COMICS FROM THE CRYPT

Heh-heh! So you want to hear a terrifying tale eh? Something to give you nightmares? Then welcome all you creepy kiddies to this sensational story of the pioneers of the putrid! Let me stir my creepy cauldron and serve you a horror helping of blood-curdling comic lore, the scintillating story of those nineteen fifties EC horrors! Are you ready? This is your last chance to stop reading. Have you got your dribble-cups fastened? Got your shrouds tucked under your chin? Good! Then sit back in your coffin and I shall serve this slobbering story of comic pain and perversion! Eat well children!  Savor every mouthful…it could be your last meal! Heh-heh!

EC, as “Educational Comics”, were originally a relatively parent-friendly organisation when ran by conservative Max Gaines. He had practically invented the comic book form in 1933 with the wily notion of folding newspaper funnies into a booklet and selling them to the comic-hungry masses at newsstands. As purveyors of ‘educational’ comic books this early EC produced a plethora of patriotic American history, biblical tales and innocuous stories filled with fluffy little animals like Tiny Tots Comics and Famous Funnies. This had been a successful formula, but by the late nineteen forties, children had unsurprisingly ditched such a blatantly pedagogic approach of storytelling in favour of the action and adventure offered by more exciting superhero titles.

When Max died in a freak accident in 1947, his son William M. Gaines reluctantly took charge of a publishing company that was rapidly heading for receivership. Immediately he hired freelance artist Al Feldstein and found in him a kindred spirit; they both shared a love of the macabre and as children had been terrified witless by radio horror thrillers like The Witches Tale. But after sharing the editing and writing chores on the EC stable of mild crime, romance and westerns to painful boredom, they made a dramatic change in the policy of the company. They reworked the EC name, exchanging preachy pedagogy for thrills and excitement; Entertaining Comics was born. It was what Gaines and Feldstein called a “New Trend in Comic Books.” It also embarked them on a wave of crime and terror tales that ultimately found them under the burning lamp of anti-communist Senator Estes Kefauver with his McCarthiesque witch-hunt hearings on juvenile delinquency.

This Gaines and Feldstein combination quickly began fazing-out the majority of the old EC comics, one-by-one replacing them with exciting titles like Moon Girl and Crime Patrol. In early 1950, they released two lines inspired by their young nightmares: Vault Of Horror and Crypt Of Terror (later to be renamed as Tales From The Crypt). The dynamic duo quickly added Weird Fantasy and Weird Science, and later followed this with Shock SuspenStories, Crime SuspenStories, and The Haunt of Fear. With the release of these horror and suspense anthology titles, sales immediately increased and assured the morbid direction the company was beginning to follow.

For every issue of their horror comics, the gruesome tales of gore were introduced by grisly characters; the white-haired, craggy-featured Crypt-Keeper in Tales From The Crypt, the long-nosed, wart-ridden Old Witch in The Haunt Of Fear and the maniacal Vault-Keeper in The Vault Of Horror. A major element in their success and house style of the horror comics, these characters attracted massive fan attention. Known as the GhouLunatics, this crazy quick-witted trio shared a love of idiotic alliteration and terrible puns that were wonderfully cringe-worthy.  Al Feldstein always penned these introductions, finding fiendish delight with his ghoulishly goofy play on words and dialogue patter:

“This is your Vault-Keeper, with another horror yarn from my collection! And this one is about oil…black, gooey, ughey oil! I call this blood-curdling hair-raiser…Oil’s Well That Ends Well.” 

Murderers, monsters, vampires and the undead returning from the grave to wreak revenge on their perpetrators, were all staples of the EC horror and suspense comics. The lurid cover artwork was particularly ghastly with the likes of severed heads, axes dripping blood, salivating monsters and broken-necked hanging corpses, all sitting comfortably on newsstand shelves next to Archie and Classics Illustrated. The artists had tremendous fun with such material and despite poor pay and a waver of their copyright, EC attracted an incredible array of comic art and writing talent including Jack Davis, Harvey Kurtzman, Will Elder, Gardner Fox and Jack Kamen.
The stories themselves were simple moralist yarns, always with a sting in the tail. Although they warned readers of the comeuppance they may face if they were bad people, the tales weren’t preachy. They simply delivered a message of right and wrong by dispatching poetic justice to murderers and cheats; villains were hoisted by their own petard rather than receiving judgment and virtue didn’t always win. These comics were well written and much wordier than many of their pulp peers, using celebrated authors like Ray Bradbury and Edgar Allan Poe as inspiration. However gory the violence, these comics always retained a tongue firmly in cheek, even if it was a severed one.

A typical horror comic in the period was selling three times as many copies as its romantic or superhero counterparts. But before this rejuvenated comic company could consolidate their success, pressure from various groups against their proliferation of violent imagery had detrimental effect on this blossoming industry.

In 1954, the U.S. Senate Subcommittee held hearings on whether comic books inspired juvenile delinquency, a campaign spearheaded by Senator Estes Kefauver. A lead witness, psychologist Dr. Frederick Wertham, testified that comics created “a mental readiness for temptation” and that “Hitler was a beginner compared to the comic book industry”. This is also the same psychologist who suggested that Batman was promoting homosexuality because Robin’s legs were drawn bare, often wide open and seemed devoted and attached only to Batman. 
The highbrow Dr. Wertham was most famous for bringing to the masses his ill-conceived The Seduction Of The Innocence, where he studied the “effect” of comic books on juvenile delinquents. His attacks pushed the boundaries of believability to a level of ridiculousness. Wertham even felt a flying Superman was teaching children disturbing untruths about the laws of physics. 

But this “scientific” book was how Dr. Wertham became a key witness for Kefauver’s crusade against the comic menace. Unsurprisingly, it was Gaines who talked the most sense at the hearing with his defense of his beloved art form. He emphasised his stories’ endings in which criminals would always pay for their crimes. Gaines commented that the cause of juvenile delinquency was complex and the product of a child’s environment, not the fiction they read.

The committee’s report may have found no proven connection between comics and delinquency, but the art form certainly suffered. The Senate called for self-regulation of the industry to keep violent comics away from young children. They also issued a warning to publishers that if their self-policing didn’t work that they would re-visit the issue again, and use whatever means necessary to prevent the “nation’s young from being harmed from crime and horror comic books.”

Fearful of such a threat, the Comics Code Authority went into effect in 1955. It published a set of guidelines to control the content of comic books that concentrated exclusively on crime and horror comics. Most U.S. distributors fearfully responded to the government investigations by refusing to carry comics without the Code seal. Having no commercial outlet, the salacious EC titles were no longer commercially viable, disappearing almost overnight from newsstands.
In an attempt to comply with the Code, EC began producing comics about chivalrous knights in armor and swashbuckling pirates. But these new lines lasted less than a year. When Gaines was ordered by the Code to makes changes to an anti-racism storyline because the artwork showed a black man with perspiration, he conceded there was little point in continuing to publish comics. Blandness and mediocrity was now being pumped into tiny little hands and EC could not survive in such a climate. By 1956, Entertaining Comics no longer adorned the racks of newsstands; their only product left in distribution was the wonderful MAD Magazine, which thankfully the Code could not touch.

Although the seal of approval from the Comics Code Authority now commands little power, its initial application marked the end of a creative era of comic art. While EC were not the only purveyors of horror at the time, they were certainly the most iconic, attracting the best creative talent at the time, and creating a brand identity that still is relevant in popular culture today. Their influence has spawned a successful television series, movies, merchandise and a multitude of comic artists and filmmakers the world over.

Have pleasant nightmares children…heh-heh!
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