are little more than enigmatic images of rebellion.  “Arcadia” takes things further philosophically and gives us some more character development, though the cell doesn’t really gel until “She-Man.”  Morrison likely had a more experimental series in mind when he began, one with more stand-alone issues and focused more on themes than characters.  But the characters started to take on lives of their own, and his original plans changed along the way.
 
   This issue also marks the departure of Steve Yeowell.  While he’s a talented artist who had previously worked with Morrison (on Zenith and Sebastian O), his straightforward, low-key art doesn’t fully convey the kind of exciting world the characters are living in.  Starting with the next issue, Jill Thompson is a nice improvement, helping to tide us over until the arrival of Phil Jimenez.
 
   This first arc probably works best the first time through.  It’s hard, upon rereading, to identify with Dane in the simplistic way these issues seem to want us to.  “Down and Out in Heaven and Hell” works best when we’re able to immerse ourselves in the moment, forget about the overall themes, and take the journey with the characters.  Rereading, we experience the book something like John a Dreams, aware of the whole, and that can mean losing touch with the moment.  This arc and “Arcadia” are two of the toughest with which to engage on an emotional level because they’re the most outright philosophical.  Later, it’s easier to both engage with the current narrative as well as the bigger, philosophical picture.
 
   
 
  

Eternity in the Past:  “Arcadia”
 
   “Arcadia” is a critical arc in the series’s run, introducing us to the characters within the cell and giving the reader a look at a supposedly typical Invisibles mission.  It also contains all the information we need to understand the rest of the series, right through the final issue – though, on the initial read, that is far from apparent.  It’s interesting to go back and see just how much is laid out here:  things one could never pick up on the first go-round but which seem glaringly obvious upon rereading.  Each time you play the game, it’s a little different.
 
   This is also the arc that almost killed the series.  The first time through, a lot of the conceptual stuff just floats by, and the reader doesn’t have the context to fully understand what’s going on.  Moreover, the framing story with Shelly and Byron, as well as the rather unpleasant 18th-century setting, make it a difficult arc to adjust to.  Morrison took a huge risk with this storyline, and we’re all lucky that it didn’t kill the book.
 
   Having already read the entire series, however, it’s impressive how closely this arc ties in with the revelations of the final issues.  In fact, more than any other arc in the series, “Arcadia” really comes alive the second time through.  In light of later thematic developments, material like the Dalang story or the Byron and Shelley dialogue is a lot easier to decode and place within the overall thematic mission of the series.  What can sound like random jargon the first time through is much clearer on subsequent readings.  At this point, we’re still in the heart of the war, but “Arcadia” offers a hopeful glimpse of the world to come.  It’s no coincidence that de Sade doesn’t return until Volume Three; this is the closest the book gets to the future until those last 12 issues.
 
   The Invisibles #5:  “Arcadia, Part 1:  Bloody Poetry”
 
   January 1995; pencils by Jill Thompson; inks by Dennis Cramer
 
   Want to know what The Invisibles is about?  Read the first page of this issue.  It contains an explanation for virtually everything that happens in the series.  King Mob watches a puppet show, in which the Dalang, a puppeteer, makes the audience see a war between two opposing factions when in fact they are aspects of the same person and the war they’re engaged in is nothing but a shadowplay.  The thematic grounding is all here, but it’s not until we’ve been through the series that we can understand the deeper meaning.  The two sides are one; they only think that they are different.
 
   In the cosmology of The Invisibles, there are characters who exist outside of time, aware of the overall needs of the universe, and who act to ensure that events occur as they should.  John a Dreams is the most notable example of this:  he’s a character who transcends a dualistic war and takes on a variety of guises to bring humanity into the Supercontext.  He plays both sides, inhabiting roles like a puppeteer.  Barbelith and the aliens that Dane sees serve a similar function.  From their position outside time, they are beyond the conflict and aware of its false nature.  As a result, they are able to make sure that we “laugh and cry” as needed.  The emotions we feel are real, even though the conflict is an illusion.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   King Mob watches the Dalang.  The first page of The Invisibles #5 (Jan 1995).  Art by Jill Thompson; inks by Dennis Cramer.
 
   That said, one can also read this first page as a comment on Grant Morrison himself.  All these characters are drawn from his mind; they are just ink on a page, but they can make us laugh and cry.  As Dane learned in the previous arc, the distinction between dream and reality is nebulous and unimportant.  Because these fictional characters make an impact on real people, they have a measure of reality themselves.  This sort of crossover between reality and fiction will occur many times over the course of the series.
 
   The initial conversation between Byron and Shelley further explores Morrison’s role as author of the series.  Shelley says, “As poets, it is our duty to turn our faces from the mire, to look up and tell our fellow men that we have seen a better world than this.”  That’s exactly what Morrison is doing with the series, drawing “the maps of this new world, so that others may find their way there.”  Morrison is justifying the role of the writer in society, claiming that fiction can provide new models for behavior.  This is why he writes super-hero comics:  through writing some of the last purely heroic characters left in our society, he hopes to channel their hope and inspiration into our reality.  “A cannon fires only once but words detonate across centuries” echoes Morrison’s statements about how fictional characters like Superman outlive their creators.  He consciously creates works like The Invisibles or All Star Superman as means to inspire people to change the world that they live in.
 
   When reading this arc for the first time, the reader might feel impatient with the Byron and Shelley sequences.  Rereading them, however, one can find them riveting.  Once the reader is grounded in the philosophy that Morrison is exploring here, it’s a lot easier to understand and enjoy the poets’ debate.  Most likely, one of the reasons this arc made a lot of people drop the book is that it’s functioning primarily on a higher level than the reader is ready for, at least upon first reading.  “Down and Out in Heaven and Hell” suffers somewhat, when rereading, because we already know all the points that Tom is making.  But “Arcadia” flourishes with each rereading, opening up new layers each time.  It’s the most complex storyline Morrison will attempt until Volume Three, and without the promise of explanations to come, it can be tough to take.  But in choosing to write “Arcadia” as he did, he ensures that every pass through the series will offer the reader new details to ponder.
 
   In the debate, Shelley voices Morrison’s own ideas, laying out the cosmology of the series.  But Byron has equally valid points.  In light of the fact that the series ends with transcendence of this mortal plane to a better world, it would be easy to discount Morrison’s affection for the world we live in.  But as Byron says, this world is the piece of heaven that we can touch.  Byron functions as the counterpoint to the utopian idealism of the Supercontext.  Ultimately, the series resolves the debate by letting both be right.  The characters all find things to love in their world, but they still strive for something better.  And Byron’s right about one thing:  in a perfect world, what’s left to write about?  That’s why the series has to end when they enter the Supercontext.
 
   It’s curious that a character says that King Mob is Christian.  Most likely, he’s referring to the fact that King Mob comes from a Christian country.  Many people do assume that others have their country’s predominant religion, and religion is often tied to ethnicity and national identity.  Reading this way, the comment may be taken as an indication of how people routinely stereotype each other, which is something the Invisibles subvert and use as a weapon.  Of course, it’s possible that King Mob is at least ostensibly a Christian, although nothing in the rest of the series would indicate this.
 
   The dialogue between Boy and Dane is full of thematic importance.  The shadow motif in the art mimics the Dalang speech earlier, and their discussion reveals a lot about the contrast between the mindset of the people in the cell and Dane’s own mindset.  The cell seems to have accepted wholeheartedly what they’ve been told about the nature of the fight and their role in it.  For them, there is a vast, dark evil, composed of the forces that want to control peoples’ lives, but nobody gives Dane a straight answer about who those evil forces are.  This is because they’re not really sure.  For most of the cells, it is the war that defines them, not the better world waiting at the end of the fight.  They are, ironically, trapped in the role of rebel in the same way that Dane was before his training with Tom.  None of them are as enlightened as they think they are.
 
   The reason Dane is so important is because he’s the only one who’s able to see outside the game.  As he grows and gets more training, he’ll evolve beyond the conflict and use his powers to help both sides.  At the end of the scene, Dane asks Boy how he knows he’s joined the right side, given that there are so many deep cover agents.  This line has much significance.  On one level, it reinforces the lack of distinction between the Invisibles and their enemies, how the two sides are arbitrary and even the same in many important respects.  It’s also, however, a nice bit of foreshadowing, since we’ll eventually find out that Boy is, in fact, a triple agent, working for an Invisibles cell who set her up with the enemy, who then implanted her in another cell.  At that point, identity breaks down, and loyalty becomes meaningless.  Boy is just a pawn in this overall conflict; by joining up and fighting, she has lost any sense of her actual self.
 
   Does this mean that one should not fight?  Not exactly.  Rather, a third path is suggested.  Much of Morrison’s Seven Soldiers is concerned with breaking out of the oppressive tradition of one’s parents and defining a role outside strict parameters of good and evil.  Here, the characters are trapped in a tradition of fighting that goes all the way back to at least the 1700s, but some of the ideological interests have been lost:  the present-day Invisibles are not poets but warriors, fighting with their fists and not their words.  Over the course of the series, the present-day Invisibles will recover the spirit of their predecessors and truly change the world.
 
   King Mob hops through the dimensional shortcut, a moment that feels rather incongruous.  Most of the series is grounded in a somewhat believable magic reality.  While one may not be able to literally project oneself into 18th-century France, it is possible to use techniques, similar to those used here by the Invisibles crew, to move into a thought-based facsimile of 18th-century France.  Of course, as Mad Tom tells us, there is no difference between the reality of a thing and the dream of it, so one can “really” travel in that way.  Morrison attempted similar time-travel experiments in his own life, and though he freely admits that he wasn’t going to jazz clubs in 1920s Harlem, he was able to experience imaginary travel using rituals like the characters in the book.
 
   But one can’t move one’s physical body through a nuclear wasteland to get from India to England.  Going to the Invisible College works fine in arcs where it’s motivated by a catalyst that ruptures the spacetime continuum, such as Dane taking the blue mold.  Here, however, it just happens because it can, and that takes away from the story’s narrative consistency.  Morrison is still defining the rules of the world, hence the use of devices that won’t necessarily return.
 
   Back with the cell, we start to get an idea of the characters’ personalities.  Fanny is pretty well defined, though a bit harsh.  We’re still seeing things from Dane’s perspective, and he hasn’t really warmed to her, so neither have we.  But one does have to wonder about her dress:  is it a deliberately ironic adoption of ‘50s femininity or just ugly?  Either way, she certainly isn’t at her Volume Two level of glam.  Robin still lacks a defined personality, and Morrison struggles with her until she gets reinvented in Volume Two.  In contrast, Boy is, right from the start, pretty much like she will be throughout.
 
   One of the first examples of the series valuing image over narrative sense arrives when King Mob returns and takes off his coat, with a checkerboard and random patterns in the background.  Morrison and Thompson could have put him against a “realistic” background, but having the shapes is a better choice because it conveys the sense of pop energy King Mob brings with him when entering a room.  Jill Thompson’s art has a wider range of emotion than Yeowell’s, and despite being the second artist on the book, she defines the look of these characters for the rest of the volume.
 
   The crew then goes to a windmill to travel through time.  The nature of their time travel in the series can be confusing, given that this depiction is so different from Ragged Robin’s time travel in Volume Two.  The depiction here is actually closer to astral projection than the time travel seen later.  Of course, in reality, people who claim to practice astral projection don’t get such flashy results as the characters do here, nor achieve them so quickly.[9]
 
   The Shelley sequence ends with a man saying that he has been in chains all his life but no one else could see them.  This recalls Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s pronouncement, in The Social Contract (1762), that “man was born free and everywhere is in chains” – the idea being that society, not nature, is the cause of human suffering, a philosophy that would underpin the French Revolution.  But the reference also acts as a perfect thematic summary of what the Invisibles are trying to do:  open peoples’ eyes and expose them to the potential of humanity.  One message of this series is that we are all trapped by our stubborn clinging to individuality; should we transcend that, we would be free to move to a higher plane of existence.
 
   This sequence is also notable for the discussion of the “warring” black-and-white piano “keys like chessmen,” which prefigures both the overall theme of the two sides being the same and the appearance of the Blind Chessman.  The Chessman will give a very similar speech to Dane during “Black Science 2” (Volume Two #17-20).
 
   No discussion of issue #5 would be complete, however, without mentioning the “dehanced” cover, in the style of a brown paper bag.  Ostensibly, the cover was a reaction to the so-called “enhanced” covers of the 1990s – a phenomenon that saw various gimmicks (from holograms to raised, die-cut artwork) make certain covers “special” and justify increased prices for those issues.  The “dehanced” cover of The Invisibles #5 plays against this trend, showing just how different the book was from the comics at the time:  this was a philosophical series in the midst of outrageously exaggerated muscle-bound heroes and “event” comics.
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   The wraparound cover (above) and inside covers (below) to The Invisibles #5 (Jan 1995).  This “dehanced” cover, printed on what looks like material from a brown paper bag, announced the series’s experimental intentions.  Art by Rian Hughes.
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   The Invisibles #6:  “Arcadia, Part 2:  Mysteries of the Guillotine”
 
   February 1995; pencils by Jill Thompson; inks by Dennis Cramer
 
   “Mysteries of the Guillotine” is the least dense issue of the “Arcadia” arc.  It moves the plot forward, reinforcing some thematic points, but without raising as many questions as the other issues in the arc.
 
   The opening pages show the way that the peasants have come to ascribe godlike qualities to the guillotine.  It is the thing that will bring them liberty, and they worship it as such.  This connects to what we saw in “Down and Out in Heaven and Hell,” specifically, the way that objects can be infused with power by belief.
 
   King Mob’s line, “Christ!  I always forget just how bad the past smells,” is both very funny and likely accurate.  Very few people in the past took a shower every day, and waste disposal wasn’t quite up to speed.  Yet the sense of smell is not often evoked during time travel stories, let alone as immediately as it is here.
 
   In this issue, we get further development of the King Mob mythos, the building of his ultra-cool assassin persona.  He wears a black shirt with odd rings on it and goes around looking cool as he takes down the Cyphermen.  This is where he starts down the path to his eventual Volume Two immersion in the lure of guns and violence.
 
   The new character Etienne exists mostly to provide exposition but also serves as an insight into what the Invisibles were like back in the 1700s.  He’s doing a spell in the same way that the present-day cell did in the previous issue.  Morrison said that he started doing magic just to see what would happen and then was pleasantly surprised to find that the spells actually did work – an idea that’s echoed in King Mob’s dialogue here.  Etienne also drops the first mention of the idea that “all times are present together,” a concept that will become central to the series as it progresses.
 
   Again, this issue reinforces Dane’s separation from the group.  He feels sick, unable to deal with what is commonplace to the others.  The obvious explanation for this is that it’s his first trip through time, but it’s also suggestive of the fact that he doesn’t buy into the mission the way the others do.  Belief gives his presence in the past strength, so his doubts manifest themselves in physical illness.
 
   The most interesting scene in the issue is the first appearance of Satan, a.k.a. the Blind Chessman, a.k.a. John a Dreams.  He moves through time, appearing at the moment he is needed, making people do certain things to ensure that the universe develops as it should.  Later on, that means revealing the true nature of the universe to Jack.  Here, it means planting some ideas in Mary Shelley’s head.  We also find out that the Invisibles are thought to have been behind the revolutions in both America and France.  It’s likely no coincidence that Satan was there at the time.
 
   As the scene ends, Satan remarks that “reformers must never forget the price that is so often paid by those who seek to change the world.”  This comment could refer to the trials that King Mob and his crew will go through over the course of the series.  It may also refer to the mass murders going on elsewhere in this issue.  But the most interesting reading is in the context of the John a Dreams story.  His is such a complex, time-spanning story that it’s hard to comprehend.
 
   Presumably, John was committed to the mission of the Invisibles and reached out, like Prometheus, into something new, something on a higher plane of existence.  The price he had to pay for this was the loss of his individuality, or his place in the game.  By moving outside of the game, he became aware of the illusion that is his individual existence and became part of the single organism that is all life on Earth viewed outside of time.  This Satan guise is just one of many we see throughout the series.
 
   Morrison’s de Sade is amusing, with a desire to return to “the furnace of generation.”  In the open innards of a dead body the Cyphermen are exploring, de Sade sees the possibility to transgress the ultimate social taboo and become like God.  For de Sade, the Outer Church and its experiments like this have an undeniable allure.  After all, it’s just as interested in transcending social norms as the Invisibles are, in its own way.  De Sade brags about having imagined every way to defile the human body, but has he imagined the Archon suit that Miss Dwyer wears or her nanobot milk-pumping breasts?  As it’s put later in the series, nothing thrills anarchists like depictions of ultimate control.
 
   The Invisibles #7:  “Arcadia, Part 3:  120 Days of Sod All”
 
   March 1995; pencils by Jill Thompson; inks by Dennis Cramer
 
   After the action-oriented sixth issue, we get one of the series’s most intellectually ambitious issues:  Morrison’s treatment of de Sade’s “The 120 Days of Sodom.”  Despite its fame, few have read the original work, and Pasolini’s Salo has only just been made available again on DVD.[10]  But the story is integrated so well into the themes of The Invisibles that it’s not really necessary to understand its relationship to the original.
 
   The idea of people creating their own depraved mini-society, outside the bounds of regular society, suggests an interesting problem in human nature.  Cut off from authority, would we still behave in a civil manner, or is all morality derived from fear of consequences?  Much of our behavior is due to the need to remain on good terms with the people around us.  If one indulged every desire, even within the bounds of law, one would likely break every bond one has with other people.
 
   The four characters here each embody an aspect of control on our lives:  money, law, religion, and government.  On a larger scale, the story functions as an allegory of our world.  These men, each representative of a dominant social institution, have no restrictions and are able to treat others like the innocent kids whom they rape over the course of the issue.  They see others as objects from which to derive pleasure through control.  Thus, through the extreme situations it depicts, the story makes clear how important it is that we look outside the restrictions they place on us and find a way out of the locked compound.
 
   De Sade is surprised to find himself in one of his stories, a turn of events that actually foreshadows what would happen to Morrison himself as the series progresses.  From the beginning, the series has been about blurring the lines between fiction and reality, but this is done in a different way from the metafiction in Morrison’s Animal Man.  Rather than writing himself into the story, Morrison presents an area, referred to here as the Ontic Highway, in which the division between fiction and reality is meaningless:  it’s all just thought.
 
   De Sade claims that his goal was to expose the way that relying on pure reason can distort human progress.  By reducing things to concrete explanations, the infinite possibilities available to us can be potentially diminished.  If one moves away from emotional connections, one can reduce humanity to mere product, as we see the men in this issue doing.  De Sade talks about fiction as a “door made of words,” and he speaks about writing with the same sense of purpose that both Morrison and his fictional Shelley have:  they all believe that writing fiction is laying the blueprint for a new world.
 
   Elsewhere, Robin meets up with Satan outside a church.  Here, we see him playing chess for the first time.[11]  He does not have an opponent, so he is literally playing both sides of the game.  There only appears to be white and black armies, but both are manipulated by the same person, another way to represent the themes Morrison introduced with the story of the Dalang at the beginning of the arc.  Satan talks about the way that wonder and mystery can be commodified and sold to tourists, turned into something safe and acceptable rather than dangerous.  They’ve made this church into an amusement park, a place to go and experience a socially-sanctioned substitute for real mystery and adventure.
 
   Back in de Sade’s world, we see the four rulers running out of things to do.  The Banker seeks to make a boy pregnant in a last-ditch effort to raise the bar on their debauchery.  Eventually, even extreme degradation becomes commonplace and acceptable.  One could argue that we live our whole lives trapped by the forces represented by these four characters, but we’ve been there so long that we’ve forgotten what it’s like to be free.  In the end, we see the authorities doom themselves to oblivion because they can’t think of anything else to do.
 
   Particularly notable, in the ending, is the Priest’s speech about the nature of killing:  “‘To kill is a sin’… but to kill in our name is your duty.”  Governments imprison murderers at home but send soldiers abroad to kill for the “good fight.”  Is killing ever truly justified?  In this series, both sides will do horrible things that conflict with their central goals, but it’s all justified because, as both sides claim, losing would be so much worse.  Society teaches its children that violence is wrong, that it’s better to talk things out than fight, but then its leaders go to war.
 
   The Judge speaks directly to the reader, asking if he’d do anything differently.  On one level, he’s saying that, given a total lack of repercussions, anyone would indulge his or her base desires like these four men did.  This also reinforces the idea that, by not challenging authority, we are all guilty of the authority’s crimes.[12]
 
   De Sade’s 120 Days of Sodom ended with the libertines returning to Paris unpunished.  By changing the ending to them destroying themselves and the world they’ve built, Morrison reinforces the importance of the Invisibles’ mission.  We are trapped inside a social box, and if we don’t find a way out, eventually we’ll destroy ourselves.  A major difference between de Sade’s era and our own is that the authorities now possess the ability to destroy the entire world in a flurry of mutually-assured, nuclear destruction.  Authority figures created this system and are content in it, so it is up to the people to change things.  As King Mob says, he seeks to show people the exits, to open their minds.  Boy then says, “And we want them to love us for it” – a line that reflects the often ego-driven motivations of the Invisibles cell.  King Mob in particular wants to be both savoir and rock star.  This moment demonstrates the critical difference between Jack and the others.  Boy is so trapped in the “us vs. them” mentality that she thinks that it’s about winning.  It’s not:  it’s about helping people, something they’re not quite onto yet.
 
   Upon rereading, after we understand the falseness of the “us vs. them” dichotomy, the self-destruction of the libertines also demonstrates the important role of the controlling, apparently “evil” side.  Taboos are exciting to break because they’re taboo.  Breaking taboos can become a hobby horse, which is every bit as controlling as the stereotypical, external systems of morality.  The Renaissance differentiated between liberty, which existed along with responsibility, and license, which was irresponsible and knew no bounds.  The freedom King Mob is fighting for, ironically, cannot exist without strictures; white cannot exist without black for contrast.  The libertines’ destruction suggests this basic fact, but it’s too easy to ignore this message when we, as readers, are still caught up in the “us vs. them” mentality ourselves.
 
   We soon hear Shelley talking about how his utopian dreams couldn’t save his daughter.  This reinforces the way that our individual, human attachments will always intermingle with our larger thoughts about the universe.  Over the course of the series, we see Jack achieve great philosophical triumphs, even as he fails in his relationship with Boy.  Both are a part of being human.  Shelley’s dialogue is also an early example of the puncturing of self-generated mythology.  Shelley saw himself as invincible, much like King Mob does in Volume Two, and both are sad to find that self-image punctured when the reality of death comes in.
 
   In the end, Mary Shelley reinforces one of the critical ideas of the arc:  that writers “remake the world with words and in the image of their dreams.”  We often consider fiction to be little more than a diversion, an entertainment distinct from “reality.”  This series blurs the lines; it shows the way that fiction is like a code that rewrites our perception of reality.  The irony in this scene is that Mary is claiming that her husband has the right to vanity because he is a poet, but it’s her creation that echoes today.  Her “modern Prometheus” has shaped perceptions of artificial intelligence.  What was science fiction then is reality now, and that transition is key to understanding Morrison’s writing:  the concepts that writers dream up can become the basis for the real future.
 
   The idea that suffering is a vanity is interesting.  It ties in with the series’s idea that bad events happen to make us stronger.  Rather than wallowing in the sadness, we should understand what brought us to those feelings and rebuild ourselves to cope better in the future.  Sometimes, it takes a very bad event to make us change patterns that had been festering for a long time.  This ties into the central idea of the issue:  that we’re all imprisoned by authority – but have been for so long that we just accept it.  Rather than continue to suffer, we must assert ourselves and reclaim the world.
 
   Then there’s the rhetorical question:  why do bad things happen to good people?  Morrison answers the question by saying that bad things are essential because they jar us from complacency and force us to change our lives.  It may be hard at the time, but in the long run, it might lead to a deeper good.
 
   The Invisibles #8:  “Arcadia, Part 4:  H.E.A.D.”
 
   April 1995; pencils by Jill Thompson; inks by Dennis Cramer
 
   “H.E.A.D.” is the series’s most successful issue so far, successfully fusing character moments and philosophical points.  Amidst an entertaining surface story, we get what is, in retrospect, the best explanation that the series presents for what happens in the final issue.  This issue sums up what the Supercontext is and why the Invisibles’ mission is important.  Of course, you’re not likely to flip back to this issue at the end of the series.  But this is a nonlinear, unconventional series, where sometimes we’re given answers before we even know what the questions are.
 
   The issue opens with a man lamenting the lack of counter-cultural leadership in today’s society.  This is a familiar lament, and it does seem to many like apathy has overcome much of U.S. society.  Although the 1960s legitimized the idea of protest, one result was that protests today often seem like lame attempts to recapture the glory of the mythical 1960s, even in the face of real causes to protest.  The reality of the 1960s is less relevant than its own myth of itself.  The rise of irony, particularly among the youth in the 1990s and early 2000s, has only contributed to this distance, this resignation.  Morrison describes this as a kind of naïveté that the more self-aware current generation does not share.
 
   The central theme of the issue, and the series as a whole, is expressed by King Mob on the bridge when he says, “That’s why we’re trying to pull off a trick that’ll result in everyone getting exactly the kind of world they want.  Everyone including the enemy.”  Though it’ll still take a while for the cell to fully realize it, this is an early hint of the breakdown of sides that will occur as the series progresses.  This issue goes a long way towards emphasizing the similarities between the Invisibles and the Archons.  The guy on the first page is wearing a bondage-style mask that is virtually the same as what the Cyphermen are wearing, with zippers and leather obscuring the face.  And like them, he enjoys bowing to an authority figure.
 
   What he wants is the illusion of rebellion, much like teenagers who wear the same subcultural clothes to assert their individuality.  They want to conform to a specific idea of rebellion, claiming it as individuality, but are really taking comfort in conforming to a socially-created image of outsider status.  In each case, they are seeking the same feelings of belonging and togetherness that others get from mainstream society in a subculture.  This guy still wants to serve; he merely wants a different master.  The woman in control of him has a totally emotionless face and also wears the same bondage material favored by the enemy.  She brings to mind Miss Dwyer, the similarly oppressive, powerful woman working for the Archons.
 
   Back at the church, Robin out-thinks the Cyphermen and reveals that the head just tells everyone what they want to hear, a concept that echoes King Mob’s idea that everyone will get the world they want in the end.  The Cyphermen only seek orders and believe that such a path represents an easier world.  They want to make Robin empty:  “no more decisions, no more responsibility, no more pain.”  This echoes what Harmony House wanted to do to Jack.  Like Gelt, the Cyphermen think it will be easier to deal with a world where emotions and passions are replaced by an empty vessel.  It is much easier to listen to an omnipotent voice telling you what to do than to try to make your own place in the world.  The Invisibles may be fighting to make a world where everything is one, but they will achieve that by embracing the differences between people and fusing many disparate pieces together, not by trying to turn everyone into a blank vessel to fill with orders.
 
   King Mob and de Sade sum this up when they talk about how leaders can only show people what to do but can’t do it for them.  This ties in with the previous issue, specifically the idea that we are trapped in social prisons, forced to see things through a socially-determined lens.  We act upon what we’re told rather than claiming agency for ourselves.  The Invisibles themselves are still trapped in this artificial notion of rebellion, defining themselves as warriors when they should be healers, bridging the gap between the two sides.  Morrison had a similar evolution with his run on New X-Men, where he tried to turn the team from super-heroes to an emergency response force.  Being a hero necessitates the creation of a villain.  Morrison explores this concept in “Batman R.I.P.,” where he suggests that Bruce Wayne may have created the Black Glove, an elaborate criminal organization, as a way of ensuring that he, as Batman, would have someone to fight. Without that enemy, he would have no purpose.  The Invisibles and Archons are in a similar relationship, each reinforcing its own self-image in opposition to the other.  If one side breaks down, it will have to deal with a more complex view of the world than the easy opposition of good guys and bad guys.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   King Mob, Boy, and de Sade talk on a bridge.  From The Invisibles #8 (Apr 1995).  Art by Jill Thompson and Dennis Cramer.
 
   This is an important message for our world.  After the Cold War, the United States suffered from a lack of purpose.  Without an external foe to connect us, we sputtered, unable to find a new direction.  With the “War on Terror,” the Bush administration used a new foe as a way to unite people through common opposition.  This created an excuse for virtually any action, but it also trapped the nation’s consciousness in an “us vs. them” paradigm, as demonstrated by his statement that “You’re either with us or against us.”  By not resisting this worldview, people let him control the discourse, using words to create a Manichaean world.  But as Jack finds out, the way to combat evil isn’t with guns and bombs but by trying to understand and even love the other side.  By healing Sir Miles at the end of “House of Fun,” he plants a doubt about Miles’s role in the war, and this uncertainty ultimately facilitates the failure of the Archons’ plan.
 
   As mentioned earlier, the scene on the bridge is critical to understanding the series’s ultimate direction.  It contains the first mention of what will ultimately become the Supercontext.  Here, King Mob characterizes it as a never-ending global party.  As we see in “And We’re All Policemen,” this is the world he dreams of, being a super-cool pop star as the cameras flash around him.  We each experience entry into the Supercontext differently, but the commonality is a feeling of union, of going home and returning to the larger collective entity that is all of life on Earth.  In “Glitterdammerung,” the series’s final issue, we see that the real world has become a global party, with dancing in the streets as snow rains down on reality.  To reach that moment is the team’s ultimate mission.
 
   Now, it’s unclear how the other side perceives this moment.  We don’t see it in the issue, but they may view it as a different kind of union, a final coalescing of humanity, moving beyond individuality into a larger collective order.  Ultimately, both sides have the same goal:  coming together and leaving behind the differences that separate us.  The critical difference is that the Invisibles want to do this by embracing that difference and moving beyond it, while the Archons seek to do it by erasing the difference and keeping things at the status quo.
 
   The sequence at the club shows us a preview of what the entrance into the Supercontext will be like.  The idea behind King Mob and Boy planning to dance themselves dizzy is excellent, but the art doesn’t quite sell the exhilaration of the club environment.  A better version of this scene is done in Volume Two, when Jack and Fanny go dancing and get totally lost in the moment.  But this scene still shows us one of the great virtues of the Invisibles’ side:  the way that they can find joy in the living of life, something that the Archons get only from being a part of the war.  In this moment, King Mob and Boy don’t care about the overall conflict; they just care about having fun.
 
   Over with Shelley, we get a final discourse on utopia.  He claims that utopia lies in the mind, which he describes as the “the golden country, forever new.  The home of all hearts, untouched by time and pain.”  That is the Supercontext, the union of everything together, where his daughter waits for him again.  His final words on that page sum up the whole point of the series:  that we must learn and grow in time, but the Supercontext is there, outside of time, “waiting for us to grow up and recognize it and come home.”  That’s the hidden explanation for the last issue and the whole series.  As things end in this issue, Shelley re-embraces his wife and life in the moment.  Things may be hard, but we cannot be at war all the time; there is still joy to be had in this world and love to be found here.  Constant war means becoming like the Archons, even if the war is good, because it means ignoring the joys the Invisibles are fighting for.
 
   On her way out of the church, Robin again speaks with Satan.  He tells her that the language the head speaks is the common human one that we all spoke before the fall:  “The unconscious speaking directly to the unconscious.  What kind of world might we make where such a language would be the common tongue?”  That is yet another description of what the Supercontext will be like:  leaving behind differences and fusing together on a deep level.
 
   Again, Satan is literally playing both sides in a game of chess.  He goes on to say that the whole struggle is really “just a game.”  This is the first introduction of the game metaphor, which will become critical to the saga of John a Dreams and the series as a whole once we reach Volume Three.  This scene gives us insight into Satan’s motivation and helps us understand why he helps Jack once we reach “Black Science 2.”
 
   Elsewhere, we get Jack and Fanny’s confrontation with Orlando.  Orlando is a perfect representation of the Archon ideal because he is literally a faceless being.  He has no discernable individual features and no apparent individual desires other than to cause pain.  Fanny shows her power for the first time, invoking the death god, whom we will later find out is her patron.
 
   It’s an enjoyable display, but the real core of the sequence is Jack’s unease with the new world he’s plunged into.  He is incredibly frightened upon finding himself in the middle of this epic war and decides that he wants out.  It’s an unconventional move, considering his arc to date has been a classic hero’s journey.  Eventually, Jack will return to the cell and accept them as allies.  In this moment, however, it’s hard not to sympathize with his rage at King Mob, who remains frustratingly aloof, speaking catchphrases when Jack needs compassion.
 
   The storyline ends with de Sade and his plan to create a new reality.  He seeks to create a world without limits, like the one in “120 Days of Sodom,” but this time using sexuality as a source of liberation and as a way of expanding consciousness, not just of providing personal gratification.
 
   De Sade is shocked to find out that what he did during his life has echoed in time, building him into an enduring figure in cultural mythology.  The idea of de Sade has much greater power than de Sade the man ever knew, and he can now tap into that notoriety for his own purposes.  “His intention is to rewrite the universe,” the same as Shelley or Morrison himself – only this time, de Sade is writing with people, not with words.  The line between fiction and reality is torn down.
 
   In the end, de Sade speaks about the Shadows that will linger after the war, a final connection to the story of the Dalang, which opened the arc.  As de Sade said, Shadows rule the Earth, but he plans to open them up to something more real, transcendent, and new.  That is the spirit of the Invisibles in action.  Though he may use the language of control by having his driver bark like a dog, he uses it for empowerment and with her consent.  He seeks to build a new, better reality.  Unlike everyone else in the arc, he will not do so in theory but in practice.
 
   On a reread of this issue, the connections to Volume Three stand out.  Beyond the Supercontext material, Volume Three also gives us the return of de Sade and insight into how his planned community turned out.  Like Volume Three, this issue is an initially difficult work that, upon rereading, turns out to be some of the most rewarding material in the series.  Morrison plants ideas in microcosm over the entire arc (and this issue, in particular), bringing them to full flourish in the end.
 
   The Invisibles #9:  “Things Fall Apart”
 
   June 1995; pencils by Jill Thompson; inks by Dennis Cramer
 
   This issue, a kind of epilogue to the “Arcadia” arc, may be the least dense issue of any volume.  The surface narrative is a fairly conventional action sequence, but the little details make it clear that The Invisibles is not a traditional action story.  What does it mean when the random goon characters are more sympathetic than your supposed protagonists and your hero’s leap into action ends with him in tears?
 
   Before we get to that, we get a glimpse of one of the most significant moments in the universe of The Invisibles:  John a Dreams’s vanishing.  John’s arc is simultaneously one of the most difficult-to-comprehend portions of the series and one of the most rewarding.
 
   Here in the church, Morrison gives us a critical line, showing why one of these characters is evolved and the other isn’t:  King Mob says, “Christ!  I’ll be a lot happier if we can just find something to shoot.”  He still thinks it’s a shooting war, even as John is about to find a weapon with greater power than an atom bomb.  What they find is a relic from the fifth dimension, a discarded timesuit through which they can see outside of time. The weird-looking organic mesh that they see is actually the entirety of life on Earth seen from outside time.  This entity is likely Robin’s timesuit, which has been left here after she traveled from 2012 to 1988.  This explanation would make sense because hers is the only major instance of physical time travel in the series.  There’s a bunch of psychic time travel, but Robin’s is of a whole different species:  the movement of the physical body into the fourth or fifth dimension.  More on that later.
 
   Critically, Jack refuses to play his designated role in the Invisibles’ game.  The cell speaks about trying to liberate people from forms of social conditioning and is, ironically, at a loss when Jack rebels against their plans for him.  This is the first big subversion of our expectations within the issue.
 
   Next, Jack kills the soldier.  We’re conditioned to view enemy soldiers as expendable, faceless pawns.  Yet Morrison goes out of his way to humanize them with dialogue that goes beyond typical action banter.  One of them even talks about what “they” (meaning the Invisibles) did to some other soldiers.  An essential line is, “Let’s get in there and pay back some karma.”  To the enemy, the so-called heroes are the bad guys.  If you go around killing people, regardless of why, it’s eventually going to catch up with you.
 
   The payoff comes in the contrast between King Mob’s reaction and Jack’s reaction to killing a soldier.  King Mob, literally wearing the suit of Orlando, a serial killer, guns down soldiers, blows up a bunch more, and is still left quipping.  In a nice touch, Boy calls him out on the jokes, forcing them instead to dwell on the horror of what is happening.
 
   Jack never makes it to jokes.  After killing a soldier, he breaks down crying and screams to the heavens.  This reaction feels very true-to-life.  At first, he is playing the role of action hero, shouting “Fuck you” before firing the gun.  It seems the same as the pranks he used to play, only more lethal.  But staring at the dead body, the weight and magnitude of what he’s done hits home.  This dead soldier and these psychological effects on Jack don’t conveniently drop out of the story; rather, they continue to haunt Jack throughout the series.
 
   After the extremely dense “Arcadia,” this is a breather issue, providing a burst of action.  Except that, in this case, it’s clear that action is synonymous with killing, and even though that may be cool and fun on the surface, it has some harsh side effects.  We’ll see these themes explored further in the upcoming “Best Man Fall.”
 
   
 
  

Three Shorts:  A Look at What Could Have Been
 
   The next three issues are stand-alone stories exploring various aspects of the wider universe of The Invisibles.  Morrison said that he originally intended to do more of these and to have a more fluid and experimental structure for the entire series, but commercial concerns eventually led him to relaunch with Volume Two and focus more closely on the main cast.  That change also reflects his deeper engagement with the characters, who started to take control of the story and refused to be sidelined for a month while Morrison dealt with new characters.
 
   Generally, things worked out for the best.  One reason Volume Two comes off as the strongest is that the team feels like a family, engaging us in their relationships and development.  Volume Three does return to a more globe-hopping approach, paying off some of Morrison’s original intentions for the first volume.  Still, we never saw any more issues like these three.
 
   This batch of issues also shows the series dealing with the expectations of what a Vertigo series should be.  The shifting focus and artistic talent on these issues is reminiscent of the structure of Vertigo’s hit The Sandman.  Particularly after the literary, Jill Thompson-drawn “Arcadia,” the series feels a lot like the original Vertigo flagship.  The change in Volume Two is emblematic of a general shift in Morrison’s writing from a more sedate, literary style to the over-the-top pop action of his more recent work.
 
   While I call these issues stand-alone stories, they’re actually critical to the series’s developing mythology.  The first of the three issues introduces one of the major characters in later storylines, Jim Crow.  The next introduces the Shoggoth and Sir Miles.  The final one is the most tangential to the series narrative, but it is absolutely central to its themes and is one of Morrison’s most emotionally affecting single-issue narratives.
 
   The Invisibles #10:  “Season of Ghouls”
 
   July 1995; art by Chris Weston
 
   For now, we’re in the world of Jim Crow, voodoo avenger.  This issue is a mixed bag:  Jim is a charismatic character, but the two detectives are less interesting.  Stand-alone stories, particularly in a 24-page comic, often suffer from not having enough space to tell a story.  Morrison does a good job of fitting a lot into this issue, but we have no particular reason to care about the detectives.  They tie into the theme of using traditional voodoo rather than the law to achieve justice, but they wind up primarily serving as a vehicle for exposition.
 
   Jim Crow is a dynamic presence, leaping right off the page, and he livens up any scene he’s in.  The key to understanding him is to understand his dual identities.  On one level, he’s Jim Crow, an Invisible and a rapper, but he also functions as a vessel for the spirit of Papa Guedhe.  If you’re unfamiliar with voodoo, a lot of the issue can go over your head.  What’s most important is that, in terms of the series’s cosmology, Guedhe is apparently some kind of higher-level being, one who is able to wear Jim and use him to travel around.
 
   On a more literal level, the idea of a voodoo rap group is an interesting one.  In Volume Two, Mason talks about how Invisibles are speaking to each other through films.  Jim’s rap is another example of coding a message in the media.[13]  He seeks to move people beyond the traditional paradigms of resistance.  He claims that Islam is still a product of the monotheistic society that oppresses black people; they need, he says, to break out and invent a new way of seeing the world.  This connects with what we saw in “120 Days of Sod All,” in which those in power constructed a world where they could hold innocent civilians prisoner.  Implicitly, we’re all in prison and don’t know it.
 
   On Jim’s trip through Universe B, we get our first glimpse of the magic mirror.  This strange substance will become crucial to the series as we move forward.  It’s another huge idea that’s tough to get one’s mind around, but Jim’s description here is as good as any:  “Molten imagination, the brick and mortar of the universe… the door to everywhere.”  The magic mirror holds in it all time and space, reflecting to the user what they want to see.  By bringing it up, Jim is able to cross over into the realm of the gods, where Baron Zaraguin waits.
 
   If Jim has to cross these realms to get there, does that mean that Zaraguin is an Archon?  Most likely, particularly because he seems to derive sustenance from people’s suffering.  He will make a deal with whomever can get him the most minds, and the only reason he works for Jim is that Jim gets him more than Dollimore could.
 
   The exploits of the corporate gentlemen resonate with “120 Days of Sod All.”  Again, we see those in power reveling in a world without consequences, where they are free to indulge all their sickest fantasies.  There’s some complex stuff going on with the adoption of alternate racial identity.  The white corporate people feel like they’re able to get away with anything by adopting the guise of urban black youth, people who are expected to do bad things by American society.  They’d have no trouble with the law if it wasn’t for the persistence of Detective Peebles.
 
   In the end, Jim reverses things and dresses them all up in blackface.  They were happy to engage with their own personal stereotype of what black people are, and Jim now confronts them with just how retrograde those beliefs are.  The name he’s chosen, Jim Crow, serves a similar function.  By appropriating a term for socially-enforced segregation after the Civil War, he co-opts a history of oppression and takes personal control of a racist past.
 
   The only reference to the main cell is the cameo appearance of King Mob, who apparently owes a karmic debt to Zaraguin.  This is clarified during “Entropy in the U.K.”, but it’s also important in the long-term arc of King Mob’s moral corruption.  Throughout the series, there are hints that he’ll die, but in the end, karma has a sense of irony, and the woman he widowed winds up saving him.
 
   It can be jarring, so few issues into a series, to leave behind the main characters and go off to focus on a new guy, but the story’s good enough to justify the choice.  Chris Weston’s art really shines, and his work on the end of Volume Two is the best sustained artistic run the series ever had.  Perhaps the most important message in this issue, particularly in terms of the issue’s function within the structure of the series, is that there are a lot of Invisibles out there.  They’re all working on the same plane, but they perceive it in different ways.  Where previously we saw the higher beings as Jack did (as aliens), this issue shows these beings can also be perceived through the cultural lens of traditional voodoo gods.
 
   The Invisibles #11:  “Royal Monsters”
 
   August 1995; art by John Ridgway
 
   “Royal Monsters” introduces several elements that will become critical pieces of the series.  It also gives us our first sustained insight into the Outer Church.  Upon rereading, we can see beyond dualism and try to understand both sides of the conflict.  However, an issue like this reminds us why, for all their flaws, the Invisibles are still fighting the good fight.
 
   Progress, we think in the West, is a good thing.  People who dwell in the past, lamenting the “good old days,” are hurting humanity and its quest for a better future.  If we can transcend the systems we’ve built to control ourselves, we can develop a deeper togetherness and evolve to the next stage of human existence.[14]
 
   Sir Miles and his crew are about preserving the old order and cutting out threats to the status quo.  However, they aren’t exactly normal, particularly with their plan, in this issue, to crown an odd beast as King of England.  Much like Mr. Jones in Morrison’s Doom Patrol, the more they fight for normality, the more twisted they become.
 
   We see this story through the eyes of Miles’s domestic servant, but it’s clear that, to their Archon masters, Sir Miles and his crew are also servants.  We are all manipulated by these outside forces, unable to claim full authority over our lives.  Only by rejecting the entire war can we become part of a whole larger than ourselves.  Further blurring the lines is the fact that Miles himself used to be an Invisible.  Like Sutton, he is literally playing both sides in the game.
 
   Sutton is a character who, as an Invisible, used to have agency, but he’s been so worn down by his time with Sir Miles that he’s unable to complete his mission to kill the Moonchild.  This demonstrates the power of the master / servant dynamic, since someone whose mind has been “freed” can slip back into the old ways if he’s reimmersed in them.
 
   It’s interesting that Sutton’s empathy for the creature is what prevents him from killing it.  We’ve already seen King Mob, ruthless killer, in conflict with Jack, whose empathy allows him to see both sides of the conflict.  Sutton is like Jack in that he’s no longer able to believe in strict good and evil.  Killing the Moonchild may help the Invisibles, but it will cause harm to a creature that has already been a victim of the Outer Church.  Is that sacrifice worth it?  Sutton’s compassion, both for the monster and for his daughter, is what ultimately dooms him – as we see with the discovery of his diary, the record of his moral turmoil.  This is the dilemma of being beyond the war:  one winds up an enemy of both sides.  The issue, for Sutton, is that he never did anything to save the Moonchild; he was unable to move from his present situation, for better or worse.  If you want to move beyond traditional morality, you actually have to do something more than stand around in the middle of a war.
 
   The issue also gives us access to Sir Miles’s interior space, seen here for the first time outside of direct conflict with the Invisibles.  This gives us insight into his obsessive need to destroy the Invisibles, allowing us to engage more with the other side.  He sees the events of the first nine issues as a series of debacles and hopes to get back at King Mob – an opportunity he will receive later in this volume.  Of course, he’ll then have to confront what it means to get his wish – a common trope in fiction.
 
   The scheme that Miles and his friend are working on involves creating a vessel for the “incarnate shadow-king of a new England,” the body through which the Archons shall manifest and take over Earth.  Considering this plot point’s importance in the series, it’s unfortunate that it was so unclearly conveyed by the Pander Brothers in Volume Three #2, where Jack defeats the Archon.  The fact that it’s a working-class kid who does this is an affront to the tradition that Miles and his friends represent.
 
   Returning to the present issue, the big twist here is that Kate, Sutton’s daughter, is actually working for Sir Miles.  This would have been a fairly standard single-issue plot, except that we saw her on the streets with Dane back in issue #2.  This changes our interpretation of the previous story.  While most fiction plants seeds for later events, The Invisibles seems particularly good at creating a world in which secondary characters can suddenly be granted central stage.[15]
 
   For Sutton, this revelation is devastating.  He was an Invisible, so it’s logical, despite the irony, that his daughter would choose to rebel by working for the other side.  Not only has he failed as an operative, but he’s failed as a parent, and she will ultimately die because of his failure.  Miles has no respect for human life.  To him, people are just pawns to be manipulated, and threats to the status quo must be removed.
 
   The only connection to our core characters is the mention of King Mob.  Each of these three stand-alone stories reveals what we’ve already seen from a different perspective:  that of a different Invisible, of the enemy, and (in the next issue) of a common man.  It’s a strong storytelling technique, even though it might have been a frustrating to readers of the serialized issues, who had to wait three months without the core characters, this early in a new series.
 
   Ultimately, this story offers an intriguing exploration of the world and the motivations of the “other side.”  It’s more focused than “Season of Ghouls” and strongly establishes Sir Miles.  The moody, evocative images strongly enhance the story.  John Ridgway’s depiction of Sir Miles is definitive.  But while the story is strong, it’s not until next issue that we get the series’s first masterpiece.
 
   The Invisibles #12:  “Best Man Fall”
 
   September 1995; art by Steve Parkhouse
 
   Most action movies (and works of fiction in general) are designed to make you buy into the mythology of the hero they present.  With James Bond, we’re supposed to accept that he’s a good guy, to admire him and even want to be him.  Grant Morrison has a huge attachment to King Mob.  Later in the series, Morrison basically turns himself into the character or turns the character into him.  But Morrison always has enough distance (or perhaps self-awareness) to recognize the character’s flaws.  He can simultaneously embrace the fantasy of the ultra-cool assassin and recognize that, in reality, killing people has horrific consequences.  This issue chronicles the unforeseen consequences of a throwaway moment in the first issue, showing that behind every soldier’s mask is a real person with a full life.
 
   The cover alone has multiple layers.  For one, there’s the anti-war critique, the implication that a soldier is nothing more than a target.  The symbol itself started as a marker of the Royal Air Force, but it went on to be co-opted by the counterculture, including King Mob himself in Volume Two.  So ironically, Bobby the soldier is a target of the supposedly peace-loving counterculture.
 
   The first page presents us with a critical theme of the series:  the idea that the whole of existence is only a game.  This already cropped up with Satan at the end of “Arcadia,” and we get a reminder of its thematic centrality here.  In this case, we are playing the game through the fiction suit of Bobby Murray, an anonymous soldier.
 
   The issue is structured in such a way as to bridge the gaps in Bobby’s life and unite many disparate moments into a singular whole.  Particularly in its first half, the issue uses matching images to bridge us through the different times in Bobby’s life.  One can even read the issue as a journey through Bobby’s subconscious at the moment of death (kind of like the “real world” portions of David Lynch’s 2001 film Mulholland Drive).
 
   On the very first page, we cut from Bobby running as a child to a similar scene of him being shot for real as an adult.  The moments continue to flow together, connected by the emotion he’s feeling at the time.  The unorthodox structure of this issue doesn’t progress linearly but gradually accumulates details about his life as time passes.  We experience moments as they happen, and from these carefully chosen details, we can eventually piece together a life.  We watch everything congeal towards the end, culminating in the mind-blowing twist that this man was one of the soldiers killed by King Mob in issue #1.
 
   The first half of the issue is primarily concerned with Bobby’s uneasy relationship with his brother Stewie.  After being bullied by his brother, he is forced to toughen up, which creates a lifelong association between love and violence.  The lessons about relationships that he learned as a child eventually lead him to abuse his wife Audrey, because he doesn’t know how else to deal with people.  This connection is reinforced by the “cut” from Bobby being shoved into a wall to Audrey’s black eye.  Seeing things from outside of time, it’s easier to create links and causality between childhood moments and the man he grows into.  On one page, we see Bobby seeking Stewie’s approval; a page later, Stewie, just before dying, tells Bobby that he always hated him.  He never gets the approval he sought as a child.
 
   In terms of connections to the series as a whole, this issue gives us a couple of critical things.  There’s a repeat of the image of the balloon ascending to the sky, seen previously in “Arcadia.”  We also get a mask that mimics the Myrmidons as a symbol of fear.  In the end, Bobby says that it was just a mask in the shadows that scared him.  This ties in with “Glitterdammerung!”, in which King Mob destroys the King of All Tears with a joke, not a bullet.  The symbols of the story aren’t just relevant to hip, globe-trotting freedom fighters; they are found in our everyday lives as well.
 
   A critical line for the series’s mythology is “Edith says to call him Boody,” an odd non-sequitur in this story that will play a larger role later.  One of the strengths of the series is how well Morrison establishes elements and pays them off years down the line.
 
   The second half of the issue focuses on Bobby and Audrey’s troubles.  We move between moments of extreme joy, such as him listening to her womb, to ones of extreme sadness, such as hearing that their daughter has cerebral palsy.  Another powerful “cut” is having Bobby walk into an army recruiting office on one page, only to be lying in a hospital bed on the next.  In an issue like this, much of the meaning comes from the way we connect the disparate pieces; the juxtaposition of moments from his life creates meaning that wouldn’t be there in a linear narrative.[16]  Probably the most devastating moment in the issue is the cut from the nadir of Bobby and Audrey’s relationship, him attacking her, to the moment when they first meet, completely unaware of what they’ll become.  This scene is also notable for showing the way that Bobby moved from counter-cultural punk to establishment soldier.
 
   Ironically, we witness the happiest moment of Bobby’s life near the issue’s end.  He walks with Audrey, and there’s a sense of calm as they feel completely together.  He hadn’t planned to propose to her; it just came out in the moment.  There and then, he probably imagined a life filled with happiness.  Of course, reading this is bittersweet:  we know just how bad things will go for them.  He gets killed on the very next page.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Bobby is shot and dies – a moment seen in the first issue from a very different perspective.  From The Invisibles #12 (Sept 1995).  Art by Steve Parkhouse.
 
   Upon first reading issue #1, one could be enamored of King Mob’s violent assault on Harmony House.  It’s easy to love a well-dressed guy gunning down a bunch of anonymous soldiers (think of the lobby scene in The Matrix).  However, reading this issue may make it impossible to ever have that same reaction again.  Seeing Bobby lying in his own blood brings home the reality of death, showing the collateral damage of the Invisibles’ war.  Bobby didn’t buy into the Archons’ agenda.  He just wanted a good salary and got caught in the firing line.  His death is a devastating moment because we’re forced to confront our own enjoyment of violence, if not our own addiction to it.  Even if Bobby’s sometimes a bastard, he’s still someone with whom we can identify and sympathize.  He doesn’t deserve to die.
 
   This issue is a truly powerful achievement, and it’s a strong argument that there’s no strict division between good and bad in this fight.  If it is a war, people must die, and that is never a good thing or something that should be easily brushed off.  That’s why we get the critical reevaluation of purpose in Volume Two, which argues that compassion for the other side must replace war.  Those later developments coincide with the reappearance of the line “Edith said to call him Boody,” reinforcing the connection with this issue.
 
   Here, Morrison manages to create an issue that at first seems totally irrelevant to the series but winds up becoming perhaps the best summation of one of the major themes.  In 24 pages, he creates a full life.  Other writers could fit a life’s story into this small space, but few could also make it emotionally powerful.  And this issue is more moving than any previous issue.
 
   The first 12 issues act as something of a unit.  From here on out, there’s a tighter focus on the core cell, developing them as characters and their specific conflict, but we lose some of the more ambitious tertiary elements of the series.  There’s never another issue like this.
 
   
 
  

The Metamorphosis:  “Sheman”
 
   While the previous issues are thematically critical and sometimes even brilliant, Morrison was figuring out the ground rules of the universe and the personalities of the characters.  With “Sheman,” everything comes together, and we get a really strong story – one with both a lot of important thematic content and character material.
 
   The Invisibles #13:  “Sheman, Part 1:  Venus as a Boy”
 
   October 1995; art by Jill Thompson
 
   This issue begins with the Aztec creation myth, accompanied by the visual of a cocoon gradually turning into a butterfly.  Again, despite Morrison’s reputation for obscurity, one doesn’t have to be that familiar with Aztec mythology to understand the meaning, which is made clear from the visual alone:  this is another depiction of evolution.  Morrison has described our current version of humanity as a larval stage; we are growing together and eventually will metamorphose into the new form of humanity that will exist after the Supercontext.  In the images here, it’s notable that we see what looks like an Archon emerging from the shell, only to find out in the next panel that it’s actually a butterfly.  Again, evil and good are blurred.  This butterfly will soon fly to Fanny during her initiation.  And Fanny herself will later help Quimper change from the ugly caterpillar into a beautiful butterfly.
 
   The conversation between Fanny and King Mob about time getting faster reflects something we’ve all probably felt but rarely pondered the significance of.  Technology and progress seem to be accelerating, perhaps even towards some kind of singularity.  As King Mob says, more things happening in a shorter time.  Morrison has said that he isn’t sure there’s any actual significance to the 2012 date, but that overall idea remains strong because of this feeling that we must be moving towards something.  If technology keeps developing faster and faster, it’s going to continue to cause massive shifts in the way we live.  In ten years, the internet has made more information available to us at any instant than in all of human history beforehand.  That’s a change that happened in our lifetimes; the next generation will have no conception of a world without the internet.
 
   This arc and its follow-up, “Entropy in the U.K.”, both take us through the life of one member of the cell (Fanny here and King Mob in “Entropy”), growing our appreciation for that character.  It’s no coincidence that Fanny and King Mob are fully realized, developed characters, while Boy and Ragged Robin, who don’t receive similar arcs, remain enigmatic at least into Volume Two.  Both these arcs reveal their subject character’s life and in the process characterize how the character sees the world.  The opening pages show Hilde’s doubts about her world and identity when divorced from the Fanny persona.  At first, the character is a he, Hilde.  But during the transformation sequence, we see how Hilde became Fanny, her true self.  This ties in with the popular conception of the fiction suit idea:  Fanny is a persona that Hilde wears, but the arc’s point seems to be that Fanny is who she’s really meant to be, the continuation of a line of sorceresses stretching way back.[17]  The full-page shot of Fanny, with a word balloon containing a heart, is the culmination of this transformation.
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   Fanny’s pose is juxtaposed to the statue of Jesus.  From The Invisibles #13 (Oct 1995).  Art by Jill Thompson.
 
   Various pages through the arc are drawn in the style of famous comics.  The Rob Liefeld pastiche panel is particularly memorable, as is the way the image is placed in King Mob’s word balloon.[18]  Liefeld’s style perfectly conveys King Mob’s perception of the events of the first issue, a stark contrast to how Bobby Murray saw it.
 
   The dynamic between King Mob and Edith is informative.  Even though she’s an old woman, she continues to smoke Amsterdam skunk, so powerful that just the smoke makes King Mob “absurdly high.”  Edith tells King Mob that Dane is “here to shake you to the core,” and he eventually will.  Dane is the new paradigm, changing the terms of the war by moving beyond what the cell is currently.  His importance to the series is sometimes obscured by the way that King Mob takes the focus in Volume Two.  Thematically, however, Dane remains the center; he does change everything.
 
   Fanny’s background is invoked through her vomiting up the magic mirror.  This act collapses time, making her recognize that all moments exist simultaneously.  The 11-year-old her exists alongside the 23-year-old her; all moments are contained in the magic mirror.  After she drinks the tea, presumably ayahuasca,[19] she experiences contact with the greys or machine elves, the extra-dimensional beings that run the universe.  Presumably, all the past sorceresses have had a similar experience, and Morrison has described his own, during his abduction experience.  Throughout the series, various characters encounter these beings and find peace in Barbelith.  Upon seeing the red circle, Fanny says, “Momma is that,” tying into the notion of Barbelith as the eternal parent.  Barbelith is helping move her into this new consciousness.  It’s a process that is fractured, happening both then and in our present.
 
   The Invisibles #14:  “Sheman, Part 2:  Day of Nine Dogs”
 
   November 1995; art by Jill Thompson
 
   Rereading The Invisibles is rewarding because it isn’t just a conventional narrative with secrets and complicated concepts; the process of reading the series changes the reader.  It’s worth repeating because this is part of what makes The Invisibles unique.  A lot of fictional works try to change the viewer / reader, from the obvious Hollywood moralizing of a film like Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner to the more complex feminism of Buffy, the Vampire Slayer, but it’s rare that one encounters a work that is so deliberately trying to rewrite the reader’s entire worldview.  That is the goal of The Invisibles, which is a hypersigil designed to create Invisibles in the real world.  The first time through, we’re probably unaware of our involvement in this process, but as we read the series more, it becomes clear that we readers are as essential to the world as any of the characters.  We are the Harlequin and we are John a Dreams, walking through their world in the guise of the characters.  And the story plays differently each time.
 
   The first lines of this issue sum up Morrison’s view of time:  “Time is not a river.  Time is more like a bubble but is to a bubble what a bubble is to a circle drawn on the ground.”  The way time works in The Invisibles can be difficult to understand.  In our 3D world, we can move through the 2D story that is The Invisibles in a non-linear way, hopping from 1994 to 2000 to 2012, even viewing all three simultaneously.  So in theory, a 4D being would be able to view our world in the same way.  Bubbles in a higher dimension would look like “circles drawn on the ground,” or cross-sections, from our 3D-dominated perspective – just as a bubble in our world would be rendered on the flat page of a comic book as a circle.  And just like we can flip through the pages of a comic book and “travel through time” to any point in the narrative (or even view them simultaneously), a 4D being would be able to look at us the same way.  Notably, this does not mean we have no control over our lives.  King Mob is still making choices, even though the rest of his story is already written and accessible to the reader, through the later issues of the series.  Morrison acknowledges the comic-book nature of this universe but also tells us that just because it’s a comic book doesn’t mean it’s not real.
 
   This 4D perspective applies to readers too.  When we first read the series, we typically experience it much like the characters, trapped in a linear time progression.  Upon rereading, we can adopt a position more like John a Dreams, hopping into various fiction suits to experience moments but always aware of the entire continuity of the series.
 
   The butterfly goes on to say that “all times are the same time,” so an initiation never ends.  Using that logic, one could conclude that all of life is an initiation for what happens in death.  The series talks about what happens when humanity leaps forward, but it never addresses what happens for people who die before 2012.  If all times exist simultaneously, those people might just hop into the Supercontext after they play their part in the ongoing game that is human history.  Maybe death itself is simply moving outside of time.[20]
 
   The next pages include a moment in which Fanny says that she had believed in Texcatlipoca all her life, “I just didn’t ever think he was real.”  She has moved to a world where belief in something is enough to make it real.  That’s the critical idea behind chaos magic, which features belief-powered sigils.  What belief really does is change your point of view.  As a child, nothing seems out of the ordinary because we don’t know what’s possible.  If a baby saw a man flying, he or she wouldn’t think much of it because he or she doesn’t know that people aren’t supposed to fly.  This may be why children are said to be more supernaturally sensitive or to see ghosts more readily:  they haven’t yet learned to filter their experience by socially informed sets of belief.  When creating new things, the belief that something is possible makes it possible.  Chaos magic is largely about adjusting one’s worldview to incorporate more possibilities. 
 
   In this case, Fanny has moved into a realm of pure idea.  In Alan Moore’s Promethea, this realm is called the Immateria, the place where stories come from.  There, myths and gods roam about freely, influencing our thought processes and helping to sculpt the world.  We don’t have to personally believe in wholly independent deities manipulating us to acknowledge that cultural mythology holds massive power over us, regardless of whether it is “real.”  Jesus set out to spread a message and change the world.  It doesn’t matter whether he was literally the son of God or just a carpenter; he succeeded in reshaping the entire direction of human history.  But subsequent history demonstrates the way that good ideas can be hijacked and used to serve a dark agenda.
 
   As she did in Arcadia, Jill Thompson’s art keeps things emotionally relatable even in the most outré settings.  Her presentation of Fanny is particularly strong.  Later artists make her basically indistinguishable from a woman.  Here, one gets the sense that she’s a man in drag but can still appreciate her style.
 
   When Fanny meets Brodie, we get a look into the magic mirror.  Fannie describes it as “the time stuff… comes from outside the bubble and reflects it.”  The mirror, like John a Dreams, is one of those concepts that is very difficult to process.  Basically, the mirror is a 4D object that can reflect any moment in spacetime, but it’s trapped in the third dimension.  When we look into it, we experience moments from different points in our lives, usually emotionally charged ones.  Brodie sees his cat, as will King Mob (when he’s exposed to the Roswell “UFO” during “Black Science”).  The dueling assassins’ love for their cats is another example of the similarity of the two sides, though it’s also an example of Morrison’s deep emotional connection to cats.
 
   Interestingly, Fanny has conscious control over the mirror, like Jim Crow did.  Is there a difference between this mirror and the substance that’s (later shown) imprisoned in Roswell?  Most likely not; it’s just that the Invisibles treat the mirror as something to work with, something wondrous, while the Outer Church sees it as a threat to the status quo and imprisons it.
 
   One smoke-filled page with Edith and King Mob implies that they will again have sex as a way to locate Jack Frost.  This is another moment that makes sense only upon rereading.  The first-time reader will have no clue how King Mob could even have known her at the age of 24.
 
   After snatching the heart of the death god, Fanny finds out that she has been living in the Death Lands her whole life.  When Fanny crosses to the Death Lands proper, she sees everyday people as 2D cutouts.  This is a way to represent higher-dimensional perception.  Gods are at least one dimension up from us; to them, we are the equivalent of 2D beings.
 
   At the three moments in which she is near death during this arc, she seems to cross out of time.  In other words, the flashbacks aren’t just a narrative device; they’re designed to mimic her perception, with future and past blending together.  These traumas are part of her initiation, and she must learn how to channel these negative experiences into positive magic.
 
   The hitchhiker King Mob picks up is one of the lingering mysteries of the series.  Who is this guy?  That question is never fully answered.  But he doesn’t needs a concrete identity.  He’s a representative of the ‘90s conspiracy subculture, and over the course of the series, we find out that nearly everything he says is true:  there is a psychic UFO in Roswell, and it turns out he’s right when he says that everything is ultimately about evolution, about accessing the other dimension.  One could read him as John a Dreams, dropping in on King Mob to help with their mission – hence King Mob’s “Ha!” of recognition.
 
   The issue ends with the iconic image of Fanny taking Brodie’s gun in her mouth.  He deviates from the social norms most of the Outer Church clings to, gladly receiving fellatio from Fanny right before he decides to kill her.  It blurs the lines between the two sides, but there is a major difference.  He sees all people as objects and doesn’t care about rules as long as he can achieve his own pleasure.
 
   The Invisibles #15:  “Sheman, Part 3:  Apocalipstick”
 
   December 1995; pencils by Jill Thompson; inks by Jill Thompson and Kim DeMulder
 
   “Apocalipstick” wraps up the “Sheman” arc by throwing everything into chaos.  The structure of the first volume is odd in that we only get four issues with the team united.  There really isn’t a status quo to disrupt.  Despite this, “Sheman” has made us care enough about Fanny and King Mob to make their capture a successful cliffhanger.  The fact that things are constantly changing gives the series the feeling of being one huge story, rather than a serial narrative, in which the goal is just to come up with enough material to get to the next issue.  This arc helps build our investment with the characters, paving the way for the more connected team of Volume Two.
 
   This arc does a lot of messing around with time.  During a flashback to Fanny as a child, we get a payoff from Fanny’s later attack on Orlando.  She has to face the consequences of something she has not yet done.  In the realm of the dead, the traditional notion of linear time has no authority.
 
   Fanny’s rape is one of the critical moments in the series, an incident that points out the difference between the Invisibles and the Archons.  In both this moment and her present-day encounter with Brodie, Fanny goes out with love and desire, hoping to have fun, but winds up having her sexuality co-opted for someone else’s pleasure.  Our glimpse of the party is pretty freaky, notable for the first appearances of some major series players.  In the pig mask is the Blind Chessman; in the foreground, we’ve got Mason; and in the back, just barely visible, Quimper hangs on his cross.  Almost certainly, this doesn’t show that Morrison planned everything this far in advance; he’s not a writer who usually sticks to an exact, predetermined plan.  Instead, he would later seize on such creative but uncontrolled tidbits dropped earlier.  But the effect can sometimes feel almost like the universe controlled him, placing all these little details so that he could pay them off later.
 
   Following up this scene is Fanny’s collapse in the bathroom.  She classifies her work as a prostitute as service to Tlazolteotl.  She sees her gods in everything, and all her acts are service to them in some way.  She says, “I will take all the filth of the world and turn it into the purest gold,” a sentiment that prefigures the end of The Filth, in which Greg is given feces and told to spread it on his flowers.  This scene also gives a rare glimpse of John a Dreams in his pre-timesuit guise.  He has an ethereal quality, which fits with his destiny.
 
   The two-page spread of Fanny’s initiation, particularly her encounter with Barbelith, marks a high point of the arc.  We’re told that “she sees with eyes she had forgotten how to use,” which sums up what Barbelith does for people.  It’s also a summation of the series’s purpose:  to do for the reader what Barbelith does for the characters, opening their eyes and making them think more profoundly.  The scene also gives us clarification about her use of the magic mirror:  apparently, sorcerers are able to summon it from outside themselves.
 
   After summoning the mirror, she is able to view all time and space at once.  She blows on it, raising the question of whether she truly changes the direction of time.  The way the series is constructed implies that time couldn’t be changed because all time exists at once.  But maybe she always makes this alteration to the timestream, making the membrane shiver.
 
   The attack in the present is pretty intense, giving us another glimpse of King Mob at work.  Fanny also gets some good action in, looking very much like Hedwig from the celebrated queer musical Hedwig and the Angry Inch.[21]  Things wrap up for Brodie with a revisit from Darkie the cat.  Darkie says that Lewis is the last one who remembers him.  With Brodie’s death, Darkie’s existence is completely gone.  Memory is our path to immortality, and those who don’t make memories in others will fade away quicker.
 
   The arc ends with Sir Miles proudly announcing his bagging of King Mob.  The series is building momentum, and this cliffhanger carries into “Entropy in the U.K.”  “Sheman” is where the series really coalesces, where the characters first feel fully realized, even if the first-time reader still doesn’t know all their details.  The storyline also gives us some development of Sir Miles and his organization, via the morally ambiguous nastiness of henchman Brodie.  This arc is the template for all the initiation stories we will see over the course of the series.  Everyone sees the same thing, just through a different cultural lens.
 
   The Invisibles #16:  “London”
 
   January 1996; art by Paul Johnson
 
   Readers of the original, serialized comics might have a tough time with this issue.  For one, outside of a brief one-panel cameo in “Sheman,” Dane hasn’t appeared in the series for six issues.  On top of that, this issue is a direct follow-up to events that happened back in the series’s very first arc.  Even knowing the basic idea of what’s going on, it’s still tough to keep up with everything that happens here.  Morrison gives us a challenging issue, with material that remains interesting after several readings.  It’s another temporally-fractured look into the unending initiation.
 
   While ostensibly a break from major storylines, this issue fills gaps in the “Sheman” arc.  We’re seeing some of the same moments viewed from a different perspective.  We see the conversation that leads Boy and Robin to get some smart drinks and also what happens to Sir Miles before he goes to retrieve King Mob.  The whole point of the issue is to immerse us in Dane’s subjectivity.  He is at his nadir here, homeless, stealing to survive.  So even though these are events we’ve already seen, learning Dane’s response gives them new significance.
 
   Paul Johnson’s art, however, isn’t one of the issue’s strong suits.  It conveys the story adequately, but it generally doesn’t stand out.  On the other hand, the use of black and white to distinguish the moments we’re viewing from Dane’s mind, both memories and fantasies, is quite effective.
 
   The highlight of the issue is Dane’s abduction experience.  While Fanny saw the deities of Barbelith as traditional Mexican gods, Dane views them as aliens.  This was an image that was seemingly everywhere during the ‘90s, and it makes sense that his brain would process an outside intelligence as an alien.  Morrison is all about the way that we create new gods to suit our own cultural template:  Horus is reincarnated as Marvel Boy,[22] and McKenna’s machine elves get reconceived as little green men.
 
   The similarity between Dane’s initiation experience and Fanny’s is reinforced by the repetition of the line about time being a circle / bubble.  We don’t have the intelligence to comprehend this outside intelligence, so our minds conceive it as a shifting lens.  The “aliens” place the “magic stone” in him, a clear tie into Barbelith.  His encounter with Barbelith opens his mind to an encounter with the higher intelligence, much like the one that Morrison experienced around the same time.
 
   The aliens speak in an interesting way, seemingly giving a uniform message but filling in certain parts with something that will fit the person’s cultural understanding.  So Dane interprets what they give him as a “/(UFO)/,” but for Fanny, it was a different symbol, drawn from the Aztec gods of his youth.  Later on, they say that Dane is the “chosen one,” destined to lead his people to “global peace and harmony,” but for someone from the other side, who experienced the same abduction, their destiny might sound radically different.
 
   The way that thoughts are represented as bubble clouds that seem to float in the atmosphere is a clever manipulation of the comics medium.  Morrison often plays with thought bubbles as a literal part of the universe, particularly in The Filth.  In a subconscious place, thoughts would be reality, so it’s logical that they blur here.
 
   The abduction ends with the aliens showing Dane the truth.  They ask him “which side are you on?”, but the corresponding image is the infinity symbol or Möbius strip, which has only one side.  This symbol is also reminiscent of the shape of the universe, as revealed in Volume Two.  Dane falls into Barbelith and comes to a magic mirror.  There, he sees different moments of his life reflected back at him, and the aliens tell him, “The soul is not in the body.  The body is inside the soul.”  This ties into the idea that humanity is part of a larger entity, that we’re cells who think we’re a body.  We need to look beyond our internal selves and discover the collective world outside.
 
   In “House of Fun,” there’s an issue called “The Last Temptation of Dane.”  That’s an obvious nod to The Last Temptation of Christ, but it’s also a reference to the fact that Dane is constantly being wooed by various sides in this war.  First, the Invisibles try to lure him with the promise of an exciting life fighting for what’s right.  Here, Sir Miles offers him all the wealth and pleasure that the material world has to offer.  Miles is so locked in the mindset of this world that he is unable to conceive of someone who couldn’t be lured by material pleasures.
 
   So Dane uses his Jack Frost power to combat Sir Miles.  The message “Don’t be afraid of what makes you different,” is particularly resonant.  Back in the first issue, we saw Dane hiding his intelligence and playing the rebel to fit in with the other boys.  But Tom showed him how to take full advantage of what he can do.  Here, he uses his individual talents to defeat the force of conformity.
 
   The page with his psychic battle against Sir Miles is quite memorable, especially the line “You’ll make an excellent whore.”  At this point, Sir Miles is an excellent two-dimensional villain.  It’s not until we get to know the people above him that we understand he’s not really so bad.  That fits thematically with the series:  one can only hate people when they’re an Other, an unknown.  Once we understand what drives Sir Miles, he becomes a much more complex and less easily detestable character.
 
   After that, Dane cuts his hair and heads off to Liverpool, returning home.  This issue is a trial for him, forcing him to stop running and face the memory of what happened to him with Tom.  He has been tempted by both sides and decided that, at this point, neither is right for him.
 
   It’s satisfying to get back in touch with Dane, after his lengthy absence, and find out more about what happened to him when he took the mold.  The recurring fifth-dimensional elements are becoming clearer, and the series’s worldview is coming into focus.
 
   
 
  

The Moment of Impact:  “Entropy in the U.K.”
 
   All of my trades of The Invisibles are a bit beat up.  Apocalipstick, in particular, seems to have been dropped in a puddle at some point and is all wrinkled and water-damaged.  My copy of Say You Want a Revolution went missing and had to be replaced.  The others have various folds and creases all over them.  After reading the series for the first time, I went on an evangelistic mission to get as many people as possible to read it.  These trades have been through many hands and bear the marks of this journey.
 
   This autobiographical intrusion is appropriate, since Morrison does the same thing in this story arc.  He blur the lines between reality and the characters more than ever before, such that the series becomes a mix of fantasy and autobiography.  Before this, King Mob was a character.  With this issue, he becomes Grant Morrison and Grant Morrison becomes him.
 
   The Invisibles #17:  “Entropy in the U.K., Part 1:  Dandy”
 
   February 1996; pencils by Phil Jimenez; inks by John Stokes
 
   The issue opens with Gideon Stargrave and his sister, Jenny, two retro-immortal heroes trapped in a never-ending battle against the forces of darkness and uncool.  Morrison mimics the over-the-top language of pulp ‘60s work, but he doesn’t do it in an ironic, mannered way.  This isn’t Alan Moore telling an “Untold Tale of Supreme.”  This is more like Tarantino’s Kill Bill – a loving homage to something that influenced a young Morrison, an extraction and amplification of everything that was cool about those stories.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Meet Gideon Stargrave, King Mob’s fantasy persona.  The first page of The Invisibles #17 (February 1996).  Art by Phil Jimenez and John Stokes.
 
