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JULIA: I wanted to start with a few questions about your career and your thoughts 
on comic scholarship. How did you get into comics and comics studies? 

 

ANNA: Well, like a lot of us. I think I had a bit of a backwards introduction to things. I had 
read comics a little bit as a teenager. But access was an issue. It was during my Masters 
I got obsessed with Marvel comics and couldn't think or talk about anything else, and 
therefore had to do something with that. But it still took some time. When I applied for 
my PhD, I was originally planning to talk about the naturalist fiction of Frank Norris. Then 
I was going to talk about the autobiographical elements of the work of Truman Capote 
and Andy Warhol. I went with that for a couple of years for my thesis, and then finally fell 
back to doing superhero comics, which increasingly resonated with a number of the 
elements of feminist theory that I'd been dealing with – stuff like embodiment feminism 
and theories of sexuality. Gender studies has been a throughline of all my work, but it 
was always the fact that bodies are central to superhero comics that kept me coming 
back.  

Comics is a medium in which bodies matter – bodies always matter in this space – and 
it felt like this was a way to access theories of objectification and complicate some of 
those filmic theories that had always bothered me. I still have this essay that I wrote at 
19 years old, complaining about how Laura Mulvey doesn't help us understand a film 
like Dark Passage, in which all the suspense and eventual joy is about imagining 
yourself being Lauren Bacall, revealing, unwrapping the face of Humphrey Bogart – this 
beloved face! There just wasn't a framework when I was being taught that stuff for 



understanding that joy. But superhero comics, with these pages and pages of gorgeous 
spectacular bodies, both male and female bodies – despite the obvious sexism, and 
extreme gender dysmorphism of a lot of superhero comics – was still this way to 
complicate binary theories of looking, because they don't work the same way that a film 
works. The ways that bodies are presented here are a little bit different, because comics 
are a little bit different, and because what this genre chooses to focus on is a little bit 
different. And so using superhero comics as a way to complicate gaze theory, and 
recentre bodies in these discourses of sex and gender, that's when I really got convinced 
I could do something with this, and by making bodies the centre of my discussion, I was 
like – I can write a thesis on this, and it'll give me a way to just keep talking about Marvel 
comics obsessively, which is what I wanted to do.  

 

JULIA: So tell me a bit about working in Comics Studies – what have been the 
biggest challenges and the most rewarding achievements in your work so far. 

 

ANNA: I think getting up to speed with comics history and theory is the biggest 
challenge that a lot of comics scholars find themselves facing, especially depending on 
when you got into it. I'd never taken a comics course, I'd never studied comics. And 
when I first started doing that research [laughs] almost 20 years ago, there wasn't as 
much stuff as there was now. So getting a sense of that history, and how we talk about 
comics. And when you first get into something like superhero comics, you just treat 
them like comics, right? You're not aware of the production history. You're not as aware 
of the histories of these creators. You can identify creators that you like, but for the first 
5 years that I was reading those types of comics, I wasn't thinking about the complex 
careers of people like Jack Kirby or Steve Ditko, or Alan Davis, or any of the other artists 
that really appeal to me. I was just thinking about each text as an X-Men story or as a 
Fantastic Four story. But the longer that you're there, you start to understand these 
histories more, you start to understand that you need to be talking about those 
production histories and the individual contributions of these creators to enhance your 
analysis.  

So you've got that, and you've also got the challenge of emphasizing the complexity of a 
particular genre of comics that is often thought to not be very complex. So you're kind of 
dealing with that, negotiating that. Then you've got the problem of okay, I want to write 
an essay about X-Men. There are thousands of X-Men comics. So how am I going to do 
that? A lot of comics scholars approach it like, oh, I'm just going to talk about a specific 
graphic novel. But so much of what's dynamic and interesting and important and 
affecting about X-Men comics is the long running, serialized, shared continuity universe 



storytelling. So you're not capturing that if that's what you're talking about. These are all 
ongoing challenges that I think so many of us within Comics Studies are dealing with.  