   This is the moment where the series begins to embrace a true pop sensibility.  The detailed descriptions of everything that Gideon is wearing help emphasize a new focus on fashion and style.  Morrison’s early work is often enjoyable but not exactly slick; the Doom Patrol and Animal Man were never meant to be fashion icons.  And the early Invisibles weren’t either.  They had a homeless guy, a gawky kid, and some embarrassing, early ‘90s outfits.  King Mob and Fanny take things up a notch in “Sheman,” but it’s not until this issue that the series enters the world of pop glamour.  The Doom Patrol is what Morrison was; King Mob in “Entropy in the U.K.” is what Morrison wanted to be.
 
   Some believe that style is meaningless, reflecting a superficial mentality.  Looking good and being of substance are, for many, at odds.  One sees this mentality particularly in film.  A work as stylish as Wong Kar-Wai’s Fallen Angels or even The Matrix is often automatically assumed not to have real meaning in the way a somber, restrained work does.  The Invisibles argues otherwise, redeeming the idea of image as an end in itself.
 
   This ultra-stylish presentation inspires the more image-conscious Volume Two and virtually all of Morrison’s future work.  Morrison and Frank Quitely didn’t design the new uniforms in New X-Men just as a way to get them out of spandex.  It was about creating a group of people whose fashion sense is as evolved as their physical selves.  With New X-Men, the art often failed to capture the intended stylishness, but compare those initial Quitely issues to any of Morrison’s ‘80s work, and you’ll see a total shift in character presentation.  Seven Soldiers has just as much emphasis on redesigning the characters’ appearances as on reconceptualizing their personalities.  The concept reaches its apotheosis in Final Crisis with the Super Young Team, a group of super-heroes more concerned with being trendy than with fighting evil.  Morrison’s best work fuses style and substance, enhancing both.
 
   Of course, Phil Jimenez is one of the major reasons that this issue is so stylish.  Jimenez’s work represents a huge jump beyond all the previous artwork, even Jill Thompson’s strong art.  Jimenez is able to draw anything Morrison can imagine, hopping through all the different fantasy sequences with ease.  There’s a reason they chose to bring him back for Volume Two.  Without Jimenez, this issue would not have been such a breakthrough.
 
   It’s surprising just how short the initial Gideon Stargrave sequence is.  Morrison sets up King Mob’s fantasy world in a mere two pages and then leaves it to grow, over time, in the reader’s head.  For Gideon, each story ends in an apocalypse, and there is a sexual component to his desire for increased danger and thrills.  This reflects the way that King Mob proves his virility through killing, particularly in Volume Two.
 
   Following the memorable shot of chaos reflected in Gideon’s sunglasses, we see Barbelith and the caption “Gideon Stargrave sets the controls for the heart of the sun.”  This ties into an earlier Pink Floyd reference and into the series’s overall cosmology.  Later on, we see King Mob’s fantasy perception of the Supercontext, with him as a pop star entering the Supercontext amidst an apocalypse.  All these fantasies are interpretations of that moment.
 
   As mentioned earlier, this arc is significant for the way that Morrison and King Mob seem to fuse together.  Not long after writing the arc, Morrison experienced the same kind of viral illness that King Mob does and went through his own near-death experience.  The arc takes place primarily within King Mob’s fractured mental landscape, proceeding through a mix of fantasies and memories, a lot of which are drawn from Morrison’s own life.  In the story, King Mob claims that he is Kirk Morrison, writer.  This makes it seem like Grant Morrison is himself just an alter ego of the character he’s writing.  Creator and character are essentially one, and one could argue that the whole series is Morrison’s own version of King Mob’s Gideon Stargrave fantasies.  As Kirk Morrison, King Mob even tries to defend himself by claiming that King Mob is just a character in his book.  Perhaps this was Grant Morrison’s defense when his body was attacked by a virus.
 
   The issue completely breaks down the line between fiction and reality – not in the overt way that Animal Man does but in a way that makes the mutual exclusivity of the two a completely outmoded concept.  All fiction comes out of the mind of someone real and is a reflection of the world they live in, of their experiences, and of their feelings.  This goes back to the fiction suit idea; as a writer, every character one creates is a vessel with which to explore the fictional world.  The best fictional worlds arguably take on a life of their own, with characters that motivate their own actions and decide their own paths.  For many writers, the greatest joy doesn’t lie in making choices about the characters but in having them do seem to do so, as if the writer is only channeling.  Within the narrative, this later happens to Robin, who she writes herself into the fictional story.
 
   One could legitimately complain that Morrison’s identification with King Mob hijacks the series and throws it off its proper narrative course.  Dane’s story is the one that will bring us to enlightenment, after all.  King Mob is just a soldier in the war.  But it’s hard not to get hooked on his fantasy image of himself as a pop mod magician assassin, disrupting the status quo and bringing chaos to the world.  Nowhere does ending the world look more glamorous than in the frenzied imaginings of Gideon and Jenny Stargrave.
 
   But a primary point of the series is that this violence is wrong, a relic of an outdated worldview.  So why do we spend so much time on it?  Because both Morrison and the reader get caught up in the allure.  Much of Volume Two is about exorcising the demon of overwhelming violence that was implanted during “Black Science” and feeds off the fantasies we see here.
 
   This issue sees the return of Elfayed, who once again sums up the entire series with an insect-related metaphor, comparing humanity to maggots in a larval state, awaiting metamorphosis.  We need to exist in time because in time, we can grow.  Eventually, we will emerge in a completely new form, as one collective entity in the Supercontext.  Elfayed says, “As above, so below,” which sums up Morrison’s entire theory of existence.  Millions of cells work together to create the single entity known as a person.  Eventually, millions of people will work together and create a single entity that is, to an individual person, what a person is to a cell.  It’s difficult to comprehend because we can’t really conceive of something so far beyond humanity.  Entry into the Supercontext represents the organism that is all life on Earth waking up and becoming self-aware.
 
   Fanny torments her guards and sets the stage for her eventual escape.  Sir Miles tells her, “You’re the most pathetic, ludicrous, ugly creature I’ve ever seen” – a line that preys not only on Fanny’s psychology but also on the weakness and insecurity within all of us.  That is what the Archons and their ilk do:  they use the fear within humanity as a way to maintain power.  They make us feel small so we won’t look outside our conceptual borders and seek a new world.  But Fanny brushes this off; because of her self-confidence, they cannot break her in this way.  She knows that King Mob will hold out, and that means that neither one of them will give in.  That said, the Invisibles themselves, particularly early in the series when training Dane, use similar fear-based tactics to instill their ideology in new recruits.
 
   The issue also sees the return of Miss Dwyer, one of the best villains in the series.  She’s completely gone over to the Archon side, and her total commitment to one point of view gives us a chance to see a bit of Sir Miles’s weakness and fear.  When we see how scared he is of the boss Archons and the inhuman Miss Dwyer, this character that the reader is meant to hate for the whole first volume starts to look more human and relatable.  Miles bristles at any reference to unconventional sexuality:  one can practically hear the awkward clearing of his throat before he says “‘fetish’ subculture.”  The appearance of the Archon is pretty jarring, and it’s amusing to see Dwyer telling Miles, “Bow down, slave.”
 
   Elsewhere, we get a scene with Robin and Boy that features a couple of important things.  One is the idea of a man who has taken control of his cancer and merged with it.  This is another summary of one of the grand themes of the series:  rather than fighting things that are different, it is best to try and assimilate them, to bring them around to your viewpoint.  This is what Jack does; rather than killing Sir Miles in “House of Fun,” he heals him, completely breaking down Sir Miles’s Manichaean worldview.  Also notable in this scene is the presentation of the mannequin that Boy kicks apart.  It’s first presented as a blonde woman, but after Boy breaks it down, its bald head stands in for King Mob.  Robin’s “déjà vu” comment refers to the moment when she cradles King Mob in her lap in “House of Fun.”  The scene ties in with the notion of how individual identity is illusory:  by wearing this wig, the mannequin is a woman; take it off, and it’s King Mob.  Identity is flexible and varied.  It also ties into the Gideon Stargrave fantasy, where Jenny is a blonde double of Gideon and by extension a blonde, female King Mob.
 
   This issue represents a big stylistic leap for Robin.  Previously, she had a sort of country style, typified by big hats and flowing dresses.  Her outfit with the numeral “6” on it is hipper and closer to what we’ll see in Volume Two.  Morrison has said that he didn’t really understand the character until sometime late in the first volume, when he realized that she was from the future.  Jimenez would reinvent Robin in “Black Science,” and this is a move towards that image.
 
   One of the most enjoyable Gideon Stargrave snippets is the one in which he wears the Sgt.-Pepper-style outfit.  The captions include the introduction of the future King Mob catchphrase, “nice and smooth.”  Jenny and Gideon are reconceptualized for various eras of ‘60s British culture, drawing on what both King Mob and Morrison would have viewed growing up.  This provides some additional payoff for King Mob’s line from issue #1 about wanting to grow up and be in a ‘60s spy series.  Other highlights include Jenny’s black and white dress and her apartment, with a giant pop art image of herself.
 
   In his fantasies, King Mob is the enemy of the powerful elite, represented by both Thatcher and Reagan.  It’s notable that he speaks about them, even though they had both been out of power for years when this was published.  In fact, central leftists (Blair and Clinton) were in their positions at the time of publication.  For King Mob’s self-image to work, he needs a ruling elite that is thoroughly oppressive and reactionary.  He is trapped in an “us vs. them” mindset, and a less demonized “them” doesn’t work.
 
   Why are Gideon and Jenny incestuous?  One could read this as a desire to transgress the most taboo of social boundaries.  As the caption says, it was considered the sole province of the elite.  Gideon and Jenny are reclaiming it for the counterculture.  In a world headed for apocalypse, why not do everything?  It may also be drawn from the Jerry Cornelius stories that inspired the character.[23]
 
   The page where Morrison lists a bunch of bands that he likes is also noteworthy.  Suddenly, he’s taking more of his interests and mixing them into the series.  It’s also notable that Gideon looks quite similar to Miss Dwyer in these scenes, another blurring of the lines.  She looks more like his sister than Jenny does.
 
   The next page references The Prisoner, the classic British TV series, both with the bubble panel and with the classroom that appeared in the penultimate episode.[24]  The end of the issue sees King Mob’s mental defenses crumbling and his “real” self making an appearance.  He’s still guarding against Sir Miles, but things are not looking good.  The splintered images coming off the panel where young Gideon shoots Miles are just the sort of storytelling device that Jimenez does so well.
 
   This issue is a critical turning point in both the series and Morrison’s career as a whole.  The series would soon take after the pop direction of this issue, and it’s a watershed moment, demonstrating that “cool” and “profound” don’t have to be mutually exclusive.  For Morrison, this issue paved the way to a new period of creativity, and it is perhaps the strictest dividing line between two periods of his work.
 
   The Invisibles #18:  “Entropy in the U.K., Part 2:  Messiah”
 
   March 1996; pencils by Phil Jimenez; inks by John Stokes
 
   “Entropy in the U.K.” features a fairly linear present-day story, with King Mob being interrogated by Sir Miles, juxtaposed against a fractured jumble of narrative digressions into fantasy and memory.  The arc begins with King Mob’s vision of himself as Gideon Stargrave, but as it progresses, the fantasies slip away and we get what are presumably flashbacks to King Mob’s real past.  During the middle issue, we get a bit of both, another example of pop storytelling.
 
   One of my favorite images from the issue is the title page, with Gideon standing in front of a Buddha that’s covered in naked women.  All the women have a very ‘60s look, with blue eyeshadow and distinctively ‘60s hairstyles.  The page has no particular narrative relevance but does contribute to the world that Morrison wants to create for the Gideon Stargrave character.  This one image, with its staged quality, gives us a good idea of what both King Mob and Morrison’s fantasy lives entail.  The Doctor Gupta pages surrounding it are good fun too, particularly when they hit the cow.  Jimenez is able to make it clear that this guy is King Mob, even with the wig and sunglasses on.  He’s only drawn the character for an issue, but Jimenez already owns him.
 
   I don’t think it’s a coincidence that this issue splits its time between the perspective of Sir Miles and that of King Mob.  The two characters have always been presented as the incarnations of the values of their respective sides, people who totally buy into the mission.  Considering Sir Miles’s involvement with the Invisibles during his youth, we can even use King Mob’s story to fill in what presumably happened to Miles after seeing the fox killed.
 
   Although not strictly necessary, it helps to understand Grant Morrison’s life at the time he wrote the series.  The Invisibles is certainly autobiographical, but in an odd way, with some of it being written about things he’d already done and some written before it became real.  Part of what makes the series so unique is Morrison’s goal of making a hypersigil, specifically designed to affect the real world.  It happened for Morrison most of all, because he’s the closest to it, but everyone who reads the series seems to come out changed in some way.
 
   Over in Australia, we get some insight into King Mob’s initiation experience.  It’s a bit frustrating that we never get to see more of what happened to him, particularly when he met Barbelith.  The giant fish submarine thing that he encounters seems to be another manifestation of Jack’s aliens, another image through which Barbelith presents itself.
 
   The critical image here is the body with the skin stripped off.  Morrison has commented that Robbie Williams’s video for “Rock DJ” said everything it took him 59 issues to say in four minutes.  The video features Robbie going around a roller-skating rink, stripping off his clothes, then stripping off his skin, eventually dancing as just a skeleton.  One of the series’s major concerns is the illusory nature of identity.  Our individuality is actually just a suit, a set of traits that create a role we play.  By stripping off the skin, we get back to something more basic and human:  the illusory layer is removed.  In Volume Three, Edith, while having sex, talks about how Mr. Reddy “stripped off,” at which point we see him as a mess of glowing light.  The point here is analogous, about moving past individual identity and into collective experience, foreshadowing what’s to come in the Supercontext.
 
   When I spoke to Grant Morrison, I asked him if going into the Supercontext meant losing our individuality.  He said that all individuality is an illusion, so we wouldn’t really be losing anything.  He stressed the idea that our personality is a suit we put on to move through time, and will eventually be rendered irrelevant.
 
   Over with Sir Miles, we get the memorable scene in which King Mob psychically draws Miles into his most embarrassing childhood memory, his shameful participation in a fox hunt.[25]  It’s a critical scene because it humanizes Miles and also forces us to reassess the earlier scenes where he presented himself in the fox hunter outfit.  Was all that posturing just an attempt to live up to his father’s demands for him?  Miles’s entire life was dictated by that upbringing, first with his calculated rebellion to the Invisibles, and then with his return to the fold.
 
   This leads into the memorable moment where Miss Dwyer makes him drink from her breast and get infused with powerful nanobots.  Jimenez sells this clever idea with his visuals, which might have been confusing if illustrated by a lesser artist.  Dwyer has a very alien feel, her sunglasses depriving her of the humanity that we’re beginning to see in Miles.  She creates a dynamic of domination and submission, which is exactly what the Archons are about.  They want people to conform to their worldview and use fear and violence to ensure that they do.  The idea of the milk as intelligent infection is classic Morrison.  The nanobots are a virus that has hijacked Sir Miles’s body, giving him greater psychic power but also suppressing his individual identity.  As he says, they are “thinking my thoughts.”  Sir Miles is too scared to fully commit to modification by the Archons, but he is excited by having them in him.
 
   Infused with this power, Miles attacks again, only to be repelled by a psychic shield of scorpion gods.  This ties back to “Season of Ghouls” and the deal that King Mob made with Zaraguin.  He receives protection, but Miles breaks through it and intersects King Mob’s two dalliances with Edith.
 
   King Mob and Edith use tantric sex rituals to track things twice in the series:  once in the 1920s, to find the Hand of Glory, and again in “Sheman,” to find Dane.  Here, we see the two moments collapsing in on each other, building to a climax at the end of the page.  The captions create a dreamy flow across the page, intercut with the images of gods, both young and old.  Jimenez’s art is phenomenal at capturing the 1920s atmosphere that he’ll return to down the line.  Because of the art and layout, the sequence feels real and almost 3D, not just lines on a page.
 
   We find out that the ritual worked, and King Mob now knows where Dane is.  Presumably, he told Mister Six to go track him down (as we’ll see in a couple of issues) and hasn’t been able to follow up because he’s been preoccupied with Fanny’s situation and his own capture.
 
   This is another ambitious and emotional issue, and the Edith sequence at the end is definitely the highlight.  It would be hard to follow upon first reading, without the context to understand what was going on.  Having read “Sensitive Criminals,” however, the sequence makes sense and again gives the feeling that everything in the story already existed – it was just a matter of getting it onto the page.
 
   The Invisibles #19:  “Entropy in the U.K., Part 3:  Assassin”
 
   April 1996; pencils by Phil Jimenez; inks by John Stokes
 
   This first page is another crazy Jimenez masterwork, with an astoundingly intricate mess of weird images ascending around Sir Miles.  There’s even a monorail running through King Mob’s mind that’s just like the one in the Roswell base we’ll see in Volume Two’s “Black Science.”  Sir Miles’s time-hopping journey through King Mob’s past is an example of a 4D view of time, of seeing moments from different eras, in a life compressed together and experienced all at once.
 
   It’s interesting that King Mob’s parents were leftist activists.  Both Gideon and Miles have become what their parents were.  They’re still imprisoned by the cultural notions that formed them and separate them from the other side.  The idea that they are right and the other is wrong was firmly imprinted by their upbringing.  Miles’s dismissal of King Mob’s youthful rebellion implies that Gideon’s punk posturing was just another form of social control; Miles mocks, “Quite the little rebel, aren’t we[,] Starorzewski?”  This ties in with Dane’s story in the first issue, where Dane’s youthful antics were written off as an exorcism of spirit before settling in for a servile adulthood.
 
   Moving forward, we see Gideon playing in a band and writing – both things Morrison did.  Morrison reportedly once wrote a novel called Dis.  The incident in India that they’re referencing is King Mob’s first meeting with Edith, which paved the way for his journey deeper into the Invisibles.  We see this in Volume Three, sitting on the banks of the Ganges, listening to Morrissey.  While playing with the Five, we can see that Gideon has styled himself as Gideon Stargrave, trying to bring his fantasy into reality the same way that Morrison did when he shaved his head to look like King Mob.
 
   Miles tells King Mob that “we do not merely destroy our enemies.  We change them.”  This is a critical line because it illuminates the true nature of the war.  It is not a war of violence; it is a war of ideas.  The goal of each side is to win over people, to convince them that their side is right and the other’s is wrong.  Chaos and order are in perpetual conflict, and it is the interplay between the two elements that allows society to grow and change.  If one errs too far in one direction, things will fall apart – as we see with the descent into ultra-violence that is literally called “Things Fall Apart” (issue #9).  Generally, Morrison supports the Invisibles’ cause, as does the reader.  But the point of King Mob’s Volume Two arc, as well as the character of Jolly Roger, is to demonstrate that excessive chaos can result in the same kind of oppression as excessive order.  It’s best when the elements are in balance.
 
   Miles’s speech about the imaginary chains is one of his best moments in the whole series, and it addresses one of the series’s critical issues.  Most people wouldn’t want their entire social order shaken – or, at least, that’s what they believe due to social conditioning.  If they knew what the Invisibles were doing, a lot of people would probably be annoyed and wish that the Invisibles would just let things be.  Miles believes that people like things how they are, and the only people who want to change things are those who don’t fit into the social order.  He has a particularly damning line here:  “You long to be like us[,] but because you cannot fit into society, you dream of overthrowing it.”  He reduces all rebellion to simple alienation.
 
   Miles then goes on to talk about language as an imprisoning force, identifying the alphabet as a demon that limits our perception of what can be expressed by the English language.  Language is a human construct and he wants King Mob to concede that they can manipulate anyone into believing anything.  Three can be four:  numbers, like all language, are to some extent abstract concepts, a way to shackle people to their everyday lives.  Basically, language is the framework through which we understand the world.  King Mob’s attempt to write differently is an attempt to overthrow the world they build around us.
 
   Morrison has discussed the similarities between spelling words and doing a magic spell.  In both cases, one conjures something that doesn’t exist out of words.  The very idea of language, that a series of marks can summon concepts in one’s mind, is actually pretty astounding.  It’s a testament to the way that we can create complex entities that exist on a subconscious, mental level.  Language is not “real”; it is only given meaning by our collective perception of it.  Is there such a thing as “A” in nature?  No, but it still determines a way of viewing the world.  One could say the same thing about God.  Is there an actual God out there?  Who knows?  But the idea of God has a major influence over the way we view the world.  Therefore, God is real, a myth (in the sense of an idea or a story) that has infused humanity’s consciousness and directed our evolution.  This is particularly true with more abstract concepts like freedom or love, which represent ideas and have no physical correspondence.
 
   Next, we see King Mob making his deal with Zaraguin and gaining the ability to destroy souls.  This is what he does at the end of the issue, tearing Miles’s aura off him, with an assist from Fanny.  This issue fuses traditional magic, such as the voodoo doll, with the newer chaos magic stylings of King Mob.  Morrison’s idea with magic is just to go with whatever works, and the characters’ respective methods are drawn from their cultural backgrounds.  King Mob’s improvisatory mash-up magic is likely an affront to the careful ritual that Sir Miles and his old-order practitioners engage in.
 
   Rising from the chair, King Mob looks like the villain of the piece, as he spits a cheesy line that just feels nasty when it accompanies a scalpel being shoved into a man’s neck.  These are the same lines we see all the time in action movies, but by humanizing the villains, Morrison makes clear just how awful this violence actually is.  King Mob may in fact be a bad person who just happens to be fighting for a good cause.  Yet it’s still fun at the same time.  The reader, like Morrison, is still torn at this point.  The series indulges our love of fictional violence, but it also inoculates us against this illness by showing the real cruelty of these actions.  Seeing the impact of violence in this fictional setting makes us aware of the fact that heroes in the real world aren’t the ones who kill people.  This fits with meme theory, which asserts that ideas, such as religion, can overwhelm peoples’ mindset and determine their reality.  Here, Morrison is seeking to rewrite our perception to better accommodate his philosophy.  And in terms of one-liners, few beat his “just two” fingers quip as he’s leaving.
 
   King Mob and Fanny meet, and she comforts him in a funny, sweet way.  It’s particularly evocative that she has now taken on the guise of an anonymous soldier working for “them.”  This reinforces the idea that the people under those helmets aren’t really bad; they’re just doing a job.  Earlier, we see her getting a nice rapport going with the guard, a guy who’s laughing in spite of himself at what Fanny is doing.  If the goal is to make them see the merit of the Invisibles’ side, Fanny is fighting the right way, appealing to the soldier’s humanity rather than treating him as a piece of machinery.
 
   Things wrap up with another Gideon Stargrave story, one that raises some questions about what’s real.  The idea is that Gideon continues on in his own universe, where the King Mob story was just a hallucination.  In Morrison’s conception of things, it’s all true, and Gideon’s story is just as real as King Mob’s.  It’s all printed on the same paper.  Gideon and Jenny stand perpetually on the edge of the Supercontext, waiting for us to catch up with them.
 
   Beyond just the Gideon Stargrave fantasy, there’s a lingering question of how much of King Mob’s background that we see here is “real.”  The ending implies that the “real” memories were just another psychic trap for Sir Miles.[26]  King Mob constructed the Starorzewski identity to make it seem plausible to Miles, but it’s actually totally off-base.  So much of it is drawn from Morrison’s own life that it could be just another piece of the “Kirk Morrison” alias.  King Mob hides behind the personality of his creator, revealing his true self only in his mad fantasies of heroism.  If one reads King Mob as Morrison’s own Gideon Stargrave, it makes sense that he has no true background except the history of the man who created him.
 
   The final page shows us Miss Dwyer transforming into an Archon, accompanied by a floral prose description of her change.  Morrison does less of this heavy captioning as the series goes on, as it abandons its literary roots and moves towards the action-movie style of Volume Two.  This shift also reflects a more general change in comics culture, one largely instigated by Morrison’s own “widescreen” super-hero extravaganza, JLA.  The captions here have more in common with ‘80s Morrison work, like Doom Patrol and Animal Man, but that doesn’t mean that they’re obsolete.  Instead, they serve almost as an added, almost subconscious, soundtrack that plays more on the other senses, such as hearing and touch, creating a fully-formed moment.
 
   The arc ends with everything still in chaos, and basically nothing resolved.  But it’s just one piece of the larger story that is the back half of the first volume.  Like “Sheman,” the arc develops a major character and fully realizes his background, both through the narrative flashbacks and by presenting the story in a manner that mimics the way he views the world.  And we get further development of the series’s major themes and its universe.  Not only is King Mob humanized but so is Sir Miles, who becomes more a tragic victim of circumstance than a traditional villain.  He’s someone who’s misguided but still human.
 
   Perhaps above all, the arc also gives us Jimenez, who redefines the world through his art.  He’s already missed on issue #20, and he’ll continue to be missed until Volume Two.  But by this point, that’s not far off.  His art here helps to make “Entropy in the U.K.” both intellectually complex and a lot of fun, in a way only Morrison can pull off.
 
   
 
  

Reluctant Warriors:  The Rest of the Volume
 
   The first volume wraps up by resolving the 12-issue long story that started in “Sheman.”  By the end of these issues, the team is united, having overcome their greatest challenge to date.  But that triumph follows a series of issues that further call into question the validity of this “war” and the characters’ motivations for their fight.  Boy’s origin story, “How I Became Invisible,” is notable for how tragic everything seems.  She finds out that the life she was living was all a lie, but once you realize that, where do you go from there?
 
   For Dane, going home makes him realize that he’s learned too much to ever turn back.  His mother throws him out, and he’s left with no choice but to stick with a group of people he’s quite ambivalent about: the Invisibles cell.  In a lot of ways, Dane’s journey through this volume is a classic hero’s journey.  His “Last Temptation” is a classic storytelling trope, as is his emergence as an enlightened warrior at the end of the whole quest.  But is this a war worth fighting?  That’s the question that lingers, and in his final incendiary act, Dane winds up not slaying his enemy, but healing him.
 
   His and Boy’s stories wind up being a lot more complex and morally ambivalent than King Mob’s and Fanny’s.  For King Mob and Fanny, theirs are the lives they were destined to lead:  they came from families of magicians and revolutionaries and are now building on that legacy.  Boy and Dane came from more humble backgrounds that don’t provide that kind of certainty.
 
   This ambiguity lingers for the rest of the series, and it’s part of what makes the series so compelling.  These issues may be the big action climax to the volume, but Morrison never forgets that these characters are people, not pawns to be moved around, and they’re not entirely sure of their place in this grand scheme.
 
   The Invisibles #20:  “How I Became Invisible”
 
   May 1996; art by Tommy Lee Edwards
 
   Boy’s first solo story has some interesting elements, but it’s held back from greatness by the limited page count and Boy’s general lack of charisma.  She works fine as one of the group; on her own, not so much.  As the series moved forward, certain characters captivated Morrison, infected his mind, and demanded center stage.  That’s what happened with King Mob and Robin in Volume Two, but it never happened for Boy.  Her journey actually took her out of the book, with the realization that her story was over before the series was.  This was a fine arc, and she gets some good moments in Volume Two, the foundation of which is laid here.
 
   Much of The Invisibles is concerned with exploring cultural mythology surrounding the occult and conspiracies.  We’ve already seen aliens in Jack’s story, and this issue gives us black trains and government death camps.  I didn’t realize when I was watching it at the time, but The X-Files was the quintessential ‘90s TV series, containing many important cultural memes, from UFOs and grey aliens to the far-reaching government conspiracy that has its hand in every aspect of American society.  This issue treads in the same government-conspiracy territory.  Those who remember the ‘90s probably won’t find it dated, but future readers who weren’t around at the time may find it quaint, the same way we now view utopian ‘60s fiction like Easy Rider.  We can enjoy those stories as records of a moment in time but can’t fully buy into them in the same way that viewers did at the time.  Even though certain elements in the series reflect a distinct tme and place, the series as a whole will endure in a way analogous to 2001:  A Space Odyssey.  Yes, the chairs may look goofy, but the message is timeless.
 
   This issue works best as a contrast to the storylines that preceded it.  “Sheman” and “Entropy in the U.K.” show characters building elaborate personal mythologies, universe-spanning stories that place them at the center of a cosmic struggle as warriors in a war for the fate of humanity.  Boy is much more resigned; not particularly interested in the overall goals of the Invisibles, she is just seeking revenge.  What she’s actually seeking revenge for is arguably being removed from her everyday existence.  Reminiscing, she says, “I was wearing a uniform then.  Guess I was one of the bad guys.”  As we saw back in “Arcadia,” she fully buys into the mythology they built around the war because she wants it to be an easy conflict.  Maybe if she wins, she can escape the feeling of guilt for not believing her brother and letting him die.
 
   Describing her moment of revelation, when “the scenery cracked and I saw the ropes and pulleys and wires in back of everything,” she calls it “my apocalypse.”  This is a major contrast to what we saw with Fanny and King Mob’s revelation, which was more of an awakening.  Boy still hasn’t met Barbelith, so for her, the world has been torn apart with nothing put up in its place.  She didn’t grow up in the counterculture, and it feels horrible to find out that everything she built her life around is actually an elaborate lie.
 
   This issue draws on a lot of Philip K. Dick, referencing the black iron prison and “The Empire never ended!” from VALIS, a novel that’s a clear predecessor to this series.[27]  Dick’s Zebra laser is the same thing as Morrison’s Barbelith, just seen through a different lens.  It’s notable that Boy puts on headphones rather than listening to the homeless man speak about how things really are.  Throughout the series, we see characters who refuse to confront the truth, not out of any malevolent intent but simply because they are too lazy or afraid of breaking up their daily routine.
 
   That ties in with the revelation of the “American Death Camp” at the end of the issue.  When I first read the series, I was fascinated by the idea of the government doing something like this.  Reading it today, I can’t help but think of Guantanamo Bay.  The conspiracy theorists turned out to be right, but so many people are like Boy, putting on their headphones and ignoring that which makes us feel bad.  It’s easier to tune out than engage and try to change things.  There’s such a sense of hopelessness.  If one really thought about the Iraq war and all the awful things the U.S. government has done since 9/11, it would be overwhelming.  But, like Miles says in issue #19, people don’t want to be shaken out of their everyday world.  It’s easier to compartmentalize and accept these things.
 
   A government conspiracy greater than any imagined in the ‘90s actually happened in the ‘00s, although considerably less hidden.  Bush was appointed by the Supreme Court, misled us to get us into a war with no exit strategy, suspended civil protections that the nation’s founding fathers explicitly fought for, and used fear to create a culture that couldn’t oppose him.  Even his Democratic successor, elected with the promise of hope and change, has perpetuated many of Bush’s policies.  Because of the government’s secrecy and what we know about camps like Guantanamo and the practice of rendition, this issue can seem frighteningly realistic.
 
   We’ve already noted the decline of conspiracy culture in the ‘00s.  While 9/11 has inspired several conspiracy theories, they don’t seem to have the same mainstream acceptance as the kind of theories that proliferated in the ‘90s, the decade of The X-Files.  Perhaps in the wake of the “real” conspiracies of the Bush administration, there’s little need to imagine new ones.  Or maybe 9/11 represented such an overwhelming psychic trauma that conspiracy theories about it seem almost sacrilegious, threatening to undermining notions of what America is.
 
   This demonstrates a downside to the series’s claim that reality is a construction.  The U.S. government took full advantage of the “three fingers is four if you say it enough” theory to connect Saddam Hussein and 9/11 and send us to war in Iraq.  From the perspective of The Invisibles, Bush is as strong a dark magician as any around:  his advisors literally said that he creates his own reality.[28]  The deeper problem is that Democrats and the public didn’t play the role of the Invisibles, counter-balancing the agents of authoritarian order.  By largely backing off, they allowed Bush to control reality.  This was ultimately self-destructive.  Changing one’s position when the situation calls for it was dubbed “flip-flopping,” while trying to get out of a quagmire in Iraq was called “cutting and running.”  More recently, a proposed expansion of government health care was ironically derailed by people seriously claiming that the government wanted to create “death panels” to “kill grandma.”  With no direct opposition, those falsehoods have been endlessly repeated and become the truth for many people.  Bush’s magic may be waning, but very real damage has been done not only to people and institutions but to the rhetorical (even magical) give-and-take that defines democracy.
 
   When one thinks about this, Morrison’s idea of sigils and thoughts becoming real make a lot more sense.  One can even see sigils in the political catchphrases put on the backgrounds that are now conventionally placed behind politicians when they give speeches.  A wizard is someone who can make you see something that isn’t there.  Similarly, Bush conjured up, often out of whole cloth, terrorist threats, connections between Saddam Hussein and Osama bin Laden, and weapons of mass destruction.  He is, in a very “real” way, a magician.  But many people can’t accept that; they just put their headphones on and walk away.
 
   The empire never ended.
 
   And in the cosmology of the series, it’s appropriate that Bush’s successor, Barack Obama, is someone who focuses on transcending the divide of partisan politics, trying to find common ground between two disparate sides.  Even when many hardline liberals wanted Obama to lash out at the right, he refused to do so, attempting to remain above the fray.  The long-term success of his policies is still uncertain, but the attitude he brought to his campaign is much closer to the transcendent approach Dane takes than the hardline attack of someone like King Mob.
 
   The Invisibles #21:  “Liverpool”
 
   June 1996; art by Paul Johnson
 
   This issue follows up on “London,” continuing the story of Dane’s lonely times on the run from both sides.  It features the same artist and continues the exploration of what exactly happened to Dane during his initiation experience with Tom at the start of the volume.  As with Fanny, Dane’s initiation doesn’t happen in a linear way:  it echoes throughout his life and across the series.
 
   Unlike the other members of the cell, Dane never quite buys into the Invisibles’ mission.  He’s too evolved for that, too aware of the false nature of their war.  But as this issue shows us, it’s lonely in the middle.  As he says later, he’s on whichever side has the bread.  It’s because of this and because of his fancying of Boy that he rejoins the team by the issue’s end.
 
   This is a really sad issue. Dane has moved beyond the world he left behind, and when he returns, everyone he loves winds up betraying him.  We can see that sadness in Dane’s expression on the cover.
 
   The scenes with Billy only serve to illuminate how much Dane has grown and moved beyond the rebel mentality that he once embraced.  Much like Alex in A Clockwork Orange,[29] Dane returns home to find out that his friends have sold him out and joined up with the people they once rebelled against.  The moment in which Dane realizes that Billy has ratted on him is particularly painful.  It’s hard to do a moment of silent revelation like that in a comic, but Paul Johnson sells it with the shift from wide shot to close-up.
 
   Intercut with this are Dane’s memories of “weird stuff that happened but I can’t remember it happening in the first place.”  This was his encounter with Barbelith, which is only being gradually revealed to both him and us.  It’s curious that he doesn’t remember everything right after it happened.  The obvious reason is that it’s a narrative device that Morrison is using to structure these issues.  In the context of the series, however, everyone else just seems to have merged with Barbelith and experienced transcendence in the moment.  The message might be along the lines of what we saw with Fanny, that initiation never ends, but Fanny’s case left the impression that she was merely experiencing different moments of her life simultaneously, not actually getting new information from the “past.”
 
   Dane wanders into the Invisible College, which we will see again in Volume Two.  This issue gives us critical information about the nature of Barbelith, which claims that “you made me.”  It’s not clear if this “you” refers specifically to Dane or to humanity in general.  Humanity seems more likely, or at least people like John a Dreams, who have moved outside of the game.  From outside, they created signposts to show us the way forward, and Barbelith is a critical one.
 
   Barbelith searches for Dane’s “cultural gloss” and goes on to show him things happening from a Roman Catholic viewpoint.  It is a universal cultural message, just seen through a different lens, which is itself a recurring concept in the series – one critical to understanding the nature of these extra-temporal forces.  It’s also relevant to the way that real-world religions behave.  Most religions have the same core message and speak about the same essential experience, but they are still divided by dogma and cultural context.  The scene in which Dane tries to pull out the nails is very powerful.  From there, Dane is immersed in bad things and brought to the point where he pledges to fix himself.
 
   That page is particularly dense.  Barbelith pretty much explains itself:  it is moving us along, helping us to reach the next stage of consciousness, but it can’t do it for us.  We first have to change ourselves, to overcome the bad things in our culture, and to make things better.  That starts on an individual level.  “Fix yourself.  The world will follow... As above, so below.”  That’s the critical theme of Morrison’s philosophy:  by moving himself to a new level of consciousness, Dane will advance humanity.  We see this literally at the end of the penultimate issue, when Dane goes to a school to recruit new Invisibles and build a cell based around his principles rather than King Mob’s violence.  That is Dane’s duty.
 
   We also get the return of the idea that “it’s only a game.”  In this context, this refers to the illusion of individuality.  The bad things Dane sees around him are not all there is; he needs to look further and see humanity’s inter-connectedness.  Something being a game implies that it isn’t real.  This world is all an illusion designed to bring us to an end, to the moment where humanity advances into the Supercontext.
 
   Dane tells his mom that all the ordinary people are like “cows chewing grass in a field next to a fucking slaughterhouse.”  They don’t care about their overall plight as long as they’re happy and secure in the present.  But Dane has seen the evil that’s out there, and he can no longer live with illusion that “ordinary life” is all there is.  And, like we saw in Boy’s story last issue, having the curtains pulled back and seeing the illusion makes it impossible to live life the way he used to.  Whether he wants to be or not, Dane has to join up with the Invisibles and try to transcend the war from within it.
 
   Dane’s mom finally stands up for him.  After all their arguing, she still cares about him and puts herself on the line to help him.  From there, we get the cool scene in which Dane creates a magic word out of something that he sees around him.  The idea of this kind of chaos magic is that the universe speaks to us and gives us the secret code to manipulate things around us.  Does the word have any intrinsic meaning? No, but Dane’s belief that it means something gives it meaning.
 
   Things end with chaos, with everyone hurt and Dane agreeing to return to the cell in London.  What this experience has taught him is that, simply through his association with the cell, he’s chosen a side in the war, and he needs allies.  Even if he doesn’t totally agree with them, they can at least protect him.
 
   This issue has a lot of really interesting material, particularly in the Barbelith pages.  It provides the setup for “The Last Temptation of Jack,” two issues later.
 
   The Invisibles #22:  “House of Fun”
 
   July 1996; art by Steve Yeowell
 
   The three-parter that closes out the first volume is a big story that finally unites all our characters and cements the cell, paving the way for a new status quo in Volume Two.  One of the consequences of such scope is that it takes a while to get things moving.  As a result, this issue is mostly setup, though there are some really interesting concepts.
 
   Steve Yeowell returns to art duties.  His art was apt for the naïve, early days of the series, but after the grittier, more polished look of the rest of the volume, his artwork can feel cartoony.  His basic rendering is fine, but his faces disappoint.  Everyone looks much younger than they were just an issue ago (Dane in particular looks like he’s about nine years old).  Yeowell’s facial expressions, one of the most underrated parts of an artist’s repertoire, can leave something to be desired.
 
   The issue’s content features a lot of crazy stuff happening inside an innocuous shop, which is a fun concept.  Morrison makes a point of having a lot of passers-by looking at our characters when they’re lingering outside.  These people have no clue what’s going on all around them – a central theme of the series, reinforced by the scene with Dane’s mother later in the issue.  The Archons are rewriting reality to make it more palatable to them, but those outside see the same old storefront.
 
   The stuff with King Mob and Fanny’s instant cancer is suitably nasty.  The constant stuttering of King Mob’s dialogue makes clear just how injured he is.  Knowing that this virus apparently jumped out of the series and into Grant Morrison himself makes it feel even dirtier, almost like one is getting the cancer just by reading the book.  Despite the flaws in Yeowell’s artwork, he does convey the nastiness of these environments quite well.
 
   King Mob and Sir Miles literally become blood brothers here, reinforcing the connection that’s been developing between them over the course of the volume.  Miles, once the most horrible and fearsome figure in the conspiracy, has completely lost control and is just huddling in a corner, waiting for it all to end.  This all ties in with the idea of “as above, so below.”  The cancers are invading King Mob and Fanny’s body, just as the King of All Tears is infecting reality with a similar virus.
 
   Elsewhere, there’s some fun interaction with Jim and Ragged Robin.  It’s satisfying to see the concepts presented in “Season of Ghouls” come back here, and there’s even a callback to the joke about cake from that issue.  All three of those stand-alone issues (#10-12) turned out to be critical to the series’s overall development.
 
   Robin is starting to come into her own here, having left the willowy meadow girl behind for a sleeker look and a bit more attitude.  She’s not quite to her Volume Two level yet, but she’s on the way.  With the mention of the nanobot bracelet, we also get our first hint that she’s from the future.  The narration over the death of the cleaning woman may be from Robin’s book in the future, an idea that’s teased in the last issue of this arc.
 
   That scene also has a lot of important thematic elements.  Morrison is using all the seemingly random elements that he planted earlier, and the fact that we actually know the cleaning woman from before makes the attack on her more powerful.  The King of All Tears summons people’s worst moments and brings them to the fore, much like the emotional moments brought up by the magic mirror.  These entities work on the extremes of emotion, feeding off love, fear, and pain.  The scene with the cleaning lady also reinforces the “as above, so below” idea.  It’s intriguing to watch the idea that humans are insect-like, oblivious to the world around them, using stuff up and not giving anything back.  As a bug, the cleaning lady has no defense when her host decides to destroy her.
 
   The series works with the apparently contradictory ideas that we are simultaneously just a cell in a massive body and that we have the power, as individuals, to change things.  Morrison considers this global merging of individuals into the Supercontext as the ultimate goal, but it ironically takes strong individuals to get us there.  It is actually Dane’s move beyond the Manichaean view of the war that allows humanity to move forward.  When I asked Morrison about this conundrum, he emphasized the idea that that individuality is an illusion but that people have gotten so trapped in their individual lives that they have forgotten that.  What we must therefore do is act as individuals to remind people of our interconnected nature and to bring others into that unity.  That’s what Morrison is trying to do with the series.
 
   The Invisibles #23:  “The Last Temptation of Jack”
 
   August 1996; pencils by Steve Yeowell; inks by Dick Giordano
 
   We begin in 2012, a scene to which we’ll return in the series’s final issue. While the style isn’t quite the same as Quitely’s incredibly pop rendering of this future, we do have the Technoccult poster, which provides a nice bit of foreshadowing.  Dane is speaking about entering the Supercontext, claiming “it’ll be different for everybody.”  That’s critical to understand, and it recalls what was said in “Arcadia” about everyone getting the world they want.
 
   The process of entering the Supercontext may seem a bit vague, but it is decipherable from the series as a whole.  At the moment of transcendence, everyone moves into a fantasy world of their own, through which they can process the change.  We see King Mob’s in “And We’re All Policemen.”  Each person becomes part of a purely mental landscape and proceeds onward into the collective world of the Supercontext.  The question therefore arises:  is what we see in the final issue an “objective” account of the series’s future, or is it just the lens through which Dane views the transition?  That’s difficult, if not impossible, to say, but the presence of other characters besides him suggests that what we’re shown in that issue is not merely his subjective reality.  Regardless, it’s audacious to start this issue nearly 20 years in the future with no particular explanation as to why.
 
   Back in the present, Dane’s challenge to the King of All Tears on the title page shows that, however enlightened, he’s still got a lot of attitude.  We also get another example of magic being all about the meaning we give to things.  Tom gave Dane a bag of cigarette butts, but in making him guard them so closely, he gives them meaning.  If Tom gave them to Dane, they must have some value.  Dane decides that they are what will protect him; because of his belief, they work.
 
   Elsewhere, we get Jim Crow and his love gun.  Other writers might do a whole series about this concept, but Morrison just mentions it.  Part of Morrison’s success is the sheer density of ideas in his work.  Even throwaway moments like this one can leave you thinking.
 
   Robin compares her experience with the zombies to watching a film, something Dane echoes on the next page.  These characters have been ingrained with the idea that what’s outside our reality must be some kind of special effect.  If something is so radically outside our reality, we classify it as illusion, not something that could really hurt us.  The act of watching films is a form of inoculation, and it makes it easier for them to deal with this crazy stuff.  This may be indicative of a general change in how we view the world.  It’s impossible to trust anything shot on video because it’s so easy to fake things.  Even in real life, realistic holograms and other such effects are becoming possible.  The wall between what’s “real” and what’s “fake” is in the process of being obliterated.  Morrison might consider that a good thing, except that it can numb people to the wonder of the world – seen here in how characters write off the life they’re living as a movie.  Morrison seems to prefer that we embrace the wonder all around us, all the time.
 
   People value Morrison most for his mad ideas about the universe, but he can also excel at dialogue and character-driven scenes.  Dane powerfully describes what the King of All Tears does to him, dredging up all the bad feelings he’s had and forcing him to confront his personal darkness.  The rich dialogue between Dane and Crystal O’Quinn conveys his naïve and quickly-dashed love for her.  Morrison’s slice-of-life dialogue captures the mentality of adolescent boys, and in just two pages, we fully understand the betrayal that Dane feels.  His love for Crystal is its own kind of enlightenment experience, and the subsequent betrayal is as hurtful as any Archon.
 
   Morrison then uses the emotion of this sequence as the fuel for a return to bigger, crazier ideas, as Dane’s mental landscape descends into surrealism, under attack from the King.  Dane brings Crystal flowers in the hospital, the Barbelith marker on his forehead a symbol of his guardian, shielding him from the mental assault.  One of the major experiences Morrison drew on in writing the series was an abortion his girlfriend had; he said it was an inspiration for Quimper, and it’s possibly an inspiration for this sequence.  It’s all about confronting Dane with his essential weakness, puncturing the self-image he constructed for himself.  Crystal tempts Dane in an outfit that visually recalls Miss Dwyer’s armor.  The King is confronting Dane with his own repressed sexual fantasies.
 
   But Barbelith is guarding him.  Dane’s description is precise:  “It’s been there forever and it talks to us:  even when we don’t hear it, even when we don’t answer back, it never gives up on us.”  Later, he says, “We made it to save us,” which would imply that humanity as a whole built it as a kind of beacon to protect itself, not unlike the monolith in 2001.
 
   From here, things get crazier, as the King assaults Dane, throwing all kinds of illusions at him.  Dane dying in the bed, struggling to say “fuck,” is particularly well-done, and the callback to the soldier that he killed is also effective.  The scene with Boy and Mister Six even had me convinced that it was real.
 
   The scene with the future Dane is another challenging one.  The future Dane is actually a construct of the King of All Tears, but everything he says is true, in one way or another.  The universe will end at 2012, and in many ways, our universe is just “a factory process carried out by gigantic Manichaean intelligences.”  But for the Invisibles, this knowledge isn’t scary.  The end of the universe is only a bad thing if you’re scared of change.  The Archons want to keep things the way they are, to enslave people to the status quo.  The King thinks that this speech will scare Dane, but Dane does not fear the future.
 
   The subsequent sequence features many critical concepts.  One is the illusion of individuality.  Dane was just a piece of this multi-part intelligence, a vessel “we made so that we could experience the end.”  One could argue that everyone in the series is just a fiction suit worn by higher intelligences.  Even if it’s not in quite the way that John a Dreams is Quimper, it’s true that each individual is but a piece of the larger whole.  In the image of the many Buddhas tracking across the page, we see a visual representation of a “timeworm” for the first time.  Then we witness Dane’s transcendence.
 
   In this sequence, it seems that Dane moves right into the Supercontext, out of the game, and from that position, he knows everything and is at peace.  His individual self is lost; he evolves beyond it.  But this was all a trick the King used to take Dane out of the game.  With Dane transcended, the King wouldn’t have any opposition on the Earthly plane and can rule it for himself.  The trick is to give Dane exactly what he wants:  a perfect life.  But he hasn’t earned it.  He still needs to save humanity, and that’s why he must return to the game in the next issue.
 
   The issue is all the more remarkable because Morrison took the time to give us an important character issue rather than a straight-up action-dominated three-parter.  The whole issue is an impressive fusion of incredibly complex ideas with primal emotions, full of mental temptation and a surreal mesh of realities fusing together.  The Crystal story is particularly strong and the most emotional piece of Dane’s story that we’ve seen so far.  The issue plays to all of Morrison’s strengths, using a sci-fi premise to simultaneously reveal the nature of the universe and explore Dane’s troubled inner world.
 
   The Invisibles #24:  “Goodbye Baby Rabbits”
 
   September 1996; pencils by Steve Yeowell; inks by Dick Giordano
 
   The volume really wraps up in this solid issue, which brings us more information on the nature of the universe and gives Dane further, crucial development.  Although it’s easy not to get all of the cosmology the first time through, a careful rereading makes it clear that almost everything one needs to know has already been said – it’s just that, the first time through, we don’t have the mental tools to process it.  We’re still trapped in linear time perception, unaware of the larger whole.
 
   The best bit in the issue is Dane’s return from enlightenment.  Barbelith urges him back, even though he says, “Dane?  Who’s Dane?"  He has passed beyond individuality, but in doing so, he jeopardizes the game playing out.  Jesus comes to tell him that he must return to the “below.”  Giving him perfect happiness was the Archons’ ultimate trick, and now he has seen through it.  It’s fascinating to see Jesus fulfill the same function as the aliens did, earlier in the series.  It’s all the same entity, just seen through a different lens.  The entire sequence is based on an experience Morrison himself went through.  In the midst of his viral attack, he says Jesus appeared to him and said what he tells Dane here:  “I am not the God of your fathers, I am the hidden stone that breaks all hearts.”
 
   It’s notable that Dane’s ultimate tool to defeat the King is the knowledge of his name.  This works with the idea that what is unknown is much scarier than what is known.  The more we know about the other side, the less “other” they appear, and the Archons are all about keeping that scary image.  So Dane defeats him by showing that he has more knowledge than the King.  From there, the King is off to 2012, where he will be “pop”-ed by King Mob.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Dane meets Jesus, with dialogue drawn from Morrison’s own experiences, and is menaced by an Archon.  From The Invisibles #24 (Sept 1996).  Art by Steve Yeowell and Dick Giordano.
 
   Elsewhere, we get Brian Malcolm sacrificing his personality to seal the abscess, giving up everything that made him who he was in the process.  This works well as a precursor of the fiction suit concept.  Apparently, what happened was that Mister Six, ultra-suave ‘70s playboy, went so deeply undercover as Brian Malcolm that he essentially created a new person.  He now offers up that life, and Brian Malcolm is dead.  This is most like what we see with Jack Flint and John a Dreams at the end of Volume Three.  It’s interesting to think of identity as a put-on, a series of objects that constitute who we are.  Isn’t there something deeper underlying our existence?
 
   To Morrison, the very notion of individuality is a construction, an illusion.  That’s what we see with Dane in this issue.  When he ascends, he ceases to be Dane.  There is nothing inherently tying his soul to that persona, but in this plane of existence, we are unaware of that illusion.  Malcolm is no more a construct than Mister Six; they’re each just lenses through which we can experience reality.  And as we’ll see next issue, if you’ve got to choose a lens, why not make it a stylish one?
 
   Over with Robin, we get further hints about her nature as a time traveler from the future.  She sees the picture that will return in Volume Two and provide the key to discovering a time machine.  That page is also notable for the narration, which ponders “who is telling this, and to whom?”  My guess is it’s an excerpt from the book we see Robin writing in Volume Two, but this is never directly confirmed.  It wouldn’t seem to make sense that she would have knowledge of these events, when her younger self is in the future and hasn’t yet lived them.  But a large part of that story was about the idea that she wrote herself into the existing Invisibles story, tying in with Morrison’s own fiction / reality crossover experience.  So she may have read the very comic we’re reading, decided that she was the one who wrote this narration, wrote her own version of the story, and then grew up to find herself living it for real.[30]
 
   Another key scene in the issue is Miss Dwyer’s encounter with the “World’s Greatest Dad.”  This works on so many levels:  for one, it’s a satisfying payback against a villain who’s been quite menacing the entire arc.  But it’s also a depiction of the way that even the most “evil” characters have humanity to them.  King Mob and Fanny tried to kill Dwyer through violence, and it didn’t work.  Hitting her with love, however, destroyed her resolve and allowed them to defeat her.  Her whispering monologue to herself, before Jim Crow kills her, is another highlight.  The weapon he uses to shoot her is a “love gun,” further tying into the idea of combat through love, not hate, being the way to defeat the enemy.  “Love is a battlefield” indeed.
 
   Jack heals King Mob, using the magic mirror we previously saw Fanny conjure.  He has become a high-level sorcerer, and his training from Barbelith is now complete.  It took the King of All Tears to bring him to the final level of mastery over his talent, to a total understanding of the universe.  As the title of the previous issue makes clear, the entire experience is analogous to Jesus’s trial in the desert, when confronting Satan gave him the resolve to return to the world and claim his role as messiah.
 
   After healing King Mob, Dane goes to Sir Miles and restores the villain’s aura – a move that baffles Miles and is ultimately the greatest blow that anyone could strike against him.  It ruins Miles’s idea that people on the other side can be defined only as his enemies.  Tearing off his aura only strengthened Miles’s resolve; this destroys it.
 
   The issue ends with the team off to America and the ultra-glam world of Volume Two.  Rereading the series, both its density and its weightlessness are striking.  Morrison throws in so many concepts and innovative moments that the series truly works on a different level than any other work of fiction.  It’s the fusion of really challenging philosophical concepts with an endlessly cool pop sensibility that makes the work so special.  It really comes through how much he absolutely loves writing the book, and that joy is infectious.
 
   The Invisibles #25:  “6 and a Half Dozen of the Other”
 
   October 1996; pencils by Mark Buckingham; inks by Mark Pennington
 
   To be honest, this issue baffled me the first time through.  It seemed like a random ‘70s pastiche tacked onto the end of an otherwise tightly-structured volume, and Volume Two didn’t make this issue’s importance any clearer.  I had almost forgotten about it when I reached Volume Three, which picks up right at the end of this issue.  It’s odd to tease a story that won’t continue for another 22 issues, but the style of the issue, if not the content, segues nicely into the more hyper-pop world of Volume Two.
 
   One of the best things about The Invisibles is the way that it merges ultra-cool, ultra-stylish imagery with incredibly complex ideas.  There’s a tendency to equate style with a lack of substance, as if gritty and ugly equals “real.”  With the exception of “Entropy in the U.K.,” the first volume has a fairly subdued visual style.  It’s not until Volume Two that image and style become a prime concern.  This issue serves as a transition, taking us out of the “literary” reality that is the first volume and into the “cinematic” reality that is Volume Two.  In doing so, none of the thematic density is lost:  this is still an issue full of really complex ideas, even juxtaposed to the goofy fun of Division X.
 
   There are so many moments in the series where a character seems to sum up everything in one speech, and this issue’s first page is one of those.  The tale of Ohrmazd and Ahriman prefigures the “rescue mission” agenda of Volume Two, the idea that god is trapped in the machine and we must liberate him.  What’s complex about this story is that it’s unclear which side is the “good” one.  Quimper’s lady friend makes this explicit later on when she asks Division X which side they’re on.  The story is crucial to understanding the series because it makes the interdependence of good and evil clear.  Our entire reality was built as a place in which we can grow beyond our own destructive impulses and prepare to move forward to the next stage of evolution.  This resonates with the idea of time as soil to grow in, only here the universe is a trap designed to bring about a confrontation.
 
   This eternal battle between order and chaos is what gives humanity meaning.  Leaning too far to one side causes problems.  The characters who are going to evolve are the ones who step out of the Manichean conflict and find a third path.  Dane and John a Dreams are two notable examples.
 
   If Morrison were ever to do a spin-off series of The Invisibles, a book about Division X could be a lot of fun.  He created the Division X characters as a tribute to the ‘70s cop shows that he loved as a kid, and you can sense the fun he’s having writing their adventures.  Considering most comic writers work their way up just so they can write other peoples’ characters that they loved as children, I see no problem with Morrison making up his own analogues of TV characters.  The banter between them is fun, and the fashion is even better.
 
   Then there’s the double meaning of Jack Flint recounting them, saying, “You’re back in the game, old son.”  Considering that he’s later revealed to be John a Dreams, this refers to John being pulled out of 4D space and reinserted into linear reality, in this new guise.  It’s not 100% clear whether Morrison planned for Flint to be revealed as John from the beginning or whether it developed organically; regardless, that comment fits perfectly.
 
   Six enters in an unapologetic ‘70s outfit with chest hair peeking out of his open shirt.  His best quote is definitely “Style is never out of fashion.”  On a larger level, this rebirth indicates the transient nature of identity.  With Brian Malcolm gone, he could reinvent himself as anyone, and the persona he chooses is that of super-cool playboy Mister Six.  There are so many fun details in the issue, from them all drinking martinis as they drive to the crime scene to Six’s vision of a naked woman in the thought matter.
 
   Back at the House of Fun, we get a cameo appearance from the pig mask, previously seen during Fanny’s rape.  It provokes the interesting comment, “Harper, for God’s sake take that stupid mask off!”  We’re aware that both Jack Flint and Mister Six are put-on personas, deliberately recalling ‘70s cop show figures, not “real” people.  There’s the obvious tie-in to the general illusion of individuality, but Morrison is also commenting on the false nature of these personas.  They’re playing at being ‘70s cops despite the fact that the story is set in the ‘90s.  This foreshadows King Mob’s immersion in the role of American action hero in Volume Two and ties into the way Morrison has lived his own life.  He deliberately evoked King Mob by shaving his head as this series started, then purged that persona and became someone different when it came to a close.
 
   This issue also raises the question of sides and double agents.  Eddie claims that the Invisibles are going to destroy the world; he’s been working for Sir Miles and believes their propaganda.  Division X is apparently a part of the government and sees the Invisibles as a terrorist threat.  Six is putting on a false persona here, hiding the fact that he is in fact part of the Invisibles.  As he says, “You wouldn’t know them, even if they were sitting right in front of you, drinking a ludicrous cocktail.”  Besides being clever, the whole conversation is an echo of what Boy and Jack talk about in “Arcadia,” regarding the blurring of sides.
 
   That brings us to the introduction of Quimper.  He’s one of the most successful characters in the series:  he’s both visually arresting and critical to the series’s thematic construction.  The pig mask returns in this scene, a notable tie to the rape experience that made Quimper who he is.  Quimper’s immersion in this seedy underworld emphasizes just how far he has fallen.  He used to be a “little light,” an angel, and now he’s working out of a bar, producing alien porn.  His personal identity has been so scrambled that this is the only thing he feels that he can do.
 
   The idea of the Shoggoth porn is intriguing, one of those really nasty secret conspiracies that would be fascinating to discover in real life.  It’s also a nice follow-up on “Royal Monsters,” showing that Sir Miles and his group are trying to create a royal heir using the monster.  We also get the idea of the universe as predator.  Is the universe a predator or a cage?  Is it aggressive or defensive?  There are no conclusive answers here because the universe is both.  The universe must have both aspects if it is to help us advance to the next level of consciousness.
 
   The issue ends by teasing what’s to come in Volume Three, as well as Quimper’s role in Volume Two.  While a strong issue, full of interesting thematic material, it does feel a bit adrift in the series, not particularly connected to what’s come immediately before or after.  But for better or worse, it brings the first volume to a close.
 
   By itself, volume one is twenty-five issues of solid material and experiments that sometimes fail but more often succeed exceptionally well.  But despite the space allocated to each member of the team, the characters don’t seem to find their voice until the volume draws to a close.  When those characters return in Volume Two, they’re much stronger, and the art takes a major leap as well.  The first volume is a great comic, but Volume Two would combine the conspiracies and ideas of the first volume with a slick, enthralling veneer.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Volume Two
 
   While the decision to relaunch the series was motivated primarily by economic considerations, Morrison took the opportunity to refashion his distinctly British literary series into a Hollywood action movie.  The first volume did all the hard work of setting up the characters, wider world, and themes of the series, letting Volume Two burst onto the scene at full throttle.
 
   Perhaps the most critical change is to the art.  Rather than the rotating teams of the first volume, which may have hurt sales, Volume Two began with Phil Jimenez penciling every issue.  Jimenez’s art was the high point of the first volume, and the high-gloss pop style he used on “Entropy in the U.K.” is the perfect fit for the shiny action movie that is Volume Two’s early issues.
 
   Beyond the obvious aesthetic change, the presence of Jimenez as regular artist reflects the more cohesive narrative structure of the series.  The first volume consistently split up the main characters.  Only in the first part of “Arcadia” do we see the team functioning as one.  A single artist brings a more singular narrative focus, and our core five characters will stay together until Robin’s departure at the end of the volume.  The series is no longer a chronicle of the entire universe of The Invisibles; instead, it’s about these five people, their allies, and the people they’re fighting.
 
   Of course, things will fracture again in Volume Three, but for now, the team’s together, and everyone feels more alive and real than they did back in the first volume.  This volume manages the difficult feat of merging a huge global struggle with very real personal stories.  Morrison excels at this, and this volume is his masterwork, ably supported by the beautiful artistic world created by Jimenez and by the different, dirtier sexiness that Chris Weston brings to the volume’s later issues.
 
   
 
  

Hits Like the Atom Bomb:  “Black Science”
 
   The opening arc of Volume Two is a revelation.  If the series’s volumes were movies, we would feel like the budget skyrocketed between the original and the sequel, thanks to Phil Jimenez’s artwork.  It’s like we moved from a BBC drama to a Hollywood summer blockbuster.  It’s no coincidence that “Black Science” was positioned as the story for the possible Invisibles feature film.  This is The Invisibles kicked up to 11, without sacrificing the depth of the first volume.
 
   Upon first reading, this arc can be jarring.  It can come off as lacking the thematic ambition and emotional specificity of the layered “House of Fun” arc.  However, underneath the sleek exterior, “Black Science” is just as deep and challenging as “House of Fun”:  the style does not displace the substance.
 
   The arc features violence and spectacle on a previously unseen scale, but alongside the massive Dulce attack, we get tender moments that are among the series’s most intimate and emotionally real.  King Mob and Robin are the stars of this arc, but everyone gets a nice moment along the way.  Jimenez’s later art, lost in the haze of late scripts and encroaching deadlines, would never regain the level of detail found in this first arc, with its gorgeous people, expansive spaces, and innovative layouts.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Two #1:  “Black Science, Part I:  Bangin’”
 
   February 1997; pencils by Phil Jimenez; inks by John Stokes
 
   Before one even opens the comic, Bolland’s cover immediately says that everything’s changed.  The low-key Sean Phillips covers of the previous volume have been replaced by Brian Bolland’s ultra-glam group shot, reminiscent of an album cover.  The character changes laid out in this issue are all evident on the cover.  No longer a somewhat homely waif, Robin’s now a sexed-up glamour girl, wearing only an American flag.  King Mob is tempting fate with fire, and Jack’s still carrying the impact of his communion with Barbelith.  Sean Phillips’s worked well for the first volume, but Bolland’s images fit this one perfectly.
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   The cover to The Invisibles, Volume Two #1 (February 1997):  the series gets a bold, American make-over.  Art by Brian Bolland.
 
   The issue opens with an action scene that lays out the new ground rules for the volume.  Previously, we were in a literary world; now, the series has become an action film, and we need the big James Bond opening scene before we settle in for the exposition.  The pop-culture references flow right from the first page, and the violence is taken to a new level.  It’s easy to enjoy this sort of extreme violence in fiction, such as Roger’s introduction diving through corridors, mowing down enemy soldiers.  The gushing blood has a visceral impact which, combined with Jimenez’s time-lapse drawings, conveys a real sense of motion and energy.  Things feel much more alive than they did in the first volume.
 
   Jimenez consistently delivers throughout the issue.  One of the highlights is the sequence depicting the shooting of the balloon, with the panels laid out to guide our eye effortlessly through the action.  From there, it’s up to the new version of Robin.  Morrison said that he changed Robin as part of his plan to improve his life through the book:  having already become aligned with King Mob during their mutual illness, he now gave King Mob a girlfriend in order to get himself one as well.  Regardless of Morrison’s motivation, the new, more assertive Robin brings a much better balance to the team.  She also helps to humanize King Mob by giving him someone to whom he can express his worries.  We never saw him confiding in anyone to this extent before, and it’s gratifying to see that the experience with Sir Miles has changed him.
 
   In the context of the volume as a whole, it would seem that King Mob takes on his ultra-aggressive assassin persona as a reaction against the weakness that he feels here.  As harrowing as the physical invasion was, it was the breaking of his mental barriers that really hurt King Mob.  As a direct consequence, he creates a new, even more brutal persona to guard himself.  One of the best lines in the issue is “It’s so horrible to realize you’re just the same as everyone else, isn’t it?”  This remark reinforces the false nature of individual identity, reminding us that, according to the series’s cosmology, we’re all one human organism – a concept so counter-intuitive that it’ll take time to embrace.
 
   In another masterful sequence, King Mob and Robin having sex is juxtaposed to their dinner with Mason.  King Mob and Robin work well together, a fact emphasized by Fanny saying she doesn’t know who she’s more jealous of.  At this point, King Mob and Robin’s relationship may only be sexual, but they seem to fall in love as the volume continues.  Their relationship will become the emotional core of the series, culminating in one of the best emotional moments in the series when they’re reunited in the last issue.  The success of that moment is a testament to how well Morrison built their relationship during this volume.
 
   Mason is already a fully-realized character when he arrives in the book, partially because he’s essentially Bruce Wayne.  The small dining room exchange is right out of Tim Burton’s 1989 movie Batman.  Pop-culture references abound during his account of the abduction experience that feels right out of The X-Files.  Liquid software that programs human brains is another wild concept, as is Morrison’s depiction of Mason as a corporate boss using his assets to support the Invisibles’ progressive cause and realize the technology he saw in his vision.  It’s hard not to wish that someone like this guy really existed – a rich, establishment type working for “our” side.
 
   On the character front, this issue also does a better job of fusing the two sides of Jack’s personality than does the end of the first volume.  Now that he’s out of physical danger, some of his old bratty character has returned, but this is tempered by his heightened general awareness.  He’s become enlightened, but he’s still unpleasant.
 
   In Dulce, Quimper returns, now working with the U.S. government.  He and Colonel Friday say outright, “Homogeneity is good, we must destroy diversity.”  Everything is heightened at this point in the volume:  the two sides, out of contact with each other, drift further into their own points of view.  The idea of corporate viral technology is a major Morrison theme, cropping up again in the Hexcorp issue of Marvel Boy.  It may be sad, but it’s probably true (as said in this issue) that the kid in Tibet would prefer a Big Mac to enlightenment.  What Quimper and Friday are trying to do is to define the terms by which people experience reality.
 
   The final scene at the diner successfully depicts the clash in sensibilities between the Midwestern American locals and the worldly Invisibles team.  This whole issue has a much lighter feel than the oppressive viral end of the first volume.  This tone may be jarring, but it’s only the calm before the storm.  The confrontation between Fanny and Cowboy offers another light touch amidst the drama.  While the issue is a huge-budget action-movie relaunch, we actually get to spend more quality time with the characters during these first two issues than in the vast majority of the first volume.
 
   Mason’s speech about the movie Speed works on multiple levels, spinning the paranoid dialogues we heard in the first volume through the lens of a Tarantino film.  Speed may or may not have been intended as an Invisible film, but our impression of the film is as much about what we bring to it as it is about what’s inherently there.  Mason views the world through the lens of his abduction experience; as a result, he sees the themes of the series everywhere he looks.
 
   This issue is a refreshing reinvention of the series.  There might not be as much depth as some past issues, but part of the point is the new style and the new spirit of camaraderie.  For the first time, the characters feel completely real, even the newly introduced Mason.  This issue redefined the look and feel of the series.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Two #2:  “Black Science, Part 2:  Kickin’”
 
   March 1997; pencils by Phil Jimenez; inks by John Stokes
 
   Issue two continues to make the series as much about lifestyle as about action, as Morrison integrates more elements of his own life into the world of the story.  The first volume excels at narrative tightness, how everything integrates into the overall thematic vision of the series.  But because everything is so linked, the first volume doesn’t have that many moments in which we can relax and enjoy spending time with the characters.  That’s partly why the first couple of issues of Volume Two are so enjoyable:  they give us rich character insight and let us hang out, getting to know these people better.
 
   The opening splits the men and women into separate storylines.  The guys spend their time up on a mesa, tripping on LSD.  Oppenheimer and the atom bomb seamlessly segue into Mason standing in front of a burning sun.  Oppenheimer’s quote, “I am become death the shatterer of worlds” (itself taken from the Bhagavad Gita), is an incantation:  the atom bomb gives man the power to wipe out all of reality.  Doesn’t that make us gods?  The visual progression is very smooth, and it ties in thematically to what we find out at the end of the storyline.
 
   But the real strength of these moments isn’t in their connections to the overall arc, such as Dane’s reference to Barbelith.  Rather, it’s the way the sequence makes the reader feel like he’s up on the mesa with them, taking the drugs and experiencing that mental connection.  Morrison based the scene on an actual experience he had in New Mexico.  This realism is reinforced by the non-sequiturs and the presence of two never-before-seen characters with little relation to the narrative.  Gone are clichés like “trippy, man.”
 
   Everyone seems to be in their own separate mental world.  They talk to each other, but it’s not really a dialogue.  Austin’s story about remote viewing is fascinating, and it ties in nicely with Friday’s comments about trapping people and showing them crazy stuff before sending them back into the world.
 
   The use of remote viewing, or journeying, is something that could be seen as breaking the generally realistic feel of the sequence.  However, many have written about such experiences, even about how to achieve them.  In such experiences, the person is said to be journeying not through the real world but through his own mental landscape, sort of like consciously creating one’s own dream world.  But how would it be possible to see something you hadn’t already experienced?  This is where the idea of the collective subconscious comes in.  If we could somehow move into this field of collective experience, it would be possible to see something we hadn’t personally experienced as long as it were part of the collective human consciousness.  If humans can sometimes dream accurately about things they haven’t ever seen, why couldn’t they consciously choose to “go” someplace they hadn’t been, to experience the reality of it?  This is, in simplified form, the theory behind such experiences – as they relate to The Invisibles.  We’ll see a similar technique used later in the volume when King Mob astrally travels back to the 1920s.
 
   While many of the events of the series in general (and this volume in particular) are drawn from Morrison’s own life and magical practice, I don’t mean to imply that it’s all real or possible.  Can a rain dance really produce hail in New Mexico as Austin’s does at the end of this arc?  Probably not, and military operatives probably don’t have 4D liquid information armor.  The series exists at the cross-section of Morrison’s real life and his fantasy life, filtered through the lens of 40 years of popular culture.  But the fact that events like the mesa scene did happen, in some form, and that Morrison really did use magical techniques like the ones the characters use, makes the series more believable and emotionally grounded than traditional sci-fi or fantasy work.
 
   At the end of the experience, King Mob says, “There’s only one time, there’s only one death.  Only one simultaneous moment of death that’s the same for everything that’s ever lived.  We all die together.”  This moment is the passage into the Supercontext as our world ends, when everyone who’s ever lived moves into a new phase of existence.  Another quote that sums up the major themes of the series.
 
   Phil Jimenez’s art continues to excel.  He’s particularly proficient in depicting the jumps between times, showing how night bleeds into day without the characters noticing.  Animal Man has a similar sequence, in which Buddy takes peyote on a mesa, Jimenez is able to make this one feel like a much more immersive experience.
 
   Back together, the team switches their roles within the cell.  This somewhat explains Robin’s radical character change between volumes and is another example of the concept of shifting, fluid identity.  The characters aren’t assigned to roles based on what they’re best suited towards; rather, they mold themselves to fit the role that they’re given.  Looking at the overall journey of the series, a character like John a Dreams must insert himself into the game in a variety of guises, always subject to the needs of the game at that point in time.  He needs to work to bring about a specific end, and that means submerging his personal consciousness for the needs of the collective.
 
   The fluid nature of identity is reinforced on the next page, on which Quimper takes over a soldier’s mind and makes him kill his comrade.  He literally says, “It’s only a game.”  Quimper understands 4D spacetime because he used to be one of the benevolent “aliens” who aid humanity.  He’s been warped, however, and now uses his powers to corrupt others and serve the opposing agenda.  He’s the series’s nastiest villain, one who’s otherworldly but still distinctly human.  He is the worst in all of us.
 
   Next, we get another nice, quiet character moment, in which Robin watches the younger version of herself from a distance.  Part of the power of time-travel stories is that they can provide strange emotional moments like this.  Robin sees her younger self but can’t caution her about anything to come because doing so would disrupt the time continuum.  She can only hold up the picture and remember what it was like to be that little girl.
 
   Before that scene, Robin’s rapport with King Mob is especially strong.  His comment about the inspiration tape stands out, as does his farewell line that he’ll be the “attractive lump under a blanket.”  His character feels much more human and emotionally accessible in this volume, probably because Morrison is daring to put more of himself into the mix.  This started in “Entropy in the U.K.”  There, however, and for the whole second half of the volume, everything was so stressful that we couldn’t just hang out with King Mob.  The constant tension from “Sheman” on is admirable, but it’s these quieter moments that let us really get to know the characters.
 
   Of course, it can’t all be quiet.  After this interlude, the team is off to “do Dulce,” starting with a suiting-up sequence that’s a milestone in the series coming into its own as a pop object.  The 8-panel page of Robin getting made up, culminating in her fashion model stance on the next page, is a fine example of the series’s new style.  So far in this volume, Fanny’s been reduced to reciting catchphrases, but they epitomize the volume’s new style, such as telling the strike team to “dazzle.”
 
   It’s worth taking a moment to consider the appeal of the governmental conspiracy as it applies to The Invisibles.  Part of the appeal is the notion that there’s more to our world, just out of reach, complete with wonderful new technology.  A government conspiracy is also a terrific threat.  In The X-Files, Mulder could never actually win.  He could only hope for small victories, which is far more satisfying than an easily-defeated foe.  Similarly, the threat in The Invisibles feels larger because it’s impersonal.  As we see in the final pages of this arc, there’s a massed army existing just outside our reality, waiting to come down and destroy us.  Defeating Sir Miles or Colonel Friday doesn’t make a difference; there will always be more of them out there.  This is a war of ideas, and (as we see in Volume Three) the enemy can never be defeated by force.
 
   The Archons are a more compelling and formidable foe than we usually see in Morrison’s super-hero work.  We know that the JLA will defeat whomever they battle.  Similarly, Batman will always defeat the Joker, and the X-Men will always defeat Magneto.  That’s the way these stories work, as Morrison sometimes notes in the stories themselves.  Morrison’s epic “Planet X” storyline in New X-Men consciously invokes the inevitable cycles of super-hero narrative.  Morrison’s X-Men may sometimes be pop rescue workers, moving beyond typical super-hero battles, but they ultimately have to fight Magneto again.  They may be the Marvel Universe of the Invisibles, but a couple of issues after he left the title, they were back to the same old thing.  The same war must rage forever.  In The Invisibles, Morrison is able to bring the story to a satisfactory close because he owns the characters.
 
   The super-hero work that comes closest to the way the war feels in The Invisibles is Final Crisis, which presents a similar ideological war in which all of reality is corrupted by an extra-dimensional invading force – Darkseid, in Final Crisis.  The plot stems from Jack Kirby’s Fourth World books, with their eternal struggle between life and anti-life, New Genesis and Apokolips.  The notion of an invisible struggle between the essential force of progress and the essential force of control was likely an inspiration for the cosmological construction of The Invisibles itself.  Kirby’s Forever People, a group of five young, hipster heroes, could easily be an Invisibles cell of their own.
 