You asked about achievements, too. I think for me personally it was figuring out a way to 
use my own personal, subjective, individual voice within my scholarship, which is not 
something that I'd done before I started talking about comics, and figuring out a way to 
value that voice within the context of figuring out a way to talk about comics. Because of 
the classic Scott McCloud theory that comics are inherently participatory and 
inherently subjective, perhaps to a greater degree, or at least in a different way than 
some other mediums. And if that's true of comics, then speaking from the personal, 
using that old feminist truism of the personal is political, and making that central to your 
scholarship… there’s a really convincing way in which that's essential to comic studies. 
You have to acknowledge the subjectiveness of your own gaze. You have to 
acknowledge your own subjectivity. You have to acknowledge that your reading is 
always going to be partial, because there is no one way to read X-Men. There are 
thousands of ways to read thousands of different X-Men comics. And that's something 
that's really become clear to me, through interacting in fan spaces and interacting with 
diverse groups of fans who are all approaching the same texts very differently, which, 
again, is part of what's so exciting about it. But it has also been a process for me to learn 
in terms of not devaluing my personal voice, and understanding that it can be an asset 
rather than a detriment.  

 

JULIA: That's fantastic, and an inspirational way of looking at it as well. I totally 
agree that comics longevity and shared histories means they’re often bouncing off 
this big cumulative body of work that has been put together and, as you say, are so 
hard to write about in a vacuum. And that’s also a really good lead into my next 
question on how you feel that gender and ethics – of research, of researchers, or of 
representation – have impacted on the field of comic studies? 

 

ANNA: It’s a huge question. I just have to pick a way to approach this question. I often 
think about this quote from Darieck Scott and Ramzi Fawaz’s introduction to their 
‘Queer about Comics’ special issue of American Literature where they say – and I'm 
paraphrasing here – that comics is a medium in which anything that can be drawn can 
be believed. You can flip that on its head, too, and, say anything that could be imagined 
could be drawn, which is similar but different. But I think that deeply impacts the ethics 
of this space, because I remember being at a conference years ago and talking with 
someone about objectification and She-Hulk comics. And they were talking about the 
ethics of objectification in terms of ‘Well, this isn't a real woman. This isn't a real body, 
so is this fine.’ I'm like, ‘Well, I don't think it's fine,’ but one of the complications of 



whether it's fine or not is that, when you're working with a real body, there are certain 
limits in how much you can exaggerate that body, and how much you can actually 
objectify that body because she is a real woman. But if you're drawing a woman, there 
are no limits, right? Objectification can be extreme to a degree that it can't be when 
you're limited by real bodies. So, on the one hand, you have this medium that can allow 
you to re-envision gender and sexual binaries in potentially limitless ways. And yet it 
also allows you to exaggerate sex stereotypes, gender stereotypes in previously 
unimaginable ways. And that is the power and danger of comics.  

And it is so essential to the controversy of comics historically as well. I hate going back 
to Fredric Wertham, but some of what he was worried about in superhero comics, in 
terms of how these comics promote homoerotic fantasies and sapphic fantasies – all of 
that stuff is there. And of course he was wrong to be worried about it because he was a 
homophobe. But that stuff is there. Those possibilities are there. And yet all of these 
other things, like exaggerating heteronormative paradigms, exaggerating gender and 
sexual dimorphism, exaggerating misogyny in frankly appalling ways – all of that stuff is 
also there. And so to me, the ethics of comics is often so central to the core idea that 
the same thing that makes comics so powerful can be something that makes them 
intensely problematic. And negotiating that power and danger is what's exciting as a 
scholar, and it's what's exciting as a creator. But it is also another one of those ongoing 
negotiations.  

 

JULIA: That leads me onto thinking about readers and audiences for comic 
scholarship and the kind of places it can appear. I wanted to ask you about the 
public scholarship that you've done, like the OGOGOW podcast and the Sequential 
Scholars project. Can you say a bit about the challenges of creating content for 
digital platforms or for non-academic audiences, and how they can be used 
effectively? 