   On the subject of super-heroes, King Mob says, “This is amazing!  It’s like Batman”  Roger tells him that the designers just watched the same dumb TV shows he did.  So much of King Mob’s arc is about finding himself in the fantasy world that he used to watch on TV.  He wanted to be Batman, he wanted to be an ultra-cool spy, and now he’s in that world.  But in reality, the villains aren’t two-dimensional, and the collateral damage actually has feelings.  How can you hate the other side when they love ‘60s Batman as much as you do?  On a meta level, Morrison engages in a bit of wish fulfillment.  Just as King Mob finds himself in Batman, so to speak, Morrison found himself living King Mob’s life.
 
   Jimenez’s art in the Dulce sequences is arguably his high point on the series.  The stark contrast between the white interiors and the omnipresent shadows makes for some incredibly striking visuals, particularly with his use of fans.  Jimenez excels at depicting King Mob’s ultra-violent killings; vivid blood hangs in the air after a headshot.  This is an action movie that’s more hardcore than anything in theaters.  It’s not only glamorous and cinematic but oppressively real.
 
   Notably, we’re horrified when Quimper forces the soldier to shoot his friend, but we think it’s cool when King Mob does the exact same thing.  At this point in the series, we’re still viewing events from one side, but death is death:  that soldier presumably had a family and life outside the base.  One of the best things about “Best Man Fall” is the way it not only forces the reader not only to reevaluate the first issue but to think about every random soldier killed over the course of the series.
 
   Things end with everything in chaos, Roger under the control of Quimper, and guns pulled on everyone.  Morrison thus ends this slick American issue with a Tarrantino-esque cliffhanger.  This issue may be less showy than Volume Two #1, but it’s also more human.  It isn’t one of those issues that gets singled out as a series highlight, but it’s important for making the characters more realized, which raises the emotional stakes for what’s to come.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Two #3:  “Black Science, Part 3:  Sorted”
 
   April 1997; pencils by Phil Jimenez; inks by John Stokes
 
   This issue features an iconic image of Ragged Robin draping herself on King Mob, both of them posing for the camera.  This cover (like that of Volume Two #1) looks like a photo shoot, as if the characters are aware of being looked at and take advantage of that fact.  Most comic covers show a snippet of action, the characters unaware that they’re being watched.  It adds a nice meta level to have the characters posing for the camera, looking right back at the reader.
 
   The issue itself is largely a transitional piece, moving the story forward and setting up the action-filled climax of the following issue, which concludes the storyline.  This issue opens on Jack and Fanny using tribal magic to combat the machine world of the Archons.  Throughout, we’ve heard Quimper and Friday talk about turning humans into machines, mindless automatons who will obey their will.  It makes sense to combat them with natural magic and older techniques, the chaos of nature striking back against the cold, sterile world of the Archons.  A standout moment is the exchange where the TV tells Jack, “Your mother fucks Hitler in hell,” and he responds “Yeah?  My Mam’d fuck Hitler in Harrogate if she thought she’d get a McDonald’s Happy Meal and a packet of fags out of it.”  Most people aren’t concerned about (or even consciously aware of) the overall war:  they’re just trying to get by, day to day, focused on food, entertainment, and things like cigarettes.
 
   Later, Fanny masturbates to charge the sigil, a technique drawn from Morrison’s own experience.  During the first volume, he encouraged readers to take part in what came to be known as a “wankathon” to charge a sigil for the book’s survival.  The essential idea seems to be that the emotional energy created during masturbation can be directed towards a specific magical intent.[31]  The scene is also evidence of how far Jack’s relationship with Fanny has progressed:  he may joke about not “fancying fellas in dresses,” but he trusts that what she’s doing will work.
 
   Inside, the action gets bigger and the deaths more violent.  It opens with Friday complaining about the slowness of his “fucking hairdryer on wheels.”  Friday usually crosses the border into a parody of American military personnel, like the drill sergeant from Full Metal Jacket imbued with the dark power of the Archons.  The reason he’s like this is because he’s conscious of playing a role, conforming to the stereotype of what a soldier should be.  It’s his part in the game.
 
   The real highlight of this issue, though, is soldier Martin Lincoln.  Robin uses her psychic skill to override Quimper’s hold on the soldier.  Once Robin takes control, she uses him as a weapon, making him shoot everyone around him.  Then King Mob comes in and shoots him.  Here, we see the way that the average people are just pawns, caught between the two sides.  Martin Lincoln had no stake in this war, and being used by Robin isn’t any better than being used by Quimper.  His death is “Best Man Fall” condensed to one page.  We get the same gunshot accompanied by a one-liner, with King Mob telling him he’s “dismissed,” then a quick journey through his entire life.  It’s a stunning page, evidence that Morrison hasn’t been entirely possessed by the over-the-top violence – he’s still aware of its human implications.
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   Lincoln’s death echoes “Best Man Fall,” as his whole life explodes out of him, undermining the glib action.  From The Invisibles, Volume Two #3 (Apr 1997).  Art by Phil Jimenez and John Stokes.
 
   From there, Friday and Quimper cross over to the Outer Church.  This two-page spread, full of so many small, thematically relevant details, is some of Jimenez’s best work in the entire series.  It’s a daunting task just to read because there’s so much to process.  It’s resonant that they stop in a child’s bedroom to pick up fear energy because they thrive on bad emotions, as we already saw in the confrontation between Dane and the King of All Tears.  Also interesting is the giant “I / You” sphere, the ultimate representation of Manichaean mentality.
 
   This page also gives us our first insight into Quimper’s backstory.  For a moment, he has lost his steely resolve and remembers his previous self, saying, “Once I was a little light…”  Quimper used to be the opposite of the Archons, a being that thrived on joy and worked to bring good into the world, but he was corrupted and now serves the Outer Church.  Robin’s psychic attack broke the hold and made him remember who he was, so Friday had to expose him to the core of the Outer Church again.  This ties in thematically with the fall of the Roswell artifact in the next issue.
 
   We next get a flashback to the training camps where Elfayed and Mister Six instruct Jolly Roger in the white flame meditation.  Their allegory of the chair describes the essential falseness of individual identity, as Morrison sees it.  We are more than the sum of our physical qualities.  We are part of the essential human whole.  In describing something, we limit it, putting it in a box and defining what it is and isn’t, such that escaping that box means it’s no longer itself.  Sir Miles believes that the alphabet was a spell designed to limit our perception.  As we grow, we learn to think in terms of language and thus lose the ability conceptualize that which is beyond language.
 
   That’s what Six’s allegory is all about:  trying to expand people’s minds to the point that they see beyond the surface of things and consider every element of them.  Roger is consistently depicted as the most hardline warrior in the series, and as a result, she has no patience for what they discuss.  For her, a chair is “a thing to hold up your ass,” nothing more.
 
   That’s how the Archons think:  things exist only to serve.  What scares them the most is something that doesn’t conform to their worldview.  This is what Fanny is talking about when she says, “They can’t even imagine how to flow with chaos.  ‘Empty-handed insurrection.’  They don’t believe that’s possible.”  In their view, wars are fought with guns, so it is impossible for an unarmed man to do any damage to them.  But as Fanny says, “They don’t have a clue just how good at doing the impossible we actually are.”
 
   The idea of “empty-handed insurrection” is particularly important because, as time passes, the guns and violent tactics of King Mob and Roger become less effective.  It’s ultimately Jack’s non-violence that ends the war.  And, in Volume Three, King Mob abandons his gun but still manages to do as much damage as he did before.  What Fanny is talking about is moving beyond the paradigm of what war and reality should be, as defined by the Outer Church, and inventing their own reality, based on new Invisibles principles.  Volume Two is largely about getting immersed in the violent world of the Outer Church, while Volume Three will take us into a new world where the Invisibles have already won – they’re just waiting for the world to realize it.
 
   When our crew finally does get to the AIDS vaccine, they find that “those lazy bastards haven’t even bothered to fix the door.”  King Mob says, “That’s why they can never hope to win.”  No matter what the ambitions of those on top, the human failings of their underlings will eventually undermine their master plan.  It is the inevitable onset of entropy:  “They can cover the world with cameras, but they can’t stop the guy in the monitor rooms from jerking off or playing the fifteenth sequel to Doom for the hundredth time.”  Again, the cool action hasn’t bumped thematic insight out of the series.
 
   But there’s plenty of fun action material.  King Mob has never been more badass, constantly posing for the camera as he guns down the soldiers.  Despite having been shown that the soldiers are people too, we can still enjoy the violent spectacle of it.  The best moment is when he strides out to meet a bunch of soldiers, and he blows up their plane.  The image of fire, reflected in his mask with Robin’s kiss on it, is one of the high points of the issue.  Earlier, King Mob says, “Chaos sneaks in… everytime,” and he’s the embodiment of chaos here, tearing this base apart.  But this dialogue gives a philosophical veneer to the violence, since it expresses how even the most structured, governmental defenses have vulnerabilities that can’t be calculated or anticipated.
 
   Things end with Roger and King Mob heading off for the center of the base.  It’s a nice touch how Roger calls Robin “the leather bimbo,” acknowledging the stylized nature of King Mob’s relationship with her.  They’re consciously playing action stars, always aware of image.
 
   The issue ends with another crazy image, as Roger and King Mob move into the central area of the complex.  Things are much bigger than they’d imagined.  This issue and the next take the aesthetic of Volume Two to its limits:  it’s posing, style, and violence, mixed with some bursts of philosophical content.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Two #4:  “Black Science, Part 4:  Safe”
 
   May 1997; pencils by Phil Jimenez; inks by John Stokes
 
   The first storyline of the volume ends in spectacular fashion, with a hallucinogenic burst of pure action and conceptual insanity.  It’s close to The Invisibles at its best, and it’s certainly The Invisibles at its most.
 
   The opening page draws us right into the world with Austin’s dancing.  This gets to the core of the previously-established opposition between traditional, natural magic and the lifeless mechanisms of the Outer Church.  As Dane says, “This is fucking mental, man.  It’s brilliant but it’s mental” –another line that sums up the series.
 
   Over with Robin and Boy, we get the groundwork for Robin and King Mob becoming even closer later in the volume.  She’s developing feelings in spite of knowing that she must go back into the future soon.  Like all great fictional love stories, there’s a massive barrier between them.  They will inevitably be separated, but we’ll get a powerful payoff with their last-minute reunion before the series fades to white.
 
   The core of the issue is King Mob and Roger’s troubled escape.  The title page of the issue is another insane burst of Jimenez imagery, providing some nice callbacks to previous issues with the row of jarred alien fetuses and Cyphermen looking at a naked corpse.  The greatest strength of the issue is the way that it takes you on the same emotional journey as King Mob, pushed down to the absolute bottom, tears in his eyes, and then back up to smartass assassin, destroying the compound.  The whole thing takes place in a trippy haze which both he and the reader experience.
 
   The violence here is taken up yet another notch, to the point that it ceases to be cool and starts to become sickening.  When a soldier is shot through the head, an entire side of his face collapses, eyeball slipping, brains draining onto the floor.  Starting with the canoe of cornflakes in issue #1, the series super-sizes everything for their time in America, the violence most of all.  This extreme violence will eventually be exorcized, when King Mob abandons this persona at the end of the volume.  For now, however, we’re still in the thick of it.  As Fanny says, “Nothing succeeds like excess.”
 
   The callback to the Hitchhiker from “Sheman,” via the psychic product placement, is a nice payoff.  This storyline initially made me uncertain because it apparently abandons most of what the first volume accomplished.  It was as if the series had finally found its voice, only to leave it for something new.  But a moment like this makes it clear that the earlier material isn’t forgotten, although some of the plots may be on the back burner.
 
   The notion of people trained to beam advertising directly into our brains connects with Morrison’s idea of corporate branding as sigil.  We’re in a world where corporate marketing is routinely virally branded, designed to lodge in our minds and influence our subconscious.  Perhaps there’s not a team of people sitting in a room, beaming these messages into our heads, but as a metaphor, the scene is quite apt.  The arbitrary choice between Product A and Product B also connects with the Outer Church’s support of an artificial Manichaean worldview, in which there can only be “us” and “them,” two opposing views that can never be bridged.  It’s a verbal iteration of the “I / You” sphere, seen in the previous issue in the Outer Church.
 
   Throughout the issue, we see the soldiers talking like regular people.  Some of them put on an exaggerated persona, but most of them are very uncertain about what they’re doing, like the guy who says, “This is the worst fucking night of my…” moments before getting shot.  One soldier even seems to experience communion with Barbelith, describing his meeting with “an angel” and a land that we’ve all forgotten, as he dies.  This makes it clear that, even though these soldiers are anonymous, they are people, and it’s not right to kill them.  The Invisibles are replacing order with chaos, but they aren’t responsible enough to clean up their mess.  They just leave a trail of bodies.
 
   As King Mob and Roger move through the experimentation pens, everything gets worse.  There are just puddles of blood and bodies spread all over.  For these two characters, pain and rage are inextricably linked.  One moment, Roger is on the verge of tears, seeing how her team has been warped.  The next moment, she and King Mob are gunning down everyone in the pens, in a spectacularly stylized manner.  On the page where they resolve to walk out of there, we see each of them in an orgy of bullets.  On the next page, King Mob quips as he murders a soldier, then breaks character to talk about his feelings and give a meta-comment on the action:  “I’m on kill overload.  I feel sick.  If we don’t get out of here soon[,] I’m going to start questioning the already fucking dubious morality of my actions.”  That pretty much sums it up.
 
   The experimentation pens are notable because they make us more sympathetic to Roger and King Mob.  It’s a moral race to the bottom, and King Mob and Roger’s violence seems less evil when placed against the grotesque creations of the Outer Church.  The experiments being done here recall the Shoggoth creature that Sir Miles and his team raised in England.  Most likely, these experiments are about creating some kind of a human / Archon hybrid.
 
   King Mob and Roger then meet Quimper.  He says, “I can see only in gray now… soon I’ll forget I ever missed the color,” which sums up the way many of us just accept what’s in our lives and don’t seek anything more.  That’s what the Outer Church is all about:  taking what you’re given and liking it, even though so much more is out there.  It’s the kind of attitude we see with Dane’s mother in the first volume.  She doesn’t want to know about the war or Barbelith; she just wants to go on as she always has, and that’s the way the Outer Church wants it.  The Invisibles would say that seeing in color isn’t enough; there must be even more out there.  That’s why their mission can be admired, even if the tactics in this volume are pretty questionable.
 
   Quimper used to be a living embodiment of goodness, as he says in his speech about being “your faithful Invisible friend.”  That line also has a nice double meaning, with him being John a Dreams.  But he was corrupted and now, instead of radiating goodness, he radiates bad memories.  That’s why Roger says, “How come I remember you like it’s some fucked up old uncle touching me in Turdsville, Missouri?”  It’s possible that Roger actually was abused and that Quimper is tapping into that memory.  Then again, maybe he just taps into an omnipresent cultural darkness.  Quimper sinks his hooks into the worst places in all of us, the memories we don’t want to see.  That’s why Robin uses a fictionalized memory of abuse to entrap him:  the pain of corrupted innocence is irresistible to him.  It becomes a cycle of abuse, as Quimper preys on others’ innocence, the same way the Outer Church preyed on his.  Roger is able to shoot him, but he heals, fixed by something that looks like the magic mirror.  The alien being that he once was would have access to this material, so it makes sense that he uses it to fix himself.
 
   Concurrent with all this, King Mob looks into the magic mirror and is emotionally destroyed.  Very few writers besides Morrison can pull off moments like this, where a character comes into contact with something so much larger than himself that it overwhelms him, making him cry.[32]  King Mob’s description brilliantly ties his own personal moments of tragedy to cosmic events: “It’s every suffering thing ever… it was in Jesus on the cross… it’s like when Jacqui walked out… like when my cats died…”  This fallen god, trapped in its own creation, confronts King Mob with his deepest emotional wounds in such an intense way that it reduces him to tears.  There’s so much power here, despite the scene occurring in less than half a page.
 
   This magic mirror has gone through basically the same arc as Quimper.  This is detailed in the page, near the end of the story, that starts with Oppenheimer’s incantation.  Morrison reinterprets this historical quote into a magic spell.  Oppenheimer is an unwitting minion of the god of chaos.  Both here and in the last issue of volume one, we’re presented with the story of chaos infecting the orderly universe, with history being a struggle to remove this infestation.  This story is just another lens through which to see that one.
 
   Here, we get the idea that the nuclear bomb opened a trap that brought a higher being, an angel or a god, down into the world and trapped it here.  Once there, the Outer Church (wearing outfits that blur the line between human, Archon, and Cypherman) experiment on it, cutting and corrupting it.  The resulting pain echoes back and forth through time, becoming the source of all darkness in the world.  It is this destruction that is responsible for the power of the Outer Church throughout time.
 
   Looking at this page, Morrison seems to be saying that the Invisibles’ view of the world is the natural order of things and that the Outer Church is the chaos threatening to disrupt that.  The irony is that, within the series, the Church presents itself as the embodiment of order, while the Invisibles are associated with chaos.  But it is the Outer Church that is an infection, and our world is built to purge humanity of its virus.  We must confront it and reincorporate it into us, like a body can eventually use a virus to serve its own interests.
 
   In the series’s cosmology, the Roswell crash is the same as the Biblical fall:  it’s the moment when evil found its way into the world, a moment that reverberates throughout time.  The magic mirror that King Mob observes is the creator of the universe, our god, and it’s trapped in its own creation.  As we’ll eventually find out, this is not a war, it’s a rescue mission, and this imprisoned god is what they’re trying to rescue.  This whole conceit nicely explains the fusion of cultural and religious mythology we’ve seen in the series so far.  Where once people saw otherworldly visions of angels, we now are visited by UFOs and aliens, so we view this otherworldly invasion into our reality as an alien spaceship crashing in the desert.
 
   Why does all this happen when it does?  The detonation of the atom bomb was a powerful offering to the god of destruction, and as such, it opened the door to the Outer Church.  That moment then echoed back and forth through the entirety of the time continuum.  This is similar to the way that Robin, traveling through time in 2012, echoes through time and allows for our entry into the Supercontext.  Both acts are moments in which humans evolve and become closer to gods.  Wearing the timesuit, Robin is a fully realized 4D being.  She has stepped out of the game and is no longer bound by its rules.  Her timesuit flips through time and becomes the entity that allows John a Dreams to walk out of the game.  One could argue that this is what the entire game has been leading up to:  the moment when a human can walk out as a fully realized 4D being.  Once one person has found the way, the rest of us can follow in time, into the Supercontext.
 
   In the final confrontation with Colonel Friday, he sums up the entire dream of the Outer Church, to make everyone into subservient machines, before asking, “So… got yourselves any smartass clever one-liners now, friends?”  It’s such a great meta moment, allowing us to see the absurdity of the action-movie one-liner, but still be immensely satisfied when Jolly Roger says, “No sir… plain old ‘fuck you’’s just gonna have to do.”  The entire storyline gives us that dual appeal, simultaneously acknowledging the artificial nature of action-movie conventions and allowing us to fully enjoy them.  This is done by having the characters be aware of the clichéd actions that they’re performing but still enjoy existing in that fantasy.  We can acknowledge the moral issues with killing people and still enjoy watching King Mob and Roger blowing up the compound.  It’s a spectacular finale.
 
   The storyline ends with the team reunited, driving away from the compound.  It’s odd that Fanny is the one doing the narration about the armies of the Outer Church.  Earlier, Quimper provided a similar narration, so this is an early way to establish the connection between the two of them.  As we close, we see the first evidence of Quimper’s possession of Robin.
 
   “Black Science” is a bold reassertion of the Invisibles’ mission statement.  The arc functions as a new statement of purpose.  These are cool pop warriors, sticking it to the man and exploring new levels of consciousness.  The characters are simultaneously more alive and more unreal, so stylish and cool that they’re almost too much for reality to contain.
 
   
 
  

Universal Travelers
 
   These three issues are not particularly notable for their core narrative.  They’re mostly setting up future events, with a disquieting bit of the old ultra-violence.  But surrounding that central narrative, we get a number of interesting digressions, including King Mob’s visit with his ex, Jacqui, a glimpse at Robin’s sad goodbye to the future, and Fanny and Jack’s exuberant dance for the Harlequin.  These moments make what would have been a solid but unexceptional story arc into something memorable.
 
   Unfortunately, the hyper-glossy look of the first four issues is already starting to wear down.  The art isn’t as detailed, and at times, the inking and finishing process makes it look a bit blurry.  There are still excellent panels throughout, particularly in the Jack / Fanny dance sequence, but the combination of late scripts and a monthly deadline was taking its toll.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Two #5:  “Time Machine Go”
 
   June 1997; pencils by Phil Jimenez; inks by John Stokes
 
   After the frantic pace and pop action stylings of “Black Science,” it’s nice to pull back and slow things down for an issue.  It might initially feel slight, but once you dig into it, the issue manages to be both emotionally engaging and thought-provoking while also setting up things to come.
 
   The shift in tone between story arcs is initially jarring, as we switch from explosions to an old man and a frog on a lily pad.  The way the panels are laid out makes the page itself seem to be part of the tail of the time machine.  The caption “Japan:  Now.  1945” is a nice touch, illustrating that every moment can be ‘now,’ depending on one’s temporal perspective.  When Robin trips through time at the end of the volume, she’ll jump from a “now” that is 1998 to this “now” in 1945.  There and then, Robin’s appearance in Takashi’s time machine is what prompts his grandfather to make this origami and set in motion the creation of the time machine itself.  Like a snake eating its own tail or a god trapped in its own creation, the completed time machine inspires itself.
 
   In the main narrative’s “now,” Mason sees the blueprint for the time machine, and the next stage of the story is set in motion.  Robin speaks with an awareness that she will inevitably journey through time.  It’s already happened to her.  King Mob’s frustration at being unable to talk with Robin about what’s going on with her is a nice human touch amidst all this weirdness.
 
   On the same page, Fanny discusses why disease is actually in the interest of pharmaceutical companies.  While a nice enough conspiratorial snippet, her words also work, following the “as above, so below” theme, as a metaphor for the war itself.  Neither side wants to destroy the other because they’ve defined themselves as much in opposition to each other as in service to the cause they’re ostensibly fighting for.  To eliminate either one would render the other purposeless.  They don’t seek an end to the war, only a way to prolong the fighting.
 
   The material with the two Japanese men is one of the few misfires in Volume Two.  It seems unnecessarily nasty, like something out of Preacher.[33]  Was every Vertigo book at the time required to have a scene with weird bondage stuff?  Perhaps the point is to establish them as awful villains, and that’s accomplished.  But the scene feels gratuitous in a bad way, unlike the gratuitous-in-a-good-way violence in “Black Science.”
 
   The page introducing Jack and Fanny’s mission in San Francisco is one of the best Jimenez drew for the series.  The layout is phenomenal, telling the story of their whole journey in a few aesthetically beautiful images, with circles superimposed over the club.  Fanny and Jack’s banter is nice evidence of how much Jack has grown over the course of the series.  He just wants to dance; with whom doesn’t matter.
 
   The high point of the issue is the Jacqui sequence.  It’s simultaneously a cogent meta-analysis of the series so far and a devastating emotional moment.  What always sticks with me from this scene is King Mob saying, “We were so fucking cool, Jacqui.”  That line, combined with the image of Gideon and Jacqui as Gideon and Jenny Stargrave, fills in so much of King Mob’s backstory.  The adventures we saw in “Entropy in the U.K.” are a stylized version of what they actually did, wrapped up in love and shocking the system.  There’s so much sadness in that line, as King Mob recalls this idealized, perfect past that’s faded away.
 
   There’s a fragile tenderness in their interactions throughout the scene, with both of them clinging to the past but recognizing that they’re incompatible in the present.  The panel where they’re kissing, surrounded by a circle of orange light, is beautiful, as is the heartbreaking end of the scene, when King Mob gets lost in the magic mirror.
 
   This is the pure magic mirror, not the corrupted, fallen version he encountered at Roswell.  This magic mirror reflects King Mobs’s best moments back at him, pure love, pure happiness:  “120 BPM, 3am in the best nightclub ever.”  That sums it all up.  He feels it, but he can’t tell her.  “And all the other pointless, soppy things he’d intended to say” simultaneously denigrates and celebrates the idea of this unrequited love.  It’s very realistic that King Mob is aware of how clichéd his feelings are, but he doesn’t care because they’re still emotionally valid.  He drives off and returns to the world of coolness that he left behind.  Gideon is back on the shelf and King Mob is once again at the fore.
 
   On a conceptual level, this scene shows someone who’s living outside the game, doing her own thing, and not worried about the war.  Jacqui argues that fighting is exactly what the enemy wants:  if we just relax, the universe will take care of itself.  King Mob argues that what they want us to do is stay out of the fight and let them run things.  In moving outside the war, Jacqui is able to lead the life she wants, free of their influence, but she’s letting others be sucked up and destroyed.  Each approach has its validity.  As she says, “Everything in the universe is going exactly to plan” – in other words, she should not be fighting but King Mob should.  They have to take separate journeys, but in the end, he’ll come to the place she’s at now.  However, if he hadn’t opposed them when he did, the jump would never have happened.  In the series, everything happens for a reason:  the bad things are there to make us strong enough to reach greater heights.
 
   Few scenes make the blurring of the two sides as clear as Jacqui telling King Mob “You’re not a hero, you’re just a murderer.”  That’s not only a rebuke to the character but also aimed at the writer and the reader.  We are guilty of enjoying King Mob’s murders in “Black Science,” silently cheering him on as he mows down endless guards.  The scene also works as Morrison criticizing himself:  he’s deliberately tied himself to King Mob, and now he’s made the character into a murderer.  “You were a writer when I knew you,” she says.  This connection is reinforced when we see King Mob actually reading an issue of The Invisibles comic as the scene begins.
 
   The scene ends with King Mob saying, “Somewhere we’re laughing at all this, Jacqui… the real us.”  Is “the real us” Gideon and Jenny Stargrave at the end of “Entropy in the U.K.”?  Perhaps, but the comment is more powerful on a wistful emotional level, expressing the general idea that things should have gone a different way but didn’t.  They should be in love but aren’t anymore, and this meeting makes it clear why they had to drift apart.
 
   After that, we shift to San Francisco for an explanation of the nature of time.  In “Sheman,” the series’s concept of time is shown through the lens of Aztec mythology; here, it’s shown through the lens of modern science.  While this can be a difficult concept, Takashi’s explanation does make sense:  time travel is about raising our consciousness so that we can move in new ways.  We can view the characters’ 2D world in any order we want.  All the pages exist simultaneously, and we can flip through them or look at the entire continuum at once.  Someone in a 4D world would be able to perceive the entirety of our 3D one in that same way.  This recalls the time loop, with Takashi creating this time machine and then sending it back to his grandfather so his grandfather can fold the origami that will inspire the time machine.
 
   Looking at Takashi’s grandfather, we hear that “in the future[,] there will be no future.”  Time exists as soil for us to grow in, and once we bloom, we can move beyond the soil.  That’s what the Supercontext is all about:  leaving the nest and becoming a fully functioning next-level organism.  The final interlude with Takashi’s grandfather also reinforces the ties between the atom bomb detonation and Robin’s trip in the timesuit, discussed previously.  Both are instances of humanity moving beyond the limits of 3D space and opening doors onto new layers of perception.
 
   Despite being one of the central themes of the series, the nature of time hasn’t really come to the fore until this storyline.  It’s fun to watch Ragged Robin working through the final tasks of her mission, ensuring that Takashi will invent the time machine.  Though we didn’t know it at the start, throughout the series, Robin has functioned in a similar way to John a Dreams.  She exists outside the normal time continuum and is thus aware of the actions necessary to ensure history happens as it’s supposed to.  Rather than simply act according to her own desires, she’s forced to play a part and perform specific actions to ensure that everything goes according to plan.  She has not totally transcended the game, but she is aware of her larger role in the process of building the future she left behind.
 
   The first time through, the reader is aligned with King Mob and Takashi, baffled at what Robin is doing.  Rereading, one is more inclined to be aligned with her, aware of why she’s doing everything she’s doing.  Every time you read the series, it’s different.  All works of fiction are like that, to some extent, but the shifting chronologies of this one make it particularly conducive to such rereading.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Two #6:  “The Girl Most Likely to”
 
   July 1997; pencils by Phil Jimenez and Michael Lark (pages 8-17); inks by John Stokes and Marc Hempel (pages 8-17)
 
   After a run of excellent issues, the series stumbles slightly with “The Girl Most Likely to.”  This issue goes a bit too far out of reality, turning more sci-fi than usual, and that doesn’t really fit with this series.  Particularly in Volume Two, the series is all about a heightened version of our reality, not an entirely other reality.  This issue’s trip to the Invisible College seems to come out of nowhere, despite the groundwork laid with Jack’s experience in the first volume.  Although not the strongest issue, the future sequence really shines.
 
   This issue explains a number of things, including how King Mob travels between dimensions and how Jack was able to survive the fall off the building.  As he was falling, Jack made a telepathic link with Tom, which flung him into this other reality.  This is, for the Invisibles, what that black-and-white Outer Church world is for the Archons.
 
   But the trip to this universe feels out of place in the story so far.  The other dimensions work fine, when used as a metaphor:  during “Black Science,” you could write off Quimper’s visit there as more of a psychological trip than a physical one.  But here, we’re meant to understand that King Mob and Robin were able to hop to this dimension to avoid the explosion and that they are conscious there and able to walk around at will.  It feels like a cosmic spa, not the mysterious source of essential good in the universe.
 
   We do get some clarification on the greys, who aren’t aliens but actually anti-bodies, trying to fix our universe.  Notably, for anti-bodies to work, they need a disease to target.  Without that disease, they won’t have any power, so both sides are necessary to ensure progress.
 
   King Mob finds out about Robin’s past, and it’s nice to watch his inner sci-fi fanboy coming to the surface, as he realizes he’s living out an adolescent fantasy.  “Please don’t tell me I’ve been shagging an android.  Or please do tell me I’ve been shagging an android.”
 
   Unfortunately, I doubt we’ll make it to the world Robin’s living in by 2012, just a few years from this writing.  The technology might reach this point but not the social attitudes.  It’s notable that her brother says Technoccult is part of the conspiracy, when we know that it’s King Mob’s company.  But these first few future pages feel a bit too much like a random collection of ideas than a cohesive story.
 
   Things pick up when Robin meets up with the cell, and we get to see everyone in the future.  Jack offers the reassurance that everything will go well because “We were there, man,” showing how he’s grown into the role of Buddha without sacrificing his personality.  The chaos at the timesuit launch is expertly done, particularly the page that fragments into many panes, splitting against each other.  By the end of this issue, we’ve established Robin’s mission:  by showing Takashi the photo, she’s set in motion the events that will create the timesuit.  Now, she has to get back and save her friends in 2012.
 
   The scenes in the future do raise interesting questions about Robin’s “predestination” and, to some extent, the free will that we all have.  In the last moments of the series, Jack says that free will and fate are the same thing, and Robin’s story illustrates that point.  For Robin in 2012, her future is her friends’ past.  The exchange with Fanny makes this clear:  they can tell her things to change in the past, but those things obviously didn’t change, because this is the way things are.
 
   So as she travels back to the past, Robin is bound by her need to play things out the way they already happened.  She has to wear those clothes and tell Jack “I’m Ragged Robin. I’m nuts,” because that’s what he told her happened.  But at the same time, she can never mess up in her role.   Whatever she does is exactly what it will take to create the future they are now in.  So does she have free will?  Everything she does has already happened, but she is still making the choices in every moment.  That’s ultimately what Jack’s speech at the end is all about:  even if every moment already exists, we’re still making the choices at this specific point in time.  Just because some people already know Robin’s choices doesn’t mean that the act of choosing them isn’t valid.  Once she travels to the past, Robin finds herself in the reverse situation.  She knows what will happen to everyone else, but she can’t tell them.
 
   Why was the timesuit needed in the first place, if the only reason for it was to go back and bring about its creation?  We know that it will spin out of time and eventually become the entity that John a Dreams finds in the church, playing a crucial part in the resolution of the series.  But since the 2012 cell doesn’t know that, why are they so committed?  Ultimately, it’s because it happened that way.  They know that Robin must go back in time; there’s no choice, so they must build it.  It’s also about moving humanity forward, in general.  On the verge of the Supercontext, they are aware that things have gone right, and they’re going to leap forward soon.
 
   Things end with the fish metaphor for the universe.  One can conceptualize the essential conflict of the series as not simply between Invisibles and Archons but between the healthy universe and the infected one.  Humanity is the cross-section, where the two sides battle for dominance:  our world is the crossing point for the higher ones.
 
   There is some more play with 2D / 3D perception, when King Mob pulls back the corner of a panel, presumably exposing Robin to a piece of our reality.  There, “it all turns to living memory.”  Outside of time, every moment has simultaneously already happened and is happening right now; hence, “living memory.”
 
   The issue ends with a declaration of purpose: King Mob says, “We wanted this.  We wanted to be special and important and cool and look!  Here we are.”  In the first issue, he said that he wanted to wake up and find himself living in a ‘60s spy series.  What do you do after you get what you want?  That’s the question they face now.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Two #7:  “The Sound of the Atom Splitting”
 
   August 1997; pencils by Phil Jimenez; inks by John Stokes
 
   The series hits its most violent level in this issue, which has some memorable moments, but feels less vital and essential than most Invisibles issues. This is the only Invisibles arc that feels padded.  It’s still denser than most comics published a decade later, but it’s positively breezy compared to the density of “Sheman” or “Entropy in the U.K.”  
 
   King Mob’s entrance is one of his most iconic moments in the series:  he bursts through the door, guns blazing, creating massive carnage all around him.  Things get really ugly here, with the bullets cutting through mouths and slicing off fingers.  The page before the title is particularly nasty, with the kiss-off line “You look like someone with an interesting story to tell,” punctuated by a bullet.  The heavy red on the title page emphasizes the blood here.  This excess helps jolt King Mob and the reader out of our infatuation with the violence of the volume.  Having these bodies lingering in puddles of blood quickly wipes out the coolness of his initial entrance.
 
   This issue raises some interesting issues about King Mob and Robin’s relationship.  They haven’t made it “exclusive,” but she is still mad that he went to see his ex-girlfriend.  Perhaps he went to see Jacqui precisely because he has feelings for Robin and wanted to confront and exorcize the demons of his past before moving on to a relationship with Robin.
 
   Robin finds out that the two yakuza were seeking the technology to bring about the end of the world.  That’s also what the Invisibles are doing with their invention of the time machine.  It’s Robin’s move out of the time continuum that helps trigger the onset of the Supercontext, shortly after.  It seems like everyone’s out to end the world, and it’s only a question of which larger world will supersede it.
 
   More interesting is the notion that Harumagedon, the end of the world, is already happening, that “this is how the collapse appears to those condemned to live in it.”  The world has been ending since it began, and the entire universe is a machine created to bring about the onset of the Supercontext.  Because all time exists simultaneously, the end of the world is happening now and the Supercontext exists now.  It’s always been happening.  We just perceive a different section of it from our temporally-restricted vantage points.
 
   It’s notable that King Mob’s most violent killing spree is perpetrated against the most sadistic foe the team faces.  As the enemy raises its level of violence, so too does King Mob.  In the end of this sequence, King Mob says, “There’s a moral here somewhere, and I’m sure it’s a good one,” quickly followed by Boy saying, “Hey, this guy just died.”  That’s the moral.  For all their high-minded intentions, King Mob basically discovered nothing and wound up killing a bunch of people.  The war is hurting everyone involved, and they must move beyond it.
 
   Back in “Arcadia,” King Mob and Boy talked about the overall conflict and the direction of humanity.  Reaching an impasse, King Mob told her that they should “dance ourselves dizzy,” and in that moment, they were outside the conflict, living like the war was already won.  It’s probably no coincidence that King Mob’s futile attempt to get information by killing a bunch of people is juxtaposed with Fanny and Jack’s successful reclamation of the Hand of Glory through dance.
 
   It’s worth pointing out here that, back in the first volume, I typically referred to the character as Dane, but now that we’re in Volume Two, I call him Jack.  This wasn’t initially deliberate:  it unconsciously reflects that the character has accepted his new identity and become Jack Frost.  This is more than just a personal note, but a reflection of how the character changes his identity – and how we respond to it.
 
   The sequence where Fanny and Jack get the Hand is a highlight, some of Jimenez’s best work and really fun plotting from Morrison.  Jack says that King Mob is “fucked up,” asking, “I don’t know why we have to do it that way sometimes.”  He’s still the only one who can see beyond the surface level of the war and recognize that things don’t have to be this way.  In theory, that should be the Invisibles’ mission:  to look beyond what we have now and see something greater that we could achieve.
 
   But at this point, Jack is so entranced by the glamorous lifestyle of the team that he tries not to dwell on it, as he gets lost in an opium bed.  Jack seemingly made a conscious choice to accept the Invisibles, recognizing that he had nowhere else to go.  Even though the team may not jibe with everything he found out at the end of the first volume, he’s going to forget about that and live in the moment.  But his doubts are there, and at the end of the volume, Satan will bring them to the surface.
 
   Pierrot and Columbine say, “There is really only one of us.”  They are 4D beings, like John a Dreams, able to play any part in the game.  There’s a panel at the end of Volume Three that is supposed to show the Harlequinade with a timeworm of every character in the series stretching out of them.  That wasn’t represented in the art, but knowing what it is supposed to be can help one understand what’s going on here.  The way that they speak in programming language, like they’re able to write reality, is great touch.  They view things in a different way from the characters trapped in 3D reality.  Particularly interesting is the series of panels where Columbine “folds space,” removing the background of the scene and replacing Jack and Fanny at the top of the stairs.  The Harlequin are outside the game and therefore can manipulate their own position in space and time at will.
 
   Jack and Fanny’s dance is the best moment in the issue.  In less than a page, we can hear the music and feel their motion.  The bottom of the first page, with the sliver panels and the panel with the wave graph crossing it, are the best.  I also love the command that starts it all off:  “Party.”  Watching Jack and Fanny, the Harlequinade says, “They talk in emotional aggregates.”  This ties back to Mason’s description of his abduction experience.  Speaking about the aliens he saw, he wrote, “They use emotional aggregates… one word, one sound represents a whole complex of ideas, associations and feelings.”  In Jack and Fanny’s dance is a lifetime of experience and feeling.  As Fanny says after, “the poor are the best dancers in the world”:  all the struggle and pain is let loose on the dance floor, and a whole mess of complex feeling is let off in a single exuberant release.  “Can you see the dazzle all around,” indeed.  And when it’s all over, one definitely feels that Jack and Fanny are spent, thanks to the wonderful upside-down Jimenez page layout.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Jack and Fanny dance.  From The Invisibles, Volume Two #7 (August 1997).  Art by Phil Jimenez and John Stokes.
 
   It’s unclear why Jimenez uses repeated panels in the closing pages.  He does this again in later issues.  Is it about saving time, or is it a stylistic choice?  Considering his skill at drawing facial expressions, different panels might have made the sequence better.  But the dialogue here still lets the reader share the feeling of coming off an Ecstasy trip.  Jack also raises some interesting questions about what exactly happened.  While they were dancing, it seems that the alien anti-bodies, seen in the previous issue in the Invisible College, appeared around them and “tested” them.  The Harlequinade and those aliens are the same entity, viewed through different lenses.  Perhaps, through their dance, Jack and Fanny transcended to a new layer of perception and saw the Harlequinade for what they really are.
 
   To close the issue, we return to Takashi’s grandfather, one last time.  Once again, the atomic bomb and the time machine are tied together.  Moments after folding the origami, the bomb hits and he’s obliterated in a sea of white.  This is juxtaposed with King Mob referencing the movie Apocalypse Now.  The atomic bomb tore open the rift in reality that let them imprison a god in our world, which spread the very concept of pain and suffering back and forth through time.
 
   That was where the apocalypse started:  a god was trapped in its own creation, but the creation itself was also a trap.  As we heard from Quimper’s lady friend back in “6 and a Half Dozen of the Other,” this entire world was “designed… to trap the forces of evil where he could destroy them.”  We must suffer through this perpetual armageddon as a cleansing exercise.  Eventually, the timesuit will open human perception to the Supercontext, liberating god from his own creation and paving the way for humanity’s evolution.   But as demonstrated by King Mob’s violence, there’s still a long way to go.
 
   
 
  

Electric Light Bulb Gods:  “Sensitive Criminals”
 
   “Sensitive Criminals” is a bridge storyline.  It crosses points in time, spanning the series’s second issue and its final one.  It pays off a lot of allusions from the first volume, and it lays the groundwork for many developments in Volume Three.  It also unites things stylistically, scaling back the violence and returning to a style that’s closer to the first volume.
 
   This story arc chronicles many events that are central to the mythology of the series, but its real joy lies in spending time with the 1920s cell.  Morrison crafts the cell’s personalities and builds a whole world over the course of three issues.  Edith is a particular delight, the living embodiment of the era’s emerging modernity.  After getting lost in the messy, violent excess of the last storyline, it’s a relief to spend some time with an Invisible who’s more interested in expanding her mind than in murdering people.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Two #8:  “Sensitive Criminals, Part 1:  Poor Little Rich Girl”
 
   September 1997; pencils by Phil Jimenez; inks by John Stokes
 
   Morrison begins the storyline by dropping us right into a glam version of the 1920s.  Throughout, Edith has a breezy, witty style of speaking.  It’s impossible to know if anyone actually spoke that way in the 1920s, but we hope someone did.  Edith is meant to be the embodiment of her age, something that’s made clear when she tells Mr. Skat, “I believe in the modern world… the automobile, the Charleston and the dry martini.”  Later, she tells him “My gods have electric light bulbs for eyes.”  This ties into what Tom was talking about with city magic:  she sees evidence of gods in everything that surrounds her.
 
   The West tends to relegate the spiritual and magical to the past.  Many people will believe that miracles could happen in Biblical times, but if one happened right in front of them, they’d write it off as fake.[34]  Edith is living after the Industrial Revolution, and she sees technology as a new god, moving in to replace outdated ideals.  People long for an idealized version of the past, even though that’s fundamentally retrograde and conservative.  The world that people long to return to was one full of prejudice and violence (not to mention poverty and inconvenience).  Our world now has more possibilities than ever before, and it’s pointless to want to return to the past when the only time we control is the future.  Edith is actively embracing her times and writing her future.
 
   But that’s not to say that the future and the past are mutually exclusive.  Skat’s respect for the old gods can exist alongside Edith’s beliefs.  They are different lenses for viewing the same thing.  Clearly, his magic still works in this world:  an incantation makes her gun disappear.  However, she is soon backed up by a living embodiment of her gods, a product of the far future:  King Mob.
 
   The irony is that, to those of us in the 21st century, the world she’s a part of is now beyond even retro:  it’s historical.  However, as presented here, the life she’s living still seems ahead of our times.  She is living the Invisible ideal:  sexually liberated and practicing a new kind of magic.  So perhaps modernity isn’t so much about the time one lives in as it is about the attitude one has.  Edith is a totally captivating character, and it’s shocking to see this embodiment of youth juxtaposed with the old woman she is in the present.  That spirit of the future is still in her older self, but it’s worn down by years of hard living and tragedy.
 
   In 1997, we see King Mob and Robin together.  Robin’s statement, “Sometimes you just want to be told what to do,” would seem to be part of their scheme to entrap Quimper.  That’s why the dialogue is in square boxes, instead of the typical balloon.  The next page, where she makes herself up with the Quimper line, is suitably creepy.  Seeing her blank face, without the usual makeup, is jarring, particularly when she just stares at herself in the mirror.  Morrison and Jimenez depict the blowjob that she gives King Mob in a memorably cheeky way:  one panel shows the back of her hair, followed by the tarot card of “The Tower.”
 
   The next page, with King Mob and Edith’s phone call, is a complex bit of writing, showing us pieces of the phone call from either side but never the back and forth.  King Mob now gets to feel a bit of what Robin went through back in 2012, where others knew her future, even though she had yet to act it out.  Edith knows what King Mob will do, but he doesn’t:  her past is his present.
 
   The great sadness of this issue is Freddie’s unrequited love for Edith.  As she writes, she’s so caught up in the Invisibles’ ideals that she doesn’t recognize how much he cares for her, how much what she’s doing is hurting him.  He puts on a cool surface, but underneath, he’s in deep pain.  It’s odd to think that Freddie will one day become Mad Tom.  We’re never told the whole story of what happens to him between the end of this arc and his re-emergence in “Down and Out in Heaven and Hell,” but the general idea seems to be that he committed himself fully to his study of magic, giving up the hope of having typical emotional connections.  He seems fairly content in what he’s doing, when Jack meets him, but I’d imagine there’s still some sadness there.
 
   The scene at the river in Benares juxtaposes Edith’s total embrace of everything around her with Freddie’s cynical disdain.  Edith clearly doesn’t have much respect for the local culture (“I’ve just been baptized a Hindu or something”), but her enthusiasm comes through as strongly as her ignorance.  She understands that this place must be special, if it means so much to so many.  Hers is a life of experience:  she claims, “We must indulge ourselves to the limit, we must experience everything!”  But she hasn’t experienced the bad parts of what life has to offer, which is why she can’t sympathize with Freddie’s pain.  As a rich, beautiful girl with no social limits, she really can get whatever she wants.  Freddie, on the other hand, is very close to what he wants but has no way to get it.
 
   Here, Barbelith returns, right before Edith is dunked in the river.  Its presence reflects the universality of spiritual experience:  Edith is communing with something divine.  In the same way that Barbelith reveals itself as Jesus to Jack (at the end of the first volume), it’s present at a Hindu holy place (here in Volume Two).  We also get our first meeting with Mr. Reddy, who will return in Volume Three, at which point we will see his and Edith’s part of the scene that we only see Freddie listening to here.  Jimenez conveys Freddie’s sadness here by isolating him in the world’s loneliest panel.
 
   The black-and-white scene with Freddie and his father is a memory brought on by Skat to distract him, and it’s a suitably oppressive one.  This is another example of generational conflict:  Freddie’s father abhors his lack of respect for tradition, literally saying, “When I was a young man…”  He is part of the old guard, and Freddie takes joy in rebelling against him.  However, because of their generational divide and his father’s overly authoritarian tone, Freddie misses out on the emotion and urgency of his father’s message.  Names have meaning, and the one he has chosen will bring Freddie much misery in the future.  When his father says, “Frederick.  My son.  Please… will you not hear me,” he’s putting his emotions on the line, but it’s too late:  the division is there, and now Freddie is left to cry in the car and wish he’d listened.
 
   A scene like King Mob entering his trance is something Morrison hasn’t done in a while in the series, initiating the reader into the world of magic.  It’s reminiscent of the Lennon invocation in the first issue.  This scene works a lot better if one knows that Morrison is serious about what’s going on here.  Morrison doesn’t believe one will find oneself actually walking through Harlem in the 1920s, but by projecting oneself into an imagined version of that space, it can feel real.
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   King Mob psychically projects himself into the past.  From The Invisibles, Volume Two #8 (Sept 1997).  Art by Phil Jimenez and John Stokes.
 
   The issue ends on a shocking cliffhanger that lays the groundwork for the next storyline.  It’s appropriate that “Time Machine Go,” “Sensitive Criminals,” and “American Death Camp” were all collected in one trade paperback, because they flow seamlessly in and out of each other, with plot elements carrying over from one to the next.  When we get to the next trade paperback, Kissing Mister Quimper, there’s another shift in tone and a change in artist (both continuing to the end of the volume), so the trade paperbacks are unified.
 
   Although there isn’t any particular need for it, it’s worth considering how one would adapt The Invisibles to film.  This would involve several complex questions, one of the big ones being the series’s chronology.  Everything deliberately expresses the time it was written, with 2012 as a date that’s not that far away but still distant enough that one actually could imagine everything ending then.  But if the series happened after 2012, there’d be no equivalent day of significance to build towards.  Having a random date would make the series feel more like fiction.  Also, the 1920s stuff presents a major issue.  If the series were adapted much later, Edith and Freddie would be so old that they’d almost have to be dead.  But one needs that era, because it’s so thematically tied to the other goings-on.
 
   So should one make The Invisibles as a period piece set in the ‘90s?[35]  Maybe, but that could remove the in-the-moment realism of the series.  Despite all the crazy material, the series feels as if it’s happening now; setting the story in the past would take that away.  Ultimately, I would probably set an adaptation in the present, finding other significant dates to work in.  The 1920s stuff could be fudged in some way, but the 2012 date is a bigger one.  Will the series still be as captivating if 2012 passes and the world doesn’t end?  Of course, we’re talking about fiction, and a movie hypothetically could be organized around the 2012 prophecy, even if it were made after that date, but it would lose some of its power.  It already hurts to read about Robin in the cool future tank in 2005 and know that we don’t have that technology as of this writing.  Technology is advancing rapidly, but we’re not making the social gains that Morrison saw in his vision of 2012.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Two #9:  “Sensitive Criminals, Part 2:  Mad Dogs and Englishmen”
 
   October 1997; layouts by Phil Jimenez; pencils by Chris Weston; inks by John Stokes
 
   A solid bridge issue, “Mad Dogs and Englishmen” further develops the world we began to explore last issue and sets us up for the finale’s big, time-spanning climax.  The most instantly notable thing about the issue is the change in artist, with Chris Weston subbing for Phil Jimenez.  Weston does some excellent work later in the series, but at this point, we’re still in Jimenez’s glamorous world, and it’s jarring to move to Weston’s cruder style.  It doesn’t help that the first page is his weakest, with a really ugly-looking Fanny and odd Robin over King Mob’s bed.
 
   But the core of this issue is the 1920s stuff, and Weston acquits himself well there.  We feel Edith’s enthusiasm when she realizes King Mob is from the future.  There, we get two silent panels, where they just stare at each other:  she’s astonished to see a man from the future, and he’s astonished to see his Edith of the past.  In theory, he should know what the past Edith looks like, from the sex ritual they did back in the first volume (which we’ll return to next issue).  Still, it’s pretty shocking to get a chance to interact with her, so much the same and yet so different.
 
   Throughout this story arc, the disparity in character knowledge produces some interesting scenes.  King Mob now finds himself in essentially the position that Robin was in, when she was sent back from 2012 to join the ‘90s team.  He’s there for a mission, but he already knows that he completes that mission, because in the ‘90s, these events have already happened.  The present-day Edith knows exactly what happens to him during his trip to the past, much like the 2012 Jack knows what Robin will do.  But once he’s back in the past, he’s left with the difficult task of not telling everyone what will happen to them in the future.  Still, he can’t actually screw up the future, because the events in the 1920s have already happened.  Edith lived them, and she teases King Mob about what happened in the first volume.  Her past is his future.
 
   The primary action of this issue echoes the previous astral time travel arc, “Arcadia,” and with it comes the return of the Cyphermen.  Once again, we get some uncertain morality, as King Mob and Skat relish killing a couple of ordinary cops who are none too happy to be partnered with this Cypherman.  Freddie looks like a perfect bastard when he laughs as the man is shot through the mouth.
 
   Prior to that, there’s an interesting moment in which King Mob tells Freddie, “Nice suit,” causing Freddie to wonder how King Mob knows his name.  King Mob knew the man that Freddie would turn out to be:  the crazy homeless mage, the persona that he would adopt at the end of this storyline.  In the storyline, much is made of the fact that, by calling himself Tom O’Bedlam, Freddie dooms himself to this madness.  As King Mob says, “Serves you right for calling yourself Tom O’Bedlam.”  This ties into the concept behind Key 19:  words have power.  For King Mob, Tom is a valued colleague and mentor, so he’s taking this chance to praise him for the identity he’d go on to construct.  Or perhaps it’s just a reference to the snappy pinstripe three-piece Freddie is wearing at the time.
 
   Concurrent with this, we have a scene echoing Jack and Fanny’s encounter with the Harlequinade, a couple of issues ago.  The Harlequinade itself is pretty constant; only their outfits change to fit the times.  The best panel is Edith standing against Barbelith, as the magic mirror engulfs her.  She’s headed for the same kind of initiation experience that Fanny went through (in “Sheman”) and Jack went through (in his two stand-alone issues).  She’s being given new knowledge, a glimpse of the purpose of the entire timestream and the whole of the Invisibles’ mission.  The shot of Barbelith behind the moon, with the tight close-up on Edith’s eyes, communicates this.  “Try to remember.”  It’s incredible to see the threads from the present day linked back to Edith’s experience in the 1920s, drawing all the series’s various strands of time tighter.  The entirety of human existence is the same struggle.
 
   What exactly does Edith see here, and what is that she gives to the Harlequin?  In both Jack and Fanny’s initiations, an initial meeting with a higher-dimensional being is fractured into multiple moments, to which they return at different points throughout their lives.  So what happens here is likely the same experience we see next issue, when the Hand takes them out of time, and also when she requests to see the Harlequin a second time, outside the church.  We see that meeting in “Glitterdammerung,” where Edith learns the true purpose of the Hand and Billy Chang but is made to forget it.  Her distraught reaction here could be a result of seeing her miscarriage on the steps, a scene that’s also glimpsed in the series’s final issue.
 
   And as with Fanny and Jack’s meeting earlier in the volume, Edith is engulfed by blobs of magic mirror but can’t quite remember what happened when the experience is over.  She claims that they “doped” her, just like Jack wrote it all off to the Ecstasy.
 
   In the brief glimpses of the 1920s King Mob, we can see a lot of similarities to the contemporary King Mob and to Gideon Stargrave.  The scene of him kissing Beryl, against the burning city, is right out of the Gideon Stargrave fantasy:  it’s the romantic embrace of mass destruction.  As with the contemporary King Mob, even if we embrace the coolness of what he’s doing, it doesn’t seem likely that his violence will actually change things.
 
   As they ignite the Hand, we get a teasing mention of a “girl with red hair… who is the little man inside?  Oh, he’s touching her!  It’s awful!”  In the context of an initial reading, this is a clear reference to Quimper’s hold on Robin, but that turns out to be an illusion created by Robin.  So what is Beryl referencing?  It’s likely that she’s seeing Quimper’s attacks on Robin, his attempts to control her, which Robin winds up reversing and using to entrap him.  Still, it plays as a cheap, unmotivated attempt to build tension, in light of what we’ll find out down the line.
 
   Billy Chang describes the Hand as something that draws doorways to itself, through which one can access different times.  This is made clear when we see rain from a past or future moment, falling inside in their present, as the door to a different time is starting to open.
 
   And we’re left on a strong cliffhanger, leading to the story arc’s finale.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Two #10:  “Sensitive Criminals, Part 3:  Parisian Pierrot”
 
   November 1997; pencils by Phil Jimenez; inks by John Stokes
 
   This issue’s conclusion to “Sensitive Criminals” is one of the most important issues of the series, drawing together many disparate threads into one time-hopping journey.  The first time through, the reader isn’t equipped to deal with everything here, but for those who have already read the series, this issue is as rich as any in the entire run.
 
   Even on the issue’s evocative cover, one can practically smell the opium smoke.  From there, we jump back to the action, where a mysterious entity is going to manifest, not through space but through time.  As we see here, when the Hand is activated, it seems to snake through the world and distort the timefield of everyone around it.  So rain from the past or future falls in the room, and soon everyone finds themselves at different points in the spacetime continuum.  They characterize it not so much as time travel but an alien invasion that creates a kind of mirror, in which different moments of time are reflected back.  Beryl describes it as their perception of a “being… made of time.”
 
   The 1990s Edith is writing to Freddie, from her wheelchair, and claims that she can almost smell Chanel.  Due to the time distortion, we can see the 1920s Edith looking at her, probably unaware that this woman in the wheelchair is her future self.  The way the present Edith phrases it, as “slipping into memory,” perfectly describes what they’re all doing with this journey through the Hand’s time-distortion field, but what they’re seeing is future memories.
 
   Beryl finds herself at the bombing of Guernica, where her husband will be killed.  Concurrently, the 1920s King Mob sees Bobby Murray speaking.  Remarkably, Morrison brought back a seemingly throwaway scene, from many issues earlier.  Next, King Mob hops over to Beryl in the future, staring at a painting of Guernica – and being stared at by Sir Miles.
 
   The Guernica painting is important because it helps connect the three volumes together.  At times, Volume Three feels somewhat disconnected from the rest of the series, a crazy addition that doesn’t gel as well as the first two, tightly-planned volumes.  While Volume Three is certainly more eclectic, it’s actually as intricately connected to the rest of the series, and the Guerica scene here helps provide that linkage.
 
   Time continues to behave in odd ways, as the crew finds themselves at a church.  It’s clear that the old King Mob is more of a soldier, favoring “blowing up Whitehall” over “communing with so-called spirits.”  The modern King Mob has more psychic power and openness, but he sometimes shares the old King Mob’s attitude, wishing he could just kill people rather than mess around with more complicated things.  Part of the reason to have King Mob spend time with his ‘20s counterpart is to force him to confront his own violent tendencies.  Hearing old King Mob speak about being a soldier fighting for a revolution, like the one in Russia, reinforces the ineffectual nature of violent revolt.  Present-day King Mob knows how poorly the Bolshevik revolution turned out, and he consequently sees the flaws in the 1920s King Mob’s logic.  Behind them, we see Tom and Dane driving to the park, a scene from the first volume – evidence of King Mob’s weakening presence in the past.
 
   Over with Edith and Freddie, we get a nice crossover with Dane and Tom from back in “Down and Out in Heaven and Hell.”  I’d imagine that was a weird scene to write:  did Morrison have the whole story in his head, back then, or did he just have pieces and then fit the old words into what he was doing with this story?  Consciously, it was the latter, but perhaps things were always meant to turn out this way.  Edith is wonderfully indignant that the Hand isn’t working:  “Harlequin!  Must I remind you that you promised?”  Another highlight is the panel in which her closed eyes and wind-blown hair make her magic look intense.  In Freddie, we can see the chaos around her, building to Edith meeting the contemporary Harlequin, who tells her, “You couldn’t look at my face.”  This is a reference to the fact that his true face is all people, a 4D being stretching back across all time, encompassing everyone who ever lived.  To see that would be overwhelming.  This conversation continues in the last issue, where the Harlequin tells her, “My face is not visible to you in its entirety… I can only show you slices.”
 
   There’s so much sadness in her collapse on the stairs, asking, “Freddie… how can we be in so many places at once?”  Did the Harlequin take her out of the game and show her the true nature of time?  Maybe, and seeing that, she would see herself at all moments, prompting the question of how we could be in all times at once.  Previously, she would have thought that we move through time, leaving the past behind, creating the future.  But all time exists simultaneously, with the present-day Edith right there with the 1920s one.  During this trip through time, she experienced the miscarriage on the steps that we also see in the series’s final issue.  She later describes that moment as one of intense pain, and experiencing those future emotions likely overwhelmed her.  How would it feel to experience one’s whole life in a single moment?  She can only retreat to the fetal position and lie there, trying not to feel the weight of what she’s seen.
 
   The scene in the car is another nice character bit.  Freddie says, “‘All adults are just children playing at being grown-ups.’  You said that.  It sounded so clever once, like most of the things you say.”  Edith has this surface glow, this cleverness, but does she have the deeper power of a true Invisible?  Is she really just a little rich girl playing at being an anarchist?  The end of this arc proves that she is a real Invisible.  Here, it’s also fun to see Edith try to set Freddie up with Billy Chang, still thinking that he’s gay.
 
   The sequence in which they anoint the Hand is another marvel of story connection.  The 1920s moment bleeds into a present-day moment, in which King Mob and Edith perform the same ritual to locate Jack.  It’s a phenomenal scene, gorgeously colored with rich reds.  At one point, we hear someone say “oh,” and that’s Sir Miles watching them during “Entropy in the U.K.”  This would imply that Miles actually experienced the moments of King Mob’s life, not just his memories of those moments.  So his psychic interrogation was also a form of time travel.
 
   This scene features the incredible bleeding of time between young Edie and old Edith.  The two of them exist simultaneously for a moment.  After they’re done, King Mob tells Edie where they will meet again in the future, and this is what makes her recognize him then.  It’s not a coincidence, as he seemed to believe a couple of issues ago:  she is going to meet him in Benares precisely because he tells her that he already met her there.  It’s like the timesuit inspiring the origami, which inspires the timesuit.  There is no moment of creation, only infinite loops.
 
   Concurrent with this, we’ve got an explanation of the Hand, described as a representation of one of “their” machines, “a machine made of time.  Its moving parts are the days of your lives… powered by blood.”  At the end of Volume Three, we find out that time exists as soil for us to grow in:  we must make our own progress and reach the point where we can all become 4D beings.  The Harlequin are already evolved, and they inserted the Hand into spacetime as a way of speeding up evolution.  Throughout, these 4D beings – the Harlequin, the greys, John, and Barbelith – are pushing us forward.  That is the ultimate goal of the machine, to bring humanity into the Supercontext, and our lives and blood are the gears that push it forward.
 
   The Hand is described as a three-dimensional cross-section.  When we see a 2D cross-section on a page, it’s an attempt to show the inner workings of a more complex entity.  The Hand functions as a kind of cross-section of the entirety of the timestream.  When it operates, we see only pieces of the whole, different moments in time fractured through our own perception.  The Hand functions as a kind of “cheat code” for the game, a way to go beyond the laws of three-dimensional temporal perception and harness the power of higher-dimensional beings.  It’s the Hand that eventually unlocks the timesuit, allowing Robin to move into the Supercontext.
 
   But what really lingers after that scene is not the metaphysical material about the Hand.  Rather, it’s King Mob and Edith afterwards, getting lost in a moment with each other.  This whole storyline functions as a microcosmic representation of Robin’s arc in the book as a whole, and just as King Mob must inevitably leave Edie, so must Robin inevitably leave King Mob.  Those final moments together are the most sublime, as Edith says, “It was one of the nicest afternoons I have ever known.”
 
   The way Edith speaks about Freddie, he sounds a lot like Sir Miles, overwhelmed by a dominant father figure and struggling to rebel and create his own identity.  Both of them have had bad encounters with the Outer Church.  While Miles chose to embrace that role and try to be like his father, Freddie crumbled under the pressure and went mad.  But as Edith writes to him, “If I hadn’t been so beastly, you’d have turned out a dreadful bore.”  By pushing Freddie to create a new identity, she helped him move out from under his father’s shadow and carve his own identity, something that Sir Miles failed to do.
 
   As they do the final ritual with the Hand, the crazy magic they’ve all enjoyed goes bad, and they encounter the Outer Church.  This contaminates the rest of their lives, and all except Edie go on to bad fates.  The last issue contains a description of this moment:  “Billy Chang used the Hand of Glory to free the timesuit,” “but Freddie panics and collapses time down into a point with it.”  In the moment that the black hole appears in front of Freddie, the cell has peeled back the hologram that is our reality and come into contact with the two higher realms, the Outer Church and the Invisible College.  Chang opens the door to the Invisible College, and Robin is able to travel there.  We see this chronicled in “All Tomorrow’s Parties” and resolved in “Glitterdammerung.”  That’s presumably the green area that Freddie sees.  Exposure to material outside the universe scares him, however, and this fear makes him vulnerable to direct exposure to the Outer Church.  As Edith discusses in her final letter, this experience scars him, but it also makes him into “one of the greatest magicians in the history of the species.”
 
   What happens to Billy Chang?  Was he a 4D being sent into time to guide them through the ritual?  It’s certainly possible, particularly in light of the phrasing that he “walked out of history like a ghost.”  He either was a 4D being to begin with or he followed the path of John a Dreams and left time in another way.  Beryl and old King Mob both died, and we know now that the man who leaves flowers is actually Sir Miles.  Freddie went on to become Mad Tom, and Edith lives on, having finally discovered the identity of the Harlequin.
 
   Alone in her chair, Edith claims that she’s figured out who the Harlequin are.  This is juxtaposed with a note reading “Edie – It’s time.”  This could be read as Edith feeling that the Harlequin are a literal manifestation of time itself, the force that allows us to grow and evolve.  That reading would make sense, since they are the ones who control the Hand of Glory, a device that facilitates the manipulation of time.  Her response to that card – “Isn’t it always, dear?” – sums up her character arc in the series.  It’s always “time” for her:  the 1920s were her moment, but as she’s gotten older, she’s stayed alive and vital.  She is the living embodiment of the Invisibles’ ideal.
 
   This is a powerful storyline and a powerful issue.  The 1920s Invisibles crew is crazy and fun, in a more purely optimistic way than the frequently tormented present-day gang.  After their experience with the Hand, they seem to have lost their naïve optimism, but for the time we spent with them, the ‘20s were indeed roaring.  Issues like this that hop through time (“Best Man Fall,” “All Tomorrow’s Parties,” and “Glitterdammerung”) demonstrate the richness of the series’s cosmology, uniting seemingly disparate pieces into one moment, replicating for the reader the feeling of experiencing all time at once.
 
   On the first read, we don’t know what these glimpses of the characters’ futures mean.  But finishing the series is the equivalent of becoming a 4D being, giving us the ability to view the entire work as a whole, rather than in a linear continuum.  Rereading, we understand the context for these seemingly disconnected visions and experience the characters’ troubled futures at the same time that we watch their moments of joy.  As Edith says, “How can we be in so many places at once?”
 
   
 
  

Shadowboxers:  “American Death Camp”
 
   This can be a difficult story arc to enjoy.  A central theme of the series is the fallacy of individual identity and the lack of distinction between the two sides in this war.  So on a thematic level, this storyline is at the heart of the series, but the constant succession of identities and cover stories becomes exhausting.  That’s the intention, of course, baffling the reader in the same way that Boy is baffled, but it can get tiring after a while.
 
   As with the “Time Machine Go” arc, the best moments of the arc are in the side moments, like King Mob’s description of his dream, and the team’s auto-critique.  And it is nice to see Morrison incorporate another ostensibly stand-alone issue from the first volume, “How I Became Invisible,” into the series’s mythology and tie it all together.  There are no throwaway issues or even pages in this series.  Everything matters.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Two #11:  “American Death Camp, Part 1: Counting to None”
 
   December 1997; pencils by Phil Jimenez; inks by John Stokes and Ray Kryssing (pages 16-23)
 
   Boy’s first alias is Maya, the Hindu goddess of illusion and deception.  This is a fitting way to start an arc that completely deconstructs her.  Coyote tells her, “You people must get down on your knees everyday and praise the lord for those bad old government boys.  What would you be doing if there was no one for you to fight?”  This again suggests the codependence between the two ostensibly warring sides.  The idea of the city itself as a method for data exchange ties into what we heard with Mad Tom, back in “Down and Out in Heaven and Hell.”
 
   The discussion of the real alphabet is important for what comes later, and also ties nicely back to what Sir Miles was talking about in “Entropy in the U.K.”  The alphabet is our tool for conceptualizing ideas beyond the physical, and it’s limited (at least in English) to the familiar 26 letters.  A 64-letter alphabet would open up the possibility for new forms of expression, which is a new way to think and experience reality.  It’s interesting to consider that we think in words, not images or pure ideas, so we can only think about what our language can conceptualize.  Linguists claim that languages inform thought on the most basic level, and Freud wrote about how dreams and the unconscious play with words, invoking meaning through homonyms and the like.  Is it possible to move beyond the limits of our current language?
 
   After being drugged, Boy spirals back through a variety of cover personas.  The primary point of the arc is to show that identity is a construct, a suit we put on.  Was Boy ever actually all these people?  It doesn’t matter.  What matters is that she believes she was.  It’s disturbing to read, in a post-Guantanamo world, the black beret speaking about Dis.  Everything he’s talking about has essentially come true, particularly the secret prisons “designed for use in situations of ‘national emergency.’”
 
   Boy says here that she doesn’t have much of an ego, likely a comment by Morrison on the fact that she’s the least developed character of the cell.  Here, he uses that to his advantage:  we’re not particularly attached to Boy and don’t know that much about her, so we can accept this total breakdown of identity.  Each of the constructed backstories we see here is just as valid as her origin in “How I Became Invisible.”  The character is perpetually on the periphery, and now that becomes an excuse to eviscerate her identity.
 
   In constructing these false backstories, Morrison is exploring Boy in a similar way as he explored King Mob in “Entropy in the U.K.,” passing through many different potential incarnations of the archetypal character.
 
   The “shock” that sends Boy back to her old self is intense, with the harrowing return of the Archons and Outer Church.  Oscar’s appearance hints at the essential falseness of the whole scenario:  it’s just another deception.  But in this series, deception is as valid as reality.  Belief is what powers things.  The reason why what the cell does to her is so cruel is because they’re using her without her permission.  Other wonderful touches include the subjectivity of the scene where she’s given her skin as a suit, as well as the end, with the bug eyes – another good cliffhanger.
 
   Oscar’s speech is one of the most notable elements of the issue.  Here, he foreshadows the eventual revelation that this was all part of a cleansing exercise, designed to help her.  His discussion of Inanna, the Mesopotamian queen who had to walk naked into Hell, is clearly intended to parallel what they’re doing to Boy.  Before she can meet with Barbelith and be reborn, they have to strip off all these layers of identity.  The entire process connects with the notion that our true selves exist beyond the individual identities we put on.  To be truly naked, Boy must take off not just her clothes but her entire concept of self.
 
   Back with the cell, we see Jack’s amusing indignity at the fact that she ran off after he told her that he fancied her.  Jimenez lets Robin pose like a fashion model, showing off a totally glam, cool get-up.  The gloves, the choker, and the glasses are all very slick, an example of how much attention Jimenez places on the characters’ clothing and appearance.  Style is substance.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Two #12:  “American Death Camp, Part 2:  Counting to Five”
 
   January 1998; layouts by Phil Jimenez; finishes by John Stokes
 
   In this issue, Boy’s storyline continues to be confusing and full of layered realities that don’t pay off much, but we do get some satisfying material with the other members of the cell.  It’s hard to top Grant Morrison writing a scene that starts with “David Lynch directs...”
 
   On the street, we find out that Coyote took out the guy whom Boy was supposed to meet, as part of their setup.  That explains why he was so willing to wreck the boombox.  This guy makes reference to Fox Mulder, appropriate in an issue that’s as X-Files as anything the series has done to date.  Volume Two is infused with the conspiratorial spirit of that series.
 
   The scene in the hotel room is, by far, the high point of the issue, expressing the Invisibles’ glam and weirdness.  Fanny’s Asian outfit is a great image of decadence.  King Mob’s story brings us back to 1924 and the ritual of the Hand.  He sees Freddie contacting the Outer Church, then spins into his own past, age 19.  Morrison did his own first experiments with magic at age 19, and this is most likely drawn from his own life.  Did he hear someone on the stairs as well?  Was that his future self?  Or was it King Mob walking out of the fiction?  I don’t know, but Morrison and The Invisibles invite such questions.  Solely in the context of the series, it’s clear that King Mob walked through his own past.  It seems that all the characters, when exposed to the Hand, are drawn to emotionally charged moments in the time continuum.
 
   King Mob walks in and finds Jack boiling a glove.  We return to this scene in the series’s final issue, indicating it has a large significance in the narrative, but it remains something of a mystery.  Where did this Jack come from?  He must be from the future, since he references King Mob telling the story years ago.  Is he a post-Supercontext Jack, returning to time?  Why is he wearing King Mob’s target shirt?  Do the gloves tie into the Hand of Glory in some way?  We’ll re-examine this, when we reach the last issue.  For now, what’s clear is his reference to King Mob only being able to be there once.  King Mob returns to this vision in the final issue, when he is meant to be there to receive the information that will allow him to kill the King of All Tears, the word “pop.”  That killing is foreshadowed here by Jack saying, “If our words are circles, theirs are bubbles.”  As he says, “It feels like I’ve wandered onstage too early in a play.”  In the final issue, we’ll see a future version of King Mob walk through the same scene.
 
   After this, Jack rants against King Mob and his negative view of the world.  He says, “‘And then I woke up...’?  Fucking hell, man!  Didn’t your English teacher tell you never to have shite like that at the end of a story?”  Jack is being pragmatic here:  for him, the big picture is less important than the life of his friend.  King Mob might never value an individual life over the overall quest, and that’s why his worldview ultimately fails.  Jack thinks that saving one life can mean saving the universe, whereas King Mob still thinks that killing one man can save the universe.  As he says at the end of this volume, “A bullet in the right place can change the world.”  Jack’s worldview ultimately wins out:  it’s his healing of Sir Miles that defeats the Archons, not King Mob’s attack.  “How come you don’t believe in God, but you believe in the devil?”  That sums it up:  King Mob can only see the enemy, not the objective.
 
   When the waiter comes in, King Mob jokes that he’s sent to kill them. Ironically, he is Coyote, the Invisible whom Boy met last issue, and he’s planting a bug in their room.  Mason spends a long time writing that bill, indicating that he may not be as oblivious about what’s going on at his place as he said he was.  Scenes like this one, like a lot of the following Mason material, are designed to make us believe that he will betray the team.  But we eventually realize that it was all part of his plan.  In retrospect, they feel like an easy way to build tension that doesn’t have any payoff.  You could argue that this is Mason self-consciously playing to audience expectations for the “movie” they’re in before revealing the truth – just like in The Sting, the movie he references for the big reveal.  But how does Mason know we’re watching?  Perhaps that’s part of the abduction experience:  ever since that experience, he feels like he’s being watched by these extra-dimensional beings, and he’s playing up to what they want him to be.  But this still feels like a writing short cut, upon rereading.
 
   Robin asks why the Harlequinade would give them the Hand if it’s dangerous.  She is actually the answer to that question:  they need the Hand for the timesuit, in order to ensure that she can complete her mission.  The Harlequinade had to put the Hand in the game to ensure that it reaches the desired conclusion.
 
   The drive in the car is a nice moment, with all of them crammed into this little sedan, adding some realism.  They may be glamorous freedom fighters, but they get around just like the rest of us (windmills notwithstanding).  Jack’s lingering concern about whether Boy fancies him is a reminder that, despite all the chaos around, he’s still got basic desires.  The close, where he and Fanny speak about his chances with Boy, provides a human moment in the midst of the chaos.
 
   When they do reach the building, King Mob says, “I hope they’re just techies too stoned to answer the phones.”  This ties in nicely with what he said back in “Black Science,” that “they” could put cameras everywhere but they’re still dependent on the guy at the monitor paying attention.  Unfortunately, the people watching these monitors are quite competent.
 
   This issue’s end is both misdirection and critical to the next issue.  This arc may be structured more on shocking reversals than is desirable.  Yes, the point is that this is all a sadistic exercise to cleanse Boy, but it’s also a bit sadistic on the reader.
 
   Here, there is no difference between this crew and the Outer Church.  They look like them and they act like them.  For all intents and purposes, they are them.  Particularly notable is the sheer detail of their simulated Outer Church world, from the start of the issue.  They need to make it believable, but were the spikes with five dead bodies on top really necessary?  Even if this experience is for Boy’s own good, it will leave psychological scars.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Two #13:  “American Death Camp, Part 3:  Counting to Ten”
 
   February 1998; layouts by Phil Jimenez; finishes by John Stokes
 
   The highly challenging and difficult-to-enjoy “American Death Camp” wraps up with an issue that clarifies a lot of what came before.  It fits thematically, but it leaves the reader with the same frustration that King Mob has, a feeling of being used.  This is easily the best issue of the arc, but the arc is still one of the volume’s weaker stories.
 
   In the trade paperback version, the speech bubbles on the original cover are omitted, destroying the entire point of the cover.[36]  The issue itself opens with Boy ready to assassinate King Mob.  The idea of Abaddon ties in with what we’ve heard many times before:  chaos vs. order, as incarnated in various gods.  This is just one layer of it.
 
   The issue is primarily devoted to once again exploring the similarities between the two sides and how, for some of the Invisibles, the only way to fight the “other side” is to become them.  The only way Cell 23 can bring Boy back to the good side is to make her think she’s part of the bad side.  Cell 23 also uses the same techniques as Sir Miles to attack the cell.  At what point does motive become irrelevant, leaving just the cruel actions?  The others ultimately accept the need to put Boy through what they did, but King Mob can’t.  He’s still trapped in the idea that it’s a war.  As a result, he’s unwilling to concede that sometimes they need to act like the other side.  The irony is that his violence throughout this volume makes him the most like the Outer Church of anyone in the cell.
 
   Also, his indignation at their abusing Boy this way seems odd, coming from someone who actively assaulted Dane in “Down and Out in Heaven and Hell” as part of his “initiation.”  There, it was okay to dress up like fox hunters and make Dane believe that they were trying to kill Tom, but this exercise is going too far.  The characters all struggle to look beyond their own individual perspective on the world and see things from a more cosmic perspective.
 
   The auto-critique section is aesthetically intriguing and a welcome thematic intrusion at this point in the volume.  The odd coloring enhances the effect.  Morrison impressively attacks the very mythology that he’s built up around these characters, exposing the ironies inherent in them.  When King Mob says, “The hero encourages passive spectating[,] and revolt becomes another product to be consumed,” is Morrison commenting on The Invisibles itself?  The reason he puts such an emphasis on the series as a hypersigil, as a guide to life, is to ensure that this isn’t the case.  Just reading the series isn’t enough – you have to go out and live it.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Language is used as a weapon, triggering auto-critiques of the characters and, implicitly, of the series itself.  From The Invisibles, Volume Two #13 (Feb 1998).  Art by Phil Jimenez and John Stokes.
 
   Robin’s auto-critique is a bit more obvious:  the fact that her way of being revolutionary is by being a sexy image of femininity, which arguably reinforces traditional patriarchal gender roles.  She is not a revolutionary figure in her own right; she exists to support the “true hero” King Mob.
 
   Mason tries to justify his wealth by equating money with God.  Both are abstract concepts, with no concrete value.  But we worship them and value them all the same.
 
   Fanny’s auto-critique is particularly apt for the early days of the first volume, when she wore polka-dotted ‘50s housewife dresses.  Notably, in Volume Two, Fanny’s gender presentation is much more mutable.  In the first volume, we only saw her dressed as a man once, with the exception of her time as a captive of Sir Miles.  Here, she switches often, perhaps Morrison’s own attempt to circumvent this criticism.  Rather than simply conforming to an outdated image of femininity, she has left the gender binary behind and can appear however she wants.
 
   Of course, the true revolutionary figure of the series isn’t King Mob.  It’s Jack alone who has no difference between his auto-critique self and his normal self.  That’s because Jack doesn’t have as much of a constructed personality as the others.  Robin and King Mob self-consciously change between the first two volumes, and the Fanny personality is a construct built on the Hilde base.  Even Mason is struggling with his dual identities of wealthy businessman and alternative radical Invisible.  In “Scorpio Rising,” we see Mason with his rich friends, downplaying his involvement with the cell.  Though he goes by Jack Frost now, there was no moment of radical reinvention for Dane.  He’s not hiding who he is; he’s evolving his current persona, not putting on a new one.
 
   That’s partly why Jack has less of a role in the early issues of this volume, which were all about glamour and style.  He and Boy are the kindred spirits of the cell, the “regular” people in a crazy world.  The difference between them is that Jack has come to understand how to create something positive, amidst all the killing and violence they encounter, while Boy finds that impossible.  It’s the same dichotomy we saw in the scenes with King Mob and Jacqui, in which she decides that the best way to win this war is to just live a normal life.  It’s a similar character arc to what we saw with Jack in the first volume, when he abandoned the team and tried to go back to the way things were.  Perhaps if his mother had taken him back in or he hadn’t been betrayed by his friends, he would never have come back to the team.
 
   Next, we get some crazy spirit visions.  Jack talks about how he “had one of them when I was little,” implying that these guys are from the same place as Quimper.  Less clear is the caped figure who speaks to King Mob and says that the frog was the trigger for understanding the hologram.  The only garden with a frog that we’ve seen has been with Takashi’s grandfather.  Is this a reference to that, or is he speaking to something specific about King Mob?  It seems that he’s speaking to humanity as a whole.  Once Takashi’s grandfather understood the hologram, he was able to fold the design that would create the time machine.
 
   Of course, a drug that simulates alien contact didn’t actually appear in 2005.  Given how deeply pharmaceuticals have penetrated American life and how routinely they are prescribed to kids, it’s worth noting that drugs which expand our definition of humanity are illegal.  This fact is particularly ironic in a culture ostensibly devoted to freedom.
 
   This recalls the “drug war” that’s been waged in the U.S. since the 1970s.  The government created the idea that drugs are awful and destroy peoples’ minds, and this idea has resulted in a huge amount of paranoia and misinformation.  Yes, some people do have bad trips, but government reports saying that one dose of ecstasy will rip a hole in your brain don’t help.  More importantly, the drug war is like the “war on terror” in that it can never be won.  But by framing it as a “war,” violence is justifiable against the “enemy.”  Agents can raid homes and arrest people, because it’s part of a military mission.  Even the most progressive of mainstream politicians remain hesitant about even broaching the idea of legalization, lest they be accused of sending our children down the path to hard drug addiction.  Ironically, it’s easier for “the children” to get illegal drugs than cigarettes or alcohol, because there’s no regulation.  So the entire basis for the “war” is false, and the people fighting it know that it’s a futile effort.  Morrison addresses this in the series:  the drug “war” should actually be a rescue mission, to help the people who need it, leaving the rest alone.  Just because The Invisibles frames things in a cosmic perspective doesn’t mean that its thematic points aren’t intensely relevant to the world we live in.
 
   Robin erases everyone’s memory, apparently because King Mob recognizes that Quimper is in her mind.  It’s unclear when King Mob finds out about her possession.  Their sex ritual next issue and their tryst in “Poor Little Rich Girl” are apparently about staging dominance for Quimper.  Likely, Robin was fighting Quimper on her own, using King Mob as part of that attack.  Later in the series, she says that part of her role in the 1990s was to take Quimper off the board, so it seems unlikely that she wouldn’t become conscious of his manipulation of her until later in the volume.  That Robin feels she has the right to erase everyone’s memory links her to Cell 23, which screws with Boy’s perception as a way of meeting its own ends.  In the series, identity and consciousness are very fluid, ripe for manipulation.
 
   Why does Oscar tell Boy that her hand is the Hand of Glory?  Perhaps it’s part of her treatment, making her believe that she has great power, then stripping it away to jar her out of her false identity.  She eventually comes to, moving out of Outer Church vision and back to reality.  King Mob takes out the guards, even while he’s tied up.  It’s notable that this guard has virtually the same outfit as Bobby Murray and his crew, back in issue #1.  Those uniforms, of course, express the lack of individuality inherent in being part of the Outer Church.
 
   The end of the issue is about the conflict between our emotional response and the “right” response to what happened.  Cell 23 calmly explains why everything they did was right, and it’s hard to argue with their logic.  As far as we know, they did act with her best interests.  Morrison brings back Oscar, so we have a personal connection to what happened.  He seemed like a good guy, back when he and Boy were on the police force.  Why would he try to mess with her unnecessarily?
 
   But at the same time, we share a lot of King Mob’s feelings.  Wasn’t there some other way?  It’s impossible for us to say, but it’s clear that Cell 23 could have been more open with King Mob about what they were doing.  Part of the issue comes from the fact that we couldn’t see them being more open, because that would compromise the narrative structure of the arc.  If King Mob and his crew know what’s going on but readers don’t, then we’re the ones who feel used at the end.  It’s precisely because we’re right there with him and Boy that the reveal feels emotionally motivated, rather than simply a narrative cheat.  These guys may have been doing the right thing, but they’re still bastards, and we get an emotional catharsis from King Mob’s defiant farewell.
 
   Boy is finally given what she was seeking:  the chance for revenge.  But looking at that pathetic man, this doesn’t feel like a noble quest anymore.  Once again, we see that the other side is human, not a vast anonymous force.  To kill the man who killed her brother would just make her a murderer.  Having given up the desire for revenge, she can finally meet Barbelith.  It’s a wonderful moment, particularly the panel with her crying, describing the feeling.  That moment is the best evidence that Cell 23 was acting in her interest, in order to finally bring her to this point where she can evolve.  Of course, seeing this only makes her more aware of the essential fallacy of the war, shortly driving her to quit the team.
 
   While this story arc has some shortcomings, it’s ultimately successful.  The central conceit of scamming our crew is a bit frustrating.  Still, there are great moments along the way, and things end nicely.  More than any other arc in the series, this one appears to be the visual inspiration for The Matrix.  Just look at Oscar and his team, wearing long trenchcoats and sunglasses, looking ultra-stylish.  The bugs we saw in the previous issues are also very Matrix-esque; once exposed to the “truth,” Boy even had to shave her head.
 
   But the central difference between The Matrix and The Invisibles is also present here.  In The Matrix, what’s “real” is most important.  So even though the viewer is taken out of a comfortable world and dropped on a ship, wearing crappy clothes and eating mush, one is supposed to be thankful because that’s “real.”  Centrally, Morrison would reject this.  He would embrace the reclaiming of the Matrix, dressing cool and freeing minds, rather than worrying about some artificially imposed real / fake dichotomy.
 
   If something makes us feel, it is inherently real because it affects reality.  The Invisibles helps us realize that fiction can affect the real world, even if only through radically affecting its readers.  So even if all the self-critiques in this issue are valid, they don’t overwhelm the fact that people who read the series aren’t the same afterwards.
 
   This issue is also notable as Phil Jimenez’s finale on the series.  After his astonishing work on “Black Science,” the deadlines and crush of a monthly schedule pulled his work down to earth.  It’s still strong, but he started to use a lot of repeated panels and panels without backgrounds as time savers, and it shows.  Also, the coloring on this story arc gets a bit weird, with a lot of monochromatic people in the background.  A lot of this wasn’t his fault, because Morrison was out “living” the series and his scripts were often late, leaving Jimenez with as little as two weeks to draw an issue.
 
   Still, there was nobody better suited for rebooting the series than Jimenez.  Jimenez always makes his characters look like models, cool and glam, befitting the themes Morrison was exploring in this section of the series.  Though his work slipped from the pinnacle of “Black Science,” there are still a myriad of astonishing images in his later story arcs, from the fully-realized 1920s Invisibles world to the fractured images of Jack and Fanny’s dance.  Chris Weston performed excellently on The Invisibles, but nobody could have done a better job than Jimenez did with this section of the series.
 
   
 
  

Controlling the Hallucination
 
   This issue begins the final part of Volume Two, collected in Kissing Mister Quimper – my favorite collection.  I can personally think of no other work that is simultaneously so emotional, so cool, so thought-provoking, so challenging, and so mind-expanding.
 
   Chris Weston’s art is a major reason for the success of Volume Two.  Despite the fact that Jimenez defined the look and feel of the volume, his work started slipping towards the end of his run.  But Weston owns the closing run of Volume Two, and this was an appropriate moment to switch.  His strength, compared to Jimenez, lies in the gritty, heavy quality of his pencils.  Jimenez’s people look like glamour models, which is perfect for the opening part of Volume Two, but now, Weston’s slightly dirtier look is appropriate.  There’s a reason Morrison had him draw a book called The Filth:  Weston’s got that dirty look down.
 
   Weston also excels at the facial expressions of his characters.  He can occasionally go too far, but his people are much more emotionally relatable than Jimenez’s.  Part of this is that Weston draws heads and faces larger, making them more expressive, but he also does a better job communicating emotion than Jimenez.
 
   Weston’s first few issues are largely a bridge, bringing us to the volume’s climax.  It’s the moment when all the disparate threads of the series start to come together, and the cosmology underlying the series is made increasingly explicit.  Everything accelerates as we approach the singularity.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Two #14:  “Only Lovers Left Alive”
 
   April 1998; pencils by Chris Weston; inks by John Stokes
 
   After the just-concluded arc of nine issues, which felt almost self-contained, it’s nice to get back to the concerns of both the first volume and “Black Science,” with the return of Colonel Friday and Sir Miles.  Miles, in particular, was missed, and it’s nice to touch base with him here, even if he forgot to bring his pants.  They are meeting in the Outer Church, which seems to be distinguished by the constant presence of black helicopters.  It’s notable that we see that heavy red sun on a number of occasions, connecting this realm with Universe A and Barbelith.
 
   Morrison incorporates the death of Princess Diana into the story – a move that could have been controversial or even offensive at the time.  He already used her as the mythical Diana back in “Half a Dozen of the Other,” and her death fits right in with the themes of the series.  He allowed the story to evolve, incorporating both his life and the cultural feelings of the time.  I’d be curious to see what he’d have done, had 9/11 occurred during the series’s publication.  The Filth was, in large part, a response to 9/11, bringing in that authoritative strain, as the hope of The Invisibles is suppressed by the post-9/11 culture of fear and death.
 
   Friday says that a new spirit is coming to visit the world.  This is likely a reference to the ceremony that Sir Miles will perform in the abbey at the end of Volume Three.  Here, we also get Miles’s uncertainty about his role in the Outer Church.  He feels guilty over the “child management” program, which apparently entails abducting children and sacrificing them as a magical offering.
 
   This scene connects the fictional agenda of Miles and Friday with a very real media culture that fosters the fear of child abductions and pedophiles.  Despite the statistical unlikelihood of one’s child actually being abducted, parents try to lock kids down and keep them from venturing outside into the world.  Morrison has talked about the contrast between today’s more regulated kids and the freedom he had as a child to go off with his friends and imagine his own worlds.  The scene imagines a more sinister agenda between the media creation of that fear, and the notion of missing children is reinforced throughout the issue by the omnipresence of the child’s face on the milk carton.
 
   Along those lines, Morrison frames video games and branded clothes as magical acts of subliminal destruction.  These consumer items are weakening children, removing their agency and branding them with the sigils of major corporations.  This ties into an idea Morrison raises in Pop Magic:  that the greatest magicians are corporations who have put their logos into the minds of the culture.  They’ve created the terms by which our minds work.  Freeing our minds thus involves creating a new set of symbols to work through.
 
   This whole sequence works wonderfully because it simultaneously fits into what the series is doing and comments on our society.  Even if one doesn’t believe there is an Outer Church and thinks that Morrison’s cosmology is a bunch of hogwash, his points about the branded clothes and childhood death obsessions remain valid.  Magic is just one way of looking at things.  Morrison sees corporate branding as a magical attack on youth consciousness, but we can also see at it as a corporate tactic to make more money.  Either way, they’re creating a youth population that values their brand.
 
   Everything’s getting darker as we approach the end of the volume, and Robin and King Mob’s clothes are no exception.  He now sports a heavy leather coat and a Union Jack T-shirt.  The second panel of the graveyard page’s depiction of Robin is one of the most striking depictions of the character in the entire series.  Weston uses so much detail that the hair alone must have taken forever.
 
   A lot of tension in the issue comes from teasing the reader about Robin’s possession.  Quimper is everywhere, lurking in the wallpaper on the cover and all over their room.  Robin tells King Mob about her possession in the next issue, presumably when it becomes too much to manage on her own.  Her behavior here is partially a ritual designed to ensnare Quimper, but it may go to a darker place than she had originally intended.
 
   Earlier in the series, Robin talks about how she had to wear those ugly clothes, even though they’re not her style, simply because that’s how Jack remembers her looking.  She was playing a role, hiding her knowledge.  It’s only after she told King Mob the truth that’s she been able to act herself again.  A likely reason for why Robin switches to such overtly sexy clothes is because this is how everyone dresses in 2012.  In both “The Girl Most Likely to” and the last issue, we can see that the world of 2012 is clearly a more progressive, sexually open culture.  There, Robin’s underwear and leather jacket ensemble would probably seem like normal outerwear.
 
   One can also read her outfit as an attempt to emulate King Mob.  The two of them dress alike here, becoming a well-matched, dark and glamorous couple.  Sexing her up is also part of the “Hollywoodization” of the series:  the frumpy-looking girl has been recast as a glamorous sexpot.
 
   King Mob and Robin probably really did love each other.  Together, they were able to bring out new sides of each other.  Robin dropped her false front and returned to her true self.  King Mob got over Jacqui and was able to live as a sort of fantasy version of himself.  As he says in “The Girl Most Likely to,” he’d always dreamed of being with a girl from the future, and now he is.  We also have to keep in mind that Robin fell in love with the author of a book called The Invisibles, and King Mob is both an author and an analogue of the man who wrote The Invisibles.  Morrison has said outright that his goal with Volume Two was to give King Mob an easier time and a girlfriend, hoping that his own life followed suit.
 
   This adds depth to Robin and King Mob’s relationship.  The transition from the graveyard to the hotel room is trippy.  Later, we pan over King Mob’s killing paraphernalia while Robin asks him, quite creepily, “Do you like it, Gideon?  Killing people?”  One doesn’t even need to hear that to be freaked out.  What kind of question is that?  It’s her working through the Quimper thing, not totally controlling it yet.  It’s a nice touch how a disturbed King Mob still gets wrapped up in the fantasy, indicative of just how alluring the other side is to both of them.
 
   The panel with just Robin’s lips and nose, saying, “I want to be a number,” is iconic.  Also memorable is the panel below that, where she talks about wanting to be “a mindless, state-controlled robot.”  There, she has dark eyes and an alien feel.  Her face is a clear echo of Quimper, and she seems to be speaking under the control of some other being.  In this moment, she surrenders herself to Quimper and manifests him on the surface.  Quimper’s goal is to make total control appealing:  they don’t just want to defeat you; they want you to join their side.  That’s what the interrogation in “Entropy in the U.K.” was all about.
 
   Tripping on acid, they both drift off into this odd place and go through the dark part of their minds.  This is perfect material for Weston, who draws their room dripping with atmosphere.  Also, the coloring on this issue is the best in the entire series, giving everything deep colors and a lot of pop.  Robin and King Mob’s actions are nicely complemented by the other characters’ storylines, which fluctuate between sex and possible love.  It’s still unclear whether King Mob and Robin are closer to Jack’s sincere affection or Fanny’s one night stand.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Robin seems possessed by Quimper, embracing a lack of personal identity.  From The Invisibles, Volume Two #14 (April 1998).  Art by Chris Weston and John Stokes.
 
   Jack’s feelings for Boy never felt like true love, and they’re probably not meant to.  It’s more that he’s stuck with this group of people, and the only person who’s both sexually accessible to him and morally in the same place is Boy.  King Mob and Robin are the core of the group – both leaders and wholehearted believers.  Fanny does her own thing, leaving Jack and Boy on the periphery.  He’s started to fancy her, and he now decides to pursue it.  His struggle to make conversation with her is particularly well-done and something relatable amidst all the larger chaos.  Morrison may be known for the big, crazy ideas, but he can do the struggles of daily life just as well.
 
   Weston infuses the dance club sequence with a sense of motion in a crowded space.  The dialogue is blurred at times, to represent the loud music.  But one really has to question Jack’s wardrobe.  The tracksuit makes him look like a really short mobster.
 
   The entire episode with Fanny is effective for a number of reasons.  In the series, the Invisibles are going to win:  the enemy can fight, but it will invariably lose.  Our prime evidence of this comes from seeing peoples’ evolving social attitudes.  Jack initially fears how the bodybuilder will respond when he finds out Fanny’s a man, only to be surprised when it turns out that he’s been happily aware of the fact for two hours.  The bodybuilder, initially depicted as a stereotypical image of masculinity, is revealed to have a more evolved sexuality.  This is the world the Invisibles are building, one where social and sexual boundaries break down.  We’ll see a lot more of this in Volume Three.
 
   Back in the hotel room, Boy talks about how she feels sick of running, sick of being an Invisible.  She was fueled by a desire for revenge, and without that, there’s nothing keeping her with the team except for loyalty.  She’ll stay with them a bit, but it’s already inevitable that she’ll leave.  Jack talks with disdain of going back to “the farm.”  He’s got no normal life to go back to, as he found out during the first volume.  Boy, however, will wind up doing exactly what she says here:  go get married and be happy.  I really like when Jack says, “I just run ‘cause it’s quicker than walking.”  His best alternative is to stick with the Invisibles and go to as many places as he can, seeing the world in the process.  But Jack, more than anyone else in the cell, understands why Boy would choose a normal life.
 
   In the end, Jack and Boy kiss.  She decides to embrace the moment, or maybe she just feels she owes him for saving her.  Regardless, it’s a nice capper.  Everyone is together with someone, but a heavy feeling of dread still hangs over the issue.
 
   This issue adds only somewhat to the overall narrative, but its real joy lies in spending time with these characters, understanding where they are and how they’ve changed after all they’ve been through.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Two #15:  “The Philadelphia Experiment”
 
   May 1998; pencils by Chris Weston; inks by Ray Kryssing
 
   After the overture last issue, “The Philadelphia Experiment” goes more in depth, setting up the major issues at play in the volume’s climax, “Black Science 2.”  There are brilliant moments in this issue, but it’s held back by the need to set up so many plot points.
 
   We open with Takashi, now a total believer in the possibilities of the time machine.  The opening instruction, “Imagine we could move in time the way we move in space,” is all about creating this 4D perception of time in the reader.  Reading the series again, a lot of moments seem designed to ease the reader into this view of time, slowly seeding the reader’s subconscious until it makes sense.
 
   Takashi talks about stopping in time or turning around, and it’s worth pointing out that you can do that with this book:  you can stop time by lingering on a panel, and you can turn around to go back in time to last issue.  You can hop to any moment in the series’s continuum by opening to that page, and you can perceive it all simultaneously.  If we could perceive our world like we do the world of this book, we would be able to see in the way Takashi is discussing.
 
   Takashi asks one of the essential time-travel questions, “If we could do that… wouldn’t we have returned already?”  He knows that Robin is a time traveler, so this question is really for the reader.  One possibility, fitting with John a Dreams’s presence in this issue, is that time travel takes us out of individual identity, allowing us to reinsert ourselves into the continuity through any life, anywhere.  “What would a human being look like who had learned to move freely in time?”  The answer is John, someone who has lost his ties to individual identity and instead can exist as anyone at any time.
 
   This issue finally brings us back to Dulce and Quimper, who we see from the perspective of Satan (last seen with Mary Shelley in “Arcadia”).  It’s nice to have Satan back, though we don’t actually see him.  The first-person perspective works well, frustratingly depriving us of the character’s identity and giving us an interesting new look at Friday and Quimper.  Friday is likely repulsed by Satan’s presence, because Satan can navigate between both the Outer Church and Universe A, the Invisible College.  He is a positive figure, the counter to Friday’s Archon darkness.
 
   Quimper, “this goddamn little abomination of a fella,” comments that he’s met Satan before.  Quimper saw Satan at his violation, the ceremony we previously glimpsed during “She-Man.”  It could also be read as a reference to the fact that they’re both incarnations of John a Dreams.  Satan is a fascinating character because he’s totally outside the game.  He’s present at Quimper’s violation and travels here to ostensibly help the Outer Church, but the ultimate purpose of the trip is to help Jack.  He is not bound by loyalty to either side.
 
   Quimper speaks about leaving a part of himself in Robin, so that when he dies, he’ll live on in her.  In the moment, it’s a teasing reference to the future, building fear around Quimper’s possession of Robin.  However, knowing that Quimper is John, this works on another level.  One interpretation of what happened to John is that, when he moved outside of time, the present him “died” by splintering into infinite pieces, and he gained access to everyone in the universe.  Quimper’s comment also works on the level of collective humanity because, in The Invisibles, we are all one entity:  everything we do affects those around us, and those effects help to build the world of the future.  It is in that building of humanity as a whole that we are all preserved.
 
   Weston makes a rare stumble in the 1992 flashback sequence.  John looks like he’s 12 and King Mob looks like he’s 60.  John claims that the thing they find is a vehicle built by higher beings to be present on Earth.  It would make sense that making contact with this vehicle would take John out of regular space and up to their higher realm.
 
   King Mob says that what he saw was a Shoggoth from the stories of H.P. Lovecraft.  Likely, this was just the lens he used to process what he saw.  For John, it might have been something entirely different, something beautiful, and that’s why he went into it.  He says, “I think they’d found a way to become pure thought.”  As with the talking head in the church in “Arcadia,” it may be a case of people seeing what they want to see. Morrison himself said that the creature was the discarded timesuit, offering a window through which one can see the entire single organism that is all life on Earth. King Mob feared this extra-dimensional being and consequently perceived it as a creature out of Lovecraft’s stories.
 
   Morrison usually depicts John as a transcendent figure, rather than a regular character, so it can be hard to imagine King Mob missing him, as he says he does here.  But this reminds us the other characters knew him as an individual, not a part of the collective being.
 
   Boy and Jack play video games in New Orleans.  Speaking about the video game, Jack reinforces a central theme of the series, recalling “Best Man Fall” when he says, “I just thought that fucker in the balaclava looked like he might be a good laugh if you got to know him.”  Jack is now quite enlightened conceptually, but still speaks like he did in the first issue, peppering nearly every sentence with “fuck.”
 
   The tension surrounding John’s possible reappearance is very different upon rereading.  The first time through, it’s possible that John could have returned, transformed by the enemy into a real, physical villain.  Knowing that he’s not means this whole chase is smoke and mirrors, however exciting it might be.  Robin says they may be experiencing “extreme altered states of consciousness,” anticipating the revelation that the whole vision is brought on by a fear drug.
 
   Robin finally tells King Mob that Quimper’s been in her brain.  So ironically, it is John menacing them, but not in the manner they expected.  Quimper is the John that has been warped by the enemy and is fighting them.  One of the best lines of the issue (and one of the series’s all-time classics) is “Mason on Bond:  ‘Every scene’s a sex scene.’”  This must be something he’s said many times, since they both finish the quote.  The reference fits with the volume’s Hollywood action movie aesthetic and its sexualized fetishization of action heroes.  The final chase completes the characters’ transformation from real people into action heroes.  Robin tells him to “Do the big superspy thing,” and all of a sudden they’re speaking in catchphrases.
 
   The thing that’s been pursuing them lights a match, and we see it’s the outline of John a Dreams.  He references Lucifer, tying John to Satan, and exits with the striking image of a light exploding in the darkness.  The story of the fall also fits well with Quimper, who used to be “a little light.”  But this turns out not to be the actual John speaking:  King Mob invents the words, in his hallucinatory state.
 
   Then things wrap up with Takashi handing over the time machine engine, a bit of magic mirror, to the government.  He references how Hiroshima was a learning experience for our species.  Earlier, we heard that it was the Hiroshima bomb that opened the door for the Outer Church to invade our reality.  In doing so, it set off the struggle that has defined humanity throughout its existence:  the struggle to better ourselves.  As Takashi says, “We, as a species, must learn and burn our fingers and become wise.”  Hiroshima had a lot more than burned fingers, but the point is there:  it was part of the learning process.  Using Morrison’s logic, all bad things that happen to us, not only individually but as a species, happen to make us stronger.  In the end, we learn from them and create a better world.  This reiterates the series’s central point and provides a strong ending to the issue.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Two #16:  “Scorpio Rising”
 
   June 1998; pencils by Chris Weston; inks by Ray Kryssing
 
   This issue opens with Mason back in the high-society world into which he was born.  His attraction to Robin is foregrounded in the opening pages during his conversation with his sister, Kathryn, laying the groundwork for the relationship he’ll have with the younger Robin in 2008.  His phone conversation with someone named John is ultimately a red herring:  he’s not talking to John a Dreams, but the conversation does offer the opportunity for some fun pop culture references in the dialogue.
 
   It’s nice to revisit his abduction.  The faces on the wall are still an intensely powerful image, even more than Jack’s visions in “London” and “Liverpool.”  These more directly engage with typical alien abduction imagery, right down to the classic car driving down a highway in the middle of the night.  Mason’s sister apparently wasn’t as affected by the experience, since she’s gently mocking his interest in the occult during their earlier conversation.
 
   Back in the church, we see King Mob teeter on the edge of insanity as he and Robin try to hunt down John a Dreams.  On one level, the thematic point is about fear, that (as FDR famously said) all we have to fear is fear itself.  On another level, it’s a demonstration of how successful the Outer Church is at controlling our reality.  By creating this fear, they drive people to violence and prevent them from moving forward.  Scorpio, the virtual assassin, operates on the same principles as the milk carton scheme from “Lovers Left Alive,” building a fear out of nothing until it controls people’s lives.
 
   Robin says, “I’d rather not kill anybody… feels like murder every time.”  King Mob writes off her concerns, claiming that the only way to make that feeling go away is to kill more people.  This issue takes him towards a nadir, a point where shooting doesn’t work anymore, and it sets up his transformation at the end of the volume.  He mentions that “all our instincts” are telling him there’s someone there.  Reduced to relying solely on his base instincts, King Mob is more subject to control by the Outer Church.
 
   Friday says that the church in Philadelphia is a resonator and that “going into [it] is like going into your mind.”  The concept is that one’s fears feel physical in this place.  It’s impossible to win a fight there, because there’s no rational reality to override your fear.  It’s like if you’re afraid of the dark and think there might be someone lurking there, the reality that there is no one there will normally override that fear.  In the church it won’t, because your mind will create that person lurking there, and you’ll have no way to disprove its existence.
 
   It’s nice to see Jim Crow and Roger back.  Jim’s rap is filled with Invisibles concepts, and it ties in with what Morrison himself is trying to do with the series:  send a message to existing Invisibles and try to draw new ones in, through his art.  Jim’s rap will likely make a bigger impact than the actual physical fighting he does with the Outer Church forces.
 
   Things end with King Mob going crazy and firing at the door, only to find his own name back there, his fear revealed as simply the product of his own mind.  There is no John a Dreams, there is only the darkness within King Mob himself.  But it also suggests that King Mob is destroying himself, or at least the killer persona he currently wears.
 
   At the end, Robin claims they switched it off, but that might not be true because her own fear comes to the surface:  the fear that Mason is manipulating them and that everything she believes is a lie.  This could also tie in with the fact that Quimper is still in her and may be using her, now that her mind is weakened.
 
   One of the problems with this volume (enjoyable as it is) is the constant misdirection and deception.  Mason ultimately turns out to be good, but this issue spends time setting him up as a potential traitor, primarily to make a strong cliffhanger going into the next issue.  This works really well the first time through, but is a bit frustrating when rereading.  The Fanny / Robin deception at the end of “Black Science 2” is executed much better.
 
   Ultimately, the issue is something of an anticlimax.  King Mob and Robin run around a church and find nothing but their own delusions.  The significance of the issue is largely the encroaching sense of menace and reckless abandon.  Even though Mason doesn’t betray the team, he does spiral off the rails a bit, manipulating people to ensure that both the Invisibles’ goals and his business goals are met.  Everyone is being pushed to the edge, the team is fracturing in pieces, and it seems that only Fanny and Jack know what’s really going on.
 
   
 
  

A Dream America:  “Black Science 2”
 
   “Black Science 2” is the climax of Volume Two, the fusion of the best qualities of the first and second volumes.  The original “Black Science” was all about cool, about creating an overwhelming sensory experience.  Here, we’ve got all that, but there’s also another thematic layer, which has more empathy and emotion.  The more aggressive, violent Invisibles ultimately fail, while Fanny and Jack, who can see beyond the war, succeed in creating real chaos and defeating the Outer Church.  The fight rages on in Volume Three, but by then it’s clear who’s won.  This is the deciding battle, the turning point when it the war becomes a rescue mission.
 
   Part of the brilliance of the story is the way the action elements fade to the background as we go on.  We still get the rush of King Mob and Roger in action, but mixed in with those bursts of violence are moments that clarify and expand the series’s key themes.  Jack’s interaction with Satan, Fanny’s redemption of Quimper – and the mind-blowing notion that Robin has been writing the whole series, as she lives it all – make this a dizzying mesh of ideas that’s as thought-provoking as it is exhilarating.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Two #17:  “Black Science 2, Part 1:  Newton’s Sleep”
 
   August 1998; pencils by Chris Weston; inks by Ray Kryssing
 
   The storyline opens with Jim’s fable about an alternate reality, in which Africans ruled over white slaves until the whites found a time machine and went back to build our world.  It’s “a fable… a satire, you know what I’m saying?  It’s supposed to make you think.”  Jim is saying this as part of a TV program.  A lot of his work with Niggaz on the Triggaz is designed to make people question the world they live in.  The story might not be literally true, but it does raise questions.  Our world is the sum of specific events, and changing one element of the past would create an entirely different reality.[37]
 
   Jolly Roger promises Jim Crow the secret of the universe, and Jim says, “Won’t be the first one I’ve ever heard.”  On one level, this is just a snappy retort, but it also reflects how the reader feels.  At this point, we’ve heard so many different versions of what’s really going on, of the nature of this conflict, that it would be impossible to accept one story as the secret of the universe.  The universe has many secrets, all of them different ways of looking at the same essential truth.
 
   Later, Jim talks about the nature of the magic mirror, “the soul on the outside, looking in at the body.”  This nature is tough to grasp, so it’s nice to see it brought up again here.  The critical thing to understand is that it reflects all of existence and has become trapped in creation.  Roger isn’t particularly interested in this:  she only wants revenge.  She, like King Mob, is unwilling to see this as anything other than a war.
 
   This issue is structured with a lot of quick scenes, focusing on different characters.  That helps give it an epic feeling:  all these different plot threads are swirling together, bringing us to the huge confrontation at Dulce.  We check in with Jack and Fanny, then Mason and Takashi.  Jack and Fanny have been getting closer all volume, nicely exemplified by Jack flipping off the couple who stare at Fanny when she’s applying her makeup.  Fanny’s ominous words, “When I wear the wig, that’s when it happens,” contribute to the feeling that events are escalating, pressing forward to something huge at the end of the volume.
 
   Weston’s art excels here.  Robin’s outfit at the rooftop is her best in the entire series:  heavy, dark, and entirely appropriate for the mood we’ve reached here.  Weston draws Robin better than anyone else has.  I also like the outfit he gives Fanny, which is different from his usual stuff in that it’s less traditionally feminine and more everyday.
 
   Robin and Roger continue their animosity, amplified without King Mob to moderate.  Why does she hate “leather babe” so much?  Is it because Robin presents a typical image of sexualized femininity, and she feels that King Mob has lost some of his edge by falling in love with her?  If she knew Robin earlier, it’s likely that she’s aware of the sudden change in attire, like Robin is trying to play at being King Mob.
 
   King Mob is out for a walk, as part of his soul-searching after the experience at the church.  He was made to realize just how fragile his mind was, how close to psychosis he’s drifting.  He’s not sure about what they’re doing.  After the events of this arc, he’ll give up his guns and try a new path.  The church was his nadir, and it’s driven him to change his life.
 
   Mason says that the reason he’s doing all this is because he wants to find out if his abduction was a hallucination.  He’s seeking to find definitive proof that he’s not crazy, and this video of the Roswell object is that proof.  But having the real thing would be even more – and quite possibly make him even richer.  Mason’s double agenda in this volume is to find a way to simultaneously forward the interests of the Invisibles and his own business, and the magic mirror is the key to both.
 
   Boy’s breakup with Dane and the team is well handled.  It’s nice that the scene isn’t about big drama:  Jack is already aware that Boy isn’t fully behind what they’re doing, although he is.  The critical difference is that Boy has a home to go back to, and she feels that she can build a normal life.  Jack already tried that, in the first volume, and realized that the only people who want him are the Invisibles.  He believes in their cause, even if he’s not in agreement with King Mob’s methods, and the team puts him in the best position to make a difference.  He’s younger than Boy and does not share her desire to settle down.  He says that life with the Invisibles is “real life to me.  Better than anything I ever had.”  Again, the notion of the “real” comes into question.  It may feel like fantasy, but as he’ll discuss next issue, the team has brought him around the world, and shown him things he could never imagine. That’s what’s real to him now.
 
   Over in Dulce, we finally find out who the first-person viewer is:  Satan.  The fact that the reader is made to see through his eyes ties nicely with what he talks about later:  that we’re all playing a game but have become so immersed in our roles that we forgot about the larger world outside.  It’s a controversial topic, but Satan may be an aspect of John.  At the church, John split into a variety of personas, and this is one.  In the first-person pages, we readers are also wearing that suit, experiencing things from his perspective and being treated like him.  John could experience reality through anyone in that manner.
 
   The apple is used to remind the reader that this is the same character from back in “Arcadia.”  Friday’s touch is apparently toxic, since the apple in his hand is rotted by the time he’s eating it.  The apple Satan’s holding has the image of a globe on it, suggesting his status as someone beyond the game.  He’s able to perceive the whole of existence at once and hold it in his hand.
 
   At the end of the scene, Quimper remarks on the movie that’s in the works:  “Coming soon.”  He’s doing a trailer for the book’s storyline right in that storyline itself.  This works on a comedic level as well as the meta one, and it’s also rather creepy.
 
   Next, Fanny tells Jack that they will be the ones who will make a difference in Dulce.  She says that it will be like when they went dancing, using love rather than violence to get what they want.  Where King Mob, Roger and Jim fail, Fanny and Jack will succeed.
 
   On the roof, Mason talks about cinema, the way that “they” have conditioned us to believe that our world isn’t as real as images projected on a screen.  Movies have more power than any other medium to define the world we believe we live in.  When I was in high school, my classmates said that we didn’t have a “real” high-school experience because it wasn’t like what we saw on TV.  Ironically, reality was less “real” than fiction.  Motion pictures define our cultural consciousness.  I personally can’t imagine how I would process the world if I hadn’t watched movies.  There are certain experiences, like drugs and crime, that we know mostly from movies.  How we imagine the past and the future is largely determined by the films we’ve seen. And in some cases, the futures we’ve seen on screen influence the development of real technology and architecture, so that our fiction sets the course along which our reality will develop.
 
   The entire conversation has a lot in common with the previous discussions of language.  Mason would argue that it’s not about the 26-letter alphabet anymore:  it’s about light, about building an entire world on screen that we respond to in our own lives.  With security cameras everywhere, we’re all the stars of the movie, and “they” are the directors.
 
   Movies create the parameters against which we measure our lives.  They can either be a force for positive change or reinforce existing structures.  Mason asks, “How do we take control of the hallucination?”  The series itself is a response:  The Invisibles is a fictional work that’s programmed to redefine the way we view reality.  Download this series into your mind, and you’ll come out the other side changed.
 
   This also ties into the way that Mason has discussed movies over the course of the series.  By finding the evolutionary message in non-intellectual, popular works like Speed and Independence Day, Mason is trying to take control of the hallucination.  Any work of art does not exist in a vacuum.  We assess it through cultural and social lenses, biased by our own circumstances and background.  Mason seeks out Invisible messages in everything he sees, and because that’s what he’s looking for, he finds them.  His goal is to teach everyone to think like that, to not see the intended pro-America or pro-hetero-normative message of a typical studio film, to instead find something subversive lurking in the most mundane entertainments.  If people build their lives in response to the films they see, then controlling the way they perceive the films means controlling the future direction of their lives.
 
   Next, Mason tells King Mob that, when he found Robin, she’d been abused by her father, selling herself to survive.  Later on, we find out that this memory was false.  Is this conversation staged for Quimper’s benefit, or was Robin told, in the future, that she needed this memory?  Did she tell it to Mason to make it seem more real?
 
   The issue ends with Robin putting the Quimper mask over her face.  It’s a creepy final image, one that compels you to read the next issue.  Despite the issue being primarily setup, this is a fantastic ending.  The whole story gives the reader the feeling that something important is happening, that it’s all been leading to this.  Things only spiral further into insanity as the storyline goes on.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Two #18:  “Black Science 2, Part 2:  Einstein’s Monsters”
 
   September 1998; pencils by Ivan Reis; inks by Mark Pennington
 
   This issue’s cover is really creepy and fits perfectly with the contents.  Unfortunately, once we get it open, we’re missing Chris Weston on art.  Ivan Reis does a pretty good job of filling in, but in retrospect it’s pretty clear that rushing to meet the monthly schedule wasn’t worth it.  It would have been better to let the artists take their time, putting out the best book possible.  With a book like this, one has to assume that its small readership was pretty devoted, and a delay wouldn’t make a huge difference in monthly sales.  It might have been frustrating, but would have been worthwhile in the long run.
 
   The conversation between King Mob and Jack on the first page is all the more enjoyable because these two characters rarely get a chance to interact.  When they do, it can be contentious, because they’re at opposite ends of the moral spectrum.  Jack is much more evolved, and it’s tough for him to deal with King Mob, whom he knows is quite wrong about a lot of things.  King Mob equates Mason to Batman, something that was implicit before.  Mason gives the impression of being nothing more than a rich guy looking for some thrills, though he clearly has much larger ambitions.
 
   King Mob references his past as a writer, something we don’t see brought up too often.  That’s an obvious tie to Morrison himself, as if they were the same person until King Mob branched out of Morrison’s consciousness, representing an alternate path Morrison could have taken.  The line “I made up stories for money” is particularly notable:  King Mob is still in awe of that job, even after all the crazy things he’s seen.
 
   It’s interesting to look at what King Mob says here, in light of the fact that he’s running the Technoccult corporation at the end of Volume Three.   He eventually realizes that Mason’s approach is more likely than violence to make a long-term impact.  If corporations have total control of global consciousness, then the best way to fight back is to take control of the corporations.
 
   King Mob asks Jack what he would do, if everything they believed in wasn’t real, and Jack says, “I’m bigger than what I was.  I’m sitting in New York.  That’s fucking real to me.”  King Mob clearly missed the core point of Tom’s lessons, echoed here through the omnipresent pigeons.  If something makes one feel, if it changes who one is, then it’s as real as anything else.  It’s true for Jack in the story, and it’s true for the person reading the story.
 
   The major mistake in this issue is that we spend so much time on the train operation.  It’s exciting in the moment and might be enjoyable if Jimenez had drawn it, but Reis’s art isn’t strong enough to justify the time spent on something that we soon find out never actually happened.  It does foreshadow the ultimate failure of Roger and King Mob to make an impact during the Dulce mission, but it’s not worth so many pages.
 
   Robin returns with a new “secret identity.”  King Mob’s line, “One thing I learned from reading comics was the value of at least one secret identity,” is something we would expect Grant Morrison to say, and it also explains why “Kirk Morrison” existed in the first place.  The shot of her with the mask on is also great, as is Fanny’s expression when she says “Uncanny, darling.”  From Fanny’s facial expression, it’s clear that she knows this is all part of the plan.  The notion of a secret identity also ties into the trick that they eventually play on Quimper.  They build a false identity with false memories that they know will attract him, then reveal the truth once they’ve got him trapped.
 
   Back in Dulce, we get another memorable scene with Satan.  Friday claims that Quimper “asked permission to videotape his first few hours in her body.”  This finally gives us some explanation for how the pimp pornographer Quimper of “6 and a Half Dozen of the Other” connects to the Quimper seen in Volume Two.  The woman with Quimper, in that issue, was under his mind control.  He had seeded himself in her like he tries to do with Robin.
 
   Satan shows Friday a higher-dimensional form.  The many panels are likely meant to represent 4D perception, and it overwhelms Friday.  Friday claims that Satan went to the Outer Church, which indicates that he’s playing both sides, an idea reinforced by his later chess match with Dane.  Like Robin, Satan must move to specific points in time and do specific actions to ensure that the desired result emerges.  In this case, he must be at Dulce to speak to Dane and set up what will happen at the end of Volume Three.
 
   Satan references a universe smaller than an atom, which is apparently the nature of the Outer Church.  If the Outer Church is ultra small, the Invisible Kingdom must be infinite.  Friday can’t quite grasp these concepts:  he repeats the company line but can’t really believe it.  That’s why he’s eventually destroyed by his more evolved, susceptible subordinates.
 
   Satan says, “Seeds planted in the soil of time are growing all around us,” which is exactly what he tells Dane in the penultimate issue, that time is soil for us to grow in.  He is aware of what the ultimate plant will be and can see humanity moving towards that place.  Those two panels contain virtually every thematic point of the series:  “Each battles to make the other like itself.  Each succeeds, constantly.”  It’s in that cross between ideologies that humanity becomes stronger.  We need the bad side, and we need time because it allows for change.  Without change, perfection is meaningless.  The Supercontext is a destination, and our world is a journey.
 
   The entire attack on Dulce is about the battle between chaos and order, between change and stillness.  There are a number of discussions about chaos gods breaking out into the stable universe and disrupting it.  That’s what we see here.  King Mob brings death and destruction, while the radio blares messages of change, courtesy of our old friend, the Hitchhiker.  He once again speaks the truth, summing up the entire story of universal creation.  His basic claim is that the entity that is the entire universe, or God, was trapped in our world in 1945.  Stunned, it forgot what it really was.  But things like Barbelith are there to help wake people, and by waking up individuals, the entity is starting to realize its true nature.  Before it fell, the world was perfect; when it wakes up, everything will be like that again.  Our evolution is a sign of the entity’s return to consciousness.
 
   The idea that “the increasing complexity of the universe is a sign of the entity’s growing self-consciousness” ties in with Morrison’s idea about creating a sentient DC Universe.  His basic idea there was that the DCU’s complexity and longevity mean that it would eventually develop its own consciousness.  The DCU has no single creator, and its characters have been alive longer than the people writing them.  Batman and Superman were here before we were born and they will live on long after we die.  This ties in nicely with the theory that consciousness itself is an emergent property resulting from complex calculations, that it evolved spontaneously as our brains became advanced enough – and thus might do so for the DCU too, if one regards it as a single object.  It’s not clear how one might “wake up” the DCU, but Morrison has tried to do just that in his super-hero work.  That mission is evidence of the way that even his work on corporate-owned superhero titles has been heavily influenced by the Kathmandu experience.
 
   The Hitchhiker’s message itself is another manifestation of this chaos intrusion.  The monitors stop working, soldiers are dying, lights are bursting, and the words of the enemy are being broadcast within the base.  The government put a lot of effort into keeping this place safe, but the force of chaos is too powerful.  However, there is someone with the magical power to combat it:  Quimper, who meets King Mob and Roger with the promise of total mental submission.  The issue thus ends on a cliffhanger, carrying us into the next issue.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Two #19:  “Black Science 2, Part 3:  Pavlov’s Dogs”
 
   October 1998; pencils by Chris Weston; inks by Ray Kryssing
 
   This issue kicks the storyline into high gear, with some of the craziest images Weston has conjured to date.  These next four issues are a series high point – dense, challenging, and even more energizing.  They leave one full of joy at the possibilities of storytelling.  While they’re as thematically rich as any issues in the series, they’re also just as superficially shiny.
 
   This issue kicks off with Roger and King Mob about to learn “the truth” from Quimper.  He tells them that their bodies are machines and can be controlled.  Morrison is a big believer in the idea that the spirit is the core of the human, and our individual bodies are insignificant next to the collective.  On a physical level, we are subject to harm, but that doesn’t matter because mental manipulation is the real threat.  We saw this play out in “Entropy in the U.K.”  There, Sir Miles went so far as to give King Mob cancer but still failed to win over his mind.
 
   The speech that Quimper gives them on the elevator sums up the idea of the Supercontext, as seen from the Outer Church perspective.  He says, “You forgot you were parts of a machine.  Because of your forgetfulness the machine is inefficient… ‘Individuality’ is the name you give your sickness.”  This is exactly the idea behind the Supercontext, that we forgot that we were part of a larger whole:  splintered into individuality, we have gotten trapped in false wars and been unable to move forward.  Quimper’s dream is total conformity, for everyone to become the same in a kind of emotionless mass.
 
   The concept behind the Supercontext initially bothered me because entering into it would mean sublimating individual identity to a collective one.  When I met Morrison, I asked him about this, and he said that individuality was an illusion to begin with, so we wouldn’t be losing anything but a lie.  This thinking parallels Quimper’s, except that, in Quimper’s world, we are limited to just the machine.  That’s why, in the previous issue, Satan said that the Outer Church was a universe smaller than an atom; conversely, the Invisible Kingdom should be infinite.  In joining the Supercontext, we give up our individuality and take on something much larger.  Quimper wants people to give up individuality to become nothing.
 
   Quimper tells them that their search for meaning is a disease.  He wants people to accept their lot in life, without question, and to live and serve that machine.  The questions are symptoms of this disease, and to him, they’re meaningless.  If one never questions one’s world, it will never change.  Quimper claims that “what is, is.”  This sets up the argument he has with Fanny next issue.  For Quimper, there is no change, so there’s no point in trying to make anything better.  This UFO is God, and it should be obeyed.  The two-page spread where Quimper reveals the machine is an astonishingly intricate depiction of the world he lives in, epic and beautiful – but in a really nasty way.
 
   All the critical and sometimes-confusing themes of Volume Three are expressed fairly clearly here, in the conversation between Satan and Jack.  First-time readers can overlook this fact, though, particularly if they’ve already decided that the volume is baffling.  Satan claims that he’s become so immersed in the game that he’s forgotten it’s a game at all, to the point that “you experience existential dread when a piece is removed from the board.”  At that point, Satan is holding a pawn.  In chess, pawns have to fall to win the game.  However, most of us have trouble accepting that bad things must happen.  Older generations invariably must pass on and give way to younger people with new ideas and attitudes.  The Invisibles tells us to try to minimize the damage, while recognizing that death is not necessarily the end.
 
   Satan is a being with 5D vision, able to move through space and time and appear in many guises.  He could be one of the suits John a Dreams wears after moving out of time.  As Satan, he travels from the beginning of time to the present, appearing previously in “Arcadia” to fulfill his role there.  He is aware of the holes in time that need to be filled, the things that need to be said to bring about certain results, and what he’s saying to Jack here is one of those critical things.  When he talks about becoming so wrapped up in the game that you forget you’re playing at all, he could be referencing fellow John a Dreams descendant Quimper, who has forgotten his true nature and only remembers it when Fanny pulls it out of him later this issue.
 
   The comment also refers to pretty much everyone in the series, people who go about their lives unaware that the world they’re living in is an elaborate construct, designed to bring humanity into the Supercontext.  This goes deeper than simply saying that our world is an illusion.  As we saw during the Hand of Glory ceremony, time is a machine made of our “little lives. Powered by blood.”  In forgetting we’re playing a game, we are able to forge the emotional connections that help humanity evolve and move forward.
 
   Immersed in the machine, King Mob imagines himself as a run-down man, sitting on a couch, a caricature of the self-image he’s built.  This horrifying vision strongly prefigures The Filth, which begins with the main character, an overweight, balding man, in a similar situation.  One could even argue that the entirety of The Filth takes place during King Mob’s vision here.  In that series, we see Greg Feely, a pathetic ordinary guy, who might also be Ned Slade, ultra-cool secret agent.  All kinds of realities intersect in that series, but its central conflict is Greg’s uncertainty about whether he is anything more than a pathetic man, sitting on a couch.  Trapped in the machine, King Mob has only the memory of feeling things, not the actual experience.  This machine is the oblivion in which most people live their lives, never questioning things and rarely looking for anything more.  Chris Weston’s drawings can so quickly immerse the reader in that dull, black-and-white world, so much so that it’s a shock when one finally reaches color at the end of the page.
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   King Mob finds himself trapped in an ordinary life, not unlike Greg Feely in The Filth.  From The Invisibles, Volume Two #19 (Oct 1998).  Art by Chris Weston and Ray Kryssing.
 
   In his column Pop Magic, Morrison spends a lot of time talking about how a magician is someone who sees something in the world that other people don’t.  His basic exercise is to go for a walk and look for magical significance in everything you see.  We see this in “Down and Out in Heaven and Hell.”  By giving the world around us meaning, we also give ourselves meaning and create a world in which our lives matter.  Without that belief, it would be easy to drift off into oblivion, to get bogged down in the monotony of day-to-day life, forgetting to feel.  That is what Quimper is trying to do to King Mob.
 
   In the previous issue, King Mob asked Jack if anything they were doing really meant something.  Trapped in patterns of violence, he’s been having a crisis of conscience throughout the volume.  Quimper plays on that fear by showing King Mob a vision of what he’ll be, if he continues down this path.  To some extent, this actually helps him.  It makes King Mob realize that his current persona isn’t sustainable.  He must reinvent himself again.
 
   Speaking with Jack, Satan describes how, thanks to his blindness, he can imagine the pieces on the chess board as any number of global conflicts and manipulate them all.  It’s notable that Satan is sitting in such a way that he is not on either side of the conflict.  He is playing for both black and white.  When he makes a move for white, he’s still the same person:  he’s just taking on the role of the white player.  As with the Dalang, we see a great war, but in reality it’s only one person.  Satan is one of the most notable manipulators over the course of the series:  he arrives at Dulce to work with Friday and Quimper, but he winds up helping Jack.
 
   All of the conflicts Satan describes are about progress vs. order, change vs. stasis.  It’s interesting that he equates the evolutionary drive with contaminants and the fear of change with anti-bodies.  This certainly casts the struggle in an Outer Church point of view.  In Satan’s conception, the Invisibles are a disease so overwhelming that the process of trying to cure it completely changes the body.  Tying back to “Sheman,” it’s like a caterpillar turning into a butterfly:  one could say that the metamorphosis kills the caterpillar, but that was part of its destiny.  Its real goal is to be a butterfly.  The Invisibles are that process of metamorphosis, changing humanity from caterpillar to butterfly, in the process redefining the world’s status quo.
 
   Satan asks Jack if he knows what Manichaean means.  That word holds the key to everything he’s talking about:  it means a strictly dualistic view of good and evil.  The Manichaean view is outdated, however.  Jack is beyond it, and those who are beyond it can create real change.  He offers snappy retorts throughout this conversation, even when he tells Satan that “I’m on the side that’s got butter on it, I am.”  This could be a reference to the political idea that you can’t have guns and butter, i.e. warfare and social programs.  If it’s an either / or, Jack is on the non-violent side.  It also suggests that Jack is on the side that cares for him personally.  Sir Miles wanted to manipulate and change him, whereas the Invisibles took him in and let him be himself.  That’s why he’s on their side, but he doesn’t see it as a war.  He’s not fighting the other side:  he’s just along for the ride.
 
   The way Satan sees Jack is quite different from how he perceives Quimper.  The energy vision of Quimper is dull and dying.  Jack is full of light and energy.  He looks like Mr. Reddy does in Volume Three.
 
   Satan says that “the plan includes this meeting, doesn’t it?”  This refers to his knowledge of where he had to be at certain moments in time.  This is a critical event in the series chronology:  it’s Jack’s revelation of the truth, and it’s always been part of the overall plan for the universe.  Satan confirms his connection to Jack by referencing Fanny’s line about dancing, then repeating what Jesus told Jack during his vision at the end of the first volume:  “I am not the God of your fathers…”  This reinforces the idea that Satan is an emissary of the higher dimension, a benevolent figure.  He’s playing both sides, but both sides are part of the mission.  He had to go to Dulce and work with Friday, in order to ensure that he would be there to meet Jack and convey this necessary information.
 
   The Mason material, in which the timesuit is seized by the government, is somewhat baffling the first time through, but it makes sense once one realizes his overall plan.  In the final panel, he and Takashi look at the reader, and Mason says, “The Sting,” setting up the revelation that closes this issue.
 
   Roger is menaced by the same weird tentacles that were fused onto her partners, as seen in the experimentation pens in the first “Black Science.” King Mob breaks out of it for a moment and tries to help Roger resist, but it’s too much.  He’s left trapped inside his head, in his vision of himself as a run-down man.  This is all underscored by Quimper’s description of the joy he’s received lodging himself into Robin’s mind.  However, Fanny throws off her Robin mask and wig, asking Quimper, “Ever get the feeling you’ve been had?”
 
   In this one moment, everything turns around.  This twist works well on a number of thematic levels.  For one, it applies Fanny’s ability to take on another identity.  Fanny is an identity constructed by Hilde, and if Hilde is able to wear one identity, why can’t he also take on the identity of Robin?  Quimper has become so trapped in this false memory that he never thinks that he’s getting played.  It’s likely that the reason the abuse memory was so appealing to Quimper was because it ties in with his own trauma.  A victim himself, he needs to take advantage of another victim to feel powerful.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Two #20:  “Black Science 2, Part 4: Schröedinger’s Cats”
 
   November 1998; pencils by Chris Weston; inks by Ray Kryssing
 
   This issue is one of my three favorite in the entire series (along with the next, “All Tomorrow’s Parties,” and the series’s final issue, “Glitterdammerung!”).  The other two issues are all about hopping through time, exploring the vast cosmology developed over the course of the series.  This one, however, is the ultimate action-movie climax, filled with crazy action and wonderful concepts.  And even as the action scenes play out, some new revelations further blur the line between fiction and reality, as well as the lines between reader, writer, and character.  Never before in the text itself has the impact of the book on Morrison’s life been made more central and explicit.
 
   In one caption on the first page, “says Jim Crow,” Morrison changes the terms of fiction and reality in the series.  Metafiction is nothing new to Morrison, whose conclusion to Animal Man is a spiraling journey into layers of fictional reality, ending with Morrison himself appearing in the story to talk to the main character about why things had to happen as they did.  This instance is more complex, however.  Rather than doing a simple divide between our world’s reality and the characters’ fictional world, Morrison plays with the idea of a fiction within a fiction that also connects to our reality, and you, the reader.
 
   In Animal Man, Buddy Baker’s great tragedy was that he was being written by a destructive outside force that drove him to darkness and insanity.  After going through his alien-abduction experience, Morrison recognized the illusory nature of our own universe.  With the belief that all time exists simultaneously comes the idea all our actions are, in a sense, predetermined.  Our future is already written.  At that point, it was no longer possible for Morrison to place himself above his own fictional characters.  One of the major differences between early Morrison and his later work is his thoughts on the nature of fiction.  The early days had more strange stuff, like Doom Patrol, but were still fairly straightforward stories.  Starting with Flex Mentallo and The Invisibles (and continuing with The Filth and Seven Soldiers), Morrison has been obsessed not only with layers of fiction and reality but with demonstrating that one is no more valid than the other.  Characters’ worlds go on, even after the book ends, and characters like Superman and Batman make a much greater impact on our culture than the vast majority of people we meet.  And in this issue, we see that the girl who would become Ragged Robin was inspired to live that way by reading her own future adventures in the very comic we’re reading now.
 
   The idea of Robin as writer of the series is a dangerous one that risks alienating readers.  It could be read as Morrison undermining the entire fictional reality he’d constructed, giving us a cop-out ending – the equivalent of saying it was all a dream.  But if one has been reading closely, one has already recognized that that is far from the case:  Robin-as-writer fits wonderfully with both the themes within the series and the strain of meta content, seeing the series as a reflection of Morrison’s own life.  He had the experience of writing a book and having it come true.  The entire series functions as autobiography for him, and this device is a way to explore that.
 
   Looking at the red fiction tank in the future year of 2005 makes me a bit sad.  I wish that we had Sky and could float around in this crazy environment, like Robin does.  Morrison wrote the entire series pre-9/11, and the direction that our society moved in after the event represented a retreat from the progressive goals of the Invisibles.  If one looks at what Friday and Sir Miles talk about, it’s the same thing that happened in our society after 9/11: order through fear and allegiance without questioning.  Morrison’s works of the era, like The Filth present a decidedly different view of 2005 than what we see with Robin here.  But Morrison’s more recent work has had a more hopeful tone, and maybe we’ll even get our Sky and Ganzfeldt Tanks in a couple of years.
 
   Robin says, “I want to be Invisible.”  As readers of the series, it’s easy to look at all the characters’ adventures and want to be Invisible too.  Morrison’s intent was to use the series as a spell to create Invisibles.  Here, he places this meta-level function within the narrative itself, showing this spell at work on a future reader.
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   Robin floats in a tank, ostensibly writing The Invisibles.  From The Invisibles, Volume Two #20 (Nov 1998).  Art by Chris Weston and Ray Kryssing.
 
   At some point in the early 2000s, a teenager named Kay read the very comic we’re reading, then built her own identity to fit with the Ragged Robin we see here.  In this scenario, she read a story about someone who time travels from 2012 to 1988 and gradually made herself into that person.  Morrison is opening the possibility that this is more than just a book, that readers could become these characters:  if they start living the life, it will become real.  As Robin says, “If I write hard enough… I think I can make it real.”  She eventually does, just as the work became real for Morrison himself.  Notably, we do see King Mob reading an issue of the series in the series itself, when he meets with Jacqui in “Time Machine Go.”  So there is textual evidence to support the existence of The Invisibles in the fictional universe of The Invisibles.
 
   This would, however, raise the question of why she’s writing another book called The Invisibles, one quite similar to the one we’re reading.  Keep in mind that she is a senior in high school, and she’s so enamored of the book that she likes going into the tank and re-experiencing the same story, from her own point of view.  Earlier, she talks about how Mozart could move through his compositions.  By writing her own version of the story, Robin is able to move into the world that Morrison has created and experience it in a different way.
 
   Later, she talks about how, in her version, she doesn’t want Jolly Roger to get shot.  This raises some interesting questions.  Wouldn’t she dislike a character who has shown nothing but contempt for her future self?  Maybe the events we see here are the reality of the fiction, while her comments come up as she crafts her own version and tries to change it.  So in her version of the story, maybe Roger was never harsh to Robin, and consequently, Robin wouldn’t want her to get shot.
 
   Robin’s experience in the tank is the series’s closest representation of Morrison’s idea of the fiction suit.  She is entering into a fictional universe and exploring it through the point of view of a specific character. In her reality, she has styled herself after the character as a way of enhancing her immersion in the fictional universe.
 
   The Mozart comment also ties in with how 4D beings must experience the world, aware that it’s just ink on paper but still able to get lost in the beauty of the illusion.  Robin doesn’t know yet that this is all real and that she is writing the reality that she will one day inhabit.
 
   And that’s the first three pages of the issue.  This is one of the richest issues in the entire series, full of many layers and complexities.  From Robin, we hop over to Quimper and Fanny.  This is the high point for Fanny in the series, the moment when she finally puts to rest the demons of the rape and is able to bring goodness back to that which is corrupted.
 
   One of the implicit thematic points of this issue is the failure of old-style violence to make a real difference.  The two characters who succeed in actually changing the enemy, making a real impact, are Fanny and Jack, the two characters who forgo violence for dialogue and fight through love.  Roger and King Mob, the two least progressive characters, are total failures in this storyline, standing around for an issue and then barely making it out alive.  If Fanny hadn’t come along, they would have been absorbed into the machine.  The way Fanny wins – by saving Quimper – sets up the major revelation at the end of the volume:  that it’s no longer a war but a rescue mission.
 
   The weapon that Fanny uses to fight Quimper is change.  He threatens her with death, but as we saw in “Sheman,” she is the master of death and has no reason to fear it.  Quimper is thoroughly committed to the current order, wanting to preserve things the way they are.  As Fanny says, “Where you come from, there is no change.”  Notably, this doesn’t refer simply to the darkness that Quimper inherited.  It’s also true about his previous, better self.  As Quimper says, “It’s hard to walk in this world.  Each step is pain.”  The backwards dialogue seems to be used when the old, pre-corruption Quimper is speaking.  So even if he hadn’t been distorted, he’d still be unable to accept reality.
 
   The revisit of the rape scene quotes dialogue from “Arcadia” about making a boy pregnant in defiance of nature.  The purpose here is to illustrate the unchanging desire of those in power.  These people represent the Outer Church on Earth, and they are the same now as they were in the 1800s.
 
   The scenes of Quimper’s abuse at the ritual are both disturbing and fascinating.  That this alien is crucified and tortured is a fairly bizarre concept.  The crucifixion imagery, while surprising, thematically fits with everything else that’s been going on.  We’ve already seen that Jesus is one lens through which to view the great force of light, and the fact that he had to suffer on Earth to make his point fits perfectly with what we see here.  In the series’s cosmology, the world is suffering, but that suffering is necessary to bring us to something better.
 
   Quimper keeps going on about the torture that will engulf Fanny forever, but she shuts him up by saying, “Only in your world are tortures eternal.”  Besides commenting on Quimper’s mentality and the Outer Church, this line certainly upsets the dominant cultural stereotype that no one can ever overcome abuse.  This whole final speech is one of the best moments of the series, and the image of the magic mirror emanating out of her eyes is particularly strong.  They are standing in front of magic mirror that has been corrupted, torn down into the darkness of the Outer Church, but the magic mirror that flows from Fanny is uncorrupted, the pure source of the entire universe.  It does not reflect pain, it reflects love.
 
   She ties things back to “Sheman” and sums up the cosmology of the series, when she says, “In your world there is only ever the ugly caterpillar.  Just as in the world above, only that beautiful butterfly exists.  Here in my world, there is change.  Only in the solid world can the ugly caterpillar become the beautiful butterfly.”  This ties in with what Satan reveals to Jack in the penultimate issue, that the purpose of the world is to let things grow in time.  The goal is to unite the two worlds, through the struggle between these eternal forces.  Our world is change, and Fanny is the embodiment of that.
 
   By kissing Quimper, she will help the caterpillar become the butterfly, returning the beauty he has lost.  It’s an incredibly powerful moment, working on both emotional and thematic levels.  In this storyline, Morrison is able to present these massive abstract events that one can ponder at length afterwards, yet still never fully understand.  But reading, one completely gets it instinctually and feels emotionally satisfied.
 
   King Mob and Roger escape from Quimper and hear the local radio, echoing the classic British TV series The Prisoner.  Notably, King Mob takes time out from their escape to comment on the similarity.  Even if his life is in danger, he still wants it to be in danger in a cool way that echoes the TV he grew up on.  Much like Robin eventually found herself living in the fiction she read as a kid, so does King Mob.
 
   Shifting to Satan, we see a return of the Babel-like language, which first appeared with the head in “Arcadia.”  Satan was present there too, and it’s still a great concept.  Satan also compares Barbelith to a placenta, which reinforces the idea of humanity as a larval form.  We are on our way to being fully grown but not there yet.  As he says, “The child is your universe.”  Therefore, the Supercontext is the adult or mature version of the universe in which we currently live.  Barbelith provides people with the tools they need to ensure a successful birth.
 
   Heading into the UFO, Dane says that “All this shite’s happened before.”  Is he starting to see outside time, to recognize the illusory nature of the universe?  It’s unclear at this point, and we won’t find out what’s inside that UFO until the end of the series.
 
   In 2005, we get a brief glimpse of Robin outside the tank, smoking a pretty large joint with her friend Kerry.  Their symbol-laden outfits and the conceptually dense room in which they’re sitting convey a future filled with information.  Robin says, “The Invisibles changed my whole life and I’m, like, tampering with it every time I go in the tank.”  Fans of the series can sympathize with this era’s Robin because The Invisibles changed many of their lives too, and they occupy a position similar to Robin’s.  The distinction between reader and writer has started to blur:  both are involved in the series’s creation and continual reinterpretation.
 
   There’s also an element of meta-critique in this scene.  Kerry points out the implausibility of four people walking right into a military base and claims that Robin is putting too much symbolism into the story.  She also says that Robin should cut back on the drugs, which Morrison was doing heavily at this point.  Robin claims that she’s writing the book so that they’ll find her and take her out of her life.  That’s a cool idea, tying in with that of the rescue mission.  Much like the UFO trapped in its own creation, Robin goes into the fictional universe (i.e. the lower level) and hopes that they will pull her out and save her from imprisonment in boring reality.
 
   Kerry claims that the writer of The Invisibles would be older than her dad, and “that’s like fetish.”  At this point in time, Morrison would be about 45 years old, which could be older than her dad.  It’s unlikely that the author of the book Kerry references is King Mob, because Robin never mentions that to him.  The most logical conclusion is that they’re speaking about Grant Morrison himself.
 
   Ultimately, Robin just wants to know that it’s all real.  This connects with a lot of readers’ responses:  we’re shown this bizarre but intriguing world that makes us want to discover that it’s more than fiction, that it’s something we can become a part of.  Morrison would say that one can.  The fact that young Kay grows up to become Ragged Robin means we can make this fiction real.  We just have to believe hard enough.
 
   Obviously, this isn’t literal reality but more like what Morrison did with his own life.  He wrote this story and followed the path of the characters.  In mixing fiction with autobiography, he was able to write his own destiny, to some extent, through the character of King Mob.  This entire glamorous trip through America is a fantasy reinterpretation of the life he was living at the time, and the implication is we can do this too.  The entire series was consciously constructed as a hypersigil to make Invisibles.  This Robin storyline is an example of how the hypersigil works, how a piece of fiction can change someone’s life.
 
   In the end, King Mob, Roger, and Jim get out of the facility not through brute force but simply because of a lie.  They use the Scorpio Resonator to create an irrational fear, infusing the facility with pure chaos.  Fear of the virus proves just as powerful as the virus itself.  As Robin says, “The Invisibles were everywhere.”  The imagined version of the enemy is much scarier than the reality.
 
   Jim’s story about the scorpion captures the essential futility of trying to maintain order over chaos.  He equates the hanta virus and the atom bomb with the scorpion loa, his patron.  The government makes its own deals with the scorpion, harnessing his power for their purposes and hoping that they can survive, without getting stung.  But one can’t outsmart the scorpion, and the base quickly falls into total chaos.
 
   Robin’s description of the Scorpio Resonator is notable:  “For 24 hours, the Dulce facility broke down into a perfect microcosm of world politics.”  This implies that our political system is an unending war against a non-existent foe that we created in our minds.  That’s an apt description of the “War on Terror” or (to some extent) the previous Cold War.  In both, politicians worked themselves up to a crescendo of fear and rage, locking down the “homeland” and attacking other nations, all in search of a foe that was largely a fear-based illusion.  Were the non-existent WMDs in Iraq a product of Scorpio-induced paranoia?  If you fight something for long enough, people have no choice but to believe it’s real.
 
   In the end, Robin claims she’s scared to finish the story, that she’ll be somehow trapped in it.  Does this represent Morrison’s own fear as well?  In light of what we know, Robin’s fear makes sense.  Her time traveling is essentially writing herself into the extant pre-existing narrative, taking on the role of Ragged Robin and doing all she must do.  Everything she did then has already happened, and the people around her, including Jack and Takashi, know all about it.  She is the only one who doesn’t know what to do.  But what kind of free will is there, if her actions are already written and she’s going back to play out a script?
 
   It’s notable that the first time we see someone narrating the story, at the end of “House of Fun,” we’re left with the question of who’s telling this story and to whom.  This is right around the time that Robin reveals she’s from the future, so it would make sense that Kay would start to mess with things then.  The fact that the caption style was similar makes it likely that it was Robin’s doing.  She started writing the story then, and now it has wound to the point where she must move off the board.  What does that mean for Kay?  If her job of writing is done, she must now start to become Robin, taking on the craziness that comes with that and placing herself in the mental asylum so that she can meet Mason.
 
   The idea that Robin has read the whole series in advance gives her more agency.  Rather than just playing out a role, she’s actively chosen to insert herself into this crazy world.  As she says at the end, “Be careful what you write.  It might come true.”  Earlier, Takashi says that the binding agent of time is language.  So is the time machine just a more advanced version of the Ganzfeldt tank?  Within a fictional world, language would be what manipulates time.  By writing something different in his script, Morrison can conjure any moment in the entire continuum of the series.
 
   Either way, Robin is off to the future, and a mind-bending, crazy issue is over.  There’s much to ponder at the end of this issue, and Morrison never gives us an easy resolution to the story of Robin as writer.  Ultimately, that’s only one way to look at the series, and others are valid.  For the sheer amount of thematic points it enhances, both within and outside the work, this issue stands as one of the best.  But it’s followed by one that’s arguably even better.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Two #21:  “All Tomorrow’s Parties”
 
   January 1999; pencils by Chris Weston; inks by Ray Kryssing
 
   “All Tomorrow’s Parties” is one of the best issues of the entire series, largely because it’s the single most emotionally affecting issue.  It finally makes us believe in King Mob and Robin’s relationship.  Only when they must separate do they realize how special they are to one other.  On top of this sadness, the issue offers some important insights into Robin’s past and some critical thematic material for the series as a whole.
 
   We open with Robin’s hallucinogenic memories of different times, her entire life collapsed into a couple of pages.  It’s interesting that Satan is one of the figures she sees.  Is she remembering him from what happened in “Arcadia”?  That probably makes the most sense.
 
   From there, we get a two-page scene with Robin in the mental asylum.  Robin asks why a saint who had ecstatic visions “is a saint and I’m a mad girl in the asylum?”  This recalls Michel Foucault’s theories about how sanity is culturally defined, best outlined in his Discipline and Punish.  What we now call “mental illness” used to be viewed as a kind of special sight.  For Foucault, this attitude changed with the Enlightenment and its fear of the irrational.  Worldviews define that which is acceptable and that which is outside the norm.  Thus, visions and extraordinary abilities one worldview embraces are treated by another as an ailment that must be cured.
 
   Morrison explored this concept in the final issue of his Doom Patrol run, “The Empire of Chairs.”  There, Crazy Jane, a heroine with multiple personalities, finds herself removed from the exciting, strange world of the Doom Patrol and trapped in a boring, grey world that is apparently our own.  Whereas her eccentric multiple personalities were valued by the Doom Patrol, they are now considered a symptom of mental illness that needs to be cured.  Morrison has said that Robin is the Invisibles version of Crazy Jane.  They share the first name Kay, and the similarities between the characters are never more apparent than in this issue.
 
   The aforementioned Doom Patrol finale also has a lot of similarities to how Robin writes herself into The Invisibles arc.  In both cases, “reality” isn’t able to accommodate the heroine’s vision of a more exciting world.  One could argue that Kay in “Chairs” is simply a person who read Doom Patrol and wrote herself into the story, in the same way that Robin does here.  They both step out of our world and into a more exciting fictional one.  The Robin story has a more complex fiction / reality interaction, but it’s the same idea.
 
   Sometime between 2005 and 2008, Kay had a nervous breakdown “to fulfill a neurotic ‘writer’ archetype my educational system had sold me on.”  This line instantly punctures a lot of the mythology built up around writers.  Many believe one must be troubled to write, and the addictions and failings of people like Ernest Hemingway and Virginia Woolf have long been mythologized.  Kay likely viewed Sky as the best way to tap into the same mindset that the writer of The Invisibles had, but it wound up messing with her basic competence.
 