 

ANNA: Yeah, absolutely. I like to think that we're creating spaces for people with some 
of those projects. I've certainly been someone who was always looking for a space of 
comics fandom that felt welcoming to me. When I was younger, I found that a little bit in 
queer and female dominated fan fiction spaces. But we have a certain power as 
academics who study sex and gender and have academic freedom. And it's not that 
we're well paid or powerful – I'm a precarious contract employee, I only have a certain 
degree of power – but still: I'm white, I'm mostly straight, I'm cis. I have the personal and 
academic freedom to talk about these things, and I can use that privilege to help create 
a space for other voices. And I like to think that we were able to do that sometimes with 
our podcast, by spotlighting the types of fan voices, but also the types of critical voices, 



that perhaps don't get spotlighted enough, particularly when we're thinking about the 
superhero genre and the way mainstream superhero comics fandom is often 
represented.  

In the case of the OGOGOW podcast, we were doing an issue-by-issue read-through 
and analysis of the comic book series Excalibur, which ran from 1988 to 1998. A lot of 
really good comics at the start of that run; a lot of really not-good comics at the end of 
that run. So again, even taking up bad comics and thinking about how we can read 
those comics complexly, how there are multiple interpretations of even a story that's 
objectively sexist, it's like, Well, how are you reading that as a young, gay man? How are 
you reading that sapphically? How are you reading that from all of these different 
perspectives? How can these metaphors be repurposed to do something more 
interesting, something that can be meaningful to, once again, different perspectives 
and groups of fans? I like to think that we created some of those spaces in the context of 
that show.  

I'm also going to flip the question on its head just a little bit with Sequential Scholars, 
which is a social media project that myself and my frequent collaborator, Andrew 
Deman, do on various social media platforms. One of the things I hope that we can do 
there is use the mainstream interest that comics can attract. I’ll use the example of 
She-Hulk. Even if people aren't reading She-Hulk comics, they might be very aware of 
discourses about She-Hulk, because of something like the Disney+ show, right? So 
when that show was coming out, we did a series of threads about the She-Hulk comics, 
using theories of feminism and gender and embodiment to talk about the complexities 
of representation in those comics. And I like to think that the larger interest about the 
show, including a lot of the sexist conversations that were happening around the show, 
created an audience for talking about these complexities of representation, and that 
through that, we can once again use that academic privilege we have to give people 
access to theories of feminism and histories of feminism that not everybody has access 
to. Not everybody has a gender studies degree, not everybody gets to spend every day 
having these complex conversations about gender. They know there's a problem there. 
They know they're troubled by something, but they might not have the framework to 
discuss that. 

So putting the skills that we have out there and making them more accessible to a wider 
audience is part of what we're trying to do with that project. We can also do things like – 
we try to modulate the content of our outputs. At Sequential Scholars, we do Twitter 
essays, or threads – microblogs is another way of referring to it. And we cycle through 
what we call different units of scholarship. Every couple of weeks, we'll focus on a 
certain representational dynamic or a certain text. We'll do things like talk about the 
Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons’ Superman story ‘For the Man who has Everything’ 
(Superman Annual #11, 1985), which is a very popular story among fans. We can speak 



to a certain kind of fanboy audience when we do a text like that. But then the next unit, 
we’ll do a series of threads all about female perspective and representing sexual assault 
and rape culture in Kate Beaton's Ducks: Two Years in the Oil Sands (2022). And so we're 
bringing different audiences together and bringing these comics that you wouldn't 
generally put in conversation with each other into conversation and saying how the 
representational dynamics can be similar. The comics form is the thing that unites 
these things, the accessibility of comics unites these things. What discourses can we 
bring to these texts that can again hopefully help people see something that they might 
have neglected, or expose people to theories and texts that perhaps they might not have 
picked up on their own. Through the accessibility of something like a Twitter essay, you 
can make those discourses available to them. Even if they're not gonna go out and buy 
Kate Beaton's Ducks, at least they're getting access to some of the important things that 
a text like that does.  

 

JULIA: Maybe the kind of space that online or social media allows for that sort of in-
depth comparison (or for the type of in-depth exploration of Excalibur that you're 
talking about) starts to enable a real focus on the comics medium as a medium in 
itself – because where else would you get the space to produce that much material 
on one comic, and to take account of that length of publication? I love seeing that 
as a strength of those spaces to enhance Comics Studies, as well as to take 
Comics Studies somewhere new and reach out to different groups and people… 

 

ANNA: Yeah, and I know this from feedback Andrew has gotten for his other project, 
called The Claremont Run, and we get similar responses to the OGOGOW podcast and 
our work on Sequential Scholars. People are genuinely grateful to be given access to 
these academic frameworks. People wanted to be having these types of conversations 
about these kinds of texts that they already love in this medium that they already love, 
even if they're not always familiar with every single text we're discussing. Sometimes 
we're introducing people to new things as we talked about, but there is an appetite there 
for that level and type of discourse, and I like to think that we're feeding people's 
appetite for that. And I don't wanna say ‘making a difference’, because that sounds like 
we're out here changing the world through comics scholarship. But at the same time, it 
is gratifying that there is that appetite for that kind of discourse out there, and giving 
people access to it is definitely one of the central joys of doing that kind of public 
scholarship work. 

 

JULIA:  Let’s talk about your published work and how it complements that. I'm 
thinking specifically about your edited collection Supersex and the themes and 



other drives behind that; this idea that sex is at the heart of our fascination with 
superheroes. Can you say a bit about why you feel this genre has this troubled and 
contentious relationship with depicting sex and sexuality? 

 

ANNA: Well, I think it cuts to the heart of some of the central contradictions of the genre 
I already talked about: this genre that is both extremely sexist, but also extremely 
unusual in its presentation of something like spectacular, gorgeous male bodies. So 
when we think about the ways that sex has been both repressed, but is also ever 
present in that genre, it cuts to the heart of those contradictions. Accessing the 
representation of sexuality in the space is a way of accessing the intense gender 
contradictions of this space. It's a way of accessing some of the psychological ghosts 
that haunt some of the phantom spaces of this genre. 

But also it's just a way of reframing the genre around the things that scholarship has 
also repressed, when sexuality and superhero comics has been discussed. When I was 
first starting to do some work on it, it was often in an embarrassed context. I think about 
an essay that I otherwise really love by Scott Bukatman, about the torment of mutant 
bodies. And his first line of that essay is: ‘I don't read superhero comics anymore. I don't 
think I'm as worried about my dick as I used to be.’ I really value Scott's introspection in 
that piece; I think his vulnerability in that piece is really great and an inspiration for me, 
so I don't want to speak past that or neglect that, especially because this is a piece from 
decades ago now. But at the same time, as a very queer-friendly, female scholar, a lot of 
those embarrassed reactions to the presentation of sexuality in the space didn't 
resonate with me.  

There are lots of phallic fantasies in the superhero genre, but the actual presence of 
sexuality is repressed. There's plenty of phallocentrism within this genre, but the way 
that phallocentrism operates is turning penises into symbols, but keeping penises 
severely repressed off screen and off panel, right? So you can look at that through that 
embarrassment lens of saying, Well, we can't talk about ‘real sexualities’ in the space. 
But there's another way of thinking about it where we can be more like, Well, maybe this 
frees us up from talking about penises. Maybe we can talk about all the different ways to 
experience sexuality. And that's always something that I found very interesting about 
superhero comics. It's like, Okay, maybe we don't have penis-and-vagina sex on panel. 
So what other ways can we do sex? Maybe sex looks like a flaming body engulfing an ice 
body with the sensuous curves of its flames. What does that mean, is that a form of 
sexuality? There are so many types of symbolic erotic images within superhero comics. 
And what if we treat those as a good thing instead of an embarrassing thing? What if all 
of these symbols, all of these diffusions of sexuality, are interesting and fascinating and 
full of potential, instead of one of the limitations of this space? 