   The man she’s speaking to is Mister Six, who apparently has the role of screening new recruits for the Invisibles.  Here, he’s dumped the ‘70s spy persona and is back to something closer to Bryan Malcolm.  He asks her if she really believes she’s experiencing elevated consciousness, and the answer he wants for this question isn’t the one she’d think.
 
   But wouldn’t Mister Six recognize Robin from having seen her in London during “House of Fun?”  Six likely knows that this is the girl who will become Robin, and that’s why he sends Mason to meet her.  Robin tells King Mob about her relationship with Mason in 2008, so once they hear that Kay’s in the mental institution, Mason knows he has to go see her and complete the time loop.[38]
 
   In a creepy move for him, Mason began a relationship with her.  It’s so odd that he wanted her when she was older, only to finally get to have sex with the younger version.  He would probably argue that he’s just fulfilling what Robin said would happen, but he’s definitely enjoying it as well.
 
   When King Mob cracks on her, Robin calls him “Mr. ‘I’ve fucked a 100-year-old woman.’”  Robin then says that she eventually found herself living in The Invisibles.  She moved in the fiction through the tank, was institutionalized, and was rescued by Mason.  She met Jack, Fanny, and Takashi, joined their cell, and set up her eventual trip back to the past, where she would find herself literally living the book that she read.  So not only does she have to match up with Jack and Fanny’s memories of who she was in the past but she has to behave like the Ragged Robin she read about.
 
   The fractured chronology of this issue, with the subjective presentation of time, jumbles all the moments together, in a style reminiscent of “Best Man Fall.”  In both, Morrison is able to deftly move between the many scenes but still keep a strong emotional center.  This is one of the most underrated aspects of his writing and one of the reasons his comics are such consistently challenging and emotional reads.  In this case, unlike “Best Man Fall,” Morrison also uses the device to advance the main narrative.
 
   In an astonishing page, Robin moves outside of time, perceiving it as one “single, obvious thing.”  The black-and-white images of terrain echo the end of 2001:  A Space Odyssey.  As she says, “It’s a software upgrade.”  She’s perceiving time as a whole, and all the moments are bleeding into each other.  She’s simultaneously in the suit, waiting for it to start moving, and already outside of time, perceiving it all.  Robin finally delivers Fanny’s message from the future, then bursts outside of time in a flurry of images.
 
   The page of her face fractured into countless panels, as she’s in the suit, is one of my favorites from the entire series.  Weston said that Robin was his least favorite character to draw, which is surprising because he visually captures her in a way that no other artist does.  He draws her face with great care and affection, and it’s during his run that she gets her best moments.
 
   We finally find out what the point of the Hand was:  to provide time particles to power the suit.  The Harlequinade had to put it on the board to ensure that Robin could finish her mission and transcend into the Supercontext.  As she tells Fanny, her mission here was to take Quimper off the board, and it would make sense that the suit would start to work once she finished her role in the game.
 
   That scene with Fanny is necessary exposition to explain the motivation for what happened in Dulce, but it also gives us some critical insight into Robin’s motivation during her time in the present.  As a time traveler, she knew there were certain things that she had to do.  The script was already written, and she was just along for the ride.  Positioning her as a chess player, in control of the board, reinforces the way that time travel makes her somewhat analogous to 4D beings, like Satan.
 
   The closing line, in which Fanny asks if King Mob would want to have sex if she dresses as Robin, is actually quite clever and layered.  It recalls the sex scenes between King Mob and Robin, evoking the idea that the Robin there might have already been Fanny in disguise.  On a thematic level, it’s about the adoption of fictional personas.  Could Fanny become Robin so thoroughly that she’d fool even King Mob?  But it also works on an odd emotional level.  Fanny holds Robin’s outfit to her and wonders where the line is between individuals.
 
   The material with King Mob and Robin in the desert cements the emotional bond between the two characters.  The dialogue about the Hand that first appeared during the sex scene between King Mob and Edith back in “Sensitive Criminals” now recurs, transposed to show King Mob and Robin in love.  This leads us into Robin’s trek through time back to the 1920s.  During the séance, Billy Chang said that they would see an entity that would manifest itself to them not through space but through time.  That entity is Robin, and on the surface of her 4D craft, they see reflected the moments of their lives.
 
   From there, Robin spins through events in her own life, including the moments before her departure, and then over to Japan, where she appears to Takashi’s grandfather.  It turns out that she passed through 1945 on her jaunt through time, and it was seeing the timesuit then that inspired him to fold the paper and create the origami that would eventually inspire Takashi to create the timesuit.  The timesuit essentially created itself.
 
   The scene with Robin and King Mob naked together is so warm and open that the reader almost feels like a voyeur, as if we shouldn’t be there with them.  The final panel, depicting their last moments alone before the timesuit launch, is particularly devastating.  King Mob says, “Whatever happens, wherever you go… I’ll be there waiting.”
 
   Robin talks about how she fell in love with the author of The Invisibles, except that the writer turned out to be her.  She crossed over into a fictional reality, and it all came true.  But what did Robin write?  Maybe she did become “trapped in her own words,” as she feared, in the previous issue.  She descended into the fictional reality and lost her agency over the entire reality.  In the tank, she could reconfigure the world to her choosing; now she can only play out one role, but it feels so real that she never wants to leave.
 
   The whole thing works as a nice counterpoint to the John a Dreams story.  John existed first as a character within the story, limited to one role, then found himself outside, able to view the entirety and re-insert himself into the story in a number of distinct guises.  In the process, however, he lost the ability to be emotionally engaged with what was happening, and fractured his identity into pieces that were needed to move the entire continuum forward.
 
   In Robin’s case, she initially experienced the continuum from that 4D perspective.  She had read the entire story and was able to manipulate reality in the tank, such as making Jolly Roger not get shot.  But she then chose to insert herself into the game and become a single character.  In doing so, she had to suffer in the way that the characters did, but also got to experience love and emotional connection that she never could have from her position outside the game.  At this point, she has become so immersed in the game that she’s not even sure if it was a piece of fiction or just her life.  At this point, there is no distinction between the two.
 
   The first time through, I had become so supportive of King Mob and Robin as a couple that I spent the entire third volume waiting for them to be reunited.  When she finally emerged from the Supercontext, at the end of “Glitterdammerung,” I wasn’t sure exactly what was happening, but it still hit me on a deep emotional level.  Rereading the series, I don’t feel that same connection until this issue.  The moments that Morrison chooses to show are so powerful that they make the whole relationship become greater than the sum of its panels.  That seems to be not only how the reader feels but how the characters feel.  They danced around their closeness, unsure how much of what they felt was real and how much was just physical.  Only when faced with separation do they realize how much they mean to each other.
 
   It’s always nice to see the human John a Dreams, and we get another glimpse of him here, in the scene where Robin’s introduced to the cell.  It’s interesting to see the ‘80s Invisibles, apparently publishing a zine and staging some kind of theatrical presentation.  Perhaps they were less violent then, more of a cultural group.  Things certainly changed when King Mob took over.  The shift in leadership also reflects Morrison’s own change from floppy-haired dandy, writing arty books like Doom Patrol, to the author of action blockbusters like this and JLA.
 
   We see Robin touch down in 2012 and the King Archon about to attack her.  Then the time machine moves out again, and she finds herself staring at Barbelith.  She crosses over, beyond time, directly into the Supercontext.  She doesn’t return until the series’s final issue, when she comes back from the Supercontext to help King Mob pass into the new age.
 
   Despite his fears, King Mob says, “Everything happens just the way it’s meant.”  The universe is designed to reach a certain point, and all time already exists:  things cannot happen other than how they are intended to.
 
   In the end, Fanny pulls the Lovers card off the tarot deck and exposes the Tower.  This sets up the next issue, as Jack tells King Mob they have to talk.  It’s a return to Earth after the time-hopping craziness of the rest of the issue.
 
   In this issue, we learn a lot about Robin and get some interesting thematic material, but the issue ultimately works because it’s so emotionally powerful.  It’s moments like the one in the desert that really make it great.  King Mob and Robin’s is the ultimate long-distance relationship:  he will have to wait 15 years to see her again.
 
   The issue is also notable for once again fusing intense emotion with high-concept, thought-provoking, philosophical content.  I’ve said it before, but it bears stressing about this issue:  Morrison is drastically underrated as an architect of believable characters and emotional situations.  In his best works, he manages to integrate the “out there” elements and the emotional content in a way that they each enhance the other.  Here, Robin’s trippy journey out of 3D spacetime becomes an excuse to show us only the most emotionally relevant moments of her final days with King Mob.  More than any of his other works, The Invisibles is able to seamlessly balance the emotional and philosophical to create a work that envelops the reader.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Two #22:  “The Tower”
 
   February 1999; pencils by Chris Weston; inks by John Stokes and Chris Weston (pages 1-4)
 
   Volume Two closes with another masterpiece that wraps up the loose ends of “Black Science 2” and offers a kind of resolution for the volume’s central moral conflict.  This is the end of the line for the series we knew.  Volume Two is a tightly-focused look at a small group of characters, which makes it approachable and immediately enjoyable.  Volume Three, while great, is less intimate.  Intellectually, Volume Three is the series’s most satisfying volume, but it can't match the emotional engagement of Volume Two.  With the team split across the world and Robin gone, things couldn’t be the same.  The series will continue, but this is the end of the cell.
 
   Mason begins the issue with another rant about media and the nation.  He claims that the symbols of America have become more important than what they stand for.  Congress tries to protect the flag but, in doing so, takes away the freedom that flag stands for.  Mason is all about the idea of illusion being more important than reality, and that’s why it’s fitting that the end of the volume spends so much time on schemes and deceptions.  The Invisibles use the system’s own beliefs to take it on, first with the Quimper deception and now with Mason’s plan to take control of the military-industrial complex.
 
   It’s notable that black helicopters fly across the scene here.  That image had previously been associated with the Outer Church but is now connected to the U.S. government.  Mason claims that the “terrorists know exactly where the power lies,” a line that’s quite prescient.  It’s no coincidence that terrorists attacked the World Trade Center, which was a symbol of the Western economic domination of the world.  They made the tarot card of the falling Tower real.
 
   The Tower card is generally used to symbolize change, and that makes it a fitting symbol of the volume’s end.  The Invisibles themselves have been agents of chaos and change, but where has it gotten them?  Have they really made a difference, or are they just becoming more like the enemy?
 
   Mason discusses the gradual construction of an illusory America.  The actual freedoms the country was founded on become increasingly sublimated to an American mythos that’s built up in the media.  When 9/11 happened, people said it was like something out of a disaster movie.  Mason would say that films like Independence Day, with their ritualized destruction of American landmarks, were a government primer to tell us how to react to an attack.  First we mourn, then we get angry and fight back.
 
   At the risk of political polemic, it’s important to note that, after 9/11, Bush and company have, with the collusion of the media, perpetuated the idea of America as bringers of freedom, fighting for the best in other peoples.  This has occurred even as reality drifts further and further away from this ideal, which is too often used as an excuse for adventurous foreign policy and no-bid corporate contracts.  It’s fundamentally absurd to call someone un-American for opposing the government, since America was founded by a revolution opposing controlling forces.  Despite this, Bush and his supporters created the illusion that opposing his regime’s specific policies was somehow anti-American, and many bought it.  In this sense, post-9/11 America is like Sir Miles, becoming what he initially rebelled against.  9/11 the event is gone, but 9/11 the myth lives on.  “The less real it became, the stronger it got.”  The U.S. has been in a state of emergency since 1933; after the Cold War, the first Bush built Saddam Hussein up to be Hitler, and his son used a single, horrific terrorist attack to create a perpetual foe, sustaining the state of emergency and what it allowed.  More recently, 9/11 has lost some of its power to scare Americans, but the omnipresent threat of terrorist attack is always ready as a potential political card to play.  When even one deranged man’s failed attempt to attack a plane is cited as evidence that we’re in a continuing war, how can that war ever end?  Mason’s words here seem eerily prescient when examined from the context of a post-9/11 America.
 
   Mason and King Mob then talk about Robin.  It turns out that Mason fancied Robin all along.  This was never really explored, but how did Robin feel about interacting with a younger version of this man whom she knew in 2008?  Mason kept his feelings within but is now assured that he’ll eventually get to be with her – a younger version of her in the future.
 
   King Mob ponders whether Robin is really writing them all, and he says that the act of writing to make something real is how magic happens.  In a sense, Robin writes Mason’s future by telling King Mob about her relationship with him in 2008.  This also connects with Morrison’s own use of the series as a hypersigil.  He’s seen the way that one can summon changes in reality through interaction with fiction, and he’s using Robin’s story as a way to explore that.
 
   Ironically, King Mob’s memory of spending time with Robin is gradually becoming unreal:  “It feels like science fiction now.”  Once something’s happened, it is the story we create that lingers, more than the actual events.
 
   They then head out onto Mason’s lawn.  King Mob’s reference to time distortions explains the odd jumps in space and time that we saw in the preceding part of the issue.  He says, “I’ve lived my whole life waiting to be able to say something like that.”  Even after everything, King Mob still retains surprise and enthusiasm that he’s found himself living in the kind of sci-fi stories he loved as a kid.  Morrison probably had similar feelings, and he filters them through his characters here.
 
   Mason claims that the age of weapons is over, setting up King Mob’s abandonment of his gun later in the issue.  King Mob says, “It’ll make a great film[,] but I bet we all end up looking like pricks.”  His guilt about his violence is beginning to get to him.  He’s been made obsolete:  handguns make no difference; ideas are power.  It’s a mental war, and King Mob needs to adjust to this fact.
 
   With Jack, we finally learn some of what happened in the UFO.  He remembers Fanny, “all covered in stuff, like pictures and feelings.”  That’s the magic mirror, reflecting time and emotions.  Remembering, Jack returns to the moment.  Because all time exists, he is still in the UFO.
 
   Inside the UFO, Jack and Satan travel to a place on the border of the Outer Church and the Invisible Kingdom, where the battle for humanity is being fought.  Satan says, “This is where the Outer Church has infiltrated human consciousness.”  It’s the corroded areas of our brain where our self-doubt and fear live, where “humanity is shattered and debased.”  The Outer Church is fighting to infiltrate human consciousness, and it’s up to the Invisibles to fight back here.  But Satan is bored with recalling this oppression.  He’s been there so long, watching the same war, that it’s time to move on.
 
   Satan tells Jack that Quimper wanted him to say “Once[,] my name was John,” confirming that Quimper was once John a Dreams.  John stepped out of time and became an elevated 4D being, but he was then pulled back down, tortured, and turned into Quimper.  This is a simple resolution of his story, but already on this page, there are several additional interpretations.  The line is actually rather ambiguous:  Satan could be saying that Quimper wanted him to reveal to Jack that Satan’s name was once John.  It makes sense that John would continue to mentor Invisibles, speaking to Jack through the Satan suit like he had already guided Fanny and Robin into the team.
 
   The page that zooms from Jack to the fly on Satan’s hand contains a plethora of important thematic things. One is the quote, “John… hiding in plain sight.  That’s not playing the game.”  This ties into the chess metaphor that Satan was using in “Black Science 2.”  By exposing Jack to all this information, he’s undermining the illusion:  he’s not playing the game.
 
   We also get the explanation for “Edith said to call him Boody.”  That’s a misinterpretation of “Edith said to call on Buddha,” reflected through time back to Bobby Murray as a child.  “Now it’s a rescue mission” refers to Jack’s elevated consciousness.  He’s aware that it’s not a war, and he knows that they need to save the other side, not destroy them.  That’s what Fanny’s defeat of Quimper proved, and this sets up Volume Three.
 
   Is the rescue mission quote in reference to John?  On the next page, Jack says that “they’re trying to unhypnotize him out of his prison.”  This would make sense with John as Quimper, but it also works for John as the entire universe itself.  If you believe that John, after passing out of reality, became present in all matter, then the attempt to rescue the UFO would be analogous to unhypnotizing John and waking him up.  In “Black Science 2,” we heard the Hitchhiker talking about how evolution is evidence of the increasing self-consciousness of the universe.  When we fulfill our evolutionary destiny, the universe will wake up, and we’ll be born into the Supercontext.  The universe is like the womb that humanity grows in, and Barbelith is the placenta, keeping us healthy and developing properly.  John, as a 4D being, cannot only appear in fiction suits, like the Harlequin do.  He is literally present in all matter, in the universe itself.  He is the magic mirror, and as such, is “hiding in plain sight.”
 
   Fanny says that she ate Quimper and spat him out, similar to what Jack does with the Archon in the penultimate issue.  This happened “just like in Robin’s story.”  So after they got back from Dulce, did Robin tell them what happened in the book she read entitled The Invisibles?  That would make sense, but did she also reveal the events of Volume Three?  We never get a definitive answer on that.  Most likely, Robin told Fanny the relevant parts of her story while she was preparing Fanny to play her during the Dulce mission as a way of reassuring her the mission would succeed.
 
   Muttering on the bed, Jack says, “We’re stuck in a thought… we’ve been thinking it so long we’ve forgot[ten].  When you stop thinking it, you see it for what it is… and you can start thinking better ones.”  I’d argue this refers to the universe as a whole.  We’ve been trapped in this status quo, but there are many other possibilities out there.  We just have to reach out and take the risk to change our lives.  The quote works within the series, but it also applies to everyday life.  Even if there is no Outer Church oppressing us, it’s easy to get stuck in a rut and think that life can’t be anything more than it is.  But if one looks outside oneself, one can see many more possibilities.  That’s what Morrison’s idea of magic is all about:  finding new ways to look at the world and seeing meaning in everything, rather than nothing.  The layout of this panel is particularly effective, combining a time-lapse Jim Crow with various notable elements from Jack’s initiation experience, over the course of the series.
 
   Boy leaves for the final time.  She clearly has affection for Jack and has helped the team get out of Dulce, but she just can’t live this life.  The panel with her in the back of the car feels quite sad, particularly because it’s intercut with her farewell to Jack.  We also see how much Jack has grown.  Where he once insulted Fanny, he now flirts with her and appreciates her nurse’s outfit.
 
   This issue also sees the end of Colonel Friday, who’s overwhelmed by his zombie-like assistants.  Lacking Friday’s personality, they are more than ready to accept upgrades.  Friday has been made obsolete by a new model.  King Mob’s decision to evolve is deliberately juxtaposed with Friday’s murder.  Throughout the series, we watch old soldiers who can’t change fall, while newer, better models take their place.  With Friday’s death, our American chapter is over, and it’s time to return to England and our old friend, Sir Miles.
 
   Back with the team, King Mob expresses regret about bringing Jack into this world.  He doesn’t know that Jack has had his consciousness elevated, so he thinks Jack’s just going crazy.  For King Mob, this issue is all about considering the life he’s led over the course of the volume.  He feels guilty about killing so many people and getting away with it.  Ultimately, however, it’s his role-playing with Robin that makes him throw away the gun.  Getting into the mindset of the other side, he saw just how attached he was to the gun, how it was dominating his identity and pulling him further from the ideals that he should be espousing.  Consequently, he sheds both the gun and his old identity.  “Bond is dead,” and he’ll take on a form of “ontological terrorism.”  Ontological refers to the study of being or existence.  Thus, rather than striking on a physical level, he will attack beings at the core of their existence, not to destroy them but to change them.  He will force the enemy to take on new identities.  The scene here is echoed on the cover of the final issue, with a hand holding the gun reaching out of the lake.
 
   Mason also finally explains what he’s been doing over the course of the volume.  He set up the sting to get his technology in the hands of the U.S. government, giving him control over the military-industrial complex.  Rather than fighting by destroying, Mason hopes to change from within.  It makes sense, and Mason’s slight instability explains why he was so creepy while putting the plan into action.  This is his way to take control of the hallucination.  Perhaps King Mob is inspired by this conversation when he starts his own company, Technoccult, between the penultimate and final issue.
 
   Mason’s skill at pulling off this deception makes King Mob tell Mason, “You are Batman.”  Throughout the volume, King Mob believed that Mason was just a rich guy, playing at being a revolutionary.  But that was just his Bruce Wayne act.  Mason is a new kind of warrior, striking at the enemy in a way that makes simple guns feel completely obsolete.  Mason will be controlling the triggers of the next generation of weapons, and by controlling that, he’ll control our world.
 
   The central conflict for both Mason and King Mob involves letting go of their old identities.  King Mob throws his gun away and claims that he can take on a new role and personality.  It’s as simple as drawing colors from a hat.  But is King Mob really changed?  As we see in the next volume, he’ll keep fighting until it almost kills him in the church.  It’s easy to give up the gun; it’s harder to give up the lifestyle.
 
   Mason isn’t defined by a gun.  He’s defined by his house, his things.  He claims that, while King Mob can easily let go of his identity, his wealth prevents him from doing the same.  Mason is making the excuses like we all do, thinking that the lives we live are so important and fixed, that we can’t just stop and change everything.  Is it all so simple to let go?
 
   Volume Two began at this house, with the Invisibles living an easy, glamorous life.  The volume ends with King Mob left alone, dropping his assassin identity and destroying the house, the symbol of the excessive lifestyle they’d led for the past two years.  This house was a safety net for everyone involved.  When you’ve got a home to go back to, it’s easy to retreat from change.
 
   On another level, the destruction of the home foreshadows the fragmented world of Volume Three.  There is no more clear status quo.  Instead, the series features people doing their own thing, forging their own identities, and going wherever the world takes them.  It’s time to reinvent reality.
 
   A key concept to understanding Volume Three is the idea that the Invisibles have already won.  Once Jack realizes that it’s a rescue mission, and King Mob throws down his gun, the Outer Church loses its power over the team.  Mason’s house is a symbol of the materialistic society they’re leaving behind, and it has to die so that they can all wander the world and create a new world.
 
   The final page leaves us with the new team, looking out and challenging us to remake our own lives.  King Mob, Roger and Jack are all telling us “Fuck you,” challenging us to change our world, to destroy our own houses and all the convenient mental blocks that keep us making excuses not to be who we want and need to be.  Everything Mason says here is what the conservative parts of our brains say, when we try to really change things.  It’s frightening to break with the past, but sometimes you need a push, and there’s no push like 20 tons of TNT.
 
   Reading The Invisibles is almost like being in the cell.  You’re immersed in these ideas, go on this journey with them, and come out at the end in a kind of Supercontext, with a new way of looking at the world and an elevated consciousness.  When I think of the series, I most think about this trade paperback, Kissing Mister Quimper.  It’s Chris Weston’s art and Morrison’s writing, matching perfectly here.  It’s sad to have to leave it behind again, but life goes on, giving us different roles and identities to assume.  Besides, Volume Two will always be there, and we do have the more mysterious, challenging Volume Three ahead of us.  Still, the superlative run of three issues that closes out this volume is the high point of the series.
 
   Bring on the future; the end approaches.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Volume Three
 
   Volume Three bursts to life in a strange way.  The group that we’ve spent an entire volume getting close to is scattered across the world, no longer the leads in their own series.  It can initially be frustrating to spend so much time with Division X and only a few pages with the core cell.  But Volume Three functions as a fusion of the storytelling styles of the first two volumes, expanding out of Volume Two’s closely-knit group for a globe-hopping journey through an Invisible world.
 
   The critical thing to understanding Volume Three is that the Invisibles have already won.  We’re looking at the future here:  the enemy may still exist, but they’re essentially powerless.  Most of our characters are aware that it’s not about hurting the enemy but saving him.  The majority of the volume is about the creation of new social systems and exploring the way that the world changes from Archon control to a more progressive model.  As Six tells Jack and the other recruits, “We lied.  We are not at war.  There is no enemy.  This is a rescue operation.”  All of this leads to the series’s crowning achievement, “Glitterdammerung,” a 22-page time machine that takes us into a fantastic, transformed, future world.  The first volume was the past, Volume Two is the present, and Volume Three is the future.
 
   There are certainly troubles along the way (most notably with the confusing and misguided “art jam” in the series’s final story arc).  Of all the volumes, the third is the most challenging, but in many ways, it’s also the most fun.  Our culture hasn’t quite caught up with where the series is at this point.  But one day, we may find ourselves freely swapping identities and realities like the characters do here.  Our Supercontext might not come in 2012, but it may still arrive eventually.
 
   
 
  

The Original James Bonds:  “Satanstorm”
 
   This is a strange arc with which to open the new volume.  Disconnecting from the concerns of Volume Two, we instead delve back into the world of Division X and the stand-alone final issue of the first volume.  This unexpected shift of focus can be a bit frustrating, if one was expecting more of the story of Jack, King Mob, and Fanny.  They’ve been relegated to supporting status in a series that’s now about much more than one cell.  Sir Miles, Division X, and the new cell are all just as much stars of this volume as anyone who’s come before.  The scope is much larger, and the thematic intentions are made even clearer.
 
   On a purely narrative level, the adventures of Division X are a lot of fun, and no one could make this arc work as well as Philip Bond and Warren Pleece do.  Their stylized art accents the story arc’s playfulness, and it does as good a job of setting up the world of this volume as Phil Jimenez’s art did for Volume Two.  Bond’s work is the artistic high point of the volume, at least until Quitely comes on board.  It’s a major change from the aesthetic that Chris Weston brought to the series, and that’s a bit jarring in some ways.  But the shift in art styles mirrors the shift in character concern and narrative approach.  This is a new world where the grimy darkness of Weston’s art has been replaced by the stylized pop art feel of Bond.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Three #12:  “Satanstorm, Part 1:  Common People”
 
   April 1999; art by Philip Bond
 
   The volume begins with Sir Miles leaving flowers on a grave, something he does every year.  Miles apparently has limitless power, but he’s still sad. In the first volume, our perspective on Miles changed from seeing him as a menacing evildoer to looking on him as a pathetic figure.  Being healed by Jack Frost (at the end of “House of Fun”) opened up memories of his past, and much of this storyline is about rediscovering what was buried, finding out just how much Sir Miles has in common with the characters in the cell.
 
   So much of Volume Three is concerned with Princess Diana and what her death meant to the world.  The crash on the title page is an echo of this, as paparazzi race to capture the crushed car on film.
 
   Miles goes on a variety of errands, including a meeting with an unnamed celebrity.  DC insisted on censoring these names, but it works for the story, making the dialogue more mysterious.  Who is Miles meeting with?  Presumably, someone so high up that we can’t even know his or her name.
 
   Returning to a set of characters dropped a full volume earlier works fine in collected editions, but it must have confused many readers during serial publication.  Coupled with the fact that this volume’s first issue is #12, a reader could have easily think he’d missed something.
 
   One’s perception of this volume is pretty dependent on expectations.  If you read it looking for a direct follow-up to Volume Two, got a couple of pages of Jack Frost, and then had to wait an entire month to try to get back to the core characters, it’d be frustrating.  If you consider “The Tower” the end of those characters’ story, then their appearances here are a bonus.  The series has expanded its scope, gone global, and Jack and Fanny, much as we may love them, are only supporting players in the apocalypse.  The shift in focus from a small group of individuals to a global cast mirrors the shift in perception all the characters will experience as they become part of a larger global entity and merge with the Supercontext.
 
   Division X works so well that it could support a spin-off series.  Its members’ reputation precedes them, as evidenced by the man saying, “Division X!  Get the fucker in the back!”  The tone is half gritty ‘70s cop show and half over-the-top occult novel.  Harper gets in a fun one-liner, “Testicle inspection!”, as he knees a man in the balls.  George’s “Sorry, my head slipped” is another good one.
 
   In Africa, Six is training Jack and Roger.  He tells them, “In preliminary training, you may have heard or been told a number of… contradictory stories about the nature and origin of our universe.”  This applies to both the characters and the reader.  How many different descriptions of this same war have we read?  Many, and it turns out that they were all lies.  Morrison equates the first two volumes with preliminary training, preparing us for the craziness that is Volume Three.  Finally, the characters acknowledge what we’ve known for a while:  “We are not at war.  There is no enemy.  This is a rescue operation.”  What prompted Mister Six to tell them this?  Did he speak with Jack about the vision in the UFO?  One key reason for the ‘lie’ is the structure Morrison has chosen for the story.  He crafted the series as a war and a subsequent journey to enlightenment.  At this point in humanity’s development, the time for war is over; the truth can now be revealed.
 
   This is perhaps the single most important line in understanding the direction of this volume.  The war was a lie, but everyone believed in it.  When the lie is revealed, the war ends, and the characters can start to build a world that’s based on saving people, not destroying others.  Most of the actions the Invisibles take in this volume, from kidnapping Sir Miles to subverting the ceremony in the abbey, are about saving people and tearing down the very notion of war.  They don’t want to defeat the enemy.  They want to make the enemy realize the truth they themselves have realized:  there is no “us” and “them,” and we are all one.
 
   We then see Six putting on his outfit and, by extension, his personality.  He knows the fictional nature of the Mister Six persona, but he still enjoys playing the role.  The persona may be a construct, but to some extent, so is everyone’s personality.  We define ourselves by a set of traits accumulated from life experience.  Very little that is intrinsic to who we are.  There’s nothing stopping a person from waking up and deciding to behave in a totally different way.  So why not choose to be an ultra-cool international playboy, rather than someone as ordinary as his previous Brian Malcolm persona?  It’s just like Robin writing herself into the story:  escape in a fiction for long enough, and that fiction becomes real.
 
   Nobody draws Six better than Bond, and his Warhol-style pop-art depiction of Six’s trans-dimensional journey is a highlight of the issue.  His deisng for Six’s apartment is also great, from the 2001-style chairs and TV to Six’s Indian-style outfit.
 
   Over in India, we check in with a mysterious long-haired, bearded man, who we’ll soon find out is King Mob.  He later reveals that he’s there to burn off karma, to shed all vestiges of the killer persona that he adopted during Volume Two.  The change in appearance is part of that.  His companion, Shanjeet, talks about plans to hijack satellite networks to broadcast their own propaganda.  We’ve already seen the results of this in the 2012 segments of “The Girl Most Likely to,” where a soap opera is interrupted by a revolutionary message.  The notion of taking control of old order structures to create the new order connects nicely with the evolving world of the volume as a whole.
 
   Back with Six and George, we see some videos from the “enemy.”  The comedic highlight of this scene is the idea that George taped the video over Princess Diana’s funeral.  The video of the girl in prison confirms what was already discussed in “Only Lovers Left Alive,” that Diana was killed as a ritualistic sacrifice.  The more interesting video is our glimpse of the young Sir Miles, participating in a government-sanctioned LSD experiment.  He seems a lot like Freddie, doing wild things to defy an authoritarian family.
 
   Also thematically interesting is the idea of the star-headed man, which Miles posits as our evolutionary endpoint.  This concept reappears in Xorn of Morrison’s New X-Men.  Xorn exemplifies the sort of fictional personas that the members of Division X have adopted.  Magneto took on the identity of Xorn, a zen-like mutant healer, and wound up creating a character many people liked more than the “real” persona.  It’s tough to find out that people like your persona more than yourself, and that’s a large part of what drives Magneto insane at the end of Morrison’s climactic “Planet X” storyline.[39]  In that storyline, Xorn’s peaceful message contrasts with Magneto’s genocidal attack on humans when he takes over Manhattan.  In his own schizophrenic insanity, Magneto grapples with many of the issues that plagued the Invisibles, over the course of this series.
 
   Things wrap up with Sir Miles’s dream of the King in Yellow.  We will soon find out that this is actually the Harlequinade.  They are playing both sides, appearing in different forms wherever they are needed.  Miles has a critical part to play in the production of the Supercontext, so they must tend to him.  In this case, it means making sure that Sir Miles is ready for the Moonchild ceremony.
 
   In the end, Mister Six talks about the theory that increased sunspot activity every 11 years produces social change.  This is a pet theory of Morrison’s, cropping up in a lot of his interviews around this time.  Did 1999 produce a lot of change?  It was certainly a great year for film and comics, but society didn’t seem to change much.  Was 2010 any better?
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Three #11:  “Satanstorm, Part 2:  Cold Britannia”
 
   May 1999; layouts by Warren Pleece; finishes by Philip Bond
 
   Volume Three continues with an issue that has pretty much all the strengths and weaknesses of the first one.  The art is good, and the vibe is really fun, but it’s hard not to miss the core characters.  In previous volumes, things amped up gradually, starting with comparatively light storylines and culminating in stories that were both incredibly complex, thematically complex and huge in emotional impact.  This volume’s no exception, and it’s a bit jarring to go from the heights of Kissing Mister Quimper to the relaxed atmosphere of this story.  Morrison risks alienating the reader, but his narrative strategy reaps dividends.
 
   Things open with a quick recap of the situation so far, which also connects the Shoggoth to the idea that we’re always being watched, a theme that’s been present throughout the series.  On the title page, we see the Shoggoth putting his hand up to the camera, like a celebrity not wanting to be photographed.  This leads into Harper and Six’s investigation of Flint, which has a lot of fun moments, particularly the Jaws button and the pissing-on-a-wall scene.
 
   We then check back with King Mob in India.  The bus he’s taking through India recalls the similar bus in his Gideon Stargrave dreams (in “Entropy in the U.K.”).  He references Mason when discussing the fact that incredibly sophisticated “hypnotic methods are being used right now to create the illusion we mistake for reality.”  King Mob isn’t talking about a literal illusion.  It’s more that the Outer Church has used the media to confine public perception and limit what seems possible.  But as King Mob says, the resistance can use the same tactics.  This discussion seems particularly relevant following the Bush regime.
 
   Recounting Sir Miles’s past fits nicely with the themes of the series.  The whole point of “Entropy in the U.K.” was to establish that there wasn’t that much difference between Sir Miles and King Mob.  They were so fundamentally opposed that they each looped back and wound up the same.  Miles used to be an Invisible, but he drifted over to the establishment.  In everyone, there’s the potential for both sides.
 
   Over in North Africa, Jack claims that God looks like “a prick from Liverpool with delusions of grandeur.”  He’s likely talking about Satan, but it could apply just as easily to himself.  Elfayed asks Jack, “How do you get the goose out of the bottle without breaking the bottle or killing the goose?”  On the surface, this is a reference to the plane, but he’s also talking about the UFO / magic mirror.  Our world is the bottle, and the only way to liberate the UFO is to remember that the bottle never existed.
 
   Then, we finally get the return of King Mob, head shaved and back in uniform, now as a “yuppie terrorist.”  In his conversation with Mister Six, both speak with utter confidence.  King Mob left to burn off some karma, and it apparently worked, since his good karma will be rewarded at the end of the series.  This scene also sets up the final showdown and its stakes.  A key line here is “I need people I can trust.  I need ‘em smart and I need ‘em good looking” – merging content and style yet again.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Three #10:  “Satanstorm, Part 3:  The ‘It’ Girls”
 
   June 1999; layouts by Warren Pleece; finishes by Philip Bond
 
   This issue is filled with crazy material, as the characters get drawn deeper into this volume’s web of complexity.  The major themes here are the mutability of personality and the fictional nature of the “war,” central themes to the series but now handled in a slightly different way.
 
   Six begins by comparing the thought-reflecting ectoplasm to the war for the destiny of humanity.  Just as the ectoplasm isn’t actually a naked woman, the war isn’t actually two sides at all; it’s just one entity that’s not yet aware of its true nature.  Reading the comic acts a form of initiation:  the first time through, there are many baffling elements, but rereading, the reader has become Invisible and is better able to understand all the pieces.
 
   Flint finds himself trapped in a burning wicker man.  This references the 1973 film The Wicker Man, directed by Robin Hardy.  Its plot revolves around Sergeant Neil Howie, a police officer tasked with investigating a missing girl on Somerset Isle, a pagan community in Scotland.  He has very particular views on what is and isn’t morally acceptable and, as we find out, is actually a virgin.  His morality comes into conflict with the island’s freer society, and he’s ultimately placed in a giant wicker man and burned to death as part of an offering.  The film relates to The Invisibles in its depiction of an old-order British man struggling to deal with a different culture.  In the film, he fights against the different culture rather than trying to understand it and ends up sacrificed as a result.  Here, the wicker man is a metaphor, a kind of exorcism for the Jack Flint persona.
 
   Jack’s captors are burning away the surface of Jack’s personality to find the core humanity underneath.  The loss of his credit cards and wallet reinforces how much these social constructs define us.  Earlier, we saw Six offer up his Brian Malcolm persona, symbolized by a wallet and keys.  Society defines us by these artifacts:  without his wallet, how can he prove that he’s Jack Flint?  He can’t, and that’s simultaneously scary and liberating.  If all that defines us is a little card, then it’s easy to get a new card and become someone else.
 
   Jack’s captors claim that “Nobody’s really alive until they’ve died.”  One could argue that meeting Barbelith is a death-and-rebirth experience, the first real life anyone has.  The quote also ties into the Buddhist concept of the Thogal, which Morrison explored in his Batman run.  Thogal is a “rehearsal for death,” delving into the darkest places in one’s own soul and emerging reborn.  Its key concept is that exposure to the darkness produces a kind of inoculation against it in the future.  After dying once, you’d have no reason to fear death.  Jack’s ordeal in the wicker man is an enforced Thogal:  he will experience death, shed a piece of his personality, and be reborn stronger.
 
   The question “What was your face before you were born?” has a specific answer here:  that face was John a Dreams, and by extension, the collective 4D humanity.  Volume Two gave us an elegant solution to John a Dreams’s disappearance.  He crossed over to the other side and became a benevolent alien creature, then was brought down to Earth, was tortured, and became Quimper – before transcending, thanks to Fanny.  That may not be a simple story, but it’s a lot more straightforward than what we get here.  On the one hand, John a Dreams as Jack Flint screws up the beauty of that earlier understanding, but it’s also essential to Morrison’s themes.  Morrison’s theory, in its essential form, is that all individual personalities are put-ons; at our core and seen outside of time, all life on Earth is a single organism.  Once outside of the linear time continuum, we can put on any personality and re-experience the game.  Part of the reason that Flint remembers John while others don’t is that he’s already got so many layers of personality.  “Jack Flint,” the ‘70s detective, is layered on top of an Invisible – and who knows what else.  In pulling off the top layer, all the layers start to crumble, and he remembers the base layer that underlies them:  John a Dreams.
 
   Trapped in a plane, with no knowledge of how to fly, Jack is given a choice by Elfayed:  learn to fly or be enlightened.  Elfayed speaks again about the false nature of duality.  We revisit the scarab from way back on the series’s very first page:  “a monster rolling shit or a god navigating the sun across the arch of day?”  The point of this is that they’re not mutually exclusive.  Things have both an intrinsic value and a symbolic one that we bring to it.  One person can perceive the beetle as a god, another simply as a beetle; neither is wrong.  Jack can be both a messiah and a frightened child.
 
   Jack decides that, at this moment, it’s more important to know how to fly the plane than to know the secret of enlightenment.  Elfayed is thus emphasizing the importance of playing specific roles at specific times.  The 4D characters must fill their specific roles in the narrative.  It’s not about individual preference but rather about service to the collective.  In this case, it doesn’t matter if Jack’s the messiah:  he’ll still die if he can’t fly.  He needs those skills in this moment, and Elfayed gives them to him.
 
   This issue is our first extended time with Helga.  She’s not the most immediately likable character.  Her posturing can feel empty; she can’t pull it off like King Mob and Robin.  Readers may also be frustrated to see her with King Mob, since they may feel he is betraying Robin.  But the series (particularly in this volume) presents a vision of sexuality divorced from traditional monogamy.  King Mob doesn’t love Robin any less because he has sex with Helga; it was a moment they shared because they’re both slick people inventing the future.  For now, that’s enough.  As Mister Six says, “How very modern.”
 
   Sir Miles tells Tarquin that he must learn to be a monster, something Miles could just as easily be saying to himself.  We’ve already seen Sir Miles’s resistance to the implants.  He fears the Archons even as he talks about how they’ll take over the world.  He talks nonchalantly to his subordinates about the oncoming global apocalypse, but we know how scared he is of what’s to come.
 
   Mason would certainly appreciate that it was Princess Diana watching Rosemary’s Baby that screwed up all of Miles’s plans.  So, in the universe of The Invisibles, a film about a woman carrying a demon baby wound up spoiling a real plot to do the same thing.  The hallucination controlled the reality.
 
   We then find ourselves back at the site of the first volume’s “Royal Monsters,” where a new caretaker is feeding the Moonchild.  The mirror the Moonchild lives behind leads to the Outer Church, and Miles claims that world is our future.  Why would Miles work with the Archons?  Why would any humans?  Perhaps it’s the promise of power:  they see this takeover as inevitable, so they might as well be on the winner’s side.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   King Mob and Fanny are reunited.  From The Invisibles, Volume Three #10 (June 1999).  Art by Warren Pleece and Philip Bond.
 
   Fanny’s return comes with a new, glamorous look, courtesy of Philip Bond.  King Mob says that “the world’s getting more like us everyday,” reminding us that The Invisibles was written at a more optimistic time, before 9/11 and its wake.  But these words are key to understanding the volume.  The Invisibles have already won the culture war, and that’s an even more important battle than the fight in the abbey.  The transvestite TV presenter expands our definitions of what’s socially acceptable, making it harder for the old order to keep control.
 
   Our world’s still on that path, in the larger scope, but it regressed after 9/11 and is going to take a while to get out of reverse.  Volume Three is a record of an earlier, hopeful time.  And the fact that we haven’t made it there yet means this volume still feels like the future.  Public paranoia in the wake of mass-media events like the 1999 Columbine massacre and 9/11 began to define public discourse.  This shift can be felt in the darker feel of Morrison’s subsequent work, like The Filth and Final Crisis.
 
   Back at the windmill, Six explains that Division X based its personalities on ‘70s cop shows, which was initially a joke – until the enemy got to them and assigned them to investigate the Invisibles.  Because they were so deep undercover in these roles, they went along with the investigation and have been working on this case, on and off, for 20 years.  Division X was shut down, at some point between 1976 and 1994 (when the series starts), and Six went undercover as Brian Malcolm, teacher.  Division X is then reopened, during the first volume, and assigned to investigate Quimper and the Invisibles.
 
   George furiously accuses Six of being a double agent and betraying him, but as we’ll find out next issue, that’s all part of his character.  In fact, there are so many layers of deception that it’s hard to figure out who’s a double or triple agent and for whom.  Ultimately, it turns out that they’re all on the same side, because there are no sides.
 
   The issue ends with King Mob and Fanny simply hanging out.  Their Volume Two looks embodied a kind of violent glamour, but here they adopt a more sophisticated look, particularly with King Mob’s coat and jacket.  He ends the issue by claiming that they all live in the hallucination now.  He and Fanny will inspire the world with their style and forward-thinking attitude.  He foreshadows the volume’s end by talking about how the monsters “made the mistake of taking us on in our own territory.”  The Invisibles have the zeitgeist, and the forces of repression will inevitably fall.  Soldiers can’t win when there’s no war left to fight.
 
   This whole volume is filled with a palpable sense of imminent change.  Although this storyline lacks the emotional impact of Volume Two, every moment is filled with this sense of hope, as well as a different kind of cool.  In King Mob and Fanny’s reunion alone, we see the seeds of a new world coming to fruition.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Three #9:  “Satanstorm, Part 4:  Digging Up Beryl”
 
   July 1999; layouts by Warren Pleece; finishes by Philip Bond
 
   “Digging Up Beryl” reads like a drug trip, flowing from emotion to emotion, not in any sort of linear narrative progression, the past and future mixing with fantasy and nightmare.  It’s a strong conclusion to this storyline, which is all about stripping off false personas and revealing the truth.
 
   The issue begins with the word “Now,” which is of course meaningless.  Every moment is “now”:  even the flashbacks in this series happen in the present tense.  Harper sums up the story to date, then reveals that he’s known that the Division X personas were false the whole, but chose to ignore it.  This raises the question of why he’s so mad that Six has kidnapped Flint.  Harper’s probably mad that Six is going to deprogram Flint and take away his friend.  He didn’t know about the coronary, which would apparently only affect the cover persona.  The whole cover personality business works as a metaphor for the way we construct our identities:  there is nothing inherently “real” about who you are, which is only a series of traits you’ve taken on.  In theory, you could switch and become someone else if you so choose.
 
   It’s notable that George wants to remain in this persona simply because he likes it, even though he knows it’s a construction.  He says, “I like George better than ‘Eric.’  George is a geezer.  He likes having a laugh and cooking for nice birds.  He’s happy.”  And at this point, he has no reason to go back to being Eric Millet.
 
   This actually fits well with what Six said back in the first issue of this volume:  that his current persona was one of his favorites, and he enjoys putting him on.  These characters are having fun playing their current roles in the game.  The whole process has a lot in common with being an actor.  They have been in character for so long that the characters have taken on lives of their own.  Jack Flint is so real that he can have his own coronary, independent of the person he was before.  This business is critical setup for the revelation about John a Dreams down the line and also fits well with what Satan was talking about in Volume Two.  For Satan, telling Dane it was a game was a way to caution Dane against getting too involved in things.  For George, however, the constructed persona “George Harper” is just as real as anyone else.  In the series, at least, there is no intrinsic self.  Why not just pick who we want to be and then live as that person until he becomes real, like George did?
 
   Our definition of self exists largely in response to the society in which we live, so the ultimate act of rebellion is to create a self that isn’t bound by the terms of society.  George Harper is a fictional character brought to life through sustained existence.  He may not be real, but he’s more fun than reality, so just let him exist.
 
   Morrison himself subscribes to this theory to some extent.  He’s spoken about the conscious decision to reinvent himself during the ‘90s.  After years of straight-edged living, he chose to experiment with all the drink and drugs available to him, while simultaneously going deeper into the King Mob personality he created.  During the real-world occurrence of the eclipse seen in the final story arc, he performed an exorcism of that personality and reinvented himself as the suit-wearing, business-like person he’s been for the past ten years.  He speaks of the time with the Invisibles as a “different head,” an old persona he has affection for but has left behind.
 
   Outside, two soldiers talk about sending James Bond to Serbia because fictional characters are “the hardest bastards to kill, aren’t they?”  This works as a comment on cultural imperialism, on the way that Britain and the Western military-industrial complex use films as a way to construct peoples’ moral reality.  It’s exactly the sort of thing that Mason discussed throughout the previous volume.  It also fits with the Scorpio Resonator from the end of Volume Two, a device that made people face down the scariest, most indestructible foe they can imagine, a thought-form that can never be killed.  Fanny poses to distract them, and King Mob takes them out with karate.  It’s fun watching King Mob on the mountain repeating, “I am cool as Bruce Lee.”  He has reinvented himself as someone who doesn’t use guns and now fights through subversion.  So he gives them water with LSD, which will leave them incapacitated and perhaps changed.
 
   The chronology of this story is certainly screwy.  Sir Miles goes into the windmill in the day.  After this point, King Mob and Fanny kill his soldiers and dig up Beryl.  The people inside mess with Miles and then put him in the car with Beryl.  However, how can Helga be inside and digging up Beryl at the same time?  Did they dig her up on another day?  It may not really matter if temporal confusion is the point.  On the page with all the little panels of Sir Miles entering the windmill, we certainly experience his confusion and altered perception.  He does get a cool retort, however, when he anchors himself in time and says, “Any further attempts to probe my mind will result in immediate and fatal temporal lobe hemorrhage.”
 
   While captured, Miles tells Six’s cell, “You’ve learned our methods well,” in reference to the troubles with deprogramming Jack Flint.  Miles, in some respects, is as beyond a two-sided war as Six or Jack is.  He’s been on the other side, seen it all, and probably knows his side can’t win.  His great flaw is that he decides to go down with the sinking ship of the Outer Church, still threatening them and lording over the cell like a strict father.  He can’t cross the line and reach out beyond their conflict.
 
   This issue marks our first sustained time with Helga.  She can feel cynical and cold, a jarring difference from the fully-developed characters of the first two volumes.  As a long-running series winds to its conclusion, there’s a mounting sense of urgency:  time becomes a precious resource.  Feeling the remaining pages ticking down, each Helga scene can feel like a lost opportunity, a distraction from the often-absent core characters.
 
   Here, Helga’s smartass responses to Sir Miles feel like the kind of empty, cynical posturing sometimes identified with Warren Ellis.  King Mob would tell off authority figures in a defiant, hopeful way.  Here, Helga sounds like a surly teenager.  Maybe making her annoying was the point, but her transgression against social norms feels more juvenile than radical.  Some of her lines do work, however, such as when she, King Mob, and Fanny are messing around on the coffin and she says, “Who the fuck’s cock was that?”  There, they’re having fun messing with social tradition in a more exuberant way, not a negative or hateful one.
 
   After Harper shows Sir Miles his Invisibles book (which appropriately features a bomb on the cover, echoing the grenade on the first issue), Miles is sent on a psychic journey through his own past, like the one he put King Mob through in “Entropy in the U.K.”  He’s forced to return to his most painful moments, which further fleshes out the series’s backstory.
 
   Through Miles’s eyes, we return to Beryl in an art gallery, staring at Picasso’s Guernica.  The painting has been replaced with a version that reflects her thoughts on her husband’s death.  This moment was also seen in “Sensitive Criminals,” in which she looked at the real Guernica.  Morrison uses these minute continuity details throughout the series; every little piece has an important role in the whole, so a two-panel scene from earlier can have such significance down the line.
 
   We then see an initiation ceremony and are offered another creation myth, the idea that we called down “the despairing ones” and allowed them to turn our world into the breeding ground for their kind of civilization, full of rage and imprisonment.  Much like Fanny, Miles returns to his initiation in this moment, and we’re reminded that “initiation never ends.”  For Fanny, Jack, King Mob, Robin, and (now) Sir Miles, the initiation stretches across an entire life:  it’s something to which they return at important moments.  Jack only gradually remembered the blue mold trip and his encounter with Barbelith, and Robin experienced all time simultaneously on her way to Barbelith.  Moments of initiation can be experienced by the same person at two different times in their life, so the old Sir Miles is here at the same time as the young one.  Time is collapsing on itself.
 
   Here, we also find out that Miles was trained by Seaton, a.k.a. Tom o’ Bedlam.  This further ties Miles to Jack and King Mob, both of whom were trained by the same magician and given a role to play in the ending.  Miles is told that he will be one of the “ministers of the new aeon of Horus, the child who destroys.”  Miles’s interpretation of this is probably that the Moonchild is Horus, but we know that it’s Jack.  He is the “child-god” to which Miles refers.[40]
 
   It turns out that the space photograph of Barbelith was faked, or at least that’s what we’re told.  Considering what we see in the final issue, we may be inclined to believe it was actually real, that they’re only saying this to confuse Miles.  Does this mean Pennington, Miles’s assistant, is actually a traitor?  Possibly, but it’s also a way to seed doubt in Sir Miles and send him towards the psychosis he has at the end of the series.  By the end, he can’t even remember his assistants’ names, let alone who remains loyal to him.
 
   In North Africa, Elfayed tells Jack about his encounter with Barbelith, which sounds quite similar to Jack’s, though seen through a different lens.  Jack again reiterates that he’s not a soldier, just someone looking for the truth.  He ponders the true face of the 4D beings and concludes that they’d look like us.  If John a Dreams has become one of them, then yes, they would just be us, only taken up to the next stage of evolution.
 
   This doesn’t quite jibe with Jack saying he wants to see them “in the nude,” however.  We are the suits they put on.  The point could be that if we stripped off these suits, we’d look just like them.  That’s what John does:  he walks into the church, has his fiction suit removed, and becomes a 4D being like the ones that Jack saw.  It’s not about seeing them in the nude but about seeing ourselves in the nude, in our true forms.  This is how Satan is able to see people, and it’s also what Mr. Reddy is able to do in the next storyline.
 
   Our journey through time takes us back to another of Sir Miles’s initiations:  the fox hunt, when he joined the establishment.  Sir Miles apparently created a cover story about his mother as a way to entrap Beryl, much like Robin used a false memory to trap Quimper.  Sir Miles says, “Knowledge is more important to me than anything else.  I am on this Earth to learn how to master it.”  That explains almost all his actions.  In exchange for access to the government’s occult resources, he kills Beryl and gives them her hand.  He continues to work for the Outer Church because he thinks they have knowledge that the Invisibles couldn’t discover on their own.  He learned everything he could from Seaton but still found gaps, and that’s what’s led him down this path.  He wants to “master” the Earth, and control is what the Outer Church is all about.  It was this obsession that pushed him from one side to the other.
 
   For Sir Miles, the entire initiation process was about him trying to dehumanize himself.  He was able to kill Beryl, but he was not able to go all the way and accept the Archon implants.  The Invisibles now use Division X boss Crowley, who’s been in on it too, to scare Sir Miles with a false headline and plunge him further into a realm of weird psychic assault.
 
   King Mob and Fanny lurk in the shadows behind Sir Miles and say, “We’re not going to war with you this time.  No guns, no bodies.”  They will kill the persona that the enemy implanted in Sir Miles, rediscovering the true, better self buried underneath.  They throw another secret origin of the universe at him as a way to show how susceptible he’s become.  The cell has created this entire reality for him to inhabit, drugged him, and set him adrift.  Standing with “We are the future” written across them, Six’s cell tell Miles that they are Horus, bringing destruction and a new eon.  They are what Miles was meant to be.  When they say “The invasion of the body snatchers is under way,” they refer both to their literal theft of Beryl’s corpse and to how they’re going to reprogram Sir Miles, effectively stealing back his body.
 
   With Miles thoroughly screwed up, King Mob, Fanny, and Helga have a threesome.  This whole issue is about the conflict between the new age and the old age.  The old ones kept their magical knowledge locked up in vaults, and that’s what sent Sir Miles down the bad path.  The Invisibles are more open with their knowledge, creating a world that’s all about freedom.  This storyline is a real change from Volume Two in the sense that it’s no longer a war.  There are no guns and little violence, and the fight is now on the mental level; it’s about taking back minds and converting people to their side.  It seems that King Mob has finally learned what Jack knew all along.  After all, it was Jack saving Sir Miles that set this whole thing in motion.
 
   But the issue also works as a portrait of Sir Miles, showing his confusion and uncertainty, the ultimate sadness of his life.  He never wanted to be this person, but his quest for knowledge led him down a dark path and made him do things that he didn’t want to do.  It’s easy to forget how impressive this issue is, since it’s not flashy.  Rather, it’s a look into the world of a character who once seemed to be a one-note villain.  As with “Best Man Fall,” seeing Sir Miles’s background makes it much easier to understand that every single character, no matter which side they’re on, has hopes and dreams and feelings.  This issue is the first full flowering of the new paradigm that’s been hinted at for so long.
 
   
 
  

Ripples in Time:  “Karmageddon”
 
   After an entire volume of pop excess and the over-the-top fun of “Satanstorm,” it’s nice to scale back for a more intimate storyline that focuses primarily on Edith’s death and what that means to King Mob.  It’s an intensely intimate storyline, expressed largely through personal letters and quiet, reflective moments.
 
   Sean Phillips’s art is stylistically similar to Bond’s but replaces Bond’s pop flair with something more abstract.  His use of shadows is strong throughout, drawing the reader’s attention to specific, telling elements of the characters.
 
   This is the kind of story that Morrison rarely attempts.  His work, especially since The Invisibles, is quickly paced, using snippets of moments to stand in for a whole.  But what “Karmageddon” lacks in narrative, it makes up for in character and mood.  Here, Morrison and Phillips are able to make three people sitting talking as exciting as an action sequence.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Three #8:  “Karmageddon, Part 1:  Tantrika”
 
   July 1999; pencils by Sean Phillips; inks by Jay Stephens
 
   “Tantrika” is a complex issue, recalling “Arcadia” in both form and content.  After the surprise return of Division X in the previous storyline, the series goes farther back to check in with Marquis de Sade, and Morrison follows up on the commune de Sade discussed starting back in “Arcadia.”
 
   It’s a new age, and that’s reflected in the method of communication.  No more handwritten letters for Edith; it’s all e-mail now.  On the first page, she describes the similarities between the lives of the elderly and magicians.  In Pop Magic, Morrison talks about how the way to develop a magical consciousness is to see meaning in coincidence and messages from the universe in random events.  Edith claims this is also the way the elderly view the world, the cyclical nature of reality ebbing and flowing perpetually through one’s life.  She describes the passage of time as standing still while the world changes around you.
 
   Edith goes to visit the Marquis at his commune, la Coste.  The Marquis calls la Coste a place where he can translate his ideas into flesh.  The transition from fiction (or thought) to reality is something that the series is always interested in.  We saw this with Robin in the tank:  she imagined a world and then found herself living in it.  De Sade is doing the same thing, speaking of making his wildest dreams into reality.  Edith deflates some of de Sade’s rhetoric, particularly when she claims that “Public farting and shitting do not constitute a radical confrontation with the psyche to me.”  Just transgressing social boundaries doesn’t automatically give an act deep meaning.
 
   King Mob tells her that he misses Robin.  This is clearly a more human King Mob than we saw in the hyper-pop “Satanstorm.”  Much like Volume Two, this volume opens with all the characters gladly playing over-the-top roles, gradually scaling back to a more “real” place.
 
   Edith recounts how she asked de Sade what he would do about people who disagree with his vision, and he responded that he’d let them continue practicing their perversions among consenting adults.  This response parallels what King Mob told de Sade back in “Arcadia,” when asked what they would do about people who disagree with their vision for a new world.  It’s also interesting to see how Edith is exhausted by the constant barrage of new genders and kinds of people.  After a while, even the radically new starts to feel old.
 
   Back in London, Jack and Roger visit Helga.  Helga’s vomiting feels a bit excessive and doesn’t serve any particularly important narrative role.  It does, however, prompt Roger’s funny line, “What are you?  A supermodel?”
 
   Back with de Sade, Edith heads out to the orgone.  This device prefigures the Supercontext; it too is a fusion of many people into one collective energy consciousness.  De Sade claims that his work is “like watching newborn angels, rising from shattered suits of iron,” an image that ties into the eventual evolutionary jump of humanity.  There is an emphasis on metamorphosis throughout the series, and that image is as good a summary as any of what happens at the series’s end.  Later, de Sade says, “Perhaps now that all of human-kind is united in obsolescence, we can relax and be a little kinder to one another” – a nice summation of this volume.
 
   Much of this volume centers on the Invisibles taking control of their reality and actually starting to build the world that they want, rather than merely fighting the enemy.  De Sade’s community shows the benefits and perils of an Invisible world.  Edith notes that there are still many problems, but on the whole, it seems like an appealingly progressive community.
 
   One of the most interesting concepts here is the group of “brave young perverts” who explore the other side and report back from the world of the enemy.  Edith describes how they sacrifice themselves to bring back knowledge for others, “slowly assembling the maps of Hell to guide the rest of us safely through the dark.”  As we saw back in “House of Fun,” so much of the enemy’s power is in its illusion of menace.  Once one breaks down such illusions, they’re no longer scary, and that’s what this work is all about.  If one can understand and sympathize with the “enemy,” it will no longer be an enemy.  This concept has a lot in common with The Filth, which was essentially a journey through (in the words of Edith’s letters) the “archetypal dung of the human unconscious,” an attempt to understand the “other side” through sustained immersion in their world – one ending (like Voltaire’s Candide) with the realization that we should, metaphorically, take the world’s shit and spread it on our flowers.
 
   The bit with King Mob in Varanasi is exemplary of much of what’s great about this volume.  He references an article in New Scientist that goes along with much of Morrison’s cosmology.  Throughout this volume, there’s a sense of everything becoming real, of the book leaving the page and moving into its own new existence inside the reader’s  mind.  That article is evidence of our world and the world of the series merging.  That’s what the Supercontext really is for these characters:  being co-opted into the minds of the thousands of readers who’ve journeyed through the series.  King Mob sitting on the steps and staring out at a burning barge is a beautiful scene.
 
   Mister Six joins up with the “enemy,” and his nonchalant attitude about this reinforces the breakdown of the division between sides in this volume.  He worked for Division X as a cover but was really an Invisible – or was it the other way around?  It doesn’t matter.  What’s important is the experience, seeing everything, and being everywhere.  Six bridges the gap between the two sides when he says, “There is no terrorist cell; they’re all very lovely friends of mine.”
 
   What exactly is Crowley’s role in all of this?  He appears to be part of the establishment, but last issue, we saw him working in tandem with the Invisibles.  Just as Six, Harper, and Flint took on the roles of a team of ‘70s cops, Crowley seems to have taken on the role of the grumpy but lovable boss.  So even though he’s an Invisible underneath, he’s playing the role of the establishment liaison for rogue copper Jon Six.
 
   In his handwritten letter, King Mob flashes back to what we saw in “American Death Camp,” his vision after the activation of the Hand of Glory.  He says, “A bullet in the right place can change the world.”  The irony is that the bullet in question isn’t a bullet; it is, as we’ll see in the penultimate issue, a word.
 
   The issue ends with Edith talking to a woman who participated in de Sade’s experiments with the other side.  Her account of the event recalls “120 Days of Sod All” and the various denigrations perpetrated on the children there.  However, in this controlled environment, interaction with the Outer Church actually proved beneficial to her, even removing the lump in her left breast.  This ties into the viral infection / immune system theme, running throughout the series, and the idea that confronting the darkness makes us stronger.  That is the purpose of the Outer Church:  to irritate humanity until we get better and outgrow them.  And in this controlled dose, conflict with the Outer Church functions as an inoculation against the darkness.  As de Sade says, “Gold from shit.”
 
   Edith claims that de Sade is still missing something – perhaps love.  De Sade revels in filth and all the possible anatomical experiences of the human body, but nowhere in his speeches does he talk about real emotional connection between people.  Driving away, Edith says she hopes Thierro and her driver have wonderful adventures with their odd little babies, and she remarks that she was never able to have children of her own.  This ties into the scene, in the final issue, in which she miscarries on hotel steps, and a man scoops up the child in his hat.  That was a great sadness for Edith, the one thing she was unable to do in her long lifetime.  In de Sade’s vast empire, she sees a bit of herself.
 
   At this point, it’s notable to mention that Morrison described Quimper as the abortion that his girlfriend had once, representing all this light and potential cruelly crushed down.  Morrison brings back that motif here, with Edith’s sadness at missing out on something potentially so beautiful.  Later in the volume, King Mob remarks how Robin was pregnant, and she then claims that she would want to call her baby Quimper.  Birth imagery is heavily present here, as the world starts its labor contractions on its way to a new order.  Edith says that de Sade will find what he’s missing “when time begins to ripple” as the Supercontext emerges.  De Sade knows everything about sex but nothing about its ultimate purpose, which is to create new life.
 
   This dense issue is a sequel, of sorts, to “Arcadia,” itself an academic labor.  It works on a different level than the ultra-pop of Volume Two, but here, in the final volume, it fits well thematically.  Volume Three is a hectic tour of the last days of the universe, when the Invisibles have already won and just need to make it official.  This issue is the most obvious example of that, but it’s present everywhere.  The absurd convolution of these final storylines is merely a reflection of the fact that the war is over, so traditional boundaries don’t matter anymore.  We are what we want to be, so if you want to be a ‘70s cop, that’s cool.  If you want to work for the enemy, that’s cool too.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Three #7:  “Karmageddon, Part 2:  Type Omega”
 
   October 1999; pencils by Sean Phillips; inks by Jay Stephens
 
   This issue’s cover has a number of notable elements.  The silhouetted figures echo the poster of The Wicker Man, and the chess game with Death, in black and white, echoes Bergman’s The Seventh Seal.  The image of characters as pieces on a chess board, played by higher forces, is also a literal depiction of what we saw with Satan back in “Black Science 2.”  It’s notable that Robin is off the board.  Death is wearing a glove, perhaps a tie to the glove that Dane is boiling in King Mob’s future vision (though that may be stretching things).  While every Bolland cover for this final volume excels, this is one of the highlights.
 
   The issue opens with Mason and King Mob reunited in India, staring at a statue.  This traditional image has been invaded by contemporary elements, specifically a syringe and a gun.  The use of the syringe ties into the idea of the war as a clash between immune systems and anti-bodies, something King Mob brings up during their conversation.  Notably, it’s the medical syringe that’s pointed up, while the gun is pointed down, on the way out.
 
   Mason returns here, saying that he’s been staying in fleapits most of the time, only occasionally checking into expensive hotels.  He’s experiencing the world of the poor but without any real danger, fleeing when it gets too tough.  This is probably more a comment on the way the rich behave than a crucial thematic insight, but it’s interesting.  He has the modern mindset that the poor somehow hold some essential piece of humanity, and his adventures are all about discovering that.
 
   Mason and King Mob talk about the nature of a hypothetical Omega Universe, which could create and control other universes.  This whole discussion is laid over abstract images of universal creation, from gods to the atom bomb.  The idea of the Omega Universe was later echoed in Quentin Quire and the Omega Gang in New X-Men.  There, someone who wanted to create a new world order fails, due to his own psychosis.  He apparently was not worthy because he was unable to build a new civilization.
 
   On another level, the discussion of an Omega Universe is about the act of creating fiction.  Didn’t Morrison create and control a universe when he wrote this book?  This suggests a parallel between the act of writing and the role that the 4D beings inside the universe play. Such beings are simultaneously above the work, aware of its entirety, and immersed in it.  Perhaps the easiest way to understand the nature of the 4D characters is to think about the way a reader views a book and how a writer constructs it.
 
   Mason ponders what a being who can “move through space and time at will” would look like.  “Would we know them if we saw them?” he wonders.  He then goes on to discuss his abduction, unconsciously answering his own question.  Those aliens he saw are only one lens through which to view 4D beings.  It’s “always the same in the end; details change, that’s all” – something we’ve seen over the course of the series.  Everyone has come to Barbelith in their own way, through their own gods.  King Mob talks about this, connecting Morrison’s own vision to the experiences of Terrence McKenna and Philip K. Dick.  King Mob then describes the abduction experience, which we previously saw in “Entropy in the U.K.”  On a meta level, Morrison is talking about what happened to him.  The entire series has been about processing that experience, trying to figure out what to do with his new understanding of the world.[41]
 
   King Mob says that all this “won’t necessarily do you any good if you’re attacked by a lion.”  Previous evolution was all about learning the best way to survive.  We’ve now reached the point where we’re masters of our world, and we’re ready to evolve into something else.  It’s no longer about fight or flight; it’s about thinking and feeling in new ways.
 
   Mason talks about the way things in the world become invisible to us if they’re always there.  This ties into Morrison’s ideas about developing a magical consciousness.  It’s easy to become numb to what’s really going on around us, just accepting it as what is and will always be.  But if we step back and look at things, it’s possible to reinvent our lives and find a new layer of consciousness.  Morrison’s advice to people wanting to get into magic is to simply look at one’s world through new eyes and try to find meaning in it, rather than just a routine.  Mason’s story about his mother’s menstruation functions both as another example of the omnipresence of birth imagery in this volume and as an example of the way that social conditioning teaches us how to experience the world.  If one doesn’t know that one is supposed to bleed at a certain age, any explanation becomes plausible.  This was all because certain elements of human experience became invisible in his social circle, present under the surface but never examined.
 
   The juxtaposition of Mason’s discussion of his house with the image of the beggar on the street is effective, largely due to Sean Phillips’s affecting drawing of the withered old woman.
 
   Six meets with Crowley, who says “the masks are off.”  This is ironic, considering they’re going to see a version of the Harlequinade, who have hidden themselves behind different personas (and in one case, a giant yellow mask).  He could also be referring to George and Jack Flint.
 
   Flint speaks an “untranslatable concept.”  His ranting here may be the best insight we get into what happened to John a Dreams.  He says, “Went into shock hid behind the billion masks of God.”  This is a reference to how John moved out of time after the contact with the timesuit, splintering into all these false personas, these billion masks.  The way Flint speaks here, it seems that, if you dig deeply enough, you’ll find John in any character.  In the series, all our individual identities are illusory:  we are part of the collective organism known as humanity.  When he moved outside of time, John became a 4D being, like the Harlequinade.  As a result, he had access to anyone and has the ability to wear anyone as a suit.
 
   Flint goes on to say, “We’ve regenerated all but the deepest trauma sites.”  This is likely a reference to the impending end of the war.  In “Black Science,” we found out that the detonation of the atom bomb opened a hole in the universe, where the Outer Church got in and spread back and forth through time, all over human consciousness.  Only the most devoted Outer Church members, the place of deepest trauma, have not been healed and returned to the collective.  Flint then says, “John a Dreams is a complex structure,” perhaps referring to the entire universe – or just to the fact that John, who has become all these people, is no longer a single individual.
 
   The idea of John as everyone in the book and the idea of John as Quimper can co-exist.  He is everyone but only on a really deep level.  The reason he comes out in Flint is that Six and Helga cut through so much personality.  Flint breaks through into a kind of 4D awareness, then returns to the Flint persona.  John a Dreams lies deep inside everyone, but he’s closer to the surface in some people, notably Quimper.  Quimper has the conscious memories of being John, and Satan may as well.  The white suit connects them to the original character, and those beings exist with an awareness of who John was and what role he played in the fight.  They are continuing his work.  When Quimper is brought down, they talk about the loss of light, and light has been consistently mentioned as one of John’s greatest assets.  The liberation of Quimper was probably critical to allowing John a Dreams to function freely and to do his work, bringing about the Supercontext.  Quimper was likely one of those trauma sites to which Flint is referring.
 
   Thus, in saving Quimper, Fanny saved John directly.  Flint is a more tangential aspect of John’s personality.  This explanation reconciles the toughest part about understanding John, fusing the elegant power of the Quimper revelations with the seemingly haphazard revelation that Flint was John a Dreams.
 
   In the scene with Jack Frost and Roger getting ready, while Fanny looks on, everyone looks glamorous and poses like models.  Then we move in to find Helga photographing a toilet full of feces, the black grail.  Helga seems juvenile, still trying to match Fanny and Jack’s cool demeanor.  Morrison seems to be constantly trying to make us think that she’s the coolest person in the game, when clearly she’s not.  Perhaps she’s meant to be like de Sade’s people, trumping social norms as a way of confronting people, but she lacks the kind of world-changing power that she claims to have.
 
   Edith’s hash-induced reminiscence of the 1920s is another highlight of the volume.  The activation of the Hand is a moment that echoes through the entire series, and it takes until the final issue to fully understand the nature of what they saw.  Edith recounts how Freddie slipped into the Outer Church, a universe that becomes “smaller and smaller until everything you were was folded so far in on itself it was gone forever.”  That’s an elegant description of the way that negative thought can destroy everything we have.  It also ties into the idea that the Outer Church is smaller than an atom.
 
   Edith then gives us some critical information on the nature of humanity.  Mr. Reddy, one of the most evolved tantric adepts in the series, tells her that “Our suits begin to disintegrate after the first twenty years…”  He then strips off his suit, revealing a being of pure light energy.  This is the same image we got when we saw Jack through Satan’s eyes.  The idea that our suit disintegrates is a reference to the aging process:  our individual selves start to break down, but the essential energy within (our “real” selves) does not.  In the Supercontext, everyone will be this energy.  This striking image is critical to understanding the nature of personality in this third volume and further lays the groundwork for the coming revelations about John a Dreams.
 
   Standing on the balcony, Mason asks King Mob, “What would a type Omega civilization look like to us?”  He then tells him to “Look.”  This assumes an Omega civilization exists, so its result must already be visible.  But the comment also works on a meta level.  Implicitly, Mason is telling King Mob to look at us readers.  To them, we are the type Omega civilization.  We built their world and can control it at will.  They are all subject to our whims but are completely unconscious of it.  What would it take for fictional characters to make their own stories?  They are to us what we would be to higher-level beings.
 
   Meeting with Six, the Harlequin says, “Those who search for us become us.”  What he’s implying is that the act of trying to understand these 4D beings reveals their true nature, and in evolving, we become like them, able to insert ourselves into the world in any guise we choose.  This is what happened to John a Dreams (and what will happen to everyone) in the Supercontext.
 
   The issue ends with Edith telling King Mob that she has to die, implying that Barbelith has something to do with it.  The omnipresence of the Barbelith satellite is another link to the birth theme in this volume.  With its increased character focus in the Edith, King Mob, and Mason scenes, the series has effectively scaled back from the over-the-top action of Volume Two and reached a more mature, introspective stage.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Three #6:  “Karmageddon, Part 3:  Six Minus Six”
 
   December 1999; pencils by Sean Phillips; inks by Jay Stephens
 
   Helga’s experiment with the alien Key 23 language works well, in contrast with her earlier scenes.  Helga explains how using Key 23 to create bliss can be just as dangerous as using it for violence.  Intriguingly, she also refers to “authors we read because they make us comfortable and always give us more of just what we want.”  This connects to the series’s ongoing condemnation of lazy acceptance of everything around us, as opposed to challenging ourselves.  It’s also a meta comment on the harsh reaction against Volume Three, which made many readers annoyed that Morrison wasn’t giving them a continuation of Volume Two’s violent, team-based adventures.  In retrospect, Morrison made the right choice:  it was smarter to push the boundaries.  Particularly with Robin gone, Morrison couldn’t do more of what Volume Two did.  That team simply did not exist anymore.
 
   Helga also brings back the 64-letter alphabet, previously featured in “American Death Camp.” Exposure to this alphabet can be too much for our brains to process; the infusion of new concepts is overwhelming, opening up new areas of consciousness that have been restricted by our limited language capabilities.  The artwork reflects this, splitting panels showing Helga lying across the bed of letters.  In her vision, she sees weird-looking creatures who are “trying to free them but they don’t understand.”  The “them” here are the characters, their understanding limited by their 26-letter alphabet, and the weird creatures are extra-dimensional entities, like Barbelith or John a Dreams.  Language has become so entrenched that we’re unable to think beyond its structures.  The creatures are trying to break out of those restrictions, to liberate the letters and thus our thinking.  Underneath the new letters, Helga sees the Barbelith circle:  this new language is part of the same higher-dimensional consciousness that Barbelith represents.
 
   As King Mob says goodbye to Mason, we go to Barbelith vision.  A caption from Barbelith reads “RVM Module,” and the next panel is seen as if in x-ray vision.  “RVM” may mean “remote viewing module,” with the word “module” repeated out of familiarity with the term “RVM.”  When engaged, the RVM steps out of the linear time continuum and passes through different moments in Mason’s past.  Then the RVM is “reintegrated,” and we return to the normal linear flow of the series.
 
   The captions give us a variety of moments from Mason’s life, including a moment in which he sits in a hotel lobby, listening to Ragged Robin read her poems.  This was likely in 2008, after he met her in the asylum, and her poems were likely about the Invisibles and the things Mason himself did back in the late ‘90s.  Of course, The Invisibles exists within The Invisibles, and Robin was able to read it.  The comic itself is trapped inside the universe of the comic, like the UFO inside Dulce.
 
   Orlando, the faceless demonic killer from “Arcadia,” returns in style, and his co-opting of peoples’ “suits” fits well with the themes of this volume.  He’s always seen wearing a white suit, a dark version of John.  Instead of submerging himself invisibly in the existing persona, Orlando kills the victim and mockingly adopts his / her face for his own purposes.  Even when John is Satan, he remains a creative force, working to free people from their restrictions.  Orlando just works to destroy them.  Orlando’s co-option of identity demonstrates the dark potential within every 4D being.  He is likely another aspect of John a Dreams; according to Morrison, a white suit indicates the presence of John a Dreams, and Orlando is wearing one.
 