To a certain extent that's reading against the intentions. I don't want to say that the 
repression, the embarrassment, isn't real, because it is. But are there other things that 
we can do with that. And when I've written about things like the presence and absence 
of the Vision’s penis in superhero comics, that was one of the things that fascinated me 
about it because it was like, does this character have a penis, or doesn't he? The anxiety 
about that is interesting from a certain perspective, but also the fundamental 
unknowability of that opens up queer spaces of desire.  

I like to be a little bit playful and confrontational in my scholarship. I like that putting sex 
at the centre of discussion of superhero comics makes people a little bit 
uncomfortable, because I think that's part of the point. And if we can make people a 
little bit uncomfortable and perhaps also think about why that makes you 
uncomfortable, that's a great place to start conversations.  

 

JULIA: That leads me towards thinking about how gender is conveyed in these 
comics, particularly as it intersects with ideas of beauty, because an online quote 
I’ve particularly enjoyed from you was where you said ‘When I say I like the 
beautiful men in superhero comics, it's less because I find those particular specific 
men beautiful than because I enjoy the general invitation to see men as beautiful.’ 
Can you say a bit more about how gender and beauty may intersect in superhero 
narratives, or in comics more generally?  

ANNA: Sadly, that particular phrase hasn't made it into a piece of published work yet! I 
put that quote up on Facebook and on social media. And I immediately got some 
interesting responses to it, again from fellow comics academics saying things like, Oh, 
well, you mean characters like Nightwing. And I was like, That actually was not what I 
meant at all? Because Nightwing is, to me personally, a very generically and boringly 
attractive character. What I meant more was that I'm often dissatisfied with the bodies 
that we get in superhero comics. They are normatively gendered in ways that are boring. 
We do not have bodily diversity in superhero comics; the times where we get any kind of 
bodily diversity at all – I'll use a filmic example – when Thor gained weight in the 
Avengers franchise, and it became a constant joke. That’s a really good example of the 
reaction to any kind of bodily diversity. And a lot of the bodies that are in that space in 
terms of the exaggeration of muscles and hardness and phallic fantasies, again confirm 
a heteronormativity, a gender essentialism, that is not particularly exciting to me. But at 
the same time, the invitation to gaze at bodies, the invitation to view bodies as beautiful, 
as impressive, as something worth gazing at… there is an invitation there to do 
something different. And it is that invitation that I'm oftentimes responding to. So I often 
get excited when there's just a whiff of something different. And I've written a lot about 
the X-Men character Nightcrawler in that context. Who’s this character that has this 
‘monstrous body’. Who's been persecuted for his difference, that's essential to the 



character’s story. And yet, as it goes along, he becomes a more and more romantic and 
sexual character, and he specifically becomes a more romantic and sexual character at 
least partly in response to readers. The character first appears in Giant-Size X-Men #1 
(1975), and then Chris Claremont starts writing the series right after that. One of the 
very first fan letters, in response to those first appearances, was from Mary Jo Duffy, 
who would later be a Marvel writer and editor. And one of the things that she says in her 
letter is that she thinks Nightcrawler is cute. 

The editorial response is: ‘What are you talking about? This character takes exception to 
being called cute!’ I tracked the fan letters over the next 3–4 years of X-Men comics and 
every few months there's another female-identified letter writer getting a letter 
published, that's like, ‘I also think Nightcrawler is cute. If you won't accept cute, will you 
accept attractive?’ ‘I just love, and am in love with, Kurt Wagner’, etc., etc., etc. And this 
keeps going on. And, interestingly, when Mary Jo Duffy finally gets a chance to write 
Nightcrawler, she co-writes a story (in an issue of Bizarre Adventures, with Dave 
Cockrum) in which Nightcrawler goes on this multi-dimensional adventure, and of 
course, lands in this all-female society in which these women decide to worship him 
and use him to repopulate the species. And the very first thing that they say about him is 
‘Gosh! He's really cute!’ And so this speaks to that defiant gaze, right? The idea that 
there are other ways of experiencing desire that this space does make available, and to 
reappropriate a ‘monstrous’ character as desirable, as sexy, as romantic, as beautiful, is 
one of the things that this genre makes possible. I also think it’s the reason that 
Nightcrawler has a really big queer fandom and gay male fandom. I don't want to 
diminish those, but I'm just speaking from my own perspective as a female fan right 
now, a woman who is interested in men, that there is an appeal to a character like that 
as an example of something a little bit different, as an example of a different way of 
gazing, a different way of desiring.  