   During the confrontation between Miles and Helga, who wears the Archon suit, both are working to manipulate each other on an expert level.  Neither is fooled by basic deception.  On Key 23, there is no distinction between language and reality.  As such, Helga is in the perfect position to see through any of his attempts to sway or control her with his words.
 
   Edith and King Mob talk about Billy Chang.  She says that the details are in her biography, but we never find them out.  Probably, Billy walked out of the game, much as John a Dreams did.  It’s possible that Billy was one of John’s guises, there to activate the Hand at the crucial moment, setting into motion the events that will lead to the Supercontext.  That ceremony had huge implications on the development of spacetime structures.  We’ll later find out that Billy used the Hand to set the timesuit free and send Robin into the Supercontext.  Considering this was such a major event in human development, it’s reasonable to assume that there was a 4D being involved, guiding things to their desired end.
 
   Edith then describes her miscarriage, a sad story that reveals one of the central truths of the series:  “It’s kindness and ordinary goodness that stand out in the end.”  Morrison once said that Audrey Murray was the invisible center of the series, and it’s her kindness that lets King Mob survive, even though he killed her husband.  She didn’t let the bad things that happened destroy her.  Instead, she overcame them and went on to do good things.  The message seems to be not to wallow in the darkness but reach for the light.
 
   Edith’s walk into the Ganges is a beautiful moment, perfectly illustrated by Sean Phillips.
 
   As she dies, Edith flashes back to a moment in which she and Freddie were in a playground, twirling on a roundabout.  Edith and Freddie are at the same church where she spoke to the Harlequinade and they passed Dane and Mad Tom.  The way these memories are superimposed over an image of Barbelith subconsciously evokes the cyclical nature of birth and death, preparing us for her passing on the next page.  We are right there with her as the ceiling cracks and light pours in around King Mob.
 
   Edith was the personified spirit of the Invisibles.  Her story traces its way through the whole series, embodying both the strengths and the failings of the Invisibles’ mission.  And her relationship with King Mob made him seem much more human.
 
   This issue was more about emotion than thematic content, demonstrating that the series can do small tragedy as well as massive action.  While Morrison is frequently praised for his ideas, his versatility is often underappreciated.  He can write JLA, about gods fighting global wars, while also working on an issue as tightly emotional as this one.  The reason The Invisibles is his best work is that it’s one of his few that’s able to fully integrate these two tendencies, being both action-packed and heartbreaking.[42]
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Three #5:  “Karmageddon, Part 4:  Smile”
 
   January 2000; pencils by Sean Phillips; inks by Jay Stephens
 
   This issue feels like Morrison took some acid and wrote down whatever was happening as a stream of consciousness.  It’s got a weird feeling, but the book is more than just a piece of fiction; it’s also a spell designed to affect your mind.  In this case, reading the issue is like taking a drug.
 
   The issue begins with King Mob comparing reality to the repeated backgrounds used in cheap animation.  This is a motif we first saw with Robin’s New Mexico picture, with the same cloud existing at different moments in time.  Later, King Mob compares the whole world to “a thought thinking itself.”  That’s similar to the book itself, which began as something fictional and immaterial but eventually started writing itself, because the characters moved into roles that Morrison couldn’t originally have foreseen.  They started to control their own destinies.
 
   King Mob goes on to equate the Millennium Dome with the bad mother incarnate.  Birth is a central theme of the volume, and the bad mother ties in with the British government kidnapping and killing children, as we saw in “Only Lovers Left Alive.”  Again, Morrison brings mystical significance to real-world events that were happening concurrently with his writing.  This whole sequence is impossibly trippy, particularly the image of a burning King Mob.
 
   With Jack and Roger, we find out that the Cyphermen are being grown from homeless and unwanted people, which ties in with the fox hunts we saw back in the first volume.  For the powerful elite, society’s weakest exist as fodder to be exploited.  Here, we also see that Jack has learned how to speak like the Barbelith aliens do, making people hear what they want to hear.  Roger and Jack’s banter works well, especially when Roger says, “Don’t tell me; you learned acting from a fucking arcade game.”  Roger asks, “Why do they get off on doing sick shit to people?”  The irony here is that the other side’s probably asking the same question about her.  Of all the Invisibles, she’s the most old-order and dogmatic, and that’s why she doesn’t survive to see the full flourish of a new age.
 
   Interestingly, we get a reference to The Matrix here.  As has been much discussed, Morrison had mixed feelings about the way the film borrowed some of the central concepts of The Invisibles.  It’s only appropriate that the film would invade the text, here at the end, as if Morrison’s returning the favor.  It’s a twisted web of fiction and reality, as the story Morrison wrote influenced another story, which in turn became part of the story that influenced it.  Mason equates the entire film to a break from the womb, again tying to the birth theme.
 
   Notably, unlike the Matrix movies, Morrison makes little distinction between “real” and “fake.”  He wouldn’t want the characters to battle for the “real” world of the Matrix films, because that drab world is hardly worth saving.  Instead, he’d want them to live in the glamorous playground that is the Matrix itself.  Similarly, much of this volume is about the characters enjoying their last moments on Earth before moving into the Supercontext.
 
   It’s true that, at times during the series, Morrison does imply that this world is a false one, a game, and the Supercontext is the reality to which we’re going to break though.  But the Supercontext is a true leap.  The problem with the Matrix is that one breaks out of an ostensibly happy but illusory life into a horrible world of caves and darkness that’s much worse but somehow more valid because it’s “real.”  In the Supercontext, everyone gets what they want, and that’s why the characters are trying to bring it about.
 
   Next, King Mob gives us more stream-of-conscious dialogue.  The most interesting moment is when he says, “Dreams are filled with places, people and things and yet they’re all made of the same substance – the dream enemy is as much you as is the dream hallway, the dream sky.”  This statement, like many in the series, has multiple layers.  On one level, it’s a comment on the nature of fiction:  everything here is just ink on a page.  All the characters are pieces of Morrison’s mind in the same way that we see two warriors but it’s really just the Dalang.  It’s all Morrison’s dream substance, spilt on to the page.  On another level, the statement ties into the overall nature of reality within the series.  We’re made to believe that we are each different, but we’re really all the same, and if we can pass beyond the need to make individual distinctions, we can unite in the Supercontext.  And in that case, the dream substance King Mob refers to is the magic mirror that holds it in all moments in spacetime.  In that respect, is entering the Supercontext like realizing the world we’ve been living in is just the dream of a larger mind?  King Mob goes on to say, “Edith being dead is like something being born.”  Again, the connection between death and birth is central to this volume.  Our world must die so that the Supercontext can emerge.
 
   We then jump to Helga and Sir Miles, where she reinforces this notion of oneness by saying, “Only the concept of division divides us.”  As she says, “The ‘Outer Church’ you fear and serve and the ‘Invisible College’ you want to destroy?  Same address, Sir Miles.”  He already knows this but won’t admit it to himself.  That’s why he lashes out at her.  Much like Jack in the first volume, she realizes that the best weapon they have to defeat Sir Miles is to treat him with kindness.  So she lets him go, but he’s so full of Key 23 and the doubt she put into him that he’ll wind up sabotaging his mission.
 
   The scene with Six in the underground offers insight into the other side, particularly with Six’s rampant egotism and banter with the King in Yellow.  “The ‘paint’ is wet on everything if you squint hard enough,” according to the King.  This ties into the simultaneity of all time:  everything painted is still wet at some point in time, and even dry paint is still evolving.  The world is always new, if one is willing to see.
 
   Six is told that he must take off his persona if he is to achieve enlightenment.  That’s part of moving into the Supercontext:  stepping out of the isolated entity that we define as “self.”  Six recognizes the hand motions of the Harlequinade and shows them the time machine origami.  The walls recede, and Six finds himself moving into another reality.  He sees Tom, then meets the Harlequinade, stripped of the King in Yellow guise.  The Harlequinade offers to take Six outside the “game disguised as everything” and join with them.  Of course, he’s always been part of the Harlequinade; he just didn’t know.  That’s why they say, “We’d like invite you to rejoin the ultimate conspiracy.”
 
   Back with King Mob, we get the curious revelation that Robin was pregnant when she left him.  This fits well with the motifs of the volume, and it ties into the idea of Robin as mother of the world, as the first to enter the Supercontext.  When she returns from the Supercontext, she’s wearing an outfit that echoes Barbelith, and she’s the one to escort King Mob into that new world.  The image of the baby against stars is a nice reference to another evolutionary jump:  the advent of the star-child at the end of 2001:  A Space Odyssey.
 
   The final meeting between Tom and Edith is a nice moment.  Tom tells her that “It’s only a game.  It’s being wound up.  Folded and put away like Monopoly.”  The game is almost over, its purpose realized, so we can move beyond it now.
 
   Edith’s requiem ends with a return to her first meeting with King Mob.  This brings things full circle, and the emotion of the scene is reinforced by the way it seems to turn from rainy to sunny when she appears.  The caption states that King Mob is re-experiencing this moment now, as if he’s moved briefly outside time.  He thought Edith was dead, but she’s still there:  that moment still exists.
 
   This storyline has a lot of thematic and philosophical significance, but arguably its most important point is the rehabilitation of King Mob.  We briefly see his trip to India to “burn off karma,” but when he returns, he’s basically the same “yuppie terrorist” we saw in “The Tower.”  He may not be wielding guns anymore, but he seems perfectly willing to use violence.
 
   Here, we get the first real glimpse at the more human King Mob, who’s emerged out of the traumas in Volume Two.  He deeply misses Robin and doesn’t want Edith to die.  Edith has always brought out the human side of King Mob, puncturing his mythology as far back as “Sheman.”  She found him at his lowest point in life, sitting on the steps in 1988, and helped him come back from that depression.  She was a mix of mother and lover, and he’s more alone in the world without her.
 
   On one level, the book is a philosophical text devoted to exploring the evolution of humanity, but critics who focus on this often forget how strong the book’s story is.  Even if one isn’t interested in Morrison’s philosophy, this issue is still perfectly enjoyable as a simple character piece.  What makes The Invisibles so special is that it’s both; the emotional connection helps the reader understand the thematic concepts, and the scope of the philosophy makes the emotion that much more potent.
 
   The issue ends with King Mob putting on his sunglasses and preparing for the imminent start of the apocalypse.  Cycle 23 has begun, and summer is starting.  It’s a propulsive pop ending, building momentum for the final storyline.
 
   “Karmageddon” is easy to dismiss as a bunch of tricky issues that aren’t as memorable as either the pop Division X issues that begin the volume or the manic craziness of the series finale.  But the storyline improves with rereading.  It’s an emotional, laid-back story, giving us a touching farewell to Edith, who has been at the center of the book almost since the beginning.  It also gives some notable shading to King Mob, completing the transformation that started at the end of Volume Two.  In its own right, it stands with the best of the series.
 
   
 
  

Jammed Up:  “The Invisible Kingdom”
 
   There’s no way around it:  the three issues of “The Invisible Kingdom” are artistically frustrating because of the decision to make them artistic jam sessions, with different artists doing just a few pages apiece.  The concept may have been interesting in theory, but the end result is frustrating.  An artistic jam can work when there’s logic behind the artistic changes.  If one wanted an artistic jam, a better approach would have been to give perhaps the three biggest artists from the series (Jimenez, Weston, and either Yeowell or Thompson) one issue each, or to split up the various story threads between them, rather than using artists who didn’t make much of an impact on the series.  Problems are most notable when the art radically shifts within a scene.  Continuity suffers, and the emotion of the story decreases.  Even Morrison admits that the jam idea failed.
 
   The artistic jam also dominates discussion about these final issues, obscuring some of the really important material.  Considering that this is the climax of the entire series, it would be nice to be able to focus on bigger matters than the scratchiness of Ashley Wood’s pencils.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Three #4:  “The Invisible Kingdom, Part 1:  Planet Stepford”
 
   March 2000; art by Steve Yeowell (pages 1-2, 5-6, 11-12, 15), Philip Bond (pages 8-9, 20), Jill Thompson (pages 10, 16-19), John Ridgway (pages 7, 21-22), Ashley Wood (pages 3-4), and Steve Parkhouse (pages 13-14)
 
   The issue opens with Six reaching out into the Supercontext and disconnecting from his persona, merging with the entirety of things.  He even steps outside of himself to talk about the way “the Mister Six self” copes with the shock of change.  He experiences the whole of spacetime as the living organism that it is, and he plunges briefly into the Supercontext, indicated visually by the flakes of white snow.  He returns to 1999, but we stay for a minute in 2012 to check in with Dane and Gaz before bouncing over to the time-machine launch.
 
   Takashi has apparently been made aware of the nature of reality, since he tells Robin, “In a moment you will see what you have always been.  I, too, will see what I have always been.”  He is under attack from the King Archon.  Presumably, he dies as the suit launches, crossing into the Supercontext in that moment.  It would make sense that he dies there, because his purpose in the game was to invent the timesuit.  Now that it’s gone, he’s not needed anymore.
 
   Ashley Wood’s pencils work well here.  Because we’re already familiar with the basics of the scene, we don’t need traditional storytelling.  Instead, his avant-garde style makes us feel how strange the experience is, of launching the timesuit and being attacked by an Archon.
 
   Fanny urinating outside the abbey feels a bit unnecessary.  Perhaps there’s some kind of magical significance to it, like she’s claiming the territory for the Invisibles, but it feels crude, like Helga at her worst.
 
   Rossiter talks about “Spin doctors rewriting reality as it happens,” prefiguring the Bush administration’s break from the “reality-based community.”  If we read The Invisibles, however, we aren’t necessarily inclined to criticize Bush’s use of those tactics.  Instead, perhaps we should look at the way he created a world that served his interests and reclaim those tactics to build a better world.  This is the same conflict that we see in The Invisibles.  Like the Outer Church, Bush ruled through fear, but one has to fight back with love.
 
   John Ridgway returns to illustrate the unexpected return of John a Dreams.  Of course, John’s always been there; it’s just that he’s now chosen to return in his original form to help bring things to a close.  He poses as a member of the Outer Church because that’s where he needs to be at this moment.  He’s here to bring about the final collapse of Sir Miles and his infrastructure.  John introduces the notion that Sir Miles’s fear of modification is becoming a problem.  Miles has never fully bought into the myth of the Outer Church in the way that someone like Colonel Friday or Miss Dwyer did.  For us, that’s his saving grace, but his humanity, for them, is his great weakness.  The page ends with King Mob hanging from the ceiling, his facemask a visual echo of the Moonchild.
 
   It’s odd to see John back, but it makes sense once we know his true structure.  It can be frustrating that there isn’t a single scene between John and King Mob, but such a scene would have been meaningless.  The John that King Mob knew is gone, and this John is just another suit for the 4D entities to wear.
 
   The artist jam works well when Philip Bond gets the chance to illustrate Roger and Helga.  Everyone understands the truth now.  Helga claims, “Twenty-first century warfare is about becoming the enemy.  Recognizing no fundamental differences in your ideologies.”  That’s been the point all along; it just took them a while to figure it out.  Everyone’s enlightened now, aware of the nature of the game and just waiting to play his or her part in the finale.  Except for Roger, that is.  She remains committed to guns and violence; that’s why she won’t walk out of the abbey.
 
   Another great art jam moment happens with the jump to Jill Thompson’s pages, showing Fanny as a prostitute, owning the streets she walks on.  This recalls “Sheman,” as she experiences all time at once, spreading “webs of glamour” all over London.  Once again, “the membrane shivers.”  Previously, she breathed on time itself to make a slight adjustment to the direction of the future.  This instance feels more like an offering to the magic mirror, a moment of communion with all of time.  This is her magic.
 
   The scene with Crowley and Division X clarifies their roles in things.  They have agreed to work with “the terrorists” because Miles is such a threat to Britain.  Of course, we know that all three of them are actually Invisibles.  They know that too, but it would be out of character to all of a sudden start working with the “enemy.”  They need this larger threat to bridge the gap and bring on the “alchemical marriage” of good guys and bad guys.
 
   Flint tells Crowley, “‘The Invisibles’ is an immune program:  triggered by the Barbelith buoy when the game crashed and embedded the player.”  Back in “Black Science,” we heard the story of the UFO landing at Roswell.  It got carved up by scientists, and through the door opened by the atom bomb, the Outer Church came into the world.  At this time, Barbelith emerged and created the Invisibles as resistance, the necessary counter to the Outer Church.  Interestingly, there are quotation marks around “the Invisibles” when Flint says it; is he referring to the book itself?  This reading would make sense with the idea that Robin read the comic called The Invisibles and subsequently traveled through time to ensure that the timesuit would be created.  The launch of the timesuit is the critical counter to the atom bomb, the crash that embedded the player.  Once we’ve created the timesuit, everyone on Earth has the potential to be a 4D being.  As a result, we are able to move into the Supercontext.  The Invisibles comic was necessary to get Robin to that point.  Hence, it is the “immune program” that helps to heal the rift in the universe.
 
   Is the “player” Jack refers to also the reader?  We are embedded in the “game,” and Barbelith is working to show us the way out.  The line is so concise yet full of infinite possibility.  First reading the series, the idea of Flint as John a Dreams seemed to come out of nowhere, but it’s in everything he says here.
 
   The first major mistake of the art jam is the scratchy Jill Thompson art during the dinner sequence.  Her stylized art worked well for the scene with Fanny on the street, but it’s just distracting during a more routine dialogue scene.  The dialogue and sentiment still work, particularly the idea of the Invisibles as one entity, stretching from Edith to the present-day team.  This ties the whole history of the series together into a single purpose.
 
   King Mob then goes on to talk about what he perceived with John.  He says, “John and I saw, like a tree made of millipedes – all of life back to the root, like coral in a sea of time.”  The artists, in drawing literal human millipedes crawling around, may have misinterpreted what Morrison was trying to say.  Morrison has said that individuality is an illusion to begin with.  If one looks outside of time, we are all connected, our whole life leading back into our mother, hers to her mother, and so on.  King Mob is describing humans like millipedes, long and stretching back through time across generations.  He and John saw the entire single organism that is all life on Earth, not some horrible tree of human bugs.  So when John stepped into that entity, he was literally walking out of time and merging with the entirety of human existence.  This interpretation also clarifies why Robin calls the entity “mom and dad fucking.”  That’s what it literally is:  the thousands of generations of “fucking” that lead us to this moment of existence.
 
   King Mob points out the essential fallacy of individual identity in light of that connectedness.  We are all the same, connected in this way – one massive human organism, of which each individual is a branch.  Understanding that is critical to becoming part of the Supercontext.
 
   Six recounts his meeting with the secret chiefs, who are “as alien as the space between your bloody fingers… they’re us.”  He has seen the true nature of the Harlequin, that it’s everyone who ever lived.  We normally think of this in reverse (that the higher-level being can be each one of us), not the other way around (that we are all pieces of them), but it’s true either way.  Each of us is a suit that these higher-level beings can put on and experience the world through.  We each have a role to play in the direction of human history.  Some suits have their own agency, while others exist solely to be played by the higher-level beings like Satan.
 
   Ultimately, what’s great about this arc is the way Morrison isn’t really trying to build suspense.  We know the Invisibles win.  Miles is spinning into insanity, and our team has never been tighter.  The fun is in watching all these enlightened people working on another level to take on people who are trapped in the old order’s perception.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Three #3:  “The Invisible Kingdom, Part 2:  Goodbye Rag”
 
   April 2000; art by John Ridgway (pages 5-9), Jill Thompson (pages 13-17), Chris Weston (pages 18-22), Steve Yeowell (pages 1-2, 4), Michael Lark (pages 11-12), Rian Hughes (page 3), Paul Johnson (page 10)
 
   This issue is a classic second act, putting our heroes in jeopardy, reaching their lowest point before the great rebirth that will follow next issue.  Of course, there’s never any doubt about who will win:  by page 3, King Mob reveals, “I just saved the world.”  This undermines the suspense of the climax by revealing the result of the fight before it even starts.  Morrison can do this because we know they’ll win; there’s no way the old order can hold back the forces of change at this point.  But Morrison keeps us in suspense about whether King Mob will live or die, which is the great question that’s been present ever since Volume Two.
 
   John describes the world as “everything with its appointed function in the service of the king-Archons.”  This fits with the notion that everyone has a small part to play in bringing about the endgame, the Supercontext.  John talks about his moment of ascension in Philadelphia.  The question remains whether this piece of John really was corrupted or if he’s just playing the Outer Church lackey for Sir Miles.  In light of what we see next issue, it’s likely that he’s just performing a specific function, pressuring Miles into confronting the Outer Church once and for all.  He brings up all the awfulness that comes with Outer Church implantation, and Sir Miles is disgusted by it.  In the end, John tells Sir Miles the truth:  “When fear is all there is, there is no fear.  Eternal pain is no longer pain.”  In “Black Science 2,” Fanny told Quimper that only in the Archons’ world can pain be eternal.  Here, there is always change.  It’s possible that John remembers this from that point, when he was playing Quimper, and that he’s echoing the sentiment to Miles.  Ultimately, his goal is to plant doubt in Sir Miles.  The ideological battle to destroy Miles and the old order is just as important as, if not more than, the physical battle against the Archons.
 
   This issue features the most explicit discussion of the fiction suit concept.  Jack Flint just slips it into the dialogue:  “I’ve remembered that this is just a suit for experiencing ‘The Invisibles.’”  King Mob describes the nature of the fiction suit as a way for higher-level beings to insert themselves into reality and manipulate the game.
 
   On a meta level, the fiction suit concept ties in with the nature of writing.  Flint once again refers to “The Invisibles” in quotation marks, as a work of fiction with which one could engage.  As a reader, we choose characters with which to sympathize, and these characters are suits that we wear in reading their world.  We could be Jack Flint in a certain moment, or we could be King Mob.  They’re all there for us to wear.  As a writer, one has to wear all the characters’ fiction suits in order to build a fully-functioning and realized world.  As a reader, the best way to immerse yourself in the world is to mimic the style and behavior of characters from the series, as Kay did in 2005 on her journey to become Robin.  That’s what King Mob is referring to when he compares the fiction suit to “Tom Hanks meeting LBJ and John Lennon in Forrest Gump.”  He wore clothes from the period and seamlessly inserted himself into an existing narrative, just like Robin in the tank.
 
   Jack Frost and King Mob speak about the way Jack has evolved beyond violence.  He will use love to change peoples’ minds.  With the death of Sir Miles and the failure in the abbey, the aeon of war is on its way out, to be replaced by an aeon of play.  It’s particularly interesting that King Mob asks, “D’you think we can stop bastards like us telling everybody how to live their lives – without killing them?”  The entire scene (and the volume, in general) shows King Mob acknowledging how far off the rails he went in the previous volume.  Laying off the guns, King Mob recognizes that Jack is the one who’s really moved things forward, and he wants to find a way to follow in Jack’s path.  To answer King Mob’s question, Jack says, “Make friends with them until they beg for mercy.”  This is what Jack’s been doing since healing Sir Miles in the first volume.  Aggressive acts of love will change people’s minds more than any guns.
 
   Jack says that the boy he once was would think his present self was a “fucking prick.”  This is almost certainly true, and after reading through the book, it’s jarring to go back to the first volume and see someone who really was a “fucking prick.”
 
   Sir Miles describes the Outer Church’s goal:  to stop evolution and change, making everything stagnate in the machine.  That’s always been the conflict, and it’s odd to hear someone try to justify this enslavement in the machine.  Why does Miles do this?  He would likely claim that he wants the comfort that stability provides.  They prey on children and the homeless because those people each represent a threat to order.  The homeless represent society’s failures, while children represent the possibility of future change.  But on some level, he doesn’t believe that.  He chose his side a long time ago, and he feels that it’s too late to change now.  Like Quimper, his real tragedy is to think that, once something goes wrong, there’s no way to change it back.  He does not realize that he could easily change his allegiance if he wanted to.  To him, “There is only the machine, forever and everywhere.”
 
   It’s eerie to watch Jack Flint walk forward and get his throat slit.  He’s so beyond the game that he isn’t aware of what his death will mean to George.  Having Orlando literally wear Jack is a metaphor for the illusion of individual identity.  Anyone can put on anyone’s face, but underneath, we’re all the same.
 
   After an issue full of shaky art, the pages illustrated by Chris Weston can come as a great relief.  His work here, however, feels a bit constrained by the abbey’s oppressive green and brown colors.  Morrison once said that he wished every issue could be colored in neon, and this environment isn’t exactly a cool place for a final showdown.  Maybe that’s the point.  The Invisibles are fighting the Outer Church in the old world, destroying it to pave the way for 2012.  Either way, the environment still lacks the stylistic consistency of Weston’s Dulce.
 
   In the Weston-illustrated segment, we check in with Takashi and Mason.  Takashi claims that he memorized the time shape and sent it back to his grandfather through genetic memory.  That’s not exactly accurate; he literally sent the shape back in time in the form of Robin in the timesuit, so his grandfather could fold the origami and send it to the future.
 
   King Mob compares his actions to Lara Croft, who isn’t hated for shooting tigers and soldiers.  One might say that she’s only a character in a game, but aren’t we all?  The irony is that King Mob says this as Audrey Murray is standing outside the telephone booth, and her pain represents the reason his killings are so awful.  The soldiers in Lara Croft’s world don’t have families.
 
   In a beautiful speech, King Mob remembers the best times he had with Jacqui.  He then says, “The king is dead.”  Of course, the man himself isn’t dead; rather, the King Mob persona has passed on, a relic of the old aeon.  He will reinvent himself as someone who doesn’t fight with violence but with ideas, infecting the populace with his concepts.  The violent King Mob is replaced by a suit wearing, corporate infiltrator, much like Morrison’s own drugs-and-party lifestyle of the ‘90s gave way to his more sedate, business-minded ‘00s.  It’s no coincidence that, after finishing the series, Morrison posted on his site about GMWord, a corporate self-help company that promised to teach people the tools of magic.  Morrison and King Mob continue converging.
 
   The issue ends with everything seemingly at a low point, with the team apparently in a bad place.  In fact, everything’s actually right where it’s supposed to be.  This is another strong issue, but it’s not until next issue that everything really pays off.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Three #2:  “The Invisible Kingdom, Part 3:  The Moment of the Blitz”
 
   May 2000; art by John Ridgway (pages 4-5, 10-11, 15-17), the Pander Brothers (pages 2-3, 6-7), Ashley Wood (original pages 12-14), Cameron Stewart (pages 8-9, redrawn pages 12-14), Mark Buckingham (pages 18-19), Dean Ormston (pages 20-21), and Steve Yeowell (page 1); pencils by Grant Morrison (page 22); inks by Cameron Stewart (page 22)
 
   “The Moment of the Blitz” is an issue that is, in theory, the climax of the entire series, but it doesn’t really feel like it.  There’s not much tension, and the moment where Jack defeats the Archon is unfortunately botched due to the art.  From a philosophical point of view, however, this issue is full of important material.  And it’s a suitable finale to the series proper.
 
   The cover blends images from the entire series into a distorted mess of time that can be both a vase (or even the Holy Grail) and the space between two faces.  It’s a striking image, one that’s quintessentially Invisibles.  It mirrors how the two sides of the conflict are really just two mutually exclusive but equally valid perspectives:  one can’t see both perspectives at the same time, just like one can’t see the vase and the faces simultaneously, but both are present and true.  Looking at this cover can make one wish Brian Bolland had drawn some interior artwork, even if only a few pages in the artistic jam.[43]
 
   Like every initiation in the series, the eclipse both happened and is still going on.  As Jack tells Gaz in 2012, it “lasted two minutes and twenty-three seconds.  Or forever… I’m still not sure.”  The basic answer is that both are true.  Moments still exist after we are finished with them, an idea demonstrated later in Jack and Satan’s walk through the Invisible Kingdom.
 
   In one page, King Mob changes the momentum of everything.  Using violence for the last time, he decimates the guards, even as he’s shot from behind.  The fact that he’s shot at all isn’t easy to pick up on, given the stylish but ineffectual artwork by the Pander Brothers.  Their odd style doesn’t do a good job of telling the story, either on this page or the double-page spread where Jack eats the Archon.  The intention of this page was to show King Mob slicing open the guards using a razor hidden in his headdress.
 
   Sir Miles continues his journey into psychosis.  It’s unclear what’s really going on with Rossiter.  Is he an Invisibles agent?  If so, is it in their interest for the Shoggoth to still be alive?  If he isn’t, is Sir Miles violating the plan?  Was the Archon supposed to inhabit the Shoggoth, and it’s just Sir Miles’s personal agenda to have Jack host the King?  It doesn’t really matter.  The whole point of this attack is to show chaos upending the careful planning of Miles and his crew.  This is best shown when he’s dosed with Key 23 and overwhelmed with a series of abstract concepts descending from the sky.  It’s the highlight of the artwork produced by the Pander Brothers.
 
   Roger’s death is something that’s needed to complete the series’s thematic arc.  It’s important to note that some would claim that it’s Roger who’s stumbling out of an alley later in the issue, but that was not Morrison’s intent.  The idea that Roger survives nicely fits with what Robin was doing back in “Black Science 2,” when she wrote Roger out of harm’s way, so maybe she’s intervened here to save the character.  But it makes more sense for her to die.  In the abbey, we see the death of the old order and of the people who viewed this as a war.  Roger was never able to change and accept that violence would not really solve anything.  So she winds up being killed by Sir Miles, a man she couldn’t view as anything but an enemy.  She was the last of the old order, so she too must be cleared away to bring about the new.
 
   Jack consumes the Archon in a two-page spread that’s very difficult to follow due to the art.  Why were the Pander Brothers, as stylized artists as the series has seen even though they had no history with the series, brought in to illustrate crucial pages?  Admittedly, it’s not easy to depict Jack “eating” the Archon, but here, it looks more like he’s exhaling a lot of smoke.
 
   But conceptually, Jack consuming the Archon provides an excellent metaphor.  Rather than fighting and trying to destroy the other side, he literally absorbs it into himself.  No longer is there an “us” and “them.”  Jack and the Archon merge, and the scary old order is subsumed by Horus, the god of this new age.
 
   The next page brings the return of John a Dreams to the Invisibles fold.  John reveals that Flint was just a suit, something we’ve already been aware of if we read closely.  John then reveals what happened to him:  he had been modified by “the enemy” but has come to reach the point where the concept of the enemy is meaningless.  John has always been curious about everything, so it makes sense that he’d actually accept “enemy” modification; it’s another way to experience something new and different.
 
   This is a good time to review the complete secret history of John a Dreams.  John was an Invisible, going along until he reached the church in 1992.  There, he saw what looked like a mass of insect men, but this was actually a timesuit through which he could see the entire single organism that is all life on Earth.  Where did it come from?  There’s only one instance of physical time travel in the series, and Morrison is careful to be specific about how that works, so the only logical explanation is that Robin’s timesuit spun back to Philadelphia after she moved into the Supercontext.  That was the timesuit’s final role in the game:  to take John off the board and ensure he could fulfill his role as a 4D being.
 
   Some have argued that John was essentially God in this universe, going out of it and then creating everything, wearing all the people in it as suits.  But he’s actually a player who moved out of the game and was made aware of the true nature of existence, much as Mister Six was earlier in this arc.  Essentially, all people are connected on a deeper level, and once one is in touch with that deeper level, it’s possible to wear their personas (or their characters) like suits.
 
   John reinserts himself into the game in a variety of guises, including Satan, Quimper, and his own physical form.  But as a 4D being, like the Harlequin, he also exists deep underneath each of us.  When Jack Flint is interrogated, his captors shift through his cover personas and find John underneath.  Now that the Flint “suit” has played its role, John returns to his old form to meet up with Fanny.
 
   What motivates John’s actions as a 4D being?  All of the 4D beings seem to have specific roles that they must play in the game to bring about the Supercontext.  So John takes on these guises with specific ends in mind.  He enters as Satan to tell Jack about the nature of reality, to ensure that Jack will form a cell and spread his message.  John enters as Quimper because Quimper’s journey is an essential part of ensuring that Robin will travel through time, enter the Supercontext, and leave the timesuit behind, so that John can exit time in the first place.
 
   But if John is underneath each one of us, doesn’t that make him a kind of god?  And doesn’t that mean that all these people are just an illusion, manipulated by some larger entity?  Yes, but this doesn’t make the characters in the series any less valid as individuals.  One of the critical notions of the series is the idea that everything is real.  Even though George Harper is a constructed persona, it’s still possible to live a real life as him.  An easy way to understand John is as a writer creating a story.  On some level, all these characters are Morrison:  if you strip them back enough, they all come from the same mind.  But some characters are more Morrison than others.  King Mob is suit he most obviously wears, like Quimper being John’s most obvious suit.  Most of the characters do their own thing and help bring about the series’s ending through their own actions.  However, sometimes they need prompting from a higher power, and that’s where the 4D characters come in, filling narrative holes that help bring about the desired ending.  The Supercontext is both the ultimate end of the characters within the series and the end of the series itself, so both the characters and Morrison himself are working to get there.
 
   Back in the church, John shows Fanny and George the two components of reality, mirror and anti-mirror, which combine to create the universe.  This is another image of the Pisces-fish nature of reality that we’ve already explored.  The two binary elements generate a hologramatic complexity, resulting in the moral ambiguity of our world.
 
   John says that the “orgy of insect men” was actually a human body seen from a different angle.  This connects with the idea that he’s seeing people outside of time, where we look like a giant worm stretching back to the start of time, all connected and branching off each other.  Our bodies are timesuits, perpetually sending us forward.  John had to try on the suit, and by doing so, he gained access to all humans ever.
 
   So if the world is this hologram, the place Jack goes is the crossing point.  It’s notable that this moment crosses between times.  Satan finishes what Jack says to Gaz in 2012, yet it’s also Jack in 1999 walking out of the church and Jack in 1998 walking into the UFO in Dulce.  Moments of initiation are eternal, and like Fanny in “Sheman,” Jack perceives the same initiation from different points in time.  This is what he couldn’t remember in Volume Two because he was in the shamanic fever; now, he sees it again and it’s clearer.
 
   Cameron Stewart deserves credit for redrawing pages originally illustrated by Ashley Wood for the trade paperback version.  Those original pages can be quite confusing, obscuring thematic points that Morrison had been building toward throughout the series.  With Stewart’s work, the issue still has artistic problems, but his new pages save it from utter disaster and bring it up to an acceptable level.  Seeing these Stewart pages next to his older work makes it clear how much he’s grown as an artist.  In his earlier pages, he was cartoony; here, he’s still stylized but more emotionally real.  Stewart has become one of Morrison’s most valuable collaborators, working on Seaguy and Seven Soldiers:  Manhattan Guardian since the completion of this series.
 
   In the redrawn Stewart pages, the series’s whole cosmology is condensed to a two-page explanation, a clarification for everyone who didn’t quite get it the first time through.  The timeworm represents all life on Earth as one organism, like a tree with many branches, tracing back to the first single-celled organism.  That’s what Satan is referring to when he says, “This is your complete body, not its section.”  Even Stewart doesn’t quite convey that, but it’s a tall order.
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   From the original version of The Invisibles, Volume Three #2 (May 2000):  Dane sees the timeworm, though the art makes this rather hard to figure out.  Art by Ashley Wood.
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   From the trade paperback version The Invisibles Kingdom:  Dane sees the timeworm - a difficult concept depicted slightly more clearly, this time around, thanks to the page being redrawn.  Art by Cameron Stewart.
 
   Satan takes Jack from the troubled crossing point – that is, our world – to the Invisible College, where the truth about the universe can be revealed.  Before doing this, he must remove Dane’s “ego scaffolding.”  The point of that phrasing is to show how individual identity is just a construct used to help us grow.  We need that individuality like we need time:  part of our journey is learning to process this information.  However, once we reach a certain point, this construct of individuality can constrict our growth, and we must shed it.  That is what Dane does here.
 
   Satan then explains, in Supercontext speak, that “Time is in what you grow in all now.  Time is soil and for nourish larvae and grown in.”  These panels show the timeworm at work and stretching out, illustrating Satan’s essential point.  The reason that time exists is so that we can change and grow.  That’s what Fanny referred to in Volume Two #20 when she talked about the difference between Quimper’s world and our own.  Our world exists so that bad can turn into good and so that people can advance beyond the larval stage to the next part of human existence.
 
   Taken outside of time, we can see the sum of our lives at once, including the planet’s entire history.  But we must exist in time and perceive things from one perspective so that we can grow and change and get better.  Without time, we cannot get stronger.  We have to experience the pain of war to understand why it’s bad.  The Outer Church exists to challenge us, to build our resistance to the point where we are strong enough to move beyond it.  That’s pretty much the point Dane reaches here, and it’s where his colleagues will soon follow.
 
   In his dialogue, Satan refers to the Supercontext as the “AllNow.”  In the Supercontext, there is no time, only existence.  It is literally “all now.”  Satan says, “Ready and be born to come home.”  The entire spacetime continuum that is our universe has been a child in the womb, growing in its mother until it’s ready to move into a larger world.  When we enter the Supercontext, our world isn’t dying but being born.  That’s why the Harlequin describe themselves as midwives:  they work to ensure that the birth happens successfully.
 
   The true nature of the Harlequinade is meant to be revealed on these pages.  Behind them, we were supposed to see a timeworm made up of all the characters in the series.  However, what we get is a lame background fill effect.  Once one knows what’s supposed to be there, the page makes a lot more sense.  The basic idea is that the Harlequinade, like John, exists at the base of all of us, working like Barbelith in various guises to help bring humanity to its next level.  They took on the King in Yellow guise for this volume, but he’s the same as the “clown prince” guise.  Implicitly, because they are everyone, we each have our part to play in bringing humanity to the next stage of consciousness.
 
   Jack emerges from the mirror like the Shoggoth, only instead of having been in the darkness, he’s been in the light.  He comes back ready to start a new cell that will change the way things are done.  The Archon has been absorbed, and the threat is gone.  Jack has fulfilled his purpose and will now go on to change peoples’ minds and spread the message.  In that respect, he is once again Morrison’s own surrogate.  Morrison became entranced with King Mob, but it’s ultimately Jack’s arc that most closely parallels Morrison’s own philosophical experience.  Jack is the one who learns the truth, the one who will go out and spread the Invisible gospel around the world.
 
   Six claims that “the age of Osiris and Christ is over.”  The old symbols are dying, replaced by a new, freer world.  The ultimate symbol of this is Sir Miles hanging himself in a sad, pathetic death.  He has seen everything he worked towards fail.  Like Roger, he must die to seal the end of the old order.
 
   Will Sir Miles “rise again,” as Helga promises?  The goal of the Supercontext is to give everyone the world he or she wants, so even Miles will find peace and happiness there.  In his own way, Miles’s descent into insanity was just as critical to the success of the mission as anything the Invisibles did.  He unconsciously sabotaged everything he had worked to build, like the ultimate double agent.
 
   The Technicolor hues of Mark Buckingham bring us the end of Division X – or, rather, its new beginning, as the characters drink champagne and get ready for more crazy adventures.  We also get some closure on Cell 23, which has gotten the Hand of Glory back after lending it to Takashi to get the timesuit going.  The Hand was where it needed to be to complete the game, and now it can go back to its previous owner.
 
   The final bit with Jack and Fanny is a hopeful stride towards the future, with Jack presenting their new mission statement:  “To make sure the maggot gets turned into the fly.”  This echoes the bug imagery of “Sheman,” and it also recalls what Fanny did to Quimper.  Fanny kissing Quimper may be the series’s turning point, demonstrating that guns are not the answer.  Jack and Fanny were the first ones to understand that.  Now, they will go to Rio and build a new cell.  Fanny realizes that Jack has become a modern messiah, a new kind of Invisibles leader.  Their relationship proves to be one of the central emotional developments of the series, and to see them form a cell together provides a satisfying payoff to their increasingly close relationship over the course of the series.  We know that they’ll soon find Takashi, young Robin, and others to join the cell.  They are the future.
 
   The artistic change in the middle of the King Mob / Audrey Murray scene is another bumble of the artistic jam, but the scene is actually quite poignant.  Upon first reading, I remember being incredibly moved when I found out that this was Audrey, Bobby’s wife from “Best Man Fall,” and realizing that, in spite of what happened, she still helped King Mob.  On one level, it’s tragic that King Mob doesn’t know he was the one who killed her husband, but his ignorance is what saves his conscience and restores his faith in the goodness of humanity.  This is a great twist because it ties the whole series together, pointing out the futility of vengeance.  It would be nice to think that even if Audrey knew who King Mob was, she would still save him because she’s that kind of person – one who values life, even more after losing it.  King Mob says, “I hope you inherit the Earth,” and she ultimately will.  It’s that non-violent, fighting-through-love ethic that will win out in the years to come.
 
   King Mob goes off with Helga.  This isn’t a particularly successful send-off for the character, but he’ll get a better one in the next issue.  He describes himself as having “crawled out of the husk of that phone box,” tying into the metamorphosis metaphor again.  Tagging a police car with the words “King Mob” one last time, he leaves that persona behind and decides to become something new.  He abandoned guns at the end of Volume Two, and he finally abandons violence here in favor of a new kind of war.
 
   Helga again sums things up by claiming that “the culture has become addicted to the chaos it thought it was inoculating itself against.”  That’s also true of the Invisibles, who got trapped in the world of the enemy, culminating in the bloody violence of Volume Two, before emerging on the other side and building a new world in Volume Three.  She says, “We are becoming your role models, your heroes.  Our lives are your movie…”  This is Morrison’s comment on the way the series worked and its interaction with society.  Things changed and became more open and progressive – a process that continues to this day.  He felt like everything he wrote came true.
 
   This theme is reinforced by the final page, on which Jack talks to a new recruit, who just happens to be you!  This page echoes a lot of the themes of Kill Your Boyfriend.  Speaking to a new recruit, Jack says of the weird comics she reads, “it’s all real.”  In case we doubt him, he asks about the meaning of the blank badge.  This is a direct address to the reader, and putting Jack against a map reinforces this.  We read those weird comics.  In fact, we’re reading one right now, and Jack has jumped out of the comic to talk to us.  How can we tell that it’s real?  Well, could you say what the badge meant before reading the book?  No, but now you can.  That means the series has done something:  it’s programmed ideas in your mind, and now it’s your responsibility to put them into action, not just accept what the drones of the system have to say.  The series has come full circle, returning to the setting of schools and proving, in the process, that the whole series has been a school of sorts, at least for the reader.
 
   The page is remarkable for being so confrontational, challenging the reader to make the series real in his own life.  From letters, Morrison knew what a special experience the book was for people who read it.  We are left feeling that, if Jack came to talk to us, we’d be ready to work with him.  Everyone who reads the book becomes a part of his cell, carrying the message out into reality.
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   Jack speaks to the reader, bringing him into the story.  The final page of The Invisibles, Volume Three #2 (May 2000).  Art by Grant Morrison and Cameron Stewart.
 
   The Invisibles challenges and changes people like very few works of fiction.  This final page would be a smart way for the series to end, even after the artistic jam.  But the best is yet to come in the actual series finale., “Glitterdammerung!”
 
   
 
  

The Final Issue and the Series in Retrospect
 
   “Glitterdammerung!” redeems Volume Three’s inconsistency with a spectacular final issue that’s one of the best single issues ever produced.  After the substandard art of the jam issues, it’s shocking to be in the coherent universe of Frank Quitely’s beautiful pencils, which create an entire future society in the space of these 22 pages.  He owns the characters here in their final appearance.
 
   Quitely’s art is especially notable for the way he renders space, creating what can feel almost like 3D environments for the characters to move through.  One tends to linger on the page in appreciation.  His art retains the pop style of the characters but adds a slightly grimy aesthetic.  His characters may not be as pretty as Phil Jimenez’s cast of models, but they’ve got a lot of character, particularly in the wonderful title pages.
 
   The Invisibles, Volume Three #1:  “Glitterdammerung!”
 
   June 2000; pencils by Frank Quitely; inks by John Stokes
 
   This issue returns the focus to the core characters, a welcome change after the rest of the volume.  Much as we may enjoy Mister Six and Helga, they’re appropriately sidelined for this final issue, allowing us to spend time with the original characters whose story is the series’s emotional core.  Seeing them posed together one final time feels a moment out of our collective imagination, as if Jack is looking across the street and sees his younger self sitting there.
 
   On King Mob’s shirt, the target symbol has collapsed and turned into a model of the universe.  He’s back with Robin, who’s spotted for the first time in the volume.  For all of Quitely’s brilliance as an artist, his Robin looks more like a man than Fanny does.  But she still looks ready to take on anything.
 
   Tracking back, we get some info on this new world from Reynard’s narration.  The critical thing is that traditional notions of individual identity have fallen away:  people now “shed names like ducks shed water.”  It’s interesting that she describes a fantasy of living as “superheroes on a corrupt digital planet conjured in the mainframes of epic, monstrous A.I.s,” a clear echo of The Matrix.  Of course, even that’s part of the lie, of the torment of 2000 years of ego, all of which is now collapsing.  Essentially, the characters lived inside the “Manichaean murder machine” that is our universe, but they have recognized it for what it is and are now ready to move on.
 
   Everyone is celebrating the end of an age, but the echoes of past events linger.  Dane sits on the street with Gaz, a scene first glimpsed in “The Last Temptation of Jack,” now finally happening in the narrative present.  The Gaz material is a hard juxtaposition.  The awful legacy of what we were is being wiped away by the dancing of people who have grown up in a time when all that stuff didn’t matter.  Gaz says, “What’s my fucking word when they ask me?  Like you said in the story…”  This refers to Dane and King Mob in the kitchen with the boiling glove.  It also reinforces that Dane has been telling Gaz everything that’s happened to him, providing another lens through which we can view the series:  as the recollections of Dane in 2012 right before he enters the Supercontext.
 
   The notion of the Memeplex is central to what’s going on here.  It’s a step on the way to the Supercontext.  The essential notion behind the Memeplex is that fixed identity has collapsed, and people can now cycle between personas, becoming whomever they want.  We see King Mob watching a TV news report about it, which describes the endless cycle of faces and identities that people can shift through:  “Multiple personality disorder as a life style.”  In that respect, everyone has become like John a Dreams, able to take on and discard personalities on whim.  We previously saw the Division X characters shift personalities until they found the people they liked being.  In the Memeplex, you’re not limited to one identity:  you’re able to branch out of the “little house called ‘me’” and take a tentative step into the larger world of the Supercontext.
 
   As they climb up the wall, Reynard describes her personality shifting into “five minutes of post-ironic drizzle.”  The “post-ironic” qualification suggests that our present world is so caught up in ironic posturing that we still haven’t made the jump to embracing things like the characters do here.  We must cycle through this time before caring becomes hip again.
 
   One obstacle to this happening is the extent to which American society remains scarred by the breakdown of the 1960s counterculture.  While we must resist revisionist mythmaking about that period, it’s remembered as a cultural moment in which people legitimately believed that they could change the world and that protesting against Vietnam could actually stop the war.  Unfortunately, cynicism and apathy have since become so deeply rooted that even Barack Obama’s supporters, while energized by his hopeful message, feel helpless when their anti-war candidate continues and escalates the wars he inherited.  When people do protest, those protests feel like a dim echo of the ‘60s rather than original and vibrant.  While it’s easy to blame Bush or the Congress that went along with his war plan, The Invisibles also implies that the real blame lies with those who laughed at him ironically, rather than actively offering up a different vision for the world.
 
   It’s worth pointing out how well Reynard’s words about ironic apathy predicted the feeling in post-9/11 America.  In the 2008 debates between candidates for the Republican Presidential nomination, the candidates virtually leapt over each other to defend Guantanamo Bay, upping each other’s “tough stances” and claiming that we need to not only keep the prison but double it.  Few people seemed to point out that the prison (which has been condemned not only internationally but by U.S. military leaders) seemed straight out of dystopian fantasies.  The same candidates similarly couldn’t wait to sound “tougher” than each other in vigorously supporting massive illegal wiretapping programs.  Doublespeak dominated the national discourse, sometimes directly recalling George Orwell’s dystopian 1984.  Criticism of a government that had routinely contravened the Constitution had become “unpatriotic.”  Reynard characterizes this era well as “when it was embarrassing to have any convictions.”
 
   Morrison equates multiple personality sufferers with mutants like Marvel’s X-Men.  These people tapped into something beyond themselves, but we wrote them off as crazy.  This idea ties in with the historical fact (cribbed from Michel Foucault and others) that mental illness used to be seen as divine power, before the invention of mental institutions.  In The Invisibles, individual identity is a social construction, one that has to be torn down before we can move on, and these people helped us tap into a new layer of consciousness, leading to the Memeplex.
 
   Reynard sums up the breakdown of duality one more time in response to Jack saying that when he was young they had “personalities.”  Reynard frames the conflicts of the past as attempts by two inflexible social constructions to hammer each other into their own shape.  The two sides butted up against each other until they were defined only by their conflict.  The new notion of self is more fluid and shifting, without strict boundaries between different individuals.
 
   Reynard refers to the Edith Manning Memoir, a piece of software apparently bought by Technoccult and used to hack into security systems.  It was developed by Mason, who died at some point between 2009 and 2012.  Perhaps it was his death that prompted Robin to join with Jack’s cell.  It’s unclear whether Mason just named this piece of software after Edith out of respect or if it really is somehow a memoir.
 
   As Dane confronts King Mob, the page gives us three different visual incarnations of King Mob, representing his iconic look for each volume.  This is followed by his look for this final issue, which in a lot of respects represents a fourth volume, different from everything that’s come before.  King Mob is now running Technoccult, going about his terrorist activities by influencing peoples’ minds.  He is simultaneously in control of Shae Fox, progressive pop star, and the subversive TV interruptions that we saw in the previous 2012 scenes with Robin (back in Volume Two #6).  In essence, King Mob has become Morrison, using the media and stories to bring people around to his point of view.  He has recognized the futility of violence and is instead going directly for peoples’ minds.
 
   Jack helped change him.  In issue #3 of this volume, King Mob marvels that Jack has found a way to continue the fight without guns, and King Mob has now followed in Jack’s footsteps.  Jack changed the game and exposed that compassion works better than armed conflict.  Now, King Mob is actively using the media, formerly a tool of the conspiracy, to alter peoples’ minds.  King Mob remains central, but his relationship with Jack has now come full circle:  the student has become the teacher, a process we’ve watched slowly unfold over the course of the series.
 
   Throughout the issue, we get a number of descriptions of the Supercontext.  One of the most illuminating is that “It’s like seeing those old magic eye 3D pictures[,] except with everything.”  When one shifts one’s eyes, the coherent magic eye picture is replaced by a mass of patterns.  That’s what it is to become part of the Supercontext:  the self / other dichotomy breaks down, and all becomes one.  Concurrent with this description, we get a beautiful shot of the city, with giant Blade Runner-esque billboards etched on the buildings.
 
   This issue is so dense that each panel holds a wealth of material to analyze.  Reynard talks about her Invisible initiation, which entailed becoming an utterly normal person, one who worked, then went home, dreamed, and ate tortillas and Oreos.  Jack’s initiation was largely about bringing him into conflict with the dark forces that could plague him, showing him the fox hunters and preparing him for a war.  Now that the other side has collapsed, the initiation is about helping the Invisibles understand the ordinary person, figuring out what it would take to prepare civilians for entry into the Supercontext.  Reynard can understand their drives and is ready to change them.  The greatest threat facing humanity isn’t from some vast Archon race but from complacency, from the way routine dulls us into accepting that this is all there is.
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   King Mob recreates himself again, as multiple versions of the character appear on the page.  From The Invisibles, Volume Three #1 (June 2000).  Art by Frank Quitely and John Stokes.
 
   That brings us to some meta material about the Invisibles game that King Mob is developing.  It’s packaged in a container that echoes the first issue’s cover and is composed of the magic mirror / anti-mirror that also makes up the universe as a whole.  King Mob says that the game is based around the principles of “as above / so below,” a central Morrison concept.  In this case, this concept means that the game is an echo of the larger reality, and the characters within the game are just as valid as the characters outside of it.  The same is true of the comic and us:  they are a small piece of our world, just as we are a small piece of something much larger.
 
   The fiction suit idea returns when King Mob says, “You can play any of 300 characters, some more involving than others.”  All the characters in the series are in the video game and one can inhabit their personas much as one can read the comic from different points of view.  We then get some meta-commentary on rereading the series:  “if you don’t get it the first time, you have to keep running it.  It’s different every time.”  Each time we read the series, we bring different experiences to it, understanding it on different levels.  Morrison uses the game device to talk about the series itself.
 
   The timing of these scenes is not exactly clear.  How long before the Supercontext is Dane and King Mob’s meeting?  If he’s putting it out for Christmas, it’s likely a few weeks before, which would mean that the Invisibles game was a critical part of preparing people for their entry into the Supercontext.  Playing the game is like entering the Supercontext:  everyone becomes like John and sees reality for what it is.  People can slip in and out of the game’s reality whenever they want, trying on different suits and playing different roles, always moving inexorably towards the same end.
 
   King Mob checks in with Boy and her daughter Robin in New York.  Our Robin has been associated with motherhood, so it’s nice that she’s remembered in Boy’s own daughter.  Boy managed to get out of the war and live a happy life – the only character of the core group to do so.  She didn’t come back for the final fight in the previous issue because she’s moved on and, like Jacqui, no longer needs to fight to be happy.  Boy says, “I stopped needing to save the world… Saving is what misers do.”  But as Jack says in response, it’s either profound or makes no sense.  Her quote can be read as Boy commenting on the selfish nature of the Invisibles’ mission.  In saving the world, they actually want to possess it in the same way that the Outer Church does.  Boy doesn’t need to save the world.  She just needs to be happy.
 
   The clothing in 2012 seems to be much more free and revealing than in the old days, a reflection of the crash of the old order.  People no longer have the false modesty that the Outer Church instilled in them.  Shame has been superceded by pride.  That liberation is reinforced by the description of “net haptic porn sites,” which offer all kinds of crazy products for kids.  Even the newscaster acknowledges that the dust mites give him a hard-on.  In Morrison’s 2012, every fetish is acceptable.  This is relevant to our world.  What will happen to sexuality in a generation that grows up with porn on demand via the internet?  Will social conventions shift radically and become more sexually open, or will we keep the same hush-hush attitude towards sex that’s been instilled by social morality?  Only time will tell.
 
   This brings us to the most baffling panels in the issue:  those with Takashi and the geisha.  She may be an incarnation of the Harlequin, and he meets her at some point prior to his death.  She “giftwrapped a moment for the timeless time to come,” when he will enter the Supercontext.  They’re both naked, and she holds up the time machine, which is the moment he experiences as he dies and enters the Supercontext.
 
   The page with Robin is another one that’s full of mystery.  She’s still writing the story and is worried about what will happen when she finishes.  “Does it go on without me?  Or is it the other way around?”  We can interpret this from two perspectives:  that of a fictional character and that of a writer.  From the former, she goes on without the story.  Morrison’s authoring of their lives is done, but the characters and their universe will continue to live in our heads.  The moments in the story are still there, and the ones we didn’t see exist as well in our imagination, where all stories lie.  From a writer’s point of view, the answer to both questions is yes.  The story does go on without her; we’ve already seen that she gets caught up in her own story and begins to live it.  All fictional characters live out their lives, their universe going on without their creator, continuing in everything from fan fiction to readers simply discussing new ideas generated by the characters.  But the opposite is also true:  Robin will live on without the story she’s written, as will Morrison.  The characters exist in their own universe, and as a writer, she is in a separate one.  For Robin, this is all complicated by the fact that she’s simultaneously a character and the writer of the world.  She found herself trapped inside someone else’s fiction, and eventually that fiction became real.  The same was true for Morrison, considering The Invisibles was his life for the time of the series.  What Morrison really seems to be asking is “What will my life be like, without this series?”
 
   Robin says that Kerry, her friend from 2005, doesn’t believe that she’s part of the story.  Of course, she is, since the story is actually Robin’s life.  At some point, Kay in 2005 read the comic series The Invisibles and realized that she was a character in it, which means that everyone she encounters is also a character in it.  And on a meta-level, Kerry is obviously a character in this book that we are reading.  Robin says, “I think I’m going mad, but it feels like the best that’s ever happened to… we.”  This could be another meta-comment from Morrison, reflecting on the way the series and his life blended together in a great moment of synchronicity, a blending that echoes, to some extent, in every reader’s experience of the book.  That blending is also true for Robin herself:  the story was coming true, and it was the greatest thing that ever happened to her.  The meta-nature of this is radically enhanced by having the panel shaped like the series’s logo.
 
   It’s unclear, however, why she says “we.”  On one level, “we” could be a reference to the Supercontext.  Having read the series, she knows about the false nature of the “I” / “you” dichotomy and therefore speaks as “we.”  But “we” could also indicate how she’s in touch with all the characters through her experience of writing the story in the deep therapy tank.  This is a literal fiction suit that she puts on, allowing her to move through a fictional world.  The idea of mentally moving through the reality one invents is certainly resonant.  Arguably, the best writers already kind of do this, engaging with the characters like they’re real people, not as mental constructs.  Alan Moore has claimed to have met his own creation, John Constantine, and Neil Gaiman has claimed to have had similar experiences.  And of course, during this series, the lives of Morrison and King Mob intertwined, such that the series became a mix of fantasy and autobiography.
 
   Robin also says, “If I ever have a baby… I’ll call her Quimper.”  While this name would surely become a magnet for childhood teasing, it does raise interesting possibilities.  On one level, this is a reference to the fact that Morrison imagined Quimper as an abortion his girlfriend once had.  Having a baby named Quimper could be a way to make up for that, to recapture the childlike innocence that the character lost when he was brought down into the world and horribly abused.  Robin’s mission in the past was to take Quimper off the board, so she’d probably like the chance to make it up to him and recognize his essential goodness.  It’s tempting to believe that Robin was actually Quimper’s mother, or something like that, but this wouldn’t make much sense.  Quimper existed outside of time, with no direct mother or father.
 
   The tagline for King Mob’s Invisibles game is “Try to remember:  It’s only a game.”  In typical Invisibles fashion, this essential piece of philosophical wisdom that’s been a part of the series since “Best Man Fall” is turned into an ad catchphrase.  Morrison has equated corporate symbols with hypersigils, which determine our view of reality.  Earlier in the issue, Reynard says that the secret of the universe was etched on the moon, and it was “Coca-Cola.”  Corporations attempt to control our minds through their advertising, creating symbols imbued with power and meaning.  In recognition of this, King Mob uses the corporation’s magical technique to serve his own agenda.[44]
 
   The idea that “the material world is the part of heaven we can touch” reflects the series’s hologramatic cosmology, in which nothing is bad, only a piece of a larger, essential something.  Over the course of the series, we’ve come to understand our universe as the crossing point between two much larger worlds.  Our universe is the only place where change can happen, where the caterpillar can become the butterfly.  Even though it is only a transient place, there is still much to love about the world we live in.
 
   King Mob shifts from his office to the house where he grew up.  Time is “squeezing down at the edges,” hence the strobeing image of him picking up the gun.  In that moment, he is picking up a gun for the first time in years.  The scorpion returns, and he prepares for the final confrontation with the Archon.
 
   King Mob saying “The Fox?” brings to mind Jim’s story about the fox and the scorpion from “Black Science 2.”  There, the scorpion always wound up killing the fox because that was his nature.  Here, King Mob will take up the mantle of the scorpion one more time, to sting the final Archon.  Death is a part of his identity, and with a tossed-off “Nice and smooth,” he re-embraces it one last time.
 
   Reynard talks about the preparation for entering the Supercontext as fully-grown beings.  We perceive the process as the invasion of inoculating agents from the Supercontext.  These are what the Archons are:  they can move outside time and are critical to helping us advance to the point of readiness for the jump.  In that respect, the Archons are the flip side of the Harlequin and John a Dreams.  They come from the Outer Church but still have a role to play in the overall progression of humanity.  They are essential to helping us build ourselves up and reach the point.
 
   Understanding what these 4D beings are doing requires viewing the world as something teleological – with a specific end.  We were always destined to reach the Supercontext, and these 4D beings fill specific roles that help bring us there.  The Archons exist as something for us to confront, and in the process, we will grow and change.  They represent the “other,” and by confronting them, we recognize that everything is a piece of ourselves.  At this point in the series, however, their role is done, and that’s why the King must die.
 
   Notably, the ceremony here echoes Sir Miles’s ritual in the church.  His group’s aeon ended when he slayed the Shoggoth and killed himself.  King Mob’s purpose will be fulfilled when he “pops” the King of All Tears.  Once that’s done, he can pass into the Supercontext.
 
   That moment in King Mob’s house seems to be unstuck in time, somehow connected to the moment when Edith meets the Harlequin.  We’ve seen this in Volume Two #12.  King Mob says that “Billy Chang used the Hand of Glory to free the timesuit,” giving us an understanding of what happened to Robin during Volume Two #21.  It was the Hand of Glory that freed Robin from her hopping around time, allowing her to enter the Supercontext.  After that, Freddie opens a gateway to the Outer Church and plunges through.
 
   This page is full of so much time shifting that it’s tough to keep straight.  The Edith moment happens in Volume Two #9, when she first meets the Harlequin, as she’s receiving the Hand of Glory.  Why do they tell her if she won’t remember?  One reason is simply that the reader must “hear” it, but it’s also there for King Mob to hear.  As she finds out, the Harlequin’s face is not visible in its entirety; it’s only open to someone who has already been exposed to the Supercontext and has an understanding of spacetime.  If shown properly, the Harlequin’s face, which is the face of everyone in the universe, is what Jack would have seen last issue.
 
   Edith flashes back to her miscarriage in the department store, filling in another little piece of unseen backstory.  Her line is haunting:  “I think it’s still trying to be born.  Its fingers…”  The miscarriage fits well because the whole issue is consumed with birth imagery.  At that moment, we weren’t yet ready to advance, but jump forward in time and we’re there.  This issue seamlessly knits many pieces together.  The moment with the boiled glove could have been just some random weirdness, but it’s actually connected the entire cosmological journey of the series, and we finally see its purpose here.
 
   It’s unclear why 1998 King Mob tells Robin to call on Buddha.  He doesn’t do that the first time through, and he wouldn’t yet know about Robin’s troubled jaunt through time.  Robin does hear “Namu Amida Butsu,” while she’s outside of time, so perhaps it’s an echo of this.  This leads us to the weird line in which Edith says that Robin is her.  What does this mean?  Considering it comes moments after we’re reminded of the nature of the Harlequin, it reflects the unity of everyone in the series.  Robin is Edith in the same way that Flint is John a Dreams.
 
   But Edith being Robin resonates on other levels.  They are both women that King Mob has loved, and both are time travelers in their own way.  Robin is pregnant but can never come to term.  Edith miscarries.  In Volume Three #4, King Mob says that he and Robin are a trail with Edith at one end and them at the other.  But the person at the end of the trail is really just Robin.  She is the one who finishes the work Edith started and brings humanity into its new age.  Edith gets the Hand of Glory here, the first time it enters the game and helps Robin enter the Supercontext through the ceremony with Billy Chang.  Ultimately, the best interpretation is that Robin can hear the message because she’s merged into the Supercontext, at which point she is everyone at every time and will hear the message King Mob sent her.  This works particularly well if we assume that Edith has also passed into the Supercontext and is sending this message back after she died.
 
   Jack holds the glove and puts it on his hand.  He describes it as something like a dead claw that lets you move through time.  The idea of the glove as a cursor suggests the holding of a mouse.  Using a mouse bends one’s hand into the shape of the Hand of Glory.  Jack’s statement implies that we can use the Hand to manipulate time in the same way that using a mouse can manipulate information on a computer.  What’s unclear is when this occurs:  Jack’s age is uncertain, and the sequence occurs sometime between 1999 and 2012.  Perhaps it’s part of his journey with Satan, but we’ll probably never know how he got there.
 
   King Mob’s reunion with Fanny gives us one final moment between two of the series’s key characters.  The gang is back together (except Boy), and there’s a lot more of Fanny to come back to.  The flashback to “Sheman” reminds us that initiation never ends.  Notably, both in “Sheman” and here, the flashback isn’t actually her older self flashing back but simply the entirety of time perceived simultaneously, with the younger self seeing the older, the older seeing the younger, and all crossing each other.
 
   The King of All Tears returns in a burst of neon confetti and craziness.  Morrison’s idea that he’d like to see the whole series colored in neon might not work for all of the series, but it does here.  The King’s return is awe-inspiring, even if King Mob is quite right in saying his aeon has passed.  He existed as someone to show us our “other,” but we’ve reconciled all that now; he’s done.
 
   Shooting him with the word “pop” is a brilliant summation of the series’s aesthetic.  In this series, image has always been as real as substance:  glamour is as important as anything deep down.  People can dress up and be whatever they want because believing in an identity creates that identity.  Morrison’s particular pop aesthetic creates moments and images that are instantly appealing and intelligible, yet still deep.[45]
 
   King Mob says that “A bullet in the right place is no substitute for the real thing.”  What makes “pop” the real thing?  His point is that bullets are only physical, and that world is dying.  Words hold more meaning, and dosed on Key 64, the King must obey the command.  The reason for “pop” is suggested by the original Jack glove sequence, in which he says that our words are like circles and theirs are like bubbles; hence, pop.  The Archons are a sign that the universe is becoming self-aware.  They come to the fore to stop us from advancing, only showing themselves at critical moments in the timestream.  Jack twice defeats them, and now King Mob ends them once and for all.
 
   We now get a curious narration from an unidentified person.  The voice speaks of the Supercontext turning the King’s quaint ferocity into narrative, a metaphor for the process of storytelling.  But who is saying this?  It’s not Robin, whose caption boxes are curved.  In fact, it seems to be Morrison himself, narrating like a voice in our heads, commenting on the nature of what we’re reading and on reading itself.  We read his captions and hear them in our minds, and the words become real there.  The idea that freedom is free offers a counterpoint to the political rhetoric of the post-9/11 era, which claimed that the only way to protect freedom was to take some of it away.  After confronting this endless war, Jack realized that the best way to change things was through love, to not be bound by outdated traditions, and instead to simply live in the world that he’s always wanted.
 
   That’s one of the most important messages of the series:  don’t wait for the world to change, just change your world – the rest will follow.  King Mob might have fought endlessly, all in search of some vague dream, when in fact, it doesn’t matter whether everyone’s with you – you only have to start living the way you want and others will come around.  We all have the freedom to live the way we want; we just have to put that freedom into action.  We can’t win the “War on Terror” with bombs and hate; one wins by creating a world that doesn’t capitulate to hardline, partisan extremists and instead values humanity as a whole.
 
   Barbelith’s dissolution is a moment that can seem a bit odd.  It always seemed more of a metaphor than a physical satellite, but metaphor and reality are currently collapsing into one.  Its memorable final instructions:  “Remember to breathe.  You are only being born.”  The birth imagery continues, with the placenta breaking in a rush of pink liquid.  Humanity is now ready to advance to its next stage.
 
   It’s powerful imagery, expertly rendered by Quitely.  The series has always felt filtered, as if the artists weren’t getting every bit of what Morrison intended onto the page, and such birth imagery could easily be confusing in another artist’s hands.  Reading this issue feels, for the first time, like Morrison’s ideas and script translated directly onto the page.
 
   Gaz dies, lamenting what was taken from him.  His resentment, justified though it may be, prevents him from having a place in this new world without an “us” or a “them.”  Jack begins to address the reader, giving a powerful speech about how everything that scares us is what “you left outside when you were building your little house called ‘me.’”  Much of this issue is about making us realize how deeply we’re connected to everything around us.  We chose (or were given) an arbitrary set of objects and associations from which to construct an individual identity, but that which is outside of us is no less us, so there’s no reason to be frightened.  Jack says, “It’s all just a mirror we made to see ourselves in,” the outside a reflection of the larger whole that is humanity.  When John walked into the discarded timesuit, he stepped outside of his individual “house” and saw all things at once.  Now, all of humanity will follow.
 
   Robin emerges from the Supercontext in a psychedelic flourish.  She is dressed in pink, visually evoking Barbelith.  She speaks like Satan did, in speech that seems to exist outside of time as pure concept that is not fully translatable in our language.  She says, “Baby in a dream on sex.”  The word “baby” might refer to the fact that she was pregnant when she left, or she’s simply calling King Mob “baby.”  Either way, King Mob is about to be born, and she’s there to help him make the jump into the next stage of existence.
 
   King Mob and Robin’s relationship had been the emotional touchstone of Volume Two.  Because Volume Three avoids giving us that until this moment, the payoff is enhanced by anticipation.  The final moments with Jack are powerful, but this is the emotional climax of the series.
 
   Robin says we all have become timesuits now.  The two characters who put on the timesuit, Robin and John a Dreams, have both become Supercontext beings, and now all of humanity will follow.  What does this entail?  Robin moves free of time; as we can see on the page, all of her moments existing simultaneously.  “I they we in all now.”  Everything and everyone is together in the Supercontext.  King Mob says, “I’m ready to play with the grown-ups,” another reference to the larval / birth metaphor.  Humanity is no longer in its childlike phase.  It’s ready to move on.  He embraces her, space fading back, and “is all now love.”  That last sentence works equally well as a simple description of the moment they are in and as a description of the Supercontext.  Last issue, Satan called the Supercontext the “AllNow,” and as they enter it, it’s all love.
 
   Some people question whether what King Mob and Robin have is true love or just a passing fling.  For the first half of the series, King Mob was still smarting from the break-up with Jacqui, and he put on the persona of a merciless killer as a way of dealing with the fact that she rejected him.  That was a great trauma in his life, something we saw reinforced in Dulce and by their interaction in Volume Two #5.  At some point, his relationship with Robin became more than just physical, and by the time she left, it had become a deep love.  He may fool around with Helga in Volume Three, but he really misses Robin.  With this emotional reunion, we believe in their relationship.
 
   From there, it’s off to Jack and the people dancing in the streets.  Throughout the series, dancing has been a significant motif, indicating a break with self-consciousness and an embracing of pure human joy.  We saw that at the end of “Arcadia” with Boy and King Mob and (most notably) with Jack and Fanny in Volume Two #7.  There, dancing was a way to surrender to the moment and become part of something larger than oneself.  That’s what the Supercontext is all about, and that’s why it’s a perfect way for everyone to cross over.  People cry, their emotions overwhelming them as they cross over into something beautiful and free.
 
   Jack then talks directly to us.  He’s crossed beyond awareness within the universe and understands something larger outside of it.  He says, “There’s no difference between fate and free will.  Here I am; put here, come here.  No difference.  Same thing.”  This quote offers the series’s answer to the debate that’s plagued philosophers over free will.  Morrison isn’t obsessed with what’s “real” and what’s “fake,” so for him, the illusion of free will is the same as the real thing.  In the context of the series, everyone is playing out a larger agenda that’s technically already been written because all time exists.  But because every moment exists simultaneously, everyone is constantly making each choice for the first time.  It’s like reading fiction:  when we read it the first time, we don’t know what will happen, and the characters appear to make choices of their own volition.  The next time through, we know what will happen, and the choices feel more inevitable.  But from the characters’ perspectives, it’s always that first time.  The same is true in real life:  everything we do might already be determined, but each individual writes his or her own story with every moment, and there’s nothing stopping us from making it wonderful.
 
   Jack asks if we know which side we’re on.  His point is that there are no sides: it’s not opposition but creation that matters.  Jack looks up at Barbelith, surrounded by the snow and bubbles.  His world is being written over, replaced by something cleaner, something full of infinite possibilities.
 
   He then tells us that we made our gods and jailers because we felt alone:  “we allowed ourselves to be… sentenced.”  We created the Archons because we felt we needed them, but we don’t anymore.  “See!  Now!  Our sentence is up.”  Essentially, our universe had these controls, these things to limit us and keep us in place.  But we don’t need them anymore, and now we’re free to move on and exist in a larger, better world.  The scaffolding of ego has been taken down, and we’re ready to become something new.
 
   The final panels deconstruct the comic book itself, zooming in on the word balloon until it’s blank.  This isn’t saying that everything we’ve read is false, that it’s “only a comic.”  We’ve moved beyond that.  Of course it’s a comic, but it’s also a game, a story Robin’s writing, and a real universe.  It all depends on one’s perspective.
 
    [image: ] 
 
   The series ends with Jack deconstructing the comic and directly challenging the reader.  The final page of The Invisibles, Volume Three #1 (June 2000).  Art by Frank Quitely and John Stokes.
 
   The idea of the Supercontext works as a general philosophical idea that we can apply to our own world, but one can also think of the Supercontext as a comment on what happens to fiction after it’s been read.  Jack says, “I’ve said my bit and it’s your go now.”  The story proper is over and the characters’ universe is flooded by white.  Now, the characters will exist inside our heads, living on in the larger-dimensional bioships we know as human beings.  We readers are like the Harlequin, able to become any character.  Where once they used to exist solely in Morrison’s mind, now they’re in the mind of every reader, and it’s our job to carry their message out into reality.  The story is over, but the spell has just begun.  Their world is a blank slate, a blank badge, and so is ours.  We can recreate it however we want.
 
   This is my favorite issue of any comic.  Its fusion of words and images showcases the medium’s unique strengths.  It’s everything good about The Invisibles compressed into 22 pages.
 
   During the Robin tank scene, she ponders what happens to a story upon its conclusion.  In this case, it moves out into the world, becoming self-sufficient.  At best, Robin’s journey is ours:  we enter a fictional world that becomes real because it affects us.  That was the case with me.  This series continues to inspire me, and I hope it continues to find readers who feel the same.  There may be some shaky patches along the way, but there are few works as ambitious and fun.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Our Sentence is Up
 
   One short story takes place following the series’s conclusion.  It follows King Mob into the Supercontext and is basically an extended Gideon Stargrave fantasy.  It’s worth examining here, although it’s definitely not a satisfying conclusion to the series, which is why it belongs outside of the main text.
 
   From Vertigo:  Winter’s Edge:  “And We’re All Policemen”
 
   1998; pencils by Philip Bond; inks by Glyn Dillon
 
   The entire universe we see here is generated in the moments between King Mob’s embrace of Robin and his immersion in the collective reality of the Supercontext.  This is what he paints onto his blank canvas for the farewell to his individuality.  In “Arcadia,” King Mob claimed that the Invisibles’ goal was to make it so that everyone gets the world they want.  This story is all about that:  everyone passes into the same Supercontext, but each does it in a way that’s pleasing to him or her.
 
   For King Mob, that fantasy is a hyper-pop, sci-fi world of beautiful women, where he can do anything he wants.  In this world, the media is saturated in a liberated hyper-sexuality, and the authority figures are pompous and absurd.  Here, weird stuff happens, and no one particularly cares.  King Mob has total freedom to be pop and fun.  As the world ends, giant models stalk the city, and the world adores him.  Flashbulbs bring about an apocalypse that ushers him into the Supercontext – but not before one more moment with Robin.
 