There's a really fascinating pin-up from Uncanny X-Men #168, written by Chris 
Claremont and pencilled by Paul Smith, in which Nightcrawler surprises his girlfriend 
Amanda by posing on the couch with some champagne and a cute, cuddly doll of 
himself positioned in front of his crotch, mimicking Burt Reynolds’ famous pin-up from 
Cosmopolitan in 1972. So that's an example of this character explicitly being offered up 
for a female gaze, and yet still maintaining those ‘monstrous’ features which make him a 
little bit different than the way men are usually depicted in that space. There is a lot of 
idealism in terms of the character's body; he does become more normatively attractive 
over the years depending on who's drawing him. And I do think that speaks to the 
limitations of the space, but still … the opportunity to find desire in other types of 
bodies, other types of embodiment … if you're thinking about kissing or hugging or 
having sex with Nightcrawler, you're thinking about kissing and hugging and having sex 
with a man who has fangs, a man who has fur, a man who has a tail, a man who has 



three-fingered hands and feet. There is a deviance to that, and superhero comics give 
you access to that deviance.  

 

[INSERT FIGURES 1 AND 2 NEAR HERE – COULD BE ON SINGLE PAGE] 

 

FIGURE 1: Uncanny X-Men #168, written by Chris Claremont and pencilled by Paul 

Smith. © Marvel Comics.  

FIGURE 2: An image of the scholar performing praxis. © Dr Anna F. Peppard.  

 

JULIA: It’s fascinating to hear how the fans started that, and I really like the idea 
that the publishers just totally leant into this and developed him very playfully in 
that way – even though, as you say, he becomes more commercially good-looking 
and attractive as that goes on. So that's probably quite a good segue back into a 
point you made at the start about this issue of the gaze we are being invited to 
adopt in comics. Who is looking? Who are they looking at? What are they seeing? 
And what is the potential of the medium to disrupt that? Have you got any thoughts 
on different ways that can be done in comics? 

 

ANNA: Absolutely. Speaking beyond superhero comics, one of the really fascinating and 
rich-with-potential things that comics more generally can do, is disrupting certain 
traditional theories of the gaze. I already brought up Scott McCloud’s theories of the 
participatory nature of comics earlier. But there's an ethics to that in terms of how 
McCloud proposes that, when we're seeing universalized comics bodies, that is part of 
how this space engenders particularly powerful forms of identification. So one of the 
questions I've been posing in some of my recent work is whether in comics, even when 
we're talking about objectified images, is there a sense in which identification and 
objectification are always bedfellows? To me, there is a sense in which those things 
can't be completely divorced from one another. Even when you're looking at an image of 
a highly objectified female body in something like a superhero comic… is an image like 
that also inviting you to enjoy that experience of being objectified? Depending on who 
you are and what your subject position reading that comic is – are you, a straight man 
(for instance), being encouraged to identify with the joy of objectification? And I do think 
that that's a question we can ask of some of these texts. 

I think it would be dangerous to say that's always equally available in every image. But at 
the same time, the nature of representing subjectivity in the space is just different than 
the way that we represent subjectivity in film. So if identification and objectification are 



not as clearly separate in comics as they are in something like film, what does that do to 
expectations that we have around pornography? For instance, critics of filmic 
pornography, thinking particularly about generic, heteronormative, filmic pornography, 
have talked about the ethical problems as being partly to do with the fantasy of absolute 
objectification, of sex without empathy. But in comics, objectification and identification 
are not as clearly separate.  