   The story has some fun moments, but the reader spends so much time reading captions that it’s hard to settle into the new reality.  If King Mob’s fantasy ends in these flashbulbs, it’s likely that the final, white panel of “Glitterdammerung!” is actually Jack’s entry into the Supercontext, which for him is just a kind of blank nirvana, as he returns to Barbelith.  Both characters’ stories end in white, whether from snow or flashbulbs.  But Jack doesn’t have the same shallow desires as everyone else.  King Mob, while he’s shed his guns, still craves the excitement of the limelight – which may be why this story seems so frenetic.
 
   
 
  

Morrison and the Themes of The Invisibles, Post-9/11
 
   One great difficulty with applying the series to reality is the intrusion of 9/11 into our culture.  That event brought about a period of conservatism and a resurgence of “us vs. them” logic that we’re still struggling to overcome.  One can easily find parallels between the language used to justify the War on Terror and the speeches of Sir Miles and Colonel Friday.  Of course, before 9/11, The Invisibles told us that such a war was illusory and unproductive, that those terrorists are part of humanity and that the only way to beat them is to love them and try to remake the world without enemies.
 
   Much of Morrison’s post-Invisibles work concerns itself with exploring the post-9/11 world.  The Day-Glo optimism of The Invisibles and Flex Mentallo is replaced by the overwhelming confusion and trauma of The Filth and Final Crisis.  But after the tremulous odyssey through The Filth, we find out that what we have to do is take shit and spread it on our flowers.  All that cultural pain can help us grow, The Invisibles tells us.  Even if we don’t make it there by 2012, we still are moving closer to the oneness of the Supercontext.
 
   Morrison’s three long-form, post-Invisibles works are New X-Men, Seven Soldiers, and Batman.  New X-Men is basically The Invisibles set in the Marvel Universe, focused on cutting-edge people guiding society into a new, better world.  Jean Grey is the Marvel version of Robin, and like Robin, she merges into a larger ultra-dimensional entity, the Phoenix Force.  New X-Men shows us another group that isn’t about war but about rescuing the enemy, and everything concludes with a vast attack against old-world order, clearing the slate for something new.
 
   A work of ambitious scope, Seven Soldiers takes a lot of the meta-exploration of The Invisibles and filters it through various aspects of the DC Universe.  The Invisibles was critical because it set up a framework through which to view Morrison’s work.  The concepts of The Invisibles help us understand everything that comes after, and in general, his post-Invisibles work is more ambitious and challenging than what came before.  Animal Man, while great, is fairly simple in its fiction / reality dichotomy.  Buddy Baker’s world is written by Morrison, and Morrison saves him in the end.  In Zatanna, she breaks through to our reality, but it’s only one piece of a much larger canvas.  Seven Soldiers continues to refine his themes, clarifying the nature of the third path between two extremes while retaining the parent / child themes of The Invisibles.  Every generation can choose its own way.
 
   Morrison’s Batman begins with some of his straightest comic-book stories.  But as Morrison’s run continues, a plethora of Invisibles elements seep in.  The central idea of his controversial “Batman R.I.P.” arc was to put Batman through the Thogal, a Buddhist practice that involves simulating death as a way of making oneself stronger.[46]  The Thogal experience echoes throughout time in the same way that Fanny’s initiation does.  The entire arc revolves around Batman going through a series of surreal experiences, all the while moving further beyond the traditional limits of humanity.  “Joe Chill in Hell” – an issue that flashes back, in a time-hopping delirium, between Batman undergoing Thogal in a cave and his initial revenge against his parents’ murderers – is essentially Batman’s version of “Sheman.”
 
   
 
  

The Invisibles as Philosophy:  What We Take Away
 
   Someday, Morrison may be recognized as a brilliant writer and an important philosopher by a mainstream audience, not just comics readers.  In the same way that Philip K. Dick has been given a critical reevaluation, people will look at Morrison’s body of work as important regardless of its medium.
 
   For all its dark conspiracies, The Invisibles is filled with hope and positive creative energy.  So much of our world is full of knee-jerk cynicism.  People constantly complain about their lives.  Like existentialism, The Invisibles tells us that if we don’t enjoy what we’re doing, we should just stop doing it.  Only if we embrace our radical freedom and take responsibility for our life can we create the world we want.
 
   In The Invisibles, Morrison did exactly this:  he invented the world he wanted and found himself living in it.  Was he deluding himself, or was there real magic at work?  It doesn’t matter:  magic is just a way of seeing things, of giving your life meaning, rather than viewing it as a disconnected series of meaningless events.  Everything has meaning because we imbue it with meaning, and it’s only the structures of an old and oppressive social order that can deprive you this power.  But that order has no sway over you as a person.  We can invent anything we want and live it if we just believe and act.  Our world is open for the taking.
 
   They can’t hold us.  Our sentence is up.
 
    
 
  
 
  



Grant Morrison Interview
 
   The following interview comes from part of a much longer one, conducted over several days in 2009, primarily at Grant Morrison’s home in L.A., as part of a Grant Morrison:  Talking with Gods, a documentary film by Sequart and Respect! Films, on Morrison’s life, philosophy, and work.  The Morrisons were extremely kind, opening up their home to us, showing us his notebooks, and letting us film him doing various activities, from meditating to walking around outside.  Besides Morrison and myself, a film crew was also present, consisting of Amber Yoder and Jordan Rennert, who also got involved and asked a few questions.
 
   PATRICK MEANEY:  How old were you when you got into magic?
 
   GRANT MORRISON:  The first time I tried a magic ritual, I was 19.  I’d been given a book by my uncle Billy, who was interested in Crowley, and he was the same guy who sort of gave me my first comic books, so he was a big formative influence.  He’d given me the Crowley tarot deck and Crowley’s Book of Thoth.  I think I’d found some – it was like one of these, the ritual of the Bornless One or something like that.  I can’t even remember the first one ‘cause I didn’t even write it down.  And I just did this thing to see what would happen, because I’d read this, and I was kind of a disempowered kid, so I felt I wanted something that would give me some agency in the world, and magic seemed like a pretty cool thing to try out.
 
   So I thought, I’ll do this ritual.  I was really cynical.  I don’t believe any of this stuff, I’d never seen ghosts, I’d never seen anything.  In fact, my mother was quite witchy.  She read tea leaves, but nothing of that seemed to have come through in me.  I was just a totally down-to-earth kid, but with an imagination, I guess.  I tried this ritual.  I did the whole thing:  I got the candles out, I did the magic words, I did the circle, I did the banishings and all that stuff.  And it didn’t happen then.  I stopped, and I went to bed.  And then this thing happened while I was lying down.
 
   It was a sense of weird overwhelming evil, it seemed at the time, and right in front of me there was a kind of gravitational point in the air, in the room, which was drawing all the perspectives towards it, as if there was a hole there or a crack.  And there was the sense of black oil filling up the folds between the brain, and something bubbling through the oil as a voice that was quite disturbing and announcing strange things.  And I just freaked out and called in the gods of my mom and dad – y’know, “Jesus, get me out of this one.”  And the whole experience ended after a little bit, and then there was this vision of a lion’s face, which started to announce stuff.
 
   So it seemed pretty convincingly Crowleyian to me that I’d actually somehow activated whatever it was he was talking about, and that it was some way of changing your consciousness by performing these ritual actions and deliberately placing your head in a different kind of space, and it worked.  I’m not suggesting that an actual demon appeared in the room, but certainly the ritual was specific enough to trigger the desired effect.  And that’s what I was interested in, the nuts and bolts of it, not whether it was an angel or a demon because I don’t believe in angels or demons, to tell the truth.  I believe there are things that we can manifest as angels and demons or project on to.  So something had happened, and that was my lifelong interest.  I kept trying it out and doing things, and then it got to be the cool stuff, like being able to predict where peoples’ lost guitars were with exact accuracy, just weird stuff you can’t explain.  But you look back at it and say okay, something happens when you start on that path, and you start thinking that way, and you start doing these things, and the world seems to adapt a little bit around it.
 
   PM:  How do you adapt your world to that kind of view?
 
   GM:  The rituals themselves are a way of adapting your brain.  They train you to speak in a certain way.  Once you start to create your own types of rituals, it’s deliberately to put yourself in certain states.  So for you, for instance, there might be a certain posture you could adopt that takes you into a particular state, of either pride and / or servility and / or creepy, whatever you want to do.  You make the conditions.  It’s like programming a machine.  You decide.
 
   Surround yourself with images of John Lennon, for instance, as I did at the start of The Invisibles, and play “Tomorrow Never Knows” on a loop and have Beatles albums around you and wear your Beatle clothes and have a Richenbacher guitar and John Lennon will appear.  What you’re doing is creating an environment where there is nothing but Lennon-ness.  And out of that comes a way of aligning your head with Lennon-ness, which we all have.  He was just a human being, after all.  We can all conjure music we can all hear.  He was really good at it because he focused at it, but he was one of us, so it became, for me, about that, about actually programming specific, entire environments.
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   That’s what I saw magic as doing:  if you have this certain incense, well, they give you a certain incense because certain incenses conjure certain memories, and that memory will add to the creation of a ghost that is a god or an angel or a demon and allow it to actually be physically present, to the exclusion of all other things in the room.  If that makes sense to you, y’know.  That’s the basis of these things for me:  these ritual actions are to program specific states in the human organism.  If you can exclude everything but love in your nervous system for even a little while, you will feel the condition of eternal love, which is the condition of being a god.  The love that is always present is something we can all share, for little bits of time.  We don’t have it all the time.  We don’t have it 24 hours a day, but love is present 24 hours a day – that’s the god.  Communication is present 24 hours a day, but sometimes we can’t be bothered talking, sometimes we’re really good at it, sometimes we’re letting it all flow.  That is the god; the eternal quality of communication is the god.  It’s not supernatural, it’s not in the abstract – it’s about how humans are and how they interact with the world.
 
   PM:  So what you’re saying is kind of like the Greek myth view of the world, where certain qualities are made manifest in specific figures, so communication would have a god represent it.  So pop magic is to come up with god figures more relevant for our times, or your personal experience?
 
   GM:  Yeah, pop magic – the idea is to create your own pantheon of personal deities.  For me, I loved Patrick McGoohan, growing up watching The Prisoner.  So if I want to have a god of rebellion, then I can give it the face of Patrick McGoohan and the number 6 badge and imagine his voice fighting back and summon these kinds of qualities of resistance into myself.  The longer I think of his beetle brow and his march down the stairs against authority, the more I will get into that mood.  In the good old days, when James Bond was cool, you would go to see a James Bond movie and walk out strutting, because the qualities of Bond would be pervading the way you were thinking, and it would be altering your programming as a human being.  So magic would be specific like that, if you were to go out in your tuxedo one night and evoke Bond deliberately.
 
   PM:  With Lennon, what was your perception, was it a physical perception or a feeling?
 
   GM:  No, it was the head of Lennon made out of colored music, as I tried to represent it in The Invisibles.  That’s how I saw this whole John Lennon apparition appear, after deliberately doing a magic ritual to summon John Lennon.  It had a physical, visual dimension, and it gave me a song, which was really quite convincingly like a John Lennon song.  So yeah, it seemed like an absolute contact with that idea, and he found his way into The Invisibles as well, as a psychedelic god.  So somewhere, it’s hard to know where to draw the line:  is he now a true psychedelic god or was that just an absolute projection?
 
   PM:  Are there other specific magic rituals in the comics, like the Lennon one?
 
   GM:  The Lennon ritual was specific to The Invisibles #1, but some of the comics themselves are the ritual.  Something like The Invisibles is the ritual, is the spell, and the collaboration of the readership in that spell is important too.  All Star Superman is a spell, specifically – there’s a bunch of them.  Some of the other things – the time travel experiments in The Invisibles, the kind of voodoo projection on the web, the experiments, the voodoo stuff in The Invisibles – is all from the diaries.
 
   PM:  The time travel experiments, you mean like when King Mob goes back to the ‘20s?
 
   GM:  Yeah, that kind of stuff, just the psychic projection kind of stuff.
 
   PM:  So did you attempt to do that?  Or do that?
 
   GM:  Yeah, you do it, but you do it in the sense that you’re doing it in your imagination.  And it depends how strong your imagination is, how real does it seem.  You’ve got to remember, it’s not Harry Potter – magic isn’t like that, though I know a lot of people wish it was.  It has elements of that stuff, but really, it’s a lot more down to earth.  The way people view magic, to me, is the way they view cops [as] if all cops were Dirty Harry.  It’s not as glamorous, it’s not as exciting as that, but it’s actually the most glamorous, most exciting thing of all time.  And all these things, where you’re projecting yourself in time, or projecting yourself into the future, they could easily just be you imagining things, but I have certain views on the imagination itself that might mean that when you imagine things, then you’re getting to see real things, or they’re so real anyway that they can change how you think or how you relate to time and space or life and death.  But these aren’t tales of me waking up in 1910 and having a dance on the stage in Harlem.  It’s not like that.  It happens in the head, a lot of it.  There’s a bit in Zatanna, in the Seven Soldiers, when she says magic is what happens between inside and outside, and that’s really what it’s all about.
 
   AMBER YODER:  Want to talk a little bit about language, both to you as a writer and the significance within pop magic?
 
   GM:  With language, you’re dealing with something that has its roots in spelling itself, which is the same thing.  The grammar, the grimoire, they’re all connected.  It’s all to do with language and all the gods who deal with communication or language are also the tricksters or the magic gods like Thoth and Hermes and other ones I mentioned before.  So language, it certainly has its occult qualities, mainly because it’s slippery.  It can’t be put into any one shape.  People used to potentially have the bond of firm handshakes and honesty, but language makes things slippery.  Language is allusive, it changes shape, it can be anything.
 
   Y’know, when Terence McKenna talked about the translinguistic material that comes out of peoples’ mouths during high-dose ayahusaca shamanic trips, he’s talking about language itself, as seen from that perspective, but it really is just language.  It’s malleable super-fluid, which is the same thing from The Invisibles – y’know, the notion of this silvery, mercurial substance that emerges from people’s airways, that’s able to change the world.  All that is is language as seen from a psychedelic, a hallucinatory perspective.  These things, especially as a writer, are fundamental to what you’re doing.
 
   These days, I’m more interested in what lies beyond, the edge that’s really hard to get to.  Those parts of the tree of life, where everything goes white and nobody knows what to say.  They’re becoming the most interesting parts of it all for me.  So yeah, language, spells, magic – it’s all intertwined.  It’s all part of the same activity.
 
   PM:  In Final Crisis and Superman Beyond specifically, there’s a lot about the page and the crossover between the ink and the page.  When I read it the first time, I saw it mainly relating to the DCU, but do you see that as a continuation of exploring our universe and our “page” – what’s at the end of our page?
 
   GM:  Yeah, I mean the comics for me have always been this really interesting model of how things might work – the way we can manipulate time on a comic page by looking at page one and moving to page 22 and then jumping back to page eight, at an earlier point in the characters’ lives.  It’s kind of this higher-dimensional interaction that we have with it.  It’s always been interesting to me – and as I’ve said often, what’s really interesting is the fact that these long running universes… Marvel’s 40, DC 70.  They have a weight and reality of their own, which is bigger than mine.  As I said, I wasn’t alive when Superman was having his first adventures.  I’ll be dead, and he’ll still be having adventures, so there’s a certain element of that continuum we’ve created which is much more real than the one we live in.  I guess I was trying to get into that with Superman, getting more closely into exploring the connection between us and them, how that relates to maybe higher connection between us and inter-dimensional branes, which is the current theoretical physics jargon for higher-dimensional spaces containing huge, two-dimensional films, on which our entire lives are played out holographically, which is a mega-dimension version of a comic book.  So if you start to think of how scales reflect each other – as above, so below – the caterpillar and the butterfly, all these things become kind of intertwined and inextricable and entangled – they’re part imagination, they’re part scientific theory, they’re part comic-book cosmology.  But they’re really quite elegant structures, considered in all these dimensions.
 
   PM:  With M-brane theory and your Invisibles theory, do you feel like it’s the same model seen through different lenses?
 
   GM:  The model of the universe from The Invisibles is related to experiences I had where I saw the universe as a singular entity, which was sustained in a singular lifeform, and it was in a larval stage and was about to grow up – that was a specific thing, but even that fits in with the idea of branes, because the elemental area where that information seemed to be coming from was certainly somewhere between the conventional dimensions we inhabit.  It was much bigger.  It was much higher resolution.  There was a lot more going on there.  The information content was higher, deeper, more emotive.  That’s what I was trying to talk about in The Invisibles, which kind of dovetails with some of the brane stuff, because there is the basic idea that our universe is only one of many potential universes, in a higher-dimensional medium.  Which kind of fits my own experience of the world.
 
   PM:  Do you want to describe the Kathmandu experience for us?  Take us through the whole thing.
 
   GM:  I can.  I’ve done it so often.
 
   PM:  That was one thing we discussed.  We need to get the greatest hits stories.
 
   GM:  It becomes like a performance you’ve done a million times.  I went to Kathmandu.  I saw a documentary on TV.  This guy – I keep forgetting his name.  He’s a beloved British television presenter, and he was doing this walk in the footsteps of Buddha, across India into Tibet or vice versa, and he came upon this area in Kathmandu in Nepal.  There was a temple called Swayambhunath, the self-created one, and that’s a very holy center for the Buddhists of the area.  So apparently there’s 365 stone stairs there, and if you can ascend the stairs without once drawing breath, you’re guaranteed enlightenment in this life.  So I’m watching this thing on TV with my friend, and we thought, That sounds like the easier road to enlightenment.  We have to do this.  We got some tickets for Kathmandu and left a couple days later.
 
   And we did the thing.  We ran up the stairs no problem.  It’s really easy to do.  It’s just a typical temple.  Got a fantastic atmosphere.  It’s got a bunch of crazy, thieving monkeys, and it just stinks of piss and saffron, and we did our thing, and that was it.
 
   A couple of days later, I’m sitting on top of the Vajra Hotel, which again seems very symbolic of the whole experience because, y’know, Vajra is the thunderbolt of enlightenment in Tibetan tradition.  So I was sitting up there, and this experience started to happen.  The temple began to look like a machine, and it was chrome pipes, and it was pumping this spiritual energy, and it was getting quite profound, so I ran downstairs and lay on the bed.
 
   My friend was lying over there with his stomach trouble, asleep.  He’d had one too many bad orange juices.  I just laid down, and these things came out of the wall, these silvery blob guys like you get in rave videos, in the day – mercurial creatures again, the same thing people report in these kind of visitations or experiences all the time, and that’s exactly what I got.  And voices – which seemed to be higher, faster, better, stronger, wiser – were saying to me, “What do you want to do?  You’ve done it now.  You’ve done it now.  What do you want to do?  Where do you want to go?”  And the first thing I could think of was Alpha Centauri – the first thing that popped into my mind, why I don’t know.
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   Suddenly, there was this collapsing stargate kind of effect, and I wasn’t in my body anymore.  I was in super-realistic space.  There were three suns, there was a planet that was kind of blue and green, and all this stuff fed its way into The Invisibles, as the experiences that Dane McGowan has.  And there was a kind of communication with fanlike creatures made out of neon tubes, on this planet, which worked on sound frequencies and light, which went into All Star Superman, of course, as the electric creatures in there.  And I just got freaked out, and they said “We can’t trust you here, so we’re taking you back.”  And they pulled me back to this place.
 
   And they said, “Right, we’re going to take you off the surface of the spacetime continuum.  Ready for this one?”  And I got peeled off the four dimensions of space and time – or so it seemed.  Absolutely, as I say, high resolution – better than the Pixar stuff going on.  And they showed me things as they were, from the outside.  And it was kind of a gigantic blue space, endless, with no horizon, with silver lines going through it really super-fast, like everywhere crisscrossing.  And these things were plugging into the lines and feeding on information or exchanging information through them, and they were all like silver things, as I say, amorphous creatures.  But when one of them moved through you, it felt like your entire family tree had moved through you.  This shock, this really emotional connection… so there was a kind of complex, of feelings or beings or selves, or whatever you want to call them.  And like I said, it was very, very profound – much more real or profound than this, by factors… by factors I can’t even describe, so you’re haunted by… Can I ever get back there?  Can I ever check that out again?  It was so unbelievably real.  It was like being home.
 
   And they were communicating with me.  And they just said, “You made it here.  You did your thing.  You’ve done your business.  So now, you have to take the consequences.”  They said, “We’ll show you what’s going on.”  And they turned me, and they said, “Here’s the children.”  And it made universes.
 
   It gets abstract.  It’s really hard, using normal language to talk about these.  They’re coming in big concept blocks of feelers and colors and primary emotions.  And they say, “That’s the kids in there, and what we do is we create universes, because only in time can you grow things.  Things here are eternal, so we can’t make new ones unless we build time.”  So time is – as it says in The Invisibles, time is the soil in which we nourish and grow and whatever the hell it was.
 
   So it was this download of immense cosmological information, and it was showing me the planet Earth, and the entirety of time showed that we were all just this one object, like a huge anemone on the planet, and it was kind of the idea that we were devouring the environment… So seen from this particular perspective, which apparently was outside time, the entirety of life on Earth and every single little mitochondrial cell, divided through the entirety of life on Earth, was seen as one object extended in time, and it was a completely new perspective on it.  It was like, as I always said – I read that when you’re four years old, you can’t see perspective.  When you’re six years or seven years old, you can see perspective.  It’s like that kind of cognitive jump, I think, where suddenly you’re seeing time in a different way.  It’s almost flattened back and can be seen in relation to other dimensions.  So as I say, in that it was all one thing going on, and the creature that lived on the planet Earth, which apparently was devouring the planet Earth, was only doing it to fuel its metamorphosis into something bigger.
 
   PM:  So that creature is the whole human race?
 
   GM:  No, it’s everything.  It’s every single element of life, since the first one-celled organism.  The mitochondria that’s in all your cells right now is the same creature that’s been dividing constantly through three billion years.  Seen as one (I try to explain it this way), it’s really – this is higher-dimensional shit, and it’s hard to process through words.  But if you think about how you got here today… y’know, you’ve seen The Invisibles, you’ve seen the timeworms that Cameron Stewart drew, but in order to get here today, you had to be yesterday, but you can’t take me to yesterday.  You can’t go there anymore.  So if I want to say there’s no such thing as yesterday – you’re a bullshitter, show me yesterday.  You can’t do it, but yet you know you’ve done it.  It’s occult.  It’s weird.  Something happened to it, and you also had to be ten years old and nine years old and five years old, and everybody had to wind their way back through, down into their mother, and then their mother winds her way back into her mother, and the whole thing connects as one continuous activity of dividing cellular motion, if you want to call it that way.  So seen from the perspective of all time being simultaneous, the object is already complete, and the idea in this higher dimension is to then harvest these things.  So they send people in, say, “Ok now, remember you’re a midwife, and you’ve got to go in, and the thing’s about to be born, and go in, and do your bit.”  Bang!
 
   Consciousness returns to normal Earth, and I spent the six years afterwards, trying to probe what that meant and what had just happened, what was going on in my brain, through The Invisibles and through other stuff I was working on at the time.
 
   PM:  In The Invisibles, there’s the evolutionary destiny of humanity, and it’s the Supercontext.  So do you want to talk a bit about the Supercontext?  Are we still on the pace we were at the end of The Invisibles, or have things changed?
 
   GM:  The idea of the Supercontext in The Invisibles was based entirely on the experience in Kathmandu.  It was that sense of a higher unfolding reality, what the brane scientists would call the bulk, in which universes are embedded, but it’s operating on a higher scale – except I saw it as inhabited and intelligent and conscious.  So that was, for me, the name I came up with for it, as well as a few other names that appeared in The Invisibles, like the “AllNow,” which is my favorite.
 
   But as to whether we’re any closer to the Supercontext, it’s not whether we’re closer.  We’re already in it.  There’s no escape.  We’ve been in it since the start, it’s just whether things around us will start to manifest and be more obvious.  I think it’s already more obvious.  There’s kind of a homogenizing of humanity, a kind of mass consciousness developing.  It’s quite scary, actually.  It’s quite a weird thing.  It might not be what we think.
 
   PM:  What are some signs of the mass consciousness developing?
 
   GM:  Just a sense of how the internet works and how what once were divided tribes and cities and towns around the world have now become commodified and identified.  There’s like seven different types of youth and everybody fits in one of them.  Everyone fits in one of those demographics.  You might be a slightly hippie goth, or you might be the slightly punky hippie, or you might be one or the other, but we’ve been really commodified, in a way that – when I was a kid, people were too stupid to realize this.  Things were obvious, so they seemed new, and I think, through the internet, people have been able to connect in a much wider basis, right across the planet.  So nodes that once used to form in isolation and develop really bizarre personal outlooks are now being critiqued constantly online and being put through a sort of winnowing process of conformity, where everyone kind of has to agree the same stuff or you’ll be in trouble.  It didn’t work that way when I was younger.  It was more about self expression.
 
   In the field of the arts, there’s now about a billion bands online.  There used to be maybe a few thousand.  So there’s a good chance of you having a weird indie band, or some peculiar noise band or thrash band or whatever.  Again, now it’s commodified.  You go straight on there, you can find what you’re looking for.  There’s billions of them.  Everyone sounds the same.
 
   The story Seaguy that I do is about that idea, where everyone’s a super-hero, everyone’s a star, but suddenly the value’s gone out of things.  And it’s part of this.  The idea of the genius or the special guy or the pop star or the actor is diminishing.  I think in 50 years people will laugh at the idea that we once paid Tom Cruise or Will Smith and guys to make movies.  It’s like they’ll be – avatars will do that.  Those guys will just sit back and collect royalties, while machines do all the work.
 
   So that idea of the special person is disappearing, but in its place, there’s a kind of homogenized, conformist outlook, where things are tailored towards specific demographics.  They’re not really thought of with wider-scale ambition.  They’re not looking at the bigger picture, because you won’t make the bigger picture.  You’re not going to be a star unless you do what Simon Cowell tells you or what someone on TV tells you.  So if you want to be rich, you have to go that route, and if you want to be faithful to your art, you have to be poor.  And it’s very hard to find anywhere to walk that line successfully anymore, and I think I was lucky.  I was one of the last ones to get away with it.
 
   PM:  What would you say is the biggest change in your world view now, vs. when The Invisibles ended and when you were finished processing the Kathmandu experience?
 
   GM:  Just more a down-to-earth thing.  After The Filth and doing that piece of work, which came after The Invisibles and dealt with a lot of the qlippothic [the reverse, evil tree of life] or shell-like aspects of The Invisibles – the parts that didn’t really work, that didn’t hold up to scrutiny – I just kind of wanted to get back into the world a little bit.  And The Invisibles, the whole decade, had been a proper trip for me [chuckles], and it was more about just getting back into things.  And this whole idea of transcendental materialism or pop magic, the whole thing of just… just looking at stuff and how it works, and how weird that is, and how much more magical than the robes and the candles stuff was.  Just the way things work just does your head in.  It’s true psychedelia.  It’s true mind-altering madness, just to think about how things hold together.  And so, yeah, I’m getting over that, and I think that’s reflected in the work which is probably more – a kind of more grounded sense to a more connected to plot and discipline, maybe.  But I also felt that was the zeitgeist, that real – that heavy kind of Plutonian current after 9/11, a reactionary thing.  So it was to find a way how do you get art out of that.  And The Filth was kind of the start of that, and New X-Men was a response to that:  how do you get the art out of this?  The goth thing, kids slashing themselves – where do you find the poetry in that?
 
   PM:  What would you consider your most significant experience since the Kathmandu experience in shaping your world view?
 
   GM:  Pfff, wow.  Getting married.  My dad dying.  Real life stuff as well.  Just things that kick your ass.  Other things that change your head.  Big reprogramming events, which the Kathmandu thing was.  But it was also me, in a certain time of life, kind of doing weird stuff and shedding a lot of the trappings of what I’d grown up with.  So it kind of marked a specific time.  It was a Sgt. Pepper-ish time.  But the real-life stuff is even more incredible.  Watching your dad dying of cancer – that’s heavier than any initiation.  That’s the real deal.  So things like that have affected me much more profoundly since then – and again, I think, affected the work and tied it in to the kind of, as I say, the heavy Plutonian kind of questioning current that we have now.
 
   PM:  Do you feel that we’re kind of at the end of another era?  Because I know that there’s the 11-year sunspot theory that you’ve talked about, and we’re coming up on another one…
 
   GM:  Yeah, I think we’re clearly passing through another one.  And that theory, the Sekhmet [an Egyptian god] theory about the 11-year sunspot cycles, I discovered this back in 1997, or something.  The guy was predicting then, and he said the next thing is going to be back to punk tightness and a kind of – he was talking about imperial youth.  And what you got was that whole thing with Matrix culture and the super-heroes coming back – Buffy, and the whole thing.  And suddenly, there was the fetish gear, the short hair.  You have nu metal music.  And he was right on the money.  The thing just expressed itself exactly as he said it would.  And so, yes, I’m actually – I find it quite a fascinating and almost convincing theory that tends to work in the limited cases that we consider it in.  If you look at it through the lens of fashion or youth culture, and if you bend it to certain – if you allow certain things in, then, yeah, it works really well.
 
   And there’s a definite – there’s a psychedelicizing going on again, but as I say, there’s darker – there’s more questioning.  It’s the post-Generation Kill world, where we “won’t be fooled again,” you know?  Peace and love ain’t gonna cut it.  Something else is gonna do it.  So I think that you can see things getting weirder and people accepting stranger heroes on screen.  You can see shows like The Mighty Boosh coming over from Britain, which is just this mad surrealist show.  There are your bands like MGMT and all these new psychedelia guys doing their ‘80s version [chuckles] of psychedelia.  It’s coming in.  It’s just creeping in from the margins. You won’t even know it’s here when it’s here, because these things just seep in.  It will only be hindsight when people will recognize that it fit the bill, yet again.  I’m doing comics to fit that feeling, because it seems right to me, which is what Final Crisis and Superman Beyond and those books were.  And Batman, in a different way is to get that ultraviolet kind of psychedelia, the dark psychedelia.  You know, bad, goth, death psychedelia.
 
   PM:  In terms of 2012, what’s gonna happen at this point?  Is it still on?
 
   GM:  Is 2012 still on?  I’m sure all these people have written books about it in the last five minutes are hoping it’s still on.  There’s entire bookshelves now, devoted to 2012 and how we’re all gonna expand into the Mayan cosmosphere or something.  I don’t know; it’s just such a brilliant idea.  It kind of fits the way – as you grow up, you feel time seeming to get faster.  Things – summers seem to come a little more rapidly, all the time.  And maybe that’s because we actually [chuckles] are in a gigantic spiraling gyre towards a temporal black hole at the center of everything, sitting on the exact date of December 22nd, 2012.  And it’d be pretty funny – it’d be really cool if it happened, but – I don’t know, it’s a crazy theory that’s based on a lot of bizarre philosophizing and thinking about numbers, which usually sends people crazy.  You know, the demon Asmodeus is the demon of numbers [chuckles].  The more you think of it, those things [numbers], like words – the more you start seeing patterns that aren’t there, if you don’t know your stuff with numbers.  So I don’t know, I hope something interesting happens because, fuck, you know, why not?  It’s gotta be better than whatever movies are on that Christmas.
 
   PM:  In Final Crisis you had a kind of Obama Superman analogue.
 
   GM:  Mmm hmm.
 
   PM:  Now that you’re living in America too, how do you feel about Obama and the change in eras and the years we’ve just been through?
 
   GM:  I thought the whole Obama atmosphere would be more obvious when we got here.  I haven’t felt it – it seems quite quiet.  Bush was really strident and bullish, and there’s a real atmosphere of his presence always, everywhere, on TV.  Obama’s really stealthy.  You never seem to see him on stuff.  So I don’t know… it’s been weird.  It feels like… post-traumatic, slightly.  Which is what, again, when we were doing Final Crisis and Superman Beyond and Batman, it was about that idea:  almost a post-traumatic super-hero, a guy taken to the limits, over the edge.  Like a soldier’s been pushed to limits all the time, and a culture being pushed to these limits and stresses.  So I knew – I kind of figured that Obama would get in, so we worked out way ahead of time and had him as Superman.  I didn’t even know he was going to do the whole Superman thing, you know, when he exposed his chest or exposed his roots on Krypton, whatever the hell it was he did.  But yeah, we were thinking about that, and we thought things would change, but as I say, I haven’t felt it yet.  I don’t really – I’m sure it’s going on, it’s just not as flashy as when Bush came in.
 
   PM:  In the Bush era, there were sort of imaginary wars, or wars based on imaginary things, and in The Invisibles book, I talked a lot about how that’s reflected in a lot of themes in the series.  So do you see that as similar – or how did you see the Bush era in relation to the cosmology that you’ve developed?
 
   GM:  Well, the whole Bush thing, again, was just taking control of the hallucination.  He worked really well on TV.  Even the things that made him seem buffoonish made him endearing and cartoonish and kind of fitted what people wanted from their leaders in a kind of scary time.
 
   But I don’t want to be cruel to the guy.  I’ve never met him.  I’m sure [chuckles] his mother loves him.  So I don’t have enough span to really know how these people work or what pressures you’re under, when you’re the President, or what rooms they take you into, what guns they hold to your head, what things you’re not allowed to say.  It’s a world I’m not fit to discuss really.  I just have to look at the poor zombified faces on them and wonder how hellish the whole experience is and how drunk they are and how many pills they’ve taken, because that’s how it looks to me.  That’s how they behave.  But they’re just humans.  They’re the part of the species that does that shit because we won’t do it.  There’s no way I’m ever gonna do it.  I don’t want to do what they do.  So God bless them, these crazy, power-mad bastards. [chuckles] You just have to hope they don’t mess everything up on the way.  But they’re like us, they’re kind of scared, they don’t want to blow things up really, deep down…
 
   “Ultimately, everyone just wants to, kind of, hang out.” [chuckles] You know, says Morrison.
 
   I think everybody just wants to take it easy, ultimately, and the rest of it is just these terrible struggles on the way.  And they can eliminate a lot of the struggles if they just kind of sat there and took a deep breath.  Politicians think differently, and the Bush era – he took really good advantage of TV.  That’s the best thing I can say about the guy.  And he got us through something [9/11] that’s still going [the War on Terror].  The next guy’ll have his own way of doing it.  The situation probably won’t end for a long time.  What can you say, you know?  It takes someone more well-versed in the ways of the corridors of power than me to figure out how these guys’ minds work at all.
 
   PM:  Give us a little background on the process of creating a sigil.
 
   GM:  The sigils are activated by focusing on them during a point of intense concentration, which kind of ends with an absolute quietness inside the head.  It’s quite difficult to shut down the thoughts and to shut down the constant dialogue that goes on inside your head.  There are a few ways of doing it.  Things like terrifying yourself into the state of abject empty consciousness, which I did when I started the sigil that became The Invisibles.  I did it by doing a bungee jump from a bridge in New Zealand.  And at the moment of the jump, I was holding the sigil in my hand.  I threw it down, [chuckles] and just – there was nothing in my head, at that point, except this kind of sheer survival streak.
 
   Yeah, so I did the bungee jump.  You can do it in other ways.  You can do it by dancing yourself to exhaustion.  But the method that tends to be favored – and the method which we used in The Invisibles, again, when we did the famous “save the sales” sigil – was the masturbation method, which I think was Austin Osman Spare’s big idea.  So I’m sure he had a good night in often, [smiles] charging his sigils.  And the idea is that, at the height of orgasm, basically there’s this kind of empty moment, there’s a kind of gap in consciousness, and the sigil can be projected into that.  So if you want to have fun with yourself and sigils at the same time, then that seems to be the ideal way to do it.  But I actually favor the bungee jump method [smiles], and I think I should encourage everyone to do the bungee jump method.
 
   PM:  What was The Invisibles’s sales wank-a-thon, or the sigil?  What was the background of this?
 
   GM:  The background to the whole “wank-a-thon,” as it [chuckles] came to be called – which may not be my choice of words, but it eventually stuck.  The idea was that The Invisibles’s sales had taken a drop during the second story arc, which was the “Arcadia” thing.  Which was kind of set partly in the Romantic era of Shelley and Byron and the French Revolution, prior to that.  And I think it was just slightly – I’ve said it was slightly too much for some readers, who dropped the book at that point.  So we decided that we wanted to bring the sales back up.  And since I’d been talking about magic in the book and laying bare some of the basics of magic, as I understood it, I thought it’d be interesting to let everyone participate in a gigantic magical experiment.  And the idea was that we would all, on November the 25th, Thanksgiving 1995?  I can’t remember.  I think it was 1995.  Everyone, on that day, would perform a mass sigilization of a sigil that I created and put in The Invisibles comic and basically have a gigantic, global wank [chuckles] into this sigil to see if we could raise the sales of The Invisibles.
 
   And then, unsurprisingly, the sales of The Invisibles did rise after.  And the comic, which to me – I thought was going to be canceled at the time, ended up getting through to its next five years to completion.  But whether that was the thing that raised the sales, or whether it was the fact that Phil Jimenez, a popular and talented artist, came onto the comic, whether it was the fact that also I encouraged people to buy two issues of the comic and give one to a friend – it worked.  And it worked in a way that, hopefully, for me, shows how magic actually works and what it actually is, if you think about it.
 
   PM:   So then, going on about the bungee-jumping story…
 
   GM:  In the sense of the bungee jumping and its relation to The Invisibles, right?
 
   PM:  Yeah, any other stories you have like that that are…
 
   JORDAN RENNERT:  Sigil-related?
 
   GM:  Sigil-related stories? [smiles] Well, I was dealing with stuff that hadn’t quite crystallized, because the bungee jump happened a few months before the whole Kathmandu experience.  But yeah… I mean, I went to New Zealand.  I went to the Kawarau River Bridge and created this sigil, which I held in my hand as I jumped over, and was trying to project this idea of The Invisibles and the hypersigil and creating a comic that would somehow take [root] in the minds of other people and spread, almost like a kind of virus of how it felt to experience these things.  I didn’t even know what the comic I was writing at that point [was about].  It was a bit more time-traveling assassins, sci-fi stuff, until the Kathmandu experience.  So yeah, the Kawarau River Bridge jump was the beginning of The Invisibles experience for me, and it was the way of charging the sigil, using absolute terror.  Because it was absolutely terrifying.  Until the moment we actually jumped, and then it becomes ecstatic.
 
   So yeah, there’s all kinds of things you can do with sigils.  You can burn them when you’re done.  You can save them forever when you’re done.  You can eat them and pass them through your system if you really want to get rid of something bad.  You can set them on fire, you can bury them, you can put them in water.  Each of the elements has a different meaning as well.  If you want to do a love sigil, then set it on fire because fire is that part of the spirit.  And water can be used for love as well, so you can drown your sigil.  And the weird thing is these strange little signs that you create – obviously the notion is to try and forget what you’ve done, to try and reduce a desire to the point where it just becomes a hieroglyphic, which no longer really bears any relation to the original desire.  And when we create the hieroglyphic, when we forget there is no desire, the magician’s notion is that by stripping away the emotional content of what we’re doing, we can actually make it more likely to occur in our own lives.
 
   And for me, I found that this thing always works.  It tends to deliver, you know?  It’s like, if you want to meet people, you do a sigil, you tend to meet them.  If you want to go places and make sigils about it and then do the correct business [chuckles] in order to get there, you’ll find that the sigil works.  So they’re really strange, they’re quite – why I give them to people as the kind of entry into magic is because they do seem quite supernatural.  Things can happen which seem unlikely using sigils.  And again, I present it just purely as something I learned, which had unusual and amusing effects.  And if you don’t believe me, then all you have to do is try them – they’re really easy to do – and see if they work.  That’s all that happened to me:  I tried them to see if they worked, and they tended to work, and tended to produce results.  No idea why.  I have theories why, but beyond that, these are the things that you do, these are the first-level, five-finger exercises of magic to test it and to see if it’s working for you and to see if you can actually produce effects, which as I say, seem supernatural or witchy.
 
   JR:  How frequently do you actually use the sigils?  Is it for the little things?  Is it only for the big things?
 
   GM:  No, I used to do it all the time.  If I wanted to meet somebody, I would just make a sigil for it.  If I wanted to get something – they’re very material-based, really.  The Invisibles was a different kind of thing – I was just trying to make an event happen that would implicate a lot of people.  But generally, they’re for shopping-list things, the things that you want. [shakes his head] I don’t know how it works.  It’s just worth trying.  Try lots of them, and see what happens, and write down your results.  As usual with this approach to magic, which is results-based, it’s not about believing in anything because a lot of this stuff seems ridiculous.  So the thing is to do them, to test them out.  But yeah, they’ve always worked for me.  I don’t do things like this so much anymore because I kind of achieved a lot of desires, and I don’t need to do them.  But they’re really good for getting what you want, when you feel slightly powerless.
 
   PM:  So the idea of The Invisibles as a hypersigil – how did that come about and get constructed?
 
   GM:  After I started thinking about sigils and playing around with them for a while, I had come up with the notion of expanding the concept.  The idea of reducing a single desire, a single sentence, into a single hieroglyph (or glyph or sign or sigil) seemed only the beginning of something.  There was a higher-dimensional version of that.  So the notion was, in The Invisibles, to extend the sigil concept into areas of plot and narrative, and to extend that sentence into a kind of fractal, six-year project.  And that’s what The Invisibles was about.  And the kind of – the sentence at the end, of course, of The Invisibles is “Our sentence is up.”  And that was really the fractal around which the entire series worked.  And that was probably the basis of the sigil.  But it was just a way of giving a dynamic quality to these things and seeing if they worked, as longer forms and as more involving forms.
 
   With The Invisibles sigil, I kind of made myself look like the lead character.  I started to go places he would go to and hang out with people he would meet, and the comic and my life became weirdly interchangeable, until it was hard to tell the two apart.  You were living the art of it, and the art was living me, and I was kind of writing the things that were happening in my real life.  So the hypersigil seems to be something that implicates you in a deeper way, and it kind of forces you to get involved with what you’re dealing with in a much more concrete and real-life way.
 
   And it lasted six years.  It completely changed me.  It had effects on other people, which is kind of what I hoped it would have.  And that was it.  I think the hypersigil idea can be extended to movies or ballet or dancing or artwork or anything else that has an extended immersion into it.  So yeah, someday I’d like to see people explore… to see hypersigil movies and hypersigil concept albums [chuckles] would be good.  Things like that.  Things where someone – an artist or a magician, whatever they want to call themselves – can immerse themselves so deeply into the work that they become the work.  Like David Bowie in Ziggy Stardust, that kind of thing that really takes over.
 
   PM:  So you would say that the process of becoming, of making a regular kind of work into a hypersigil, is about merging your life and the work?
 
   GM:  Yeah, well, I felt that the act had that element of commitment of your own life to the sigil.  It wasn’t just a momentary kind of wank to get something to happen, to meet the girl from the bakery.  The hypersigil demanded much more involvement and demanded real-life involvement and demanded losing parts of your personality, gaining new ones, implicating yourself in the midst of a text that was being created as it was being lived, as it was being thought of.  And yeah, I think that that stickiness of it, that entanglement of the subject and the creator, becomes the mark of a hypersigil, like I said.
 
   PM:  So besides Ziggy Stardust and The Invisibles, is there any other stuff that you would say stands out to you as a hypersigil?
 
   GM:  Things where people basically give themselves over to their concept.  Like our friend Gerard Way, who sings in the band My Chemical Romance.  He became this thing, the Black Parade, that he created for a specific concept album.  And you could see elements of the personality and him crossing over.  And the fact that he had to dye his hair silver to play this part, even though it was making his scalp itch and he hated it. [chuckles] He was becoming something else.  He was becoming kind of an archetype and becoming part of the music.  So I definitely saw it with that.
 
   Philip K. Dick was constantly embedding his own consciousness, his own ideas, his own personality into the novels that he was writing.  Things like that could be considered hypersigils.  But then, if there wasn’t the intent, then it stops being a sigil and just becomes an artwork that you’re very deeply involved in.  I think that the magical intent also separates the sigil from just a very intensely meditated-upon piece of art.  The idea of The Invisibles was to make other things happen that weren’t just The Invisibles.
 
   PM:  In The Invisbles, you have King Mob start his own corporation at the end.  Is that a path you’d see for yourself?
 
   GM:  It was kind of something to do, you know?  Kristan [my wife] and I set up our own little company to do stuff and to deal with corporate entities.  So it was like creating a little angel or a little familiar and setting it loose to do stuff.  And it’s become very effective in its own way, and it certainly is able to accrue business and able to attract money and those kind of things that corporations are interested in.  So yeah, I mean, it’s – what do you do?  It’s something to do.  I ran about.  I did the martial arts in the ‘90s.  I did all that stuff – meditating on mountaintops, writing The Invisibles.  So it seemed interesting to do what King Mob does and see how far you can push it to this other sphere and see how it affects you and how you can affect it.
 
   PM:  So at what point would you consider yourself done with a book?  Is it before it comes to the shelf or…?
 
   GM:  Yeah, for me, I like to edit right up until the last minute.  I don’t really feel these things are – they’re not so much for the ages.  It’s a constant process of editing.  And if I went back to The Invisibles right now, I’d edit the entire book again.  And so it’s like that with these [holds up rough Cameron Stewart layouts].  I like the different stages. When I get something like this [the layouts] in, I can do an edit with the dialogue, and when I finally get the lettered version, I can edit the dialogue again and make it tighter and sharper.  And I kind of hold onto it until the very last minute before the book’s out the door, to keep changing it.  I just – I can’t stop.  It’s just a restless thing.  I keep seeing ways of making it better.
 
   JR:  Do you ever revisit your books?
 
   GM:  In terms of reread them or go back to work on them?
 
   JR:  Yeah, just reread them.
 
   GM:  Yeah, I read them all the time.  It’s pretty good because you forget what you were like when you were working, and the work kind of preserves it, like diaries, so it’s really good to go back and see.  Sometimes you forget really good techniques that you once knew or better ways of doing things.  Because you get set into certain ways of doing work, and it’s good to remember that once you had a different approach or a different attack.
 
   PM:  In Final Crisis and particularly in “Batman R.I.P.”, a lot of it seemed to be interacting with the internet, and peoples’ takes on the material were almost as central as the material itself.  Is that an evolution of the hypersigil idea?
 
   GM:  Yeah.  I mean, the whole idea of the “Batman R.I.P.”, the Final Crisis stuff, and the particular way it was done was really inspired by The Invisibles and the kind of culture that grew around The Invisibles, that existed outside the book and outside my life, where other people were reading it and taking it on and doing their own things and creating their own art works that expressed similar kinds of feelings.  And what interested me about The Invisibles was the way it had taken on that life beyond itself:  websites, as you know, where people are still discussing it, still talking about it almost ten years after it was over.  I got fascinated by the way people interpreted work, and I thought that became the most interesting part of it to me, even though sometimes they interpret it in ways which drive me nuts and seem completely wrong – that’s part of the process of putting ideas out.
 
   So I began to think, especially with the super-hero comics, there was an element of that that was worth actually bringing into the creation of the comics.  And watching shows like Lost and those kind of things, which again, have a large extra-narrative participation going on.  And it seemed to be really interesting to go for that deliberately, to do a Batman story that implicated Batman’s publishing history, so that you would have to go and read up old comics.  And again, re-introducing people to old material that maybe they wouldn’t have considered before but is actually quite interesting.  Just because it looks different, it’s from a different time era, it’s still got something that’s worth getting into.  I wanted to bring that in.  I wanted to force people to be on Wikipedia, looking up obscure terms from Tzog-Chen Buddhism to understand stories.  I wanted the debate to be creating – in “Batman R.I.P.”, the debate around who was the Black Glove, which wasn’t really an important question at all, but it was made to seem important.  It allowed people to think and to talk and to create stories of their own, in their heads, and narratives of their own, to the point where you read – y’know, those guys on the Mindless Ones website are actually writing their own Batman comics based on little snippets that have inspired them.  It was to do that, to see how much of that you could play with.  How much could you implicate, in the creation of the works, the people who were reading them and the writer himself and having a kind of dialogue, almost, where I would see peoples’ crazy ideas.  “Oh, you think Alfred did it?  Okay, I’m going to make you think Alfred did it for an issue.”  Suddenly, you realize it’s not Alfred, and everyone’s scrambling about, looking for the source of the mystery and talking to one another and debating and getting angry.
 
   With Final Crisis, the internet, it seems, practically went to war over it.  There were people on one side saying, “this is genius, this is groundbreaking, progressive,” and other people just saying, “this is gibberish, I have no idea what’s going on, this is unfair, he shouldn’t be allowed to do this.”  And it was so polarized.  It really, kind of, did the job I wanted it to do, but maybe not exactly in the way I would have imagined, but it was quite – I think it works.  I think it’s the way those types of books should be done, to acknowledge that participation and to acknowledge the fact that the comic is an artifact in your hands but is brought to life by being in someone else’s hands, who then applies their consciousness to it and extracts emotions and meanings – or not, depending on who they are.
 
   PM:  Would you say that The Invisibles is the most realistic comic that you’ve written?
 
   GM:  The Invisibles?  Yeah, particularly that one, because I was living it.  Y’know, I’d become the character.  I was wearing the clothes, I was going to the places, I was doing the things, I was doing the rituals, I was hanging out with the gods, and then putting it back in the comic, and then being affected by what was in the comic.  So yeah, in terms of reality, that was one was the actual deal.  That one was bringing me to the verge of death even.  And it’s trying to pursue it to the limit.
 
   But yeah, they’re all real now.  All Star Superman was about a particular time in my life. The Filth was about a particularly depressing time.  It’s always got to be something real.  It has to be me trying to make sense of passing through time.  And then turning it into a story, because everyone, I’m sure, goes through the same things.  I don’t think I’m special.  I think the pains that I feel or the joys that I feel are pretty much the same as the ones everybody else feels.  So you’re just trying to say, “Here’s how it looks from here.  Does this resonate with you?  Does this help you get through?  Does this inspire you in the way that I’ve been inspired by others?”  And that’s what it is for me.  That’s the ultimate reality I’m trying to get at.  These are all emotionally real stories to me.  I’ve lived them, I’ve gone through them, and then, I’m trying to symbolize them or mythologize them.
 
   PM:  In the context of you as the writer in Animal Man, you present yourself as torturing these characters to some extent.  Is that an extension of trying to see their psychology and trying to understand their world?
 
   GM:  There was the notion in Animal Man of the responsibility of the creator towards the created.  And back then, I was kind of getting into the Gnostic idea of the demiurge and the Satanic character, who tries to create but fails, and I got really identified with that.  I found this thing called Ogo, the White Fox, from the Dogon people in Africa – the ones who know all this stuff about Sirius that no one’s supposed to know.  They’ve got astronomical information that they shouldn’t be able to have.  They claim they were visited by fish people called the Nommo, like six thousand years ago.  So I got really interested in their mythology. And they had this character called Ogo, a god called Ogo, who was also known as the pale fox, and that really worked in with me because, since I was a kid, I hallucinated foxes all my life, and I had this idea that the fox was my totem animal and identified with that, and that’s what Animal Man was about.  The character in that, the avatar that was drawn into the comic, is the pale fox.  He’s completely white and wearing these really bizarre clothes that I never wore but Chazz Truog dressed me in.
 
   And that was just an early attempt to think, How do I get into their world?  And I realized that, because we operate in a higher dimension from the comics page, we can actually draw ourselves onto their [paper] world and act like them.  We can’t go in physically – you can’t put your hand in a comic panel – but you can put a drawing of yourself, animated by your spirit and your intention, into a comic.  It was the early attempts to do that, to just appear on the page and talk to the character and say, “I’m the guy who made you. I’m the guy that killed your family.  I’m sorry about it, but we need drama.  We’ve got people up here clamoring for their comics every month, and if I have to kill your family to sell a few more episodes, then sorry, I’m going to do that.”  And to also have Animal Man then say, “Well, can you bring them back?”  And I say, “Well, that’s not realistic.  No one’s going to believe that.”  And then doing it, because the realization was that, in a comic, you can do that, and I could press that button, whether it was realistic or not.
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   And what made comics great was the fact that that was possible, that death could be revoked, that beloved characters could be returned.  His wife and family could be sat back on this seat as if nothing had ever happened.  Only in fiction is that possible.  And then, suddenly, you start to get into the power of what it can do, that it can break all those laws.  It can break the rules of physics and time and space and life and death, and that’s quite profound.  So after that, I got really seriously into it, and The Invisibles became the fiction suit concept.  That Animal Man thing, that was the first attempt to build a fiction suit.  But after that, rather than go in as this godlike creature, into their world, I wanted to just immerse myself in their world and play by its rules.  Hence all the bizarre stuff that happened throughout The Invisibles, where I had basically made myself into a comic-book character.
 
   PM:  New X-Men is basically The Invisibles in the Marvel Universe…
 
   GM:  Yeah.  I mean, it was following the same stuff.  I was a punk rock kid.  That’s what I grew up with, so there’s always going to be that element coming through of me, trying to rabble rouse a little bit.  And the X-Men was a great one to get hold of, because it’s quite like The Invisibles.  Y’know you’ve got a red-haired time traveler, you’ve got the sexy people in fetish.  It was a way of adapting that kind of post-Matrix thing, to change the focus of those characters.  When we introduced the X-Men as search and rescue workers, volunteer workers who help mutants in trouble and who help people who’ve been threatened by mutants, it totally realigned the concept – which was just really about super-heroes punching each other and having sex together, until we kind of tried to reframe it.
 
   PM:  So if DC was like, “We want you to write another series like Final Crisis,” what would the tone be at this point in time, and where do you see the DCU or the world?
 
   GM:  The tone now, I think, of things would be just more, much more hopeful, but at the same time, realistic.  I think the tone now is really… it’s a kind of – it’s not like in the ‘60s, where people just said, “Hey, let’s have peace and love, great idea.”  It was a really good idea, but there was no framework for that.  And also people were taking drugs and having these massive shamanic transpersonal experiences that they had no real framework for, and were trying to find frameworks in Eastern mythology or whatever.  But it was a very gentle revolution, and ultimately, people could figure that one out and kick them to death.
 
   The same thing with punk.  I lived through that, and it was great.  It was a moment where you felt anything could happen.  You were allowed to be or do anything.  No matter what your music sounded like, that’s cool.  No matter how shitty your clothes were or how ugly you were, that was cool.  So coming out of that, it was quite a liberating thing. But then, I watched how that got co-opted until punk just became the watchword for cool.  So if something’s punk, then it’s naturally cool.  The Sex Pistols are never going to be crap, because – they’ve always got to be cool because everything punk is suddenly a measure of authenticity.  It wasn’t like that.  Again, it was just people, but the way it’s been changed, it becomes a badge of a certain approach to the world, which wasn’t necessarily what it started out as.  It became co-opted.  It became commodified.  And so I saw how they beat that one.  The first one, they destroyed it by drugs and cynicism.  The second one, they destroyed it by absorbing it so thoroughly into the culture that it stripped it of meaning.
 
   So you have to be aware of how negative forces work with things.  And I think the new approach, which, for me, is more psychedelic, is more expansive, but it also contains this element:  “Ok, we’ve seen what you bad guys can do, we understand how you operate, you’re not getting past us this time.”  But people think that in every generation.  But I think, this time, there’s a slight more rigor, and I think the counterculture has had its nose bloodied a little bit.  And a lot of the New Age fancifulness of it is getting kicked out, which is really good.  The idea that you can make your own reality – tell that to someone dying of cancer, it’s not that easy.  We have to acknowledge a lot of the dark elements, rather than pretending they don’t exist, which is what people did in the ‘60s.  And they just pretended there was no dark, and we could just flood everything with light, and the shadows would disappear, but then it just made the shadows darker.  The punks kind of embraced the shadows, but they did it in quite a weak-willed way, which made them easy to co-opt and to exploit.  And so it needs to be done.  It’s rigor now.
 
   I was very excited when I saw Gerard Way and the My Chemical Romance, they did that “Black Parade” video, and I remember watching that thing before I even knew him, and that’s why I called him.  And I saw that as a kind of “somebody’d figured this out,” they’d seen where it was going.  What he’d done, which I’d thought was really clever – I don’t think he was even aware of it in this sense, but when we talked about it later, it became obvious – he’d taken the image of the soldier on one side and the emo kid on the other, two complete opposites, and fused them, which was just genius, because there was a fusion there to happen.  As I said before, we had well young 19-year-old guys, y’know, good guys who believe in shit, who’re like us, out there dying in battlefields, with their guts hanging out.  And back home, kids of the same age carving just scars into their flesh, and it seemed to be part of the same impulse.  And like I say, what he did was fuse the two and create the notion of the emo soldier, which was the guy who’s, as I said, the post-traumatic soldier, the hero who’s actually been through the mill, who’s been to hell and back, and has got a haunted look in his eyes.
 
   I think that’s the guy.  I think that’s the hero that we’ll see more and more in movies as well:  the man who’s seen it all, done it all, who’s come back, and still, somewhere in his soul, he’s dragging out this little last iota of hope.  I kind of feel that’s where our heroes are going to be in the future, at least for the next few years, because it’s dealing with that big – the gung-ho thing is gone.  We had that in the ‘80s, the Rambos and those guys, who go out with the muscles.  Now, we’ve seen that those muscles just get shot up with bullets and bleed, and silicon’s pouring out his nose or whatever.  So it’s kind of dealing with all that now, accepting the fact that things are really bad in parts of the world.  Right now, people are being tortured and starving, while we get to do this.  If we can just understand all that as one thing and acknowledge it all, then our entertainment might become more moral.  Don’t know if that’s the right word, but y’know what I mean.  To try and find reasons to exist, rather than entertain us with more images of violence.
 
   PM:  As a writer, is your top priority to convey these sorts of messages, or is it more about telling a story?
 
   GM:  For me, it’s not messages.  I think, as a writer in a culture, “all you can be” is a barometer of that culture, and try and create work which is somehow reflective of all the influences around you.  So it’s not that I’m sitting down thinking I have to talk about soldiers dying in the Middle East and how that relates to emo kids and scarification.  It just seems to be that you can’t avoid these things, and they make patterns.  If you see something like “The Black Parade,” where you’ve got the emo kids all dressed up, and they’re dead, but they’re wearing their military dress uniform, that’s a big image of something, so I started to explore.  That’s why Nix Uotan looks the way he does in Final Crisis.  That’s why a lot of my heroes recently have had a kind of militaristic, Sgt. Pepper kind of thing going on.  But it’s dark psychedelia, dark Sgt. Pepper.  Sgt. Pepper is dead now, and he’s come back to tell us how he died.  I think that gives it – there’s a somberness of tone to this new hopefulness.
 
   PM:  Do you feel a major social responsibility with your work?  Particularly when you were doing The Invisibles as a hypersigil, did you ever fear what you could bring about?
 
   GM:  No, when I was doing The Invisibles as a hypersigil, again that was a different time, a different head.  It was more about what would happen if I do this, and I didn’t even care what would happen.  I just thought if I could start chaos off, then cool, let everyone deal with it.  Now, I’m just a bit older, I feel a bit more responsibility to people.  But again, the work’s not about being responsible.  It’s about just being honest and trying to be the barometer, be the lie detector test, to be sensitive enough to what’s going on around you, to be able to create work that’s reflective of it or that has something to say about it or that symbolizes it in some way.
 
   PM:  Is there something specific about the comics medium that makes it your medium of choice?
 
   GM:  The thing about comics… it’s the magical elements of it.  That’s what I love most:  the artifact.  The idea that the artist sits there physically, like a medieval monk, actually doing these little illuminated texts.  There’s physical work in there, you can see every pen stroke.  The idea that the comic form itself is really beautiful because it engages the right hemisphere and the left hemisphere of the brain simultaneously, so you’re probably getting interesting holographic effects, which I think is what allows comics to come to life in the way they do.  The other fascinating thing is, in there, paper and ink can create emotions in people if the creators have done their jobs enough and actually put enough in there.  When you start thinking about it for what’s really going on, how do you imbue an ink mark with feeling?  What happens?  The feeling only appears when the consciousness of the readers comes in and a hologram is formed between the creator [and] the reader, with the comic book in the middle.  And the thing comes to life, to the point where people can sit, with tears streaming down their eyes, at We3, when there’s nothing there except ink and paper.  And that happens because I’m sitting writing it with tears streaming down my eyes, and somehow that’s communicated through the drawing.  It seems so arcane to me, to be honest, and so unlikely that it could happen.  So the fact that we can do it, and that there’s still an entire industry that allows us to do this stuff, they’re my favorites.  They go right back to cave paintings, where people would draw things on the walls in order to make things happen.
 
   And the idea being that, if you take a simulation and you have control of a simulation, then everything outside the thing that you have simulated will perform in conformity to what you want it to do.  It’s the hypersigil again.  In The Invisibles, I made a little model of the world I was living in.  I tied it into things that were happening on TV at the time.  Princess Diana’s death was in there.  It was meant to be happening in this world, but it wasn’t.  It was a model.  It was a model that I could change the parameters of and tweak, and when I tweaked it, things would happen in the real world.  So as I said, I could meet people by putting them in the story.  I could make things happen to myself.  If I put my character through a torture sequence, then I wind up in the hospital with similar scars to the ones that he received during the torture.  And it’s voodoo, it’s sympathetic magic, it’s cave paintings.  There’s something about comics that I find really special, a direct route from the subconscious to the subconscious minds of other people, with very little in between.  Just pure imagination on paper.  Not much editorializing, not much outside control over what the creators want on the page – which is pretty much unique these days.
 
   PM:  One thing I’m curious about The Invisibles is that you talk about it a lot as an evolving entity that incorporates real-world events, but at the same time, there’s very specific things like Freddie and Edith showing up in issue #2 [of volume one] and then showing up in the exact same scene 30 issues later, so how did this mix of very precise planning and improvisation happen?
 
   GM:  That approach to it is just the way everything happens to me.  I sat down and worked out the entirety of The Invisibles, the six years of it, in 1994.  And then, as time goes by, I’m learning new stuff, I’m having new experiences, and suddenly, the aspect of it that I thought was going to be central to it suddenly seems irrelevant or superfluous and disappears, and other aspects come in and become more important.  But it was always on the same framework.  I always knew what the end would be.  But having said that, I didn’t know what the last sentence in that book would be until the very last page, when I got to it and suddenly it was – okay, “Our sentence is up.”  I knew it would be something like that, but I didn’t know what specifically that would be.  It tends to be I’ve got a framework, and then I improvise around it.
 
   I’ve seen other people work differently, and there might be an easier way to work, but I just can’t do it.  I know Alan Moore would plan everything down to the last detail.  Watchmen was written before Watchmen was written.  But again, I’m sure there was plenty of space in that for him to come up with new stuff.  The way I would do it, I would just change the ending.  The Invisibles went through several different last issues before I settled on the one that finally became the last issue.  But they were all saying the same thing.  It’s just I found a better way to do it.
 
   PM:  Could you talk a little bit about the different versions of the last issue?
 
   GM: Well, there were earlier versions of The Invisibles where I tried to imagine how I was going to depict the event of 2012, and there was a lot of stuff, like suns rising, and I had the whole moment where the sun rises and it’s a got an eye on it, and then there’s a setting sun that rises, and then the sky fills with suns.  And I was going to end it like that.  But that seemed too overblown.  Suns with eyes on them in the final issue of The Invisibles, and thank God I got rid of those.  There were a lot of versions where the 2012 event was made more explicit and had more obvious imagery.  But I just thought it didn’t work at the end.
 
   And really, what I wanted to acknowledge at the end of The Invisibles was the fact that you were holding a comic book in your hand.  And the fact that it was about words, and it finally goes down into words, and it finally goes down into the one big singularity itself, which was the period at the end of the sentence.  And of course, something that I’ve never seen anyone comment on (which is interesting) is that “Our sentence is up,” at the end of The Invisibles, is actually something that’s being said by Elfayed to Dane McGowan, and the quotations themselves are outside the comic book – they’re everything outside the page.  So it kind of surrounds the whole thing in a set of quotation marks, which was the way of bringing the reader in.  When you close the cover, you’re still inside those quotation marks, you’re still inside the story.
 
   PM:  One thing I’m interested in, in The Invisibles, is the way that they have secret identities, kind of like super-heroes.  Is that about the fiction suit idea, or is it a super-hero reference, or how did that come about?
 
   GM:  The thing about the fiction suit was that it was a very specific idea that people adopted in a completely different way online.  The idea of the fiction suit was – to be quite specific and literal, it’s a suit that you wear to enter a piece of fiction.  So that if you wanted to create a fiction suit for Jane Austen, for instance, you would make yourself look a little bit like Mister Darcy, then write passages into Jane Austen that change the course of Jane Austen, using your fiction suit.  It’s not really easy to do with stories like that, but it’s very easy to do in long-running super-hero universes, which have a timescale and a dynamic.  You can go in there as someone and go around.  So the fiction suit was about making an avatar, a character that could travel through comic books.  It wasn’t about pretending to be someone in the real world or going online and taking on a funny name.  That’s not what a fiction suit is, as the creator of fiction suits himself understands them. [smiles] They’re a specific device.  It’s like a space suit, something you make to go to a place that you’re not physically capable of going to, so you make an avatar.  As you say, people then began to use this notion of the fiction suit as an identity that you assume in order to be someone else or to experience different things, but it was meant to be a lot more literary and specific than that.
 
   The Invisibles had secret identities because, coming out of the punk world, particularly in that time, the way that people changed their names – it was almost an initiation thing in the same way that, in tribal societies, you’ll get to be an adolescent and you’re given a new name that suits what you’re going to be or how you’re going to behave.  And with The Invisibles, it was taking it from that idea.  It’s like choosing to be Johnny Rotten instead of John Lydon because it’s your punk name.  That’s your personality.  That’s the suit you’re going to wear as a punk.
 
   For The Invisibles, they were choosing names which were about their rebellion, or to emphasize certain parts of their personality that they wanted to put to the front.  And so that was what that was about.  And it just so happened to tie into the super-hero idea of the code name and the super-hero name and the secret identity.  Again, it was something that The Matrix used and picked up on and gave everyone these quirky little one-word code names.
 
   PM:  In The Invisibles, would you say the fiction suit is closer to Robin in the tank, writing herself into the story, or John a Dreams stepping outside of time?
 
   GM:  No, John a Dreams stepping outside of time isn’t the fiction suit.  What he does is he finds an actual timesuit, which is a different thing in the cosmology of the series.  A timesuit is something that’s capable of rotating through the fourth dimension or the fifth dimension and allows you to travel in time.  What John a Dreams finds is a human body that’s been extended.  It’s an extension.  You can extend our human bodies, physically, back through time to the first DNA.  That means your actual body can extend back in time, through all the branches of the evolutionary tree.  Somewhere down the back of you, there’s a lizard.  Somewhere down the back of you and the lizard, there’s a single-celled entity.  They’re all part of the same long trail that goes back in time, and that’s – what John a Dreams finds is a timesuit that’s been designed to look like one of those things.  But it looks like a jumble of biological matter from all kinds of different parts of the tree of life, as they call it.
 
   PM:  So what he sees in the church is meant to be the entire single-human-life organism, seen in a jumbled timeline?
 
   GM:  Yeah, he sees someone who’s obviously – who’s worn that which is, in fact, himself, coming back to meet himself.  Basically, as having worn this suit, composed of the entirety of a human timeline and all its animal ancestors, back to the earliest DNA – is what he sees.  A discarded timesuit, as he describes it.  And it’s crumpled up in time, so part of it seems to be human, part seems to be crustacean, part seems to be insect or whatever.  But he’s actually just seeing an entire branch of the tree in its entirety, and he’s able to occupy that.
 
   The timesuit in The Invisibles that Ragged Robin uses is just a technological machine, a TARDIS [from Doctor Who], something that science creates in order to rotate through the fifth dimension.  So it’s not as sophisticated as the actual timesuit itself.  But those were sci-fi things.  They didn’t really relate to the fiction suit concept, which was a lot more of a literary kind of idea.
 
   I wanted to do a whole book of it, with fictionauts, who were people who deliberately went into books and sink below the surface.  That was what The If was going to be, when I was working on the book of The If.  And it was about people occupying books, so the book in your hand actually had creatures behind the ink that were rising up through the page towards you.
 
   PM:  So the Ragged Robin tank thing is the closest representation of a fiction suit.
 
   GM:  In The Invisibles, the whole tank trip that she does is the nearest thing to what I would call a fiction suit, where she takes a text and rebuilds it, including herself.  That was inspired by a lot of the girls I was meeting at the time.  I kept meeting these really brilliant young girls.  It was a very nice time, these fabulous young girls from New York or from L.A., who sort of saw themselves as Ragged Robin and who identified with the character.  And I would get pictures of these girls, dressed up with the makeup and stuff, and one of them had written this really beautiful kind of take on The Invisibles, from her perspective, as if she was in it and sort of meeting King Mob as me.  It was a really weird meta thing.  I was quite inspired by that:  the idea that someone could have taken the text and taken their ideas of who I was, which had nothing to do with who I really was, and taken ideas of who the character was, and fused them all into this new thing.
 
   PM:  So then, The Invisibles that Robin reads before she writes it in the tank, would that be the series that we’re reading at the time?
 
   GM:  Yes, that’s the comic book.  Because you’ve actually seen King Mob reading it earlier, in issue five of the second volume, I think, which was a weird thing.  I didn’t think that would work entirely, but then I put it in it, and it sort of allowed it to be the real world again, as if some of these characters were calling me up and telling me their adventures.  So she’s supposed to have read The Invisibles itself.
 
   PM:  So she reads The Invisibles, then she finds out that she is the person who becomes Ragged Robin.
 
   GM:  Yeah, she reads The Invisibles and identifies with the character so much that she transforms herself into the character – which, again, was what the spell of The Invisibles was intended to do.  It was supposed to get you so interested in this idea that you would go out and become that person and wear those clothes and become another person, who was you but was an Invisible, a kind of exalted version of you.  So she was the character in there who embodies that.  She’s read the comic.  She loves it so much that she starts doing these experiments in a tank, and she recreates a new version of it.  And finally, she discovers that all the people she’s been writing about are real people, who then come into her life.  And the story there is – then, did Ragged Robin make this whole thing up?  Is this all her spell?  Is it the spell of some crazy girl in an asylum in Portland, or wherever she was?  Or is it real?
 
   
 
  

And I wanted that to be the experience of the people who read the comic as well.  That hopefully, sometime in 2010, they’d be sitting there, wearing their own clothes that they’d been inspired by, and suddenly they’d be the ones who had been contacted, and who were having the experiences, and who understood what was going to happen in 2012, and who could suddenly be the gurus for the next bunch of kids.
 
   PM:  So going back a little bit, when you first created the series, say, with the Dane and Freddie moment, did you know what would happen to Freddie and Edith in the future?  Did you know that exact storyline, or did you write the dialogue with a vague idea and then fit it to what you had already written?
 
   GM:  When I did the time stuff in it – obviously, they appear very early on, talking about stuff that doesn’t happen for another few years.  And I really just used buzz words.  I didn’t know what the Harlequin was at the time.  I just had her saying something about the Harlequin and the Hand of Glory because I thought it sounded good.  But I knew that we’d go back there again.  I knew that’d be the story in the ‘20s – that had been kind of worked out.  But I didn’t know who the Harlequin was.  I didn’t know what the Hand of Glory was at the time.  It sounded like the sort of thing she’d be dealing with, and as I got closer to having to tell that story, it then became “What is the Hand of Glory?  All right, ooh, that’s interesting.”  That became a really big element in the series.  It developed out of just that little flash.
 
   In something like The Invisibles, where it’s so self-reflective and so strangely complete, I almost wonder if it was already complete anyway and I already knew what the Harlequin was.  I already knew what the Hand of Glory was, before I knew, because it already happened.  It was about to happen, about to be thought.
 
   PM:  After volume one, the protagonist shifts to King Mob.  Was that always intended, or was that more a consequence of you and the character aligning yourselves?
 
   GM:  Particularly after the first volume, which was when I got sick, I put King Mob through torture and then experienced a lot of the same stuff:  the scar on the face, the collapsed lungs, whatever.  So it really became quite important for me to make sure this guy had a good time.  If I’d implicate myself with the character so much, I couldn’t afford to kill him or mess with him.  So from the second one [volume] on, it’s me using him to do things – y’know, figuring okay, if I put him in this situation, then this will happen to me.  If he gets off with this kind of girl, then I’ll get off with that kind of girl.  And it kind of worked out that way.  So yeah, I kind of stuck with him.
 
   I think even Ragged Robin was pretty big, in the second one as well, because I hadn’t explored her at all in the first book.  I didn’t even know who she was until the very end of the first book.  So she was quite strong in the second one as well, but I think that became more about their romance, the second book in particular.
 
   So it took the focus away from Jack.  But he kind of had to.  He’d got his big story.  He was already doing what he was doing.  He was now in the team as a kind of chorus of common sense.
 
   But they were all me at one time or another.  The whole Lord Fanny thing – I was doing that stuff as well, back early in the ‘90s.  I was doing the whole tranny thing, going out and dressing like that, just to see what that would be like.  It was a magical thing as well.  I used to do all my magic dressed as a girl.  I was often doing magic at that time in this whole Lord Fanny guise:  full fetish, six-inch heels, the whole deal.  I was dealing with some quite dark stuff, the voodoo stuff, and doing this weird Cthulu Lovecraftian thing.  I was very interested always in the different things that scared me most.  So because I was dealing with really quite creepy energies and ideas, I decided to create this character who could deal with it effortlessly, which was Lord Fanny, someone who’d seen it all, done it all, who wasn’t scared of any kind of demon, who wasn’t scared of anything at all.  So it allowed me to go into areas that were quite bizarre and unusual, as someone else.
 
   PM:  Even when you don’t literally, say, dress up as a character, are you becoming them to be able to write them?
 
   GM:  It’s not so much dressing up, it’s you find a part of yourself that is the character.  Dane McGowan is every rebellious kid at 14, and I was that kid a little bit.  I didn’t do as much destruction as him.  I didn’t take any drugs like he did until I was a little older.  I was a slightly bad kid sometimes.  I broke windows.  I blamed other kids for setting fires I’d set.  I was kind of drawing on that punky, working-class thing, which was part of my life as well.  And the kind of real anti-authoritarian thing that you can only have when you’d grown up poor, the real deep-seated… I just don’t like the cops and army, the way I’d grown up.  So he was that character, and King Mob was me at the time.
 
   PM:  What’s the whole sickness story?  I know it’s a greatest hit, but one more time.
 
   GM:  Well, what happened was – going back to King Mob, I suppose.  The idea behind King Mob was he started out as a DC character I wanted to do, who eventually turned up in Seven Soldiers, this character the Whip.  It was this old DC, sort of ‘40s Zorro style guy…
 
   PM:  It was the Whip, who’s a woman in Seven Soldiers?
 
   GM:  Yeah, so back in 1991, before The Invisibles, I was into the whole fetish scene and that sort of thing, and I knew a lot of people from that.  I thought it would be really good to do a comic based around that world and update the Whip, because the name was just so perfect for a fetish super-hero.  And the idea was to have this guy, who would look like King Mob, playing the main character and [have] this team of agents.  And suddenly I realized it was getting good, and it was too good to waste on the Whip.  So suddenly, King Mob started to become this other character, and he became the leader of The Invisibles.  Originally, as I said the other day, The Invisibles started out as a more conventional “time-traveling, sexy assassins” thing before the Kathmandu experience.
 