We can't completely divorce ourselves from empathy in any type of comics, just in part 
because of the nature of comics. The visibility of the hand of the creator, the fact that 
the subjectiveness of reality is always so evident because they are drawn images rather 
than ‘real’ images. The fact that we have to participate in constructing the story; we have 
to use closure. We're always so intensely involved that perhaps empathy is inherent in 
this space, and that's a way that we can again perhaps rethink some of the ways we 
typically talk about visualisations of sexuality. Because although there's plenty of sex 
positive work about pornography out there, those kind of gender binaries prevail in how 
we talk about a lot of that stuff. And again, for good reasons, because a lot of that work 
perpetuates those gender binaries. But again, comics might be a way to complicate 
some of those discussions. And I find that very exciting. Anything that can disrupt those 
very set and binary ways of looking at things, I think, has got to be an exciting space to 
be working in.  

 

JULIA: Who does this particularly well, which creators’ work are you really admiring 
or enjoying?  

 

ANNA: This is such a difficult question for me, because I feel like I always want to say 
something really smart and interesting and highlight some underrepresented current 
creator. But I typically write about a lot of older comics. So my answers tend to default 
to some of the classics. I've been writing about Jack Kirby lately, I've done a lot of writing 
about X-Men comics penned by Chris Claremont, and drawn by folks like John Romita Jr. 
and Paul Smith and Alan Davis and Bill Sienkiewicz. But I will highlight somebody that 
has been very important to me, and very important to a lot of the things that primarily 
interest me about superhero comics, which is the writer Ann Nocenti. She wrote and 
edited a lot of those really fabulous X-Men comics from the 1980s, contributed stories 
to Classic X-Men as well as being the editor for a lot of the Chris Claremont stories, and 
she also, for a big portion of the 1980s, followed Frank Miller's run on Daredevil, who is 
one of my favourite comics characters, which was very unusual in the context of 
mainstream superhero comics at that time. So she was a pioneer in that space. And 
many of the things that I enjoyed about those comics were her complex reckonings with 
gender and sexuality and identity. There's a story very early in her Daredevil run where 



Daredevil's girlfriend Karen Page is really reckoning with ‘How can I let these hands that 
spend all day punching people and extracting vigilante vengeance then come home and 
be tender and touch me in this sensual way’ and she's like ‘Does this make me a bad 
person?’ And she's almost reckoning metatextually with ‘Can I be a feminist and a 
woman and enjoy these comics?’ And some of those questions that Ann is posing in 
some of that work from the 1980s fascinates me as somebody who's reckoned with a lot 
of those questions myself. And Nocenti’s comics don't come up with solutions for those 
problems. She likes raising the questions more than coming up with solutions, which is 
partly why they're good comics, because they're not essays. They're stories, right? But 
as someone whose work consistently brings complex ideas and perspectives that are 
not always as present in that superhero space, and continue to not be as present in that 
space as I would like them to be – Nocenti is one of those creators that's been very 
important to me over the years.  

 

JULIA: Thank you for mentioning her and bringing in that invisible female presence 
in comics which has always been there but so often hidden in so many genres and 
industries across the decades. Just to wrap up could you tell us what your next 
project is? 

 

ANNA: I'm working on a monograph about She-Hulk for a new University Press of 
Mississippi series edited by Vincent Haddad. I’m also co-editing a book with Dru Jeffries 
about superhero television, in which we're trying to spotlight not just under-represented 
texts, because we're certainly talking about the MCU and the DCEU as well, but also 
things like the Superboy television show, and Spider-Man and his Amazing Friends as a 
queer sitcom. So bringing new and interesting perspectives hopefully to some of these 
potentially underrepresented texts. And for that book, I’m writing about dick jokes and 
sexual humour more broadly in the Adult Swim cartoon Harvey Birdman, Attorney at 
Law. Very on-trend for me, but a piece that I'm pretty excited about for many of the 
reasons we’ve already talked about. I’m always out here trying to complexify the gaze 
and reckon with the politics of representation… and hopefully make some good dick 
puns along the way.  