   The name King Mob came up, which was – obviously, it was the name given to the rioters during the Gordon Riots, which were 1870.  1780.  I can’t remember.  But the Gordon Riots which happened in Britain.  And King Mob was responsible, which was basically just a bunch of people running around crazy, setting fires.  The name was then used again in the ‘60s by a group of agitators, of whom Malcolm McClaren was one.  So there was a magazine called The King Mob Echo, which was for situationist pranksters in the late ‘60s, and they would do things like – some of the stuff that McClaren did was they would go into department stores dressed in Santa Claus outfits and start handing toys out to kids for free.  And so then the manager would rush in, and the store detectives would start beating up Santa Claus in front of the kids.  That was the sort of pranks they would play.  So I thought that’s a good name for the leader of the team.  So he became King Mob.
 
   As the story went on, I got into the idea of implicating myself more.  I was looking at how well Neil Gaiman was doing by making himself look a little bit like Sandman.  He wasn’t doing it in the same way I was doing it.  Neil happened to look like his character, and it created a really interesting friction between the two.  So I thought I’d actually work with that.  So I shaved my head when I went around the world the first time, in 1992.  I shaved my head as a kind of ritual thing, in Singapore, and decided I would just be King Mob and start wearing the clothes that he wore and going to the places that he went.
 
   PM:  So you decided this before you even started writing at all?
 
   GM:  Yeah, pretty much.  The Invisibles came about from 1993, and it happened because I had all this percolation of things I wanted to do.  The idea of… I could just do one comic that was everything I was into, that was all I would need.  So I tried to come up with something that encompassed all the stuff that interested me:  the fashion, music, the mythology, and all the counter-cultural stuff and put it all in one thing.  So by 1992, I knew I was going to do something with it all, and I’d shaved my head.  So maybe King Mob came, even before the comic then, in terms of the visual, because I’d kind of done this anyway.
 
   In 1993, I went on a tour for some of the early Vertigo stuff.  I think it was Sebastian O, and I was there with Steve Yeowell and Jill Thompson.  So it was the three of us, and we went along to the “50 years of LSD” celebrations, which were going on in San Francisco that night.  And Jill and I both took an ecstasy and sort of went to this thing, and suddenly out of this night came [this] “Hey, let’s do a comic together!  Let’s save the world!” kind of thing, y’know.  Everybody was on E, except for Steve Yeowell, who was just giving massages [laughs] and acting normal.  So the three of us said, “Let’s do the comic, and you can do the first arc, and you can do the second arc.”  So The Invisibles grew out of that, and it was just me sending them stuff, saying I want to do this, and here’s this guy I’ve got, this King Mob guy, and if we have a few other characters, we can make the team.  It was built up then.  I’m not sure when I started writing it.  When did The Invisibles come out, ‘94, something like that?
 
   PM:  Yeah, ‘94.
 
   GM:  I must have started writing [in] ‘93, because I know I was working on the introduction for the first one or the second one when I was in Kathmandu.  I was actually writing the introduction for The Invisibles when the experience happened.  So when you read that introduction, in the original comic, there’s a break that says, “Shit.  I’ve just gone away, and the most profound experience of my life has happened.”  It was a really strange disconnect between paragraphs.
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   One of the highlights of the original issues is that Morrison himself responded to letters in the series’s letter column, “Invisible Ink.”  Originally, these letter columns ran two pages, but DC later shortened its letter columns to one page – and then got rid of them altogether at the end of Volume Two.  (The last letter column in the series, however, appeared slightly earlier, in Volume Two #19, Oct 1998).
 
   This excerpt from this second letter column, from The Invisibles #2 (Oct 1994), was prepared before snail mail about the series had arrived.  Morrison’s Kathmandu abduction experience occurs at the start of the penultimate paragraph here.  The remainder of the column (not included here) introduced the members of creative team not introduced in the first issue and plugged the The Invisibles #3.
 
   So it was all going on around that time, and I guess once I realized that the character and me were going to be kind of slightly interchangeable, and without realizing what that meant, I put him through a kind of real shamanic trial.  They all went through a shamanic trial in the first volume, and his was to be captured by his enemies and subjected to this mind-control drug and made to relive a lot of his past, a lot of his fantasies.  A lot of the stuff that was going on in his head was brought out.
 
   And so I was doing it, and I was happily giving him little bits of my personality, and my past would be woven into his past.  My girlfriend at the time was Polish, so King Mob became Polish.  I used a little bit of my parents’ background as his parents’ background.  I had him in a band, like I’d been in a band.  Then he wrote novels that I didn’t write.  When I started writing as a kid, one of the first things I wrote was most of a horror novel called The Killing Moon, which I didn’t ever finish.  So I allowed him to finish it, and that became something he’d written.  So the two of us were becoming obviously more and more connected.
 
   Then, during this illness thing, this trial I put him through, the torture, I suddenly started to get ill.  It started with weird boils appearing on the back of my neck, these really horrible, bizarre things.  And just after King Mob had been convinced by the bad guys that he’d been given a necrotizing fasciitis bacteria that was eating through his face, I suddenly get this huge boil on my face.  And within three days, it’s enormous, distorting my entire features, and I’m in the hospital having the thing lanced and probed and dug out, and this sort of hole eaten right through my face.  So I thought, well, this is a bit creepy, but I kept writing the story, and it was getting darker and darker.
 
   Particularly the end of volume one, all the “House of Fun” stuff, which is really quite sinister, where the Outer Church have taken over, and they’re turning people into things, and everybody’s getting sick and dying.  That was obviously what was going on in my body.  It was almost subconsciously my body itself was saying, “We’re not well now.  Things are going wrong.  Things are getting bad.”
 
   But I had no idea what was going on.  I was just getting weaker, but at the time, I was working out constantly.  I was going to martial arts classes and meditation.  So I was pretty fit, and I wasn’t aware of what was happening, until… I think it was right about December 1995, near the end of The Invisibles’s first volume, I just couldn’t get up anymore.  And I lay in front of the fireplace in my house for a week before anyone realized there was something wrong.  My mother eventually came up.  I couldn’t eat, couldn’t do anything.  I could barely drink stuff.  I was sweating constantly.  I was going into fevers, and having these shakes and rigors, and then freezing.  I just – bit by bit, I was dying.  And what I had was a staphylococcus aureas infection.  And however it was these bacteria got in, it was just replicating through me.  It’d been doing it for ages.  Apparently I survived longer than was normal, but I think it was because I was doing a lot of physical fitness stuff.
 
   So I didn’t realize how sick I was getting, and I just kept working.  But if you read it now, it’s really quite obviously someone who’s not very well at all, trying to express it through this weird Gnostic language and using demons and ideas like that to get across the feelings.  So I ended up on the carpet, and I’d been misdiagnosed by my doctor, who said that I had the flu and didn’t realize that my lung had collapsed, so I was pretty sick.
 
   And I started to hallucinate, so a lot of that Outer Church stuff came from there as well.  There’s a piece in it where I think Mister Six is talking about where he feels a huge crystal crown embedded in his head that’s open at the top, and there’s stuff funneling in, and that’s exactly how I felt.  I was walking like this [leans over] because there’s this crystal thing embedded in my skull.  Really, really bizarre, abnormal kind of hallucinations.  I’m having these really weird hallucinations, and it was hearses coming through the window.  It was kind of like the windows themselves had become Lovecraftian doorways.  Ordinary wooden frames and glass had become this kind of really creepy substance that I couldn’t process.  It was very, very peculiar.  I can barely get back to it.
 
   So I just kept writing.  Y’know, those last few issues in volume one are all written from that sick bed.  Eventually, they realized something was seriously wrong.  So my mother was trying to find another doctor, and things then started to go really quite strange because this bizarre sequence of events started.  It sounds pedantic, but it’s interesting to go through it.
 
   So I’m lying there.  At this point, I had two days to live – as I subsequently discovered.  My mother went up to her house, and my sister’s boyfriend was there.  He was going to take a bunch of stuff down to her in London, which my mother was supposed to give him.  She didn’t meet him, and she’s sitting there with this bag of clothes, looks out the window, and there’s this guy, Gordon, about to get in a taxi to go to London.  She can’t attract his attention.  She tries to will him telepathically through the window, and he looks up as he’s getting in the taxi and stops and leaves the taxi, comes back up to the house.  And she gives him this stuff and says, “Can you take this down to London.  By the way, Grant’s really sick.”  Y’know, if this was me and somebody told me that, I kind of wouldn’t really connect.  I would probably say, “Oh, too bad, that’s a shame, but I’m sure he’ll be fine.”  This guy said, “I’ll get my friend’s doctor to check him.  He’s got a really good doctor.”  So he calls him, he goes to London, meets his friend in London, calls back to Glasgow, finds this doctor that I’d never met before.  Within the next day, this doctor is at my bedside, diagnosing collapsed lung, staphorreus poisoning.  My blood was completely poison by this time.  There was no electrolytes left in my sweat, which was weird.  I was sweating out, and it tasted flat like water, ‘cause there was no salts, there was nothing.  I was so close to checking out.  This guy had me diagnosed, called up the hospital.  Couldn’t get me a hospital bed until he discovered that the girl working reception used to be someone who went out with his best friend, so she wrangled a bed for me for the next day.  They brought me in the very next day and then announced that I was so close to death that they just saved me in time.  For me, it was such a weird sequence of unlikely events that saved me.
 
   And the night before I was taken in – again, it went straight into the comic – I was lying in front of the fire, just sweating and the whole deal, and suddenly this giant column of light comes through the door.  Bear in mind I’m hallucinating, but this is one of the most amazing hallucinations I’ve ever had, and it’s Jesus.  And he kind of announced himself as Jesus, but he’s Gnostic Jesus, and I understood it all completely.  This was a kind of slightly savage, bearded firebrand.  And this thing, this energy standing there, just said, “Ok, well, you’re going to die now.”  And the first thing he said, which was the thing I put in the comic – just this voice suddenly announced itself, “I am not the god of your fathers, I am the hidden stone that breaks all hearts.”  And on it went, and it was this kind of gospel thing.  It came out with this huge run, and all I can remember is the first sentence, and it really drives me nuts because it was the most beautiful kind of explanation of how everything works that I’ve ever heard, like you were hearing Christ’s Sermon on the Mount kind of thing.  And I was overwhelmed by it, and so then he said to me, “You’re about to die now, but you don’t have to die.”  “I really don’t want to die, what do I have to do?”  And he said, “Well, if you want to stay here, you have to work for us.  You have to spread the light” – whatever that means.  And I said, “Okay, I’ll do it.  I’ll spread the light.  No problem, man.  Like, how do I get out?”  And he just said, “Okay, as long as you do this, this is your job.  You’re going to have to do this now.  You’ve been recruited, so we’ll let you live.”  And as I say, next day I’m in the hospital.  They figured out what was wrong with me, they started giving me antibiotics, it worked.
 
   But in the end, they were also saying, “We think this infection may have spread to your heart,” and they were talking about open-heart surgery and stuff.  It was starting to get really creepy.  So I got all my materials in, while I was lying in bed, and started on the next issue of The Invisibles, which was the second to last one of the first volume, so it was the one before the Division X story, which kind of wrapped it all up.  And I just basically wrote King Mob back to life.  That was the point at which I tried to contact staphorreus, ‘cause I thought, he’s a living organism, maybe I can talk to him.  And I went in there, and I’m saying, “If you let me live, I’ll put you in the comic.  You can be the bad guys, you can be the Outer Church, this bacterial intelligence coming from beyond reality to devour everything.  It’ll really kill, you’ll be big, you’ll be mythological.”  I survived.  Suddenly, they came in and said, “You don’t need that open-heart surgery, everything’s okay, you’re getting better.”  And within two weeks, I was back on the streets again, kind of winded and barely able to walk, but at the same time, I kind of survived it.  And it really felt like I’d been through something very closely attached to the comic.
 
   That was my shamanic experience.  That was my trial, my encounter with death like I’d forced all my characters to go through.  Fanny had had her encounter with death in it as well, Jack Frost had his, everyone was having this moment.  It was really obvious to me then that what I was doing was having a much wider effect and deeper implications in my own life, and how that works, I don’t know.  Again, I’ve said to you I think that there’s something going on, some voodoo correspondence, something to do with models and isomorphic mappings and scales that explains this, but I don’t have an explanation.  All I do in these things is report, just telling you this is what happens.  Kind of interesting.
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   PM:  You saw Jesus.  What are your thoughts on traditional organized religion and its relation to what you’re doing and what you believe?
 
   GM:  As far as organized religion goes, it’s fairly simple.  Usually with organized religion, some guy went out into the desert a few thousand years ago and had an experience, very much like mine.  And I’m sure Christ or Muhammad or whomever, they went out and they experienced something bigger than themselves.  They had a sense that all time is one time.  They had a sense of a more holistic, holographic universe.  They saw themselves as having a meaning within it, because it tends to be that everyone who has this experience – and after The Invisibles, after the Kathmandu experience, I researched a ton of this stuff.  That’s what The Invisibles was about.  I was reading the Whitley Strieber Communion things, every account I could get of alien abductions or demon possession, anything that seemed similar to what happened to me:  the Terence McKenna stuff, Philip K. Dick and his VALIS experience.  And I realized that everyone was having the same experience, that it wasn’t anything special.  It might have seemed special 2000 years ago when it didn’t happen to as many people, but now it’s happening all the time.  So I imagine, maybe 2000 years ago, if you’re Jesus, you go into the desert, you deprive yourself of food and water for a little while, you start to hallucinate, you start to get a bit sparky and strange, and these voices appear.
 
   But like I said, I think they’re the voices of a part of consciousness that’s just a developmental level up from the one that we spend most of our time at.  It’s like, a kid can see perspective at a certain age, but they can’t at a younger age.  We go through a lot of developmental phases in our life, where we can see or process material that we couldn’t in earlier stages, and this just seemed to me – it’s the next one.  Everyone can go there, if they want, but because it’s been regarded as a religious experience or a peak experience or a temporal lobe seizure, there’s all these explanations that stop people just having the experience.  No one would say to a kid, “You just had a seizure because now you can see perspective.”  And I’m sure the kid just did have a seizure, but that’s not the important thing.  We recognize there’s developmental stages being passed.
 
   So as I say, I figure the same thing happened to Christ, Buddha, all those people.  But in their world, it was a lot easier to turn around and say, “Hey, this thing happened to me.”  Everyone’s going to believe it.  People had a different way of thinking then, with a different way of dealing with things that seemed supernatural or unlikely.  So guys like that could form religions around them then, because the experience was so profound for them then, and the way it changed their relationship to the world meant that they suddenly felt that they had to say – it’s like me when Kathmandu happened.  I felt as if I had to write The Invisibles to try and explain this to people, because it was an experience we could all have.  If you’re Christ, you start talking about it and saying, “No, no, honestly, the kingdom of Heaven is within, we’re all one.”  People don’t get it.  Some people will get it and they’ll say, “Ok, I see what he’s talking about, we’re all gods.”  Other people are going to go, “He says we’re all gods, but he’s the one who seems to…”  Someone in the old days says we’re all gods; it’s hard to deal with that.  It’s easier just to think, well, he thinks he’s a god, so let’s just accept him as a god, and we’ll follow him rather than become gods ourselves.
 
   So out of that, you get religion.  Then once someone like Jesus dies or Buddha dies, all that’s left is the people who maybe knew him or heard about him, who start saying, “No, no, what he really meant was… we’re not all gods, it’s like we’re gods, but you guys aren’t.”  And suddenly power structures form.  So suddenly, you get people saying, “We’re priests, and we’re only the people who’ve had these experiences” – the shamans, the ones who’ve seen beyond – “and it’s an experience only special people have, who’re priests.  The rest of you will never have this experience except with us as intermediaries.  So if you want to get to Heaven, you need to give me lots of money and build me a nice house.”
 
   So religions, I think, just grow up around power structures.  Priests come stand between God and people, and suddenly they queer the pitch a little bit.  Because people stop believing that everything is divine, including them, including everything around them, including the very air they breathe, and they start to believe that Heaven or Hell is a place they can visit, via these intermediaries.  So that’s what religion is.  Religion comes, I think, from genuine experiences that people have had, but those experiences then are not understood properly, or they’re set in a kind of political or social framework that doesn’t really want people to become gods or to rise above their stations.  So you get power structures created, and power structures are what we call churches, and churches ultimately – thousands of years after the founders are dead, the churches are basically qlippothic.  They become husks.  They’re barely animated by anything of the original spirit.
 
   Stuff like The Invisibles and the kind of shamanic approach is to say we can all have that same experience, we can all go there, we can all go in the desert, we can all lie near to death.  And as I say, it happens to a lot more people nowadays.  You can pick up a thousand books about alien abduction or angel visitations.  I’m sure a lot of these things are from people who are saying things in order to be noticed, disturbed people, but at the same time there’s a lot of just really ordinary people having experiences they can’t put into a conventional framework.
 
   And so you can have an experience like mine, and if you were brought up in a Christian tradition, you might think that was a “born again” moment, you met Christ.  Christ had told you you’ve got to serve the light, you’ve got to be a good guy.  So for a lot of people, that means give up the heroin, flush the booze down the toilet, let’s chant in the streets.  For me, it was being interpreted through a kind of secular science-fiction lens, so I don’t think it was Jesus standing there, but I think it was the part of us all that is Jesus.  It’s what the Kabbalists would call Tifferet, the inner sun, the center of our being, which is a kind of endlessly good-hearted, loving concept of who we might be at our best.  That’s Jesus for me.  Y’know, the real historical Jesus is just a guy who also tapped into that loving central consciousness and was able to express it.  And the way he expressed it was to get him hung, because he expressed it in a social situation where such expression wasn’t acceptable.
 
   Nowadays, you can say anything.  You can say, “I was abducted by aliens,” which if you have that experience and you’ve grown up in a non-religious culture, but you’ve watched The X-Files, you might think I know it wasn’t Jesus, but a column of light just came into my room, and I was told all this weird information about cosmology and told I was special and I was the chosen one and I had to save the world.  That kind of thing is reflected in so many of these alien abduction accounts, where people have been taken up and they’ve been experimented on, and they’ve been told that they’re special, and they now have to go back and help the world get better.  That’s the exact same thing as the shamanic experience, where the shaman was taken up by what he called spirits, dissected, had a stone inserted in him, sent back, and told he was special and has to be the one that helps everyone through to the next stage.  All that is, is the next stage itself talking.
 
   Another way of thinking about this is when kids are really young.  Before self-consciousness develops, there’s that kind of oceanic consciousness they talk about.  It’s very hard for any of us to remember, but when you’re a baby, you and the world are inextricable.  You put your hand out, and something comes into your hand.  And it all works as one continuum.  When you get a little bit older, you start to split the self-consciousness:  me and the world.  There’s this, and there’s the Other.
 
   And when that happens (and it happened to me as a kid), you can have an imaginary friend.  When I was little, I had an imaginary friend called Peter.  I was absolutely convinced this kid existed.  He was invisible; I knew you couldn’t see him.  I didn’t see him, but he was a presence, he was there, and I used to make my mother set a place at the table for him.
 
   Now, I realize what that was, was the voice of developing self-awareness.  For the first time in my life, at age two or whatever, I heard a voice in my head.  How do you interpret that as a child?  There’s a voice inside there, how did that get there, who is that?  And you don’t realize, because you’ve never heard yourself talk in your head until that moment, so the only way to deal with that is, well, it must be like Mum and Dad.  It must be something else there talking to me.  And slowly but surely, that voice, that consciousness becomes part of who you are, and the imaginary friend disappears, and the voice in your head becomes your own voice.
 
   It’s the same thing but on a higher up level.  And people just confuse it.  They think they’ve heard the voice of god, or they think they’ve heard the voice of angels, or the voice of aliens, or the voice of devils, or if they grew up particularly fearful and the experience frightens them, they think they’ve heard the voice of Buddha or Allah, but they haven’t.  They’ve just heard their own next room up, talking down to them and saying, “No, everything up here is a higher-level view, it’s holistic.  Is this how it looks?  Everyone’s the same, we’re all people together, the environment’s part of us, don’t mess things up, don’t be a bad guy.”  It’s that thing.  It’s just the next rung up the ladder.
 
   PM:  So are you saying the experience was internally generated, or was it generated from the higher-level consciousness of our selves?
 
   GM:  I think the experience can be precipitated.  I think that’s what rituals are for, is to get yourself into that state – again, stuff we talked about the other day.  Rather than contact, say, a specific god consciousness, a Mercury, or a Mars, any of those things, this is the kind of the higher level, the actual mind of the universe itself.  So it’s everything all at once; it’s all time, all space, all in one moment, which seems to go on forever.
 
   PM:  So is that what you call the Supercontext?
 
   GM:  The Supercontext was where I went, which was a place, an actual place, which I can’t understand in consciousness because I’d lost my body.  I was actually in another place, which, as I said, was much more convincing and real than this one.  That, I can’t really understand, but I presume, if I guess, it’s some higher order conceptualizing as well.  I think it’s just levels of development, but those levels of conscious development could actually be given as windows onto real places.  I mean, I don’t know.  As I said, science backs up some of the stuff that I saw as an artist, in a poetic fashion.  But I don’t have the scientific training to understand, when I talk about that kind of stuff.  It may just be bullshit.
 
   I don’t know if there are worlds out there, but there does seem to be that potential.  Certainly, my experience was that, yeah, there is a real world out there, but I don’t want to bring that back as a truth, because I don’t know if it’s true [or just] something I saw.  So for me, the truth is all about, yeah, I’ve definitely now seen enough from other people that this is an experience that can be created by certain types of thinking, certain types of behavior.  If you lock yourself away for a long time, you will have a religious experience.  If you sit and meditate for six weeks, you will have lots of religious experiences.  If you lock yourself in a cave like Batman did for 49 days, you’ll have the biggest mother-fucking religious experience of all time, so it can be created.  But at the same time, maybe it is tapping us into some higher-level aware network.  Maybe there’s something out there that’s more like aliens than we suspect, or more like angels.  Maybe all those things were attempts to describe an actual lifeform.  I don’t know.  I certainly know that there’s a change in consciousness that can quite easily be triggered, and it’s very profound, and it changes everything.
 
   PM:  So then, what the Supercontext at the end of The Invisibles is, is essentially everyone has the Kathmandu experience you had?
 
   GM:  Yeah, pretty much, and I thought that’s the way to do it.  If everyone had that experience, it would change everything quite radically the next day.  I’d read a lot of stuff about 2012 that said there could be magnetic shifts that would actually cause mass changes in consciousness because of the way the planets are aligning.  Again, whether that stuff’s true or whether it’s just some bollocks you read in a book by someone who hopes it’s going to happen.  So there are possibilities of something naturally occurring that day which could affect the way people think, could rewire their brains, could cause mass temporal lobe seizures.  So that could happen, if on that day, suddenly everyone went through the experience of having met their gods and having encountered the highest levels of themselves, then certainly things would be different.
 
   At the end of Promethea, Alan Moore wrote about that.  I think that’s what he was talking about when he actually had the day after the apocalypse in Promethea.  The world had changed, but it was still the world.  We still all had to live.  People had had a new experience, which might slowly change everything.  I think it’s probably more likely to be like that.  I don’t see a catastrophic opening out into 360-degree consciousness, but again, that could happen too.  Maybe that is the day when the mass entity, the world creature, wakes up and becomes adult and suddenly comes out of its chrysalis, out of its cocoon, and all minds become one singular mind, and we all become cells in its body, and we lose our individual consciousness.  That could happen, I don’t know.  It’s interesting stuff to think about in a story.
 
   PM:  If somebody was to say to you, “I want to have this kind of experience,” what would you recommend they do?
 
   GM:  I would recommend that you find yourself a job that allows you to disappear for long periods of time.  I would suggest you find yourself somewhere to stay where you’re not going to be bugged a lot.  And just spend a lot of time on your own, thinking about stuff like this, reading books about things like this, whatever else you want to do.  You could take drugs to get there very rapidly, but you then get confused as to what you experienced was a chemical effect and what wasn’t.  And there’s also the question of “Does it matter?”  But that’s for individuals to figure out.  I would never urge people to take psychedelics, because it’s still illegal.  But everyone will do what they want to do to explore.  I took them at the time, knowing they were illegal, because I had an idea of something I wanted to do with them, but there’s a ton of ways.  If you meditate, learn some Buddhist meditation techniques, you’ll find yourself getting to this place; just sit on a hill for a long, long time, you’ll get to this place.  If you’re creating artwork, if you’re allowing yourself to be in the poetic sphere or the spiritual sphere a lot, you’ll find yourself inexorably drawn to this place.  But it needs time.  That’s why monks and those guys disappear for years and don’t even talk.  Because you have to really tune down the world; it’s really important to tune down the world.  Again, that’s why Christ went to the desert for 40 days.  That’s why all these shamans and seers go on vision quests:  to tune out the world and let everything else in.
 
   PM:  So do you see something like putting the Thogal part in Batman as a way to kind of sneak these ideas and put them in peoples’ heads, who wouldn’t necessarily respond to them otherwise?
 
   GM:  Yeah, definitely, putting all that stuff in something like Batman is a way of forcing people who wouldn’t really care otherwise to go online and suddenly start reading about Tzog Chen Buddhism, and Tzog Chen Buddhism’s one of the most amazing philosophical systems on the planet.  It’s so chilly and so rational, and I used it as the basis of the Kryptonians in All Star Superman because I figured that a rational, enlightened culture would get to this place.  And they’re really quite stark.  Their ideas of death and the afterlife are very stark and almost frightening.  But I really think they’re on to something.  They’re on to something that’s very scientific, very rationalistic.
 
   So yeah, to get people to look at that kind of thing, to realize, okay, there’s an actual system of thought in our world that deals with stuff that we don’t usually think about.  They’ve got entire systems of what happens during the last four days of life, every single moon ray up to your death and then beyond, and it’s so beautifully worked out and so creepily laid out.  It’s just “this is what happens, you better be ready for it; we’re only just warning you.”  They seem to know stuff that we avoid because we don’t like to think that closely to death.  Stuff like that is really interesting to draw people’s attention to because it might be useful to them.
 
   PM:  So does lacing that into the character’s history make it eternal, because it’s always a part of Batman, so it will always exist?
 
   GM:  It’s always a part of Batman, but other writers may not go back to it or ever refer to it again because it’s not an area that they’re comfortable with.  To me, it seemed like it fit with Batman.  We’ve been told that this guy traveled the world and learned every single martial art.  He mastered all kinds of meditative disciplines.  He can slow down his heart.  He can do things that only the best yogans on the planet are capable of.  So I have to assume that he also absorbed some of that philosophy while he was learning to do what he can do.  For me, it made Batman a bigger character.  It kind of aligned him more with the King Mob character, but Batman’s even cooler because King Mob’s got a lot of personal problems.  It just seemed to me that’s who Batman would be.  If he was the greatest physical specimen on Earth and the greatest mental specimen on Earth, then you’re going to be slightly above and beyond all of us.  He has to be more Dalai Lama than the Dalai Lama as well.
 
   JR:  How are pop magic and the Supercontext related?
 
   GM:  How are they related?  I don’t know, pop magic’s just a set of techniques for making life more fun.  The Supercontext is something bigger.  Either it’s something out there or something you can conceive that allows you fit the entire universe inside a box – in fact, multiple universes.  It’s a way of demonstrating to people how big the inside of their skulls is.  Think of what fits in there and how small it is, a couple of inches across the front, a couple of inches across the back, but you can think of the world, you can now visualize the world as seen from the moon, so you’re now looking at an entire planet.  It still fits in.  And you can zoom back, and you can see an entire galaxy with millions of planets, and it still fits in.  And you can zoom right back out of that and see the entire universe starting to curve.  And you can pull right off into the fifth dimension, and it still fits in there, which is why I said, in Batman, imagination is the fifth dimension because it fits in there.  Where else can you fit that amount of space inside a tiny cube of bone?  So the other missing dimensions have to be in there, because we know they’re in there, because you can see them right now by shutting your eyes.  You can see vast spaces that couldn’t possibly fit inside that physical space.
 
   PM:  Why don’t we go back to the beginning?  Can you tell us a little bit about your childhood and growing up and how you got into these kinds of things, the comics and the magic?
 
   GM:  I grew up as a kid in a fairly poor part of Scotland, in Glasgow.  It was a part of Glasgow called Govern, which used to be a big ship-building community.  And then after the war, it stopped being a big ship-building community, so we ended up with huge tracts of industrial wasteland and no one with jobs.  I kind of was born into this place.  My father had been a soldier in World War II.  He’d been in Burma and in India, and he’d fought the Japanese, but he mostly fought his own men.  Which was interesting, because [in] the stories he tells me about the war, it’s nothing to do with the kind of stuff that we hear about now.  In retrospect, people have kind of smoothed over some of the rough edges of what was going on in the war.
 
   From my dad’s point of view, he was 16, when he enlisted in the army because he thought he could personally go over and defeat Hitler and solve the problem.  So he kind of faked his age and went into the British army.  He was sent to India, and the first day that he got there, he was taken out with all the other new recruits and the new troops.  Basically, the commanding officer said, “Ok, here you are in India, boys.  Those kids, those women, anybody you want here, you can have them.  You can do anything you want.  There is no law, enjoy yourselves.”  And my dad attacked the guy because he thought, This wasn’t what I came here to defend, just exploiting people.  So he was a very aware kind of man, and he fought in the war, but he said, basically, in those days, it was chaos.  We don’t really remember:  they all thought the world was going to end, people were going berserk, a lot of young people fighting one another.  They didn’t know if Hitler was going to win, if they were ever going to survive.  And obviously, in hindsight, we know what happened, so it’s easier to try and frame it as a narrative.  But he says, at the time, the narrative was of complete chaos.  People were shagging one another in different parts of the world.  British women were getting off with American soldiers.  British soldiers were getting off with Indian women or women in France.  It was a chaotic, highly erotically-charged situation that he describes.
 
   And as I said, nobody knew they were going to get out of it, so they would do things like, if the commanding officer was making the guys march too much in the parade ground, a couple of soldiers would go up in the hills and shoot him in the head, then blame it on the Japanese.  And on the way home from India – he was kept on, long after V-E Day.  But eventually, they came home on the boats, and a lot of men just didn’t get back, because people took it as a good excuse to settle old scores.  So a lot of commanding officers, a lot of people that weren’t liked, were thrown over the side of boats and never seen again, never made it back home.
 
   So out of that chaos, my dad, he’d started as a soldier, then he became a pacifist.  And he got into the whole anti-nuclear thing because, really, he was a guy who always needed somebody to fight.  His causes were good, but I think he always liked to fight.  And so he took on the military-industrial complex, so I was born into this kind of world of anti-nuclear demonstrations and marches.  And I was also used as a decoy often.  My dad became what was called a spy for peace in the Committee of 100.  All these names – I think it’s kind of fascinating, because they’re spy-type names.  They sound like James Bond movies.  But really, it was generally working people led by more educated people, your Bertrand Russells and those kind of guys at the time who were trying to fight the terror of the bomb.  Really, it was very big in peoples’ minds at the time.  There was a lot going on.  You had the Bay of Pigs stuff, Kennedy and Kruschev were constantly at each other’s throats, and there was a sense that the apocalypse could happen any moment, so my father and mother took it upon themselves to fight against this.  As I said, I was kind of used as a decoy:  my dad would go in, and he’d kick balls over fences, and we’d climb in, and he’d pretend that his son was looking for his ball, while he would take photographs of these underground nuclear bases.
 
   So I saw some really strange stuff when I was a kid.  Prisoner-style things, where you’d look down a long tunnel into a hillside and there’s little men in carts driving past.  They had things like – they had everyone’s coffin, cardboard coffins, piled up in the wall.  And it was the idea that when the nuclear war came, all the civil servants would have four minutes to rush to these hidden shelters.  And from there they would sharpen their pencils and start the world up again.  It was insane, the idea that they even believed this could happen.  But they actually had stacks of coffins, cardboard coffins, that could be folded out, and they had everyone’s name printed on them from the electoral register, so they were just waiting for us all to die.  It was really, really bizarre.  I think you can see influences of that in things like The Invisibles, the breaking into bases, the underground tunnels representing the subconscious.
 
   And that was my early life.  My father was getting arrested often for having these demonstrations or for breaking into places.  We would have the men in black turn up at the door.  They turned up one night and said to my dad, “If you keep this up… we don’t mind young people doing it, ‘cause young people, students and people in their 20s, they’re going through a radical phase.  That’s normal; we expect them to pass through that phase.”  He said, “You’re a 35-year-old man with children.  You’re a real danger to us.  You’re an ex-soldier.”  So they actually told him if he kept it up, he would vanish and never be seen again.  And as if to prove it, one of his friends was vanished and was never seen again.  The guy got in a taxi one night, and no one ever saw him ever again.  So it was that kind of world that kind of informed what I do.
 
   And we were really poor, but I didn’t know it when I was a kid, because there was a big emphasis on education, and my mother liked to dress us in nice clothes.  There was no sense of being poor, really.  I can’t say I ever felt like I was a poor kid.  But I actually was.  My dad was generally unemployed or in jail, and my mother was trying to hold the family together.
 
   PM:  So would you say that your history is pretty close to what we see of King Mob in the “Entropy in the U.K.” storyline?
 
   GM:  Yeah.  I mean, I used a lot of that stuff, when I was giving King Mob’s background.  Again, with the later elements of my life, when I was kind of in a band and stuff.  What happened to me after childhood, I got to 12 years old and my parents split up, so that was a kind of devastating thing, particularly back in the early ‘70s, when it wasn’t really acceptable to have only one parent, so it was a real stigma.  And that kind of fucked with my head a little bit.  And at the same time, I made the horrible mistake of – I got a scholarship to go to a boys’ school, and I thought this was a great idea when I was 12.  And then, when I was 14, I was going crazy.  I was climbing the walls because I wanted to meet girls and there was just no way of meeting girls.
 
   So what happened to me:  after this kind of interesting, happy, peppy childhood, I had the worst teenage years I can possibly imagine for any human to have.  I was just stuck in the house, above a supermarket, whatever you call it here.  It was the Fine Fair supermarket, and we were stuck there.  We left our home where we used to live; it was just me, my mum, and my sister.  And at that time, I really got into comics.  I became a proper geek because I had nothing else in my life.  So just for years and years of teenage wasteland, I was sitting, reading comics and drawing comics and making up stories as a way to escape.
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   When I finally got out of the boys’ school, I was like fucking 19, and I hadn’t even been near a girl, so I was a real super-late developer.  I formed a band because I thought I wasn’t going to get into university or college or art school or any of the things I tried, and it really seemed like I hit a dead end.  I thought I was never going to be alive and never do anything, and I was going to be stuck in this room for the rest of my life.  Also, that gave me a kind of sympathy for geeks, because I was like a super-geek.  So I can understand how people feel when they’re in that position and how things like comics and fantasy can get you out of that and give you something to aspire to, something to live up to.
 
   So that was it.  I formed a band and just started to live and get out and dress up and be the person I always wanted to be, which is what The Invisibles became about:  the idea of taking on identities.  If you don’t like who you are, just be somebody else, wear different clothes, do different things, go different places, get out of your comfort zone, see what happens.  And I found that it worked really well.
 
   PM:  After your ‘80s and early ‘90s work, you kind of switched personas.  Is this all kind of coming out of King Mob?  In the beginning of The Invisibles, it feels like the earlier ‘90s work, like Doom Patrol.  And then, in “Entropy in the U.K.” and particularly in Volume Two, it switches styles totally.  Was that a conscious decision?  How did that switch come about?
 
   GM:  The switch in style, the way that The Invisibles changed over the years, was just down with the way that my life was changing, because I’d implicated myself in the story so much.  I had a good time in the ‘80s as well.  I had a great girlfriend.  We lived together for nine years.  I had a lot of good friends, arty people, people in bands.  I was coming out of that whole art-school rock-and-roll scene, but I think I’d been so traumatized by my teenage years that I didn’t know I was having a good time.  It took me until I was 30 to decide I’m going to start drinking, I’m going to start taking drugs, I’m going to see what life is like for other people.  And so my whole life kind of blew apart, and I split up from the girl I was with and started doing all this other stuff, as I said.
 
   And The Invisibles came out of that.  From being like the Doom Patrol, where I felt like a real outsider and no one understood me, I was just into my stuff, and it was personal, and it was surreal and bizarre, and only me and my friends could understand it.  I suddenly went into the world of The Invisibles, where I was traveling around the world.  I was meeting all kinds of people.  Suddenly, I was going to fetish clubs and hanging out and flying to San Francisco to meet people that seemed interesting.  My life had changed utterly, and I think it just shows in that.  I’d also got more confident about talking about the things I was really into, and The Invisibles was all about what was I into, what I was doing at the time.  It was more a diary.  A lot of people say to me, “Oh, that theory in The Invisibles came from this book,” and it was a book I never read.  I hadn’t even read a Phillip K. Dick book until the late ‘90s, when I started to look for other people who were doing similar kinds of things.  So a lot of it, it was really just a mythologizing of what was happening to me, what I was going through.  And you’re actually watching that human being changing completely over the course of the pages.
 
   PM:  You’re kind of known for having done many a psychedelic drug.  Want to take us through your history?  What your first experience was like and how that changed your work?
 
   GM:  Yeah, as for my brief history with psychedelia… I remember I was 24, and someone gave me a little lump of hash, so that was probably the first experience I ever had.  And it was pretty wild, and it was kind of interesting, but it was too much for me.  I had too much trauma in my head to be able to be that far out and not have to deal with it, so I found it quite unpleasant, and I didn’t take anything again for a long, long time.  I was a total straight-edge kid.  I didn’t drink, I didn’t smoke, I didn’t take drugs, didn’t do anything.  I just lived on adrenaline.
 
   Again, around about 30, I just thought, Okay, I’ll see what drink’s like.  It was always done in these ridiculous experiments for me.  So when I decided to see what drink was like, I bought a whole bunch of different drinks, starting off with really cheap cider and working my way up to champagne, and every day I would just pour a pint and drink the pint, which was nuts.  “OK, what’s cider like?” [mimes drinking] “That’s interesting.”  The next day, “What’s wine like…?”  And I just went through a week drinking pints of stuff to see what the effect was, and then someone introduced me to vodka and orange [juice], which I grew to love.  I suddenly realized then this was kind of interesting, I feel a bit loose now, I feel a bit disconnected from all those old problems that I once had, because I’m now drunk. [chuckles] So it seemed kind of interesting.
 
   A couple of friends, we got into the whole magic mushrooms thing for a few years, so every year in the early ‘90s, every September, we’d go out and pick mushrooms and just roam about the countryside, having a laugh and making up stupid stories.  So that kind of fed in – there’s a little bit of that in Doom Patrol, all the stuff about the insect mesh and the other planet stuff is all magic mushroom trips.
 
   And then it got serious.  When it came to The Invisibles, I’d split up with my girlfriend, I thought, Let’s just see how far we can go.  I was really into Rambeau and Beaudillaird, kind of romantic and decadent.  The whole idea was, what was it Rambeau called it, “the complete and systematic derangement of the senses?”  That was my goal at the time:  see how close I could get to the complete and systematic derangement of the senses.  As I say, it was done from a really kind of hard-assed place because I’d been so straight, so I wasn’t really into drugs like you would be as a kid.  I kind of miss it.  I wish I’d tried it when I was 17.  I wish I’d done it when we were in the band, because it’d be good to do something like that, but we didn’t, so it was just a case of “how can I apply this to the work?”  I loved the Beatles, I loved ‘60s stuff, but I’d never taken psychedelic drugs, which was so much a part of that experience.  So I just started taking things like acid – and ecstasy, particularly, which I really loved.  It was my favorite drug at the time, going out dancing and doing lots of stuff which I hadn’t done before.  That became kind of the meat of the comic.
 
   It was about that person who was having visions a lot, and the magic that I’d done before suddenly became really Day-Glo, four-dimensional, because things that had appeared – when I talk about the first demon or angelic experience, it came across as a very slight visual distortion.  On drugs, you had the demon in the room, with its multiple heads, ten tails, and flailing barbs.  So that was more fun, to do magic on drugs, and I felt that because I had this entire decade doing magic without that, I knew it was real, I knew things could happen.  This just added a sensurround to the whole thing.  So it wasn’t worrying me that the things that were happening to me were just delusions.  I knew they weren’t delusions.  They were happening in accordance with the specific recipes I was using.  I was getting the creatures you’re supposed to get.  I wasn’t just having random visions.
 
   It all seemed really circus-like and exciting at the time, but you know what it’s like.  I went through an entire decade taking psychedelics.  It gets boring.  Even visiting the fifth dimension every weekend can get boring.  Suddenly, the great revelations become mundane.  The Verve did that great song at the end of the decade, “The Drugs Don’t Work.”  And that’s how I felt at the time, just that exhausted.  This period is over.  The ‘90s are over, pal.  Things are going to get harder and different, and there’s going to be a different spirit, a different zeitgeist, and it didn’t seem to suit anymore.  So I just got back into normal life, looking at clouds.  That’s how I do it.  I just sit up in the hills and look at clouds and the weather and how everything fits together.  That’s kind of what I’m into, transcendental materialism.
 
   So yeah, I did loads of that, the DMT, and all of that went straight into The Invisibles.  You can see when King Mob and the team go into Mason’s facility, and they get hit with the words from the Key 64 language or whatever it was at the time – that was the DMT trip.  All that stuff with the weird Harlequin playing the Wurlitzer organ – and stuff like the man in the garden saying, “Remember me.  You know who I was.” – and the little insect angels saying, “You remember from your childhood.  It was us.”  The whole DMT experience went straight on the page.  So yeah, there was a lot of it.
 
   Something that really annoys me now is when people say, “He smokes crack.”  Or, “He’s on crack.”  I’ve never taken anything like that.  Those are dangerous, addictive drugs.  I used psychedelics, which don’t have long-term harm – apart from ecstasy maybe, but they haven’t proved that one yet.  It was always stuff that was non-addictive and was used within a certain framework, to do magic or to write comics and to find specific scenes.  So it does annoy me a bit that, if you admit to this stuff, it sticks with you forever, and people just say, “Oh, he’s a junkie.”  It really, really fucking annoys me, and if only they knew how many other people are taking drugs to write their favorite comic books, they’d be very surprised.  As with music, as with so many other things, most of the best stuff that people love was done by someone under the influence, and I think the same is true in comics.  Because I kind of spoke about it and was honest about it, I got tarred with the weird brush of comics’ arch druggie.
 
   PM:  Basically, since the ‘90s, you haven’t done many psychedelics?
 
   GM:  No, not really.  Now and again, but again, I’m a grown man now.  I’ve got all these houses.  I’ve got a wife and a kind of life.  It stops being a part of that.  Suddenly, you have to find other ways of getting your kicks.
 
   PM:  On voodoo stuff…
 
   GM:  The voodoo stuff that I did – which is straight in Invisibles #10, the Jim Crow issue and the scorpion guys – that was just the real experience I had the week before I wrote it, where I met these scorpion assassins.  And it was a whole weird, really bad experience, because I’d summoned up these gods that I couldn’t really deal with.  And I found the whole voodoo thing was quite bloody and savage and dark and big.  It was something that I didn’t like to get too close to.  I’d befriended Papa Guedhe, the death god.  I seemed to get on very well with that character.  So again, that’s why Jim Crow became a kind of avatar of Guedhe – because I liked him.  I found that my contacts with that energy were quite positive, but Guedhe was the gateway into all this other really dark, creepy stuff.
 
   By mistake, this one night I found myself around the palace of the scorpion gods.  And it was horrible, just these big things with kind of human faces on bodies, and they were trying to tell me how to kill people by tearing off their aura and exposing them to etheric parasites.  “We’ll show you all the methods.”  They were showing me these weird diagrams.  You can see a little bit of that.  I tried to get Phil Jimenez to kind of draw that, but again it’s hard to do four-dimensional stuff on paper.  But they were actually showing me how you zoom in on a person, and then you target them, and you rip the soul out of them, basically.  And it was all this “we’ll teach you how to be assassins.”  And they told me I had to get a tattoo at the base of my spine with a scorpion on it, which I gave to King Mob.
 
   I came out of that feeling really quite creeped out, went and turned on the TV, and Howard the Duck is on.  I don’t know if you’ve seen Howard the Duck.  I hadn’t seen Howard the Duck.  At the end of Howard the Duck, extraterrestrial scorpion sorcerers emerge out of a time tunnel.  And I’m just sitting there going, “Oh, no…”  And I began to get more and more of these synchronicities every day.
 
   And the impression I got from the whole experience was that I’d been stung.  So I tried to work it into the comic and make sure that it was King Mob that got stung and it wasn’t me.  But I think that’s why I ended up sick, because not long after that, the boils and the poisons of the staphorreus infection started to appear.  So I felt that I’d been stung by these things, and they’d given me a real warning to keep out of their territory.  So the way of dealing with it was to put it in the comic.  I gave King Mob the tattoo.  I then found out, from another book, that the scorpion loa governed the base of the spine, which I didn’t know, which was another weird synchronicity that made it all seem more convincing.  The comic was the diary.  I’ve got some magical diaries, where I write about the experiences, but most of them went directly into the work.  The whole thing was inextricable.
 
   PM:  So have you been doing anything like that scorpion god thing lately?
 
   GM:  I won’t go near those guys again.  They’re really bad.  The scorpion gods – it’s like wandering into the home of a drug dealer.  You’re surrounded by all these guys with Uzis, and there’s music playing, and you’re just trying to be, “any moment now, they could go for me, so I have to negotiate here.”  It was too heavy, dealing with that stuff.  I prefer to deal with more pleasant gods, like bringing up things like Jack Kirby’s New Gods, which were easier for me to deal with, which I have more connection with.  I tend to do magic with things like that.  Since this decade, I haven’t really done magic in the same way at all; it does me.  It became more zen.  It’s just something that happens.  I got everything I wanted from magic by doing spells and rituals.  Like drugs, I kind of outgrew it.  It just became like an old coat, and the sense of magic changed.  As I say, it feels like it does me now.  I barely have to do anything, but things happen.
 
   JR:  How did you enter the house of the scorpions?  Can you briefly explain?
 
   PM:  What level of perception is it?  Can you see it, or is it like a dream?
 
   GM:  It’s like an overlay.  It happens on the real world, but you can’t quite see the real world properly.  It’s like an overlay of perception.  You’re seeing things that would seem to grow out of what we’ve got.
 
   If I can describe it in another way:  when I was doing Reichian therapy, I went along to this woman who would massage parts of your body and unlock trauma from the past.  And I thought it was a great method of getting rid of crap, because it doesn’t involve sitting around and talking about yourself endlessly, which doesn’t really achieve anything, it just reinforces your ego.  But this woman would just go in, and she’d notice:  “There’s something in your thigh there that’s really locked solid.  There’s a muscle there, something wrong with it.”  She’d press it, and suddenly you would go into an altered state.
 
   That particular one – she pressed this thing in my thigh, which had been tender for a long time.  I didn’t know what it was, and she just kind of [pressed].  It was really weird, and suddenly I found myself reliving this experience from when I was like six years old like utterly.  I was probably younger than six, actually, but I’d been up at my grandmother’s, and one of the last steam trains that ever went on the rails in Scotland goes steaming by, right in front of me, because our garden backed onto the railway line.  So this thing happened, and this monstrosity came roaring past me.  My dad saw me rooted to the ground, apparently from the window, and ran down and scooped me up.  And he said that the terror that was on my face and the noise I was experiencing is why he got really into the whole nuclear war thing, the whole disarmament thing, because he’d seen how frightened I was at the sound, and to him it was the sound of bombs he’d lived through in the war.  Again, it was obviously a very important moment for him and for me, but I couldn’t even remember this until she pressed the button.
 
   When I talk about the idea of the perceptual overlay, what happened was I’m lying back on this couch, looking at the ceiling.  It was a normal white ceiling with kind of little stucco stipples on it.  And the white paint of the ceiling became equivalent to the black iron of a steam train.  So I knew I was looking at a ceiling, but the values of the ceiling had changed completely, so that white paint now stood for black iron, and that shadow there stood for the roaring sound.  I don’t know if that makes sense, but things were present, but they had different valences, they had different meanings, everything about them was different.  As I said, black was white, and steam was a wisp of light across the thing, but they all combined to become something else.
 
   That’s how it is with these magical encounters.  Things appear in front of you, but then when the ritual’s over, you can’t believe what you just saw.  When things are there – Jack Frost talks about this when he’s fighting the King of All Tears in the first episode.  It’s like a special effect.  You don’t know what you’re looking at, but it’s there, and it’s interacting with you.  It’s just a constant “What the fuck?  What the…?  Wait a minute, this is real.”  Then it’s over, and then it’s like, “No, wait, that can’t be real.”  And all you’re left with is this kind of scar of something just happened, which didn’t fit the consensus, and it becomes a really weird memory that’s hard to process.  It’s like a hole in your memory, and that’s how they always appear.  I’ve always found that they appear like special effects.  They’re not real, it can’t be happening, it doesn’t fit anything you’ve ever been taught, and when it’s over, it’s really hard to imagine what that experience just was.
 
   PM:  What would you say, other than the hypersigil of The Invisibles, was the biggest sigil you ever did?
 
   GM:  The Invisibles sigil was obviously the biggest one of all, but there was a lot of them.  I used to just do them to meet people and get off with girls.  I was quite profligate with them in the day.  What I liked about sigils is they were very direct and very mechanical and very practical, so I would do loads of them to test them out.  I want to meet this person, I want this to happen, and it would tend to happen.  I can’t actually remember because I used them in such a frivolous way a lot of the time.  The big ones were for the comic books, like Invisibles or The Filth.  The Filth was a sigil where I passed it through myself because I thought that’s the way to do it.  Just shit it out the other end.
 
   There was a big one, there was a huge one.  I don’t know why I forgot this.  Around the time of the eclipse, my friend Steve Cook, the designer, we drove down.  It was a really mysterious kind of drive, all the way from London to the south coast of Cornwall to see this eclipse, back in 1999, which was, again, the climactic moment in The Invisibles itself, so I wanted to be sort of present to see the eclipse.  And there was only one place in the country we could see it from.  So we had this really strange day in August, and it was sunny, kind of driving through these Arthurian landscapes of Cornwall down to the eclipse.  We stayed overnight in some very nice people’s guest house, and it was really weird because I was preparing for this thing in somebody’s bedroom.  And it was this girl’s bedroom, with all this frilly stuff and toy animals, and I’m drawing this huge sigil on my chest for the next morning, and it just felt really weird to be in someone else’s room doing this, but that gave it a bizarre energy.  I thought, You guys don’t understand that I’m up here in your daughter’s bedroom, painting myself like a mad man.
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   So the next day, we went to the eclipse, and it was one of the weirdest things I’ve ever experienced, sitting there, and time stops.  It was really, really bizarre, so I kind of was projecting into that.  I wanted that to be the next phase of my life.  I closed down The Invisibles at that point and opened up the next phase, which is kind of then when I met Kristan and a lot of different things started to happen.  So that was probably the biggest one after The Invisibles, and it was done during this very – it was only three minutes of totality, but it was like eternity.  It’s one of those peak experiences, where time stops, the sky’s dark, all the birds stop singing, night suddenly appears in the middle of the day.  It’s weird.  It’s like special effects happen to the entire world.  So yeah, that was the biggest one after The Invisibles… I just wanted to close down, move on, and be someone else.  That’s when I started wearing suits and put King Mob in a suit and did the whole yuppie terrorist thing.
 
   JR:  You mentioned your uncle Billy.  Can you talk more about how he got you into magic?
 
   GM:  When I was 19 years old, as if he knew, he gave me Crowley’s Thoth tarot, and he gave me the accompanying book with it.  “Here’s something you should do, you should try this.”  It was real empowerment to me at that time.  That’s when I suddenly realized:  if you change your look, that’s magic as well.  That’s why I got all the Beatles stuff, just changed myself into someone else, and pretended to be that person until I became that person – that’s how it’s always worked.  Billy was the guy who got me started on it all and encouraged me to be interested in magic.
 
   JR:  Was he a magician?
 
   GM:  Yeah, Billy was a serious magician.  He was a Mason and a Rosicrucian, a really high-level guy.  At his funeral last year, they had all these magical artifacts laid out in front of the coffin – crystal ball, wand.
 
   PM:  Did he read your comics?
 
   GM:  He read loads of them at the end.  I hadn’t really seen him for a long time, and he got very ill towards the end of his life.  My mother started bringing him up the comic-book collection, so he started reading The Invisibles and Doom Patrol, and he loved all that stuff.  And that was right before he died, so it was kind of cool that he got a chance to read it.
 
   PM:  Could you talk briefly about some influences?
 
   GM:  Influences?  British television was the biggest influence.  I grew up in a golden era of British TV, in the ‘60s and ‘70s.  So we had Doctor Who, we had The Avengers, we had a lot of really imaginative stuff.  On the high end, the plays, the Wednesday Plays, the Plays for Today that were shown were by people like Dennis Potter, who’s probably one of my biggest influences on everything – the guy who did Singing Detective and Pennies from Heaven.  David Rudkin, who’s another playwright who wrote the most amazing occult, weird shit plays for Britain – things you would never get commissioned anymore.  So I was growing up with that stuff and being really influenced by it.
 
   Then there was the comics, like The Flash.  John Broome’s Flash comics, which were really psychedelic ‘60s stuff, where the Flash was constantly being transformed.  Later on, the Jack Kirby stuff.  Real big influence was the early ‘70s, when you had guys like Jim Starlin, Don McGregor, Steve Englehart, and Steve Gerber doing cosmic comics.  And what that was, was the first wave of young guys who were hippies and taking drugs and were in the context of Vietnam – some of them had even been to Vietnam – creating comic books, and those were the ones that really affected me.  I was 14 years old, and I was reading Captain Marvel and Warlock and Doctor Strange, and they were all big philosophical comics, about big ideas about time and life and death and being and existence.  So that really influenced me.  I think that type of comic is the biggest influence on something like The Invisibles or The Filth, philosophy comics.
 
   Because I loved that when I was 14.  It’s why I’ve always been writing for 14-years-olds.  My dream reader is the bright 14-year-old, whose mind is open to this stuff and just getting into it for the first time.  And hopefully, yeah, obviously other people can read it, if you do your job right, but I was never writing for adults.  I didn’t want to show the super-hero with his dick hanging out.  I was interested in the ideas and aiming those ideas at kids, who would then become the next generation of spear carriers, who would come back and inspire me.
 
   So yeah, all those guys.  Alan Garner, the novelist, was a huge influence.  I really loved his stuff.  Tolkien – when I was 14, I read Lord of the Rings six times.  That instilled in me a kind of understanding of story techniques, which I still use, since he just plays every single archetypal story structure through the book.  So I learned a lot of it from there.
 
   Bryan Talbot, I have to mention.  Bryan Talbot was doing his Luther Arkwright strip in Near Myths at the same time I started getting in there.  He was a real precursor to the idea of adult comics in Britain.  He was a lone voice for a few years, doing Luther Arkwright, which is – quite obviously, you can see the influences of Luther Arkwright on The Invisibles and on other peoples’ stuff.
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   Sex and violence in one of Morrison’s earliest works, the short-lived Gideon Stargrave feature, which Morrison both wrote and drew.  The character was later incorporated into The Invisibles as King Mob’s fantasy persona.  From Near Myths #4 (1979).  Art by Grant Morrison.
 
   Getting into the ‘80s, it was Alan Moore, Marvelman, V For Vendetta.  It didn’t inspire me so much creatively, though I guess it did a bit, but it inspired me to get back into comics.  It inspired [me] to take comics seriously again, so that was kind of useful.
 
   The last real big influence I had, before I had enough about life to be influencing myself, was Brendan McCarthy’s stuff, because I met Brendan in 1986.  It was the same convention I met Alan Moore, and Moore was a bit stand-offish and a bit weird and a bit self-important, whereas Brendan came up to me, and he dressed like a dandy as well, so the two of us – he was an art school boy, and he was into Oscar Wilde and the Smiths and a lot of stuff that I was into at the time, so we really hit it off.  As I said to you before, I didn’t really get on well with a lot of people in the comics business.  But once I met Brendan – and through him, Peter Milligan and Simon Bisley and Jamie Hewlett and those people, and Steve Yeowell, from a bit earlier on Zenith – that was like having a crowd, a proper crowd of young people who were into the same stuff I was into.  It made comics more fun for me.
 
   But I don’t really have big influences from comics.  Nicolas Roeg from films, people like that.  Lindsay Anderson, [director of] If and O Lucky Man – big influences on me.  I think all that’s really obvious in the work.  If you look at Doom Patrol and The Invisibles, there are a lot of references to that.  The Prisoner’s a really big one.
 
   PM:  Can I ask how you met Kristan?
 
   GM:  That was Mark Millar’s fault.  I’d been working with Mark all through the ‘90s.  I met him when he was an 18-year-old kid.  He came up to interview me.  I kind of pretended I was gay to freak him out.  We became friends.  He was funny.  I got on very well with him.  We used to go out a lot together, so I started writing with him.  I kind of got him into American comics, which I don’t know if I now deserve to be shot for. [smiles] I got him in doing Swamp Thing and stuff.  We worked together for a long time.  So his wife worked in an insurance office, where Kristan was a broker ‘cause she used to do corporate insurance – that was her job, which is why she loves the numbers and the facts and figures.  And Mark’s wife was sort of friendly with Kristan, so she’d come back, and she said, “There’s a girl in my office who’s really into this stuff that Grant’s into.  She reads Philip K. Dick, and she wears sort of fetish clothes and goes out to these clubs, and the two of them should meet.”  We did meet, and Kristan’s boyfriend at the time was this, like, six-foot-five kind of Matrix dude, and he dressed all in leather.  He was sort of a black belt, fifth-hand Kung-Fu expert, and he could fight with bow sticks.  So I befriended the two of them, but obviously I kind of fancied her.  But y’know, she had a boyfriend, and her boyfriend could kill you just by looking at you, so I kind of wasn’t doing anything.  I was going out with a lot of other people.
 
   It got to 2000, and I invited them to a birthday party I was having.  So she turned up, and again we were getting on.  It was pretty cool.  And a few weeks later, I was over in New York doing the Disinfo con at the time, and I really had reached a limit.  Y’know, I’d been spending the ‘90s – this was the end of this period for me.  The drugs don’t work, everything’s kind of – I was getting sick of it all.  I’d spent the entire decade just going out with lots of different people and trying different things, but it was starting to get boring.  I really didn’t want to be dating anymore.  I’d come home from the Disinfo thing, and I’d come out here [to L.A.], and I remember the thing that decided it for me is three strippers came up to my room – these girls that I’d met through The Invisibles, big fans of The Invisibles, really smart girls.  They’d come up to my room in the Roosevelt Hotel, and we just sat all night drinking champagne, smoking dope, and talking about quantum physics.  I thought, I’m in a real bad place now if I can sit with these three stripper girls, and all we do is talk about quantum physics.  I don’t have a girlfriend right now.  What the hell am I doing?  So I kind of went home and did this huge ritual to Aphrodite to bring me the person I need.  Really nuts, y’know?  I said, “Please, I want to end this.  Just bring me who I need, someone I need, someone I need.”  And three days later, the phone goes, and it’s Kristan.  And she invited me out, and I went out.  And she told me she split up from her boyfriend, and we just got together that day, and that’s been it ever since.  It was really fairy tale-ish.  It really worked out.
 
   PM:  You mentioned The Matrix.  I feel like the world needs to have on record your feelings about The Matrix.
 
   GM:  The Matrix is brilliant.  I love The Matrix.  I don’t like the second two.  I don’t think they’re very good movies.
 
   I was taken to see it.  I was in Australia doing a tour with Warren Ellis, which was actually a really good couple of weeks for both of us, but we wound up in Sydney.  And I had some friends in Sydney who were big Invisibles fans, ‘cause again, it was – I suddenly knew loads of people around the world because of The Invisibles, and these kids were really clever, colorful Australian kids who called themselves the Pleasure Terrorists.  So they took me to see The Matrix, and they said, “Look, you’re gonna have to see this film.  This will really blow your mind.  You’re going to have quite a shock.”
 
   Now, I had no idea what The Matrix was, except that I’d been called up by a representative for the Wachowskis months before and asked to get involved with The Matrix online comic.  And I was saying, “What the hell’s The Matrix?”  And they were saying, “Oh, it’s this thing we’re working on.”  And no one really explained it to me.
 
   So they took me to see it, and everyone was tripping, and I’m just sitting there watching The Matrix.  And of course, it was like, “Holy shit!  This is the exact same story!”  It even looked the same.  “They’re wearing the same clothes that I’m currently sitting, watching this thing, wearing.”  It was really weird, but the first thing I remember about it was just how much I loved it, and thought, What a great movie.  Just a brilliant end and everything about it.  The way it worked, they way it built up.  The whole way they played out the idea, I thought was great.
 
   And then, kind of two days later, I was thinking, Fucking bastards!  They got really rich by doing my stuff!  And then a little bit after that, I thought, No, this is what you wanted.  This is the whole idea of doing The Invisibles as a hypersigil, so this would catch on and kind of weird Gnostic ideas would get out into the general populace and make them think differently.  So I kind of thought, Well, The Matrix has kind of opened people up to these ideas.  And after that, I realized it opened people up to these ideas and they didn’t care.  Y’know, it didn’t change anything.  It didn’t create a world of Gnostic super-heroes yet.
 
   So I went through a few changes on it.  I always loved the film, but sometimes I felt that they’d let me down a bit, that they’d stolen a bit too much of it.  They obviously were familiar with my work because they’d called me.  They were comics fans, they knew the Vertigo stuff.  I think the influence is obvious.  I’m sure there’s lots of other influences, ‘cause The Invisibles itself had a lot of influences that they could easily have found too, but I don’t think – nobody before had combined my baldie head with the shades and the fetish clothes and the guns and the Kung-Fu and the magic and the Gnostic mythology of higher reality, the insect machine gods, the agents who are exactly like my little – y’know, Miss Dwyer and those agents.  It was all so very similar.  Even the jump off the building.  There’s a ton, there’s a hundred correspondences.
 
   We went through it all to map them up at one time, and I thought I might sue them.  And I thought, What a stupid idea.  Why would you want to sue somebody over something like this?  So it didn’t happen.
 
   What can I say?  It was very obviously influenced by The Invisibles, and I wish they had just made an Invisibles movie the way they made a V For Vendetta movie.  I’d rather they’d come to me and bought The Invisibles and done it properly, because unfortunately the second two parts [of The Matrix] – in order to take it away from The Invisibles, it ended up as a really boring Catholic, Christian parable, which they could have done an awful lot better than.  It was working in territory that would have allowed them to do something much cleverer.  But in the end, it fell back in the same tired, old Jesus messiah stuff.  What can I say?  Everybody knows, everybody knows, but it doesn’t make any difference.  And a lot of people who worked on the movie subsequently told me that The Invisibles books laid around, particularly the “American Death Camp” stuff, and they were told that’s how the movie was to look.  Like I say, it doesn’t matter.  Who cares?  If we do The Invisibles movie again, I’ve got a completely new take on it anyway.  So coming at it from a different angle, it wouldn’t be like that stuff.  It hasn’t really gotten away, but like I say, for a few years afterward, I felt slightly stung by the whole thing.
 
   PM:  Can you talk about that take on The Invisibles movie?
 
   GM:  No, I wouldn’t want to talk about it because someone else would just steal it.  It’s too good.  It’s a really good twist on it.
 
   PM:  Final question.  December 22, 2012:  where will you be?
 
   GM:  Who knows?  I might be dead.  I can’t predict that.  Hopefully, I’ll be somewhere around, waiting for it to happen.  Hopefully, it’ll be more obvious that something is happening.
 
   And if nothing happens at all, then it’s just “on we go, see what happens next.”  But it’ll be good to see those books leaving the shelves though:  all those 2012 books will have to disappear.  I think the real interesting thing is when people get past one of our last dates for the apocalypse – ‘cause there aren’t really any more after this, any good ones, convincing ones.  The horrible realization that we actually have to keep going, that maybe the world isn’t going to end, is going to strike home.  And that’s the real scary thing.  What if it doesn’t end?  Then we actually have to start dealing with it and doing things and making it work.
 
   So either way, it’ll be interesting.  I quite like the idea of the entire universe folding up in that moment, and we suddenly grow and become tiny cells in the body of some gigantic entity that starts to metamorphose into an adult form.  That’d be pretty amazing to feel that.  It might be pretty horrible.  Who knows?  I don’t know.  I’ll be sitting there, just waiting to see what happens… watching telly.
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  [1] Volume Two and Volume Three are italicized as titles, since they’re shortened versions of the series’ actual titles:  The Invisibles, Volume Two and The Invisibles, Volume Three, respectively.  Volume one, however, was titled simply The Invisibles, so it is referenced as “volume one” or “the first volume” to avoid confusion with the entire series of three volumes known as The Invisibles.
 
  [2] The Manichaeans were a Gnostic sect that saw the world divided between good and evil.  The term “Manichaean” is today employed more generally, to suggest an extremely binary view.  The West particularly tends toward binary logic, rather than seeing a spectrum of gradations.  Postmodernity, especially following Jacques Derrida, has tended to complicate this situation by highlighting how our definitions of both sides in polar oppositions (not just “good” and “evil” but others, such as “male” and “female”) are mutually inter-dependent in ways that deconstruct the entire concept of polar opposites.
 
  [3] Morrison’s later The Filth (2002-2003) takes on this apparently “evil” or status quo point of view, following a guy who is just trying to keep things ordinary against revolutionary forces like the Invisibles.  Both works begin with radically different points of view but ultimately come around to the same message:  bad stuff happens so that we can grow.
 
  [4] This approach later reached its peak in Morrison’s Seven Soldiers, for which every reader can assemble his or her own master narrative out of the various pieces.  Final Crisis and Morrison’s Batman also embraced a cut-the-exposition, stick-to-the-high-points narrative approach.
 
  [5] Pop Magic is a series of articles on Grant Morrison’s website that acts as drafts for a long-in-the-works book, which would function as a simple guide, demystifying the chaos magic techniques that Grant used and describing rituals anyone could perform.
 
  [6] According to McKenna, he made contact, under the influence of the drug DMT, with beings that he called “machine elves,” the behind-the-scenes gods who run the universe.
 
  [7] Philip K. Dick claimed to have experienced a contact with higher beings, similar to Morrison’s abduction experience.  Dick referred to the entity he contacted as VALIS and said a pink laser shot information into his brain, as chronicled in the novel VALIS.
 
  [8] We can also find this same phenomenon in the attempt to “spread democracy” and the American way of life to foreign, even hostile peoples.
 
  [9] Astral projection is a technique in which one enters a meditative trance and separates one’s “astral” self from one’s physical body.
 
  [10] Salo is a film adaptation of de Sade’s 120 Days of Sodom that is infamous for being one of the most extreme films ever made.  It transposes de Sade’s story to 1940s Italy and uses it as a parable about the dangers of fascism.
 
  [11] This recalls Ingmar Bergman’s classic film, 1957’s The Seventh Seal, in which Death plays chess with a Medieval knight.
 
  [12] This certainly has resonance in post-Bush America.  The American press often reported the administration’s claims (particularly about weapons of mass destruction) without fact-checking, failing to ask adequate questions.  Average citizens failed to do so as well, that when we don’t hold authorities accountable, we share their culpability – and ultimately, abdicate rule over our own lives.
 
  [13] For the curious, Morrison has said that Kool Keith and Dan the Automator’s Dr. Octagonecologyst album is the closest real-world equivalent to the sort of psychedelic rap that Jim makes.
 
  [14] A good film treatment of this theme is Stanley Kubrick’s 1968 film 2001:  A Space Odyssey, which has a lot in common with The Invisibles thematically.  Kubrick is sometimes criticized as a cold filmmaker who hates humanity, but 2001 shows love for humanity by encouraging it to look to a more optimistic future.
 
  [15] It’s not clear that Morrison knew, when he wrote issue #2, that Kate was working for Sir Miles.  What’s far more relevant is how he took advantage of the past to make the present more powerful.
 
  [16] This adapts for comics, in a radical way, the power of montage, as demonstrated by filmmakers like Sergei Eisenstein and Lev Kuleshov, who found that people make connections between even disparate, unconnected images when juxtaposed.
 
  [17] This connects with notions of identity explored by queer theory.
 
  [18] Liefeld is known for his overly muscular, anatomy-warping style, popular in the 1990s.  Later in the issue, we see pages in the style of Ripley’s Believe It or Not and Frank Miller’s Sin City.
 
  [19] Ayahuasca is a hallucinogenic brew made from the bark of South American trees.
 
  [20] This notion of an unending magical initiation as preparation for death ties in to Morrison’s work in “Batman R.I.P.”, which chronicled Batman’s journey through a series of death-like Thogal rituals, as well as a whole series of deaths and rebirths, over the course of his Batman run.
 
  [21] A musical and a 2001 film, Hedwig and the Angry Inch centers around a transvestite singer and her struggles for fame and fortune as part of a rock band.
 
  [22] In Marvel Boy , a mini-series he wrote shortly after completing The Invisibles, Morrison reimagines the ancient Egyptian god Horus as a hellraising teenage alien invader in the Marvel Universe.
 
  [23] Jerry Cornelius, a fictional character created by Michael Moorcock, served as the primary inspiration for Gideon Stargrave.  Like Gideon, Cornelius dies and is resurrected often, and he has incestuous relations with his sister, Catherine.
 
  [24] The Prisoner was a ‘60s British series, masterminded by Patrick McGoohan, about a retired spy imprisoned in a strange place called only “the Village.” He spends the entire series trying to escape, culminating in an infamously surreal finale.
 
  [25] Morrison has a long-standing tie to foxes.  His metafictional character in Animal Man was known as the pale fox, and he seems deeply tied to the animal.
 
  [26] This resonates with Morrison’s “Batman R.I.P.” storyline, in which we find out that Batman has programmed himself with a back-up personality, in the event of brainwashing.
 
  [27] VALIS is a novel that chronicles Philip K. Dick’s communion with a pink laser known as Zebra, which gave him information about humanity and evolution.  It’s an experience analogous to Morrison’s abduction, and like The Invisibles, VALIS functions largely as a philosophical text, an attempt to process what happened to him during his Zebra experience.  The idea behind “The Empire Never Ended” is that our world is an illusion and that time actually stopped sometime during the Roman Empire.  Much of this is chronicled in the exegesis that accompanies the novel.
 
  [28] A Bush aide was quoted, in The New York Times, as saying that dissenters were trapped “in what we call the reality-based community” – people who “believe that solutions emerge from your judicious study of discernible reality.”  The aide continued, “That’s not the way the world really works anymore.  We’re an empire now, and when we act, we create our own reality.  And while you’re studying that reality – judiciously, as you will – we’ll act again, creating other new realities, which you can study too, and that’s how things will sort out.  We’re history’s actors… and you, all of you, will be left to just study what we do.”  See nytimes.com/2004/10/17/magazine/17BUSH.html.
 
  [29] An Anthony Burgess novel and Stanley Kubrick film, A Clockwork Orange chronicles the legal attempt to change Alex, a social deviant, into a respectable member of society.  In the film, Alex returns home to find his old gang disbanded and, in some cases, joined up with the very police force that arrested Alex.
 
  [30] More on this can be found in reference to Volume Two #20.
 
  [31] See the column Pop Magic on Morrison’s website for more information on sigils, or the interview at the end of the book for more on the “wankathon.”
 
  [32] We see this same kind of moment a few times in Seven Soldiers, most notably at the end of Zatanna.
 
  [33] Preacher was a successful Vertigo comic that ran concurrent with The Invisibles for much of its run.  Written by Garth Ennis and drawn by Steve Dillon, it was infamous for grotesque characters, over-the-top violence, and frequent comical use of bondage outfits.
 
  [34] In From Hell, Alan Moore writes about the way that a scientific, rational view of the world has overwhelmed our ability to see the magic all around us.  Transported to a modern office, Gull is astounded by the incredible future technology and is shocked that the workers there are so utterly numbed to their surroundings.
 
  [35] The movie adaptation of Watchmen took a similar choice, taking place in an alternate 1980s, but that series was always removed from reality, taking place in an alternate timeline.
 
  [36] The original cover featured a banner proclaiming, “FOR SALE!  ANARCHY FOR THE MASSES!” and had all the characters’ dialogue balloons obscured by typed dialogue.  Jack’s said, “BUY!”  King Mob’s said, “We are now leaving the 20th century!  Join the Revolution!  Demand the impossible!  Overthrow the spectacle!  Beneath the side-walk, the beach!  Disobey all imperatives!”  Robin’s said, “So what exactly is our revolutionary agenda, Boss?”  Fanny’s said, “CONSUME!”
 
  [37] The story also recalls “The Dream of a Thousand Cats,” written by Neil Gaiman and appearing in The Sandman #18 (August 1990).  There, cats have their own mythology about having run the world until enough humans collectively dreamed otherwise, creating the reality that we know.  Time travel and human belief, it seems, have more in common than we might think:  both can alter reality, whether physically or in our perception, and there is little difference between the two.
 
  [38] One could argue that Mister Six not recognizing Robin is evidence that the first volume is actually not contiguous with Volume Two – that the first volume is the fictional comic book series The Invisibles, seen within the comic itself.  This would explain such continuity errors between the two volumes, and it would place Volume Two on a meta level, not continuing the first volume but containing it.  Although intriguing, this theory doesn’t mesh with the series’s view of time, which requires that the entire story is one single tapestry.
 
  [39] In Marvel continuity, this Magneto was not actually the “real” Magneto, but Morrison intended him to be the genuine article.  While a convenient change made after Morrison’s departure, the ease with which a dynamic character like Magneto can be declared an imposter only strengthens the connection to the idea of shifting personas.
 
  [40] Notably, Morrison described Noh-Varr in Marvel Boy as Horus let loose in the Marvel universe, and that character looks almost exactly like Jack.
 
  [41] This has a lot in common with Philip K. Dick’s VALIS, in which a main character (who functions as a surrogate for the author) struggles to understand the meaning of his encounter with a pink laser that revealed to him the nature of reality.
 
  [42] Another Morrison work that’s fully able to achieve this balance is Flex Mentallo.
 
  [43] Bolland has only rarely done interior artwork (most notably the series Camelot 3000), given the amount of time he needs to produce his detailed work, and cover art pays better.
 
  [44] Morrison expands upon these ideas in his column, Pop Magic.
 
  [45] One could also connect Morrison’s embrace of low-culture forms, like the super-hero, with Andy Warhol’s similar transformation of corporate products into colorful pop art.
 
  [46] Batman’s Thogal experience was also depicted in 52, which Morrison co-wrote, and is explored only in flashback during Morrison’s run on Batman.
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