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INTRODUCTION

We’ve spent the last year thinking about the 
comics magazine that people love to hate—if 
they think about it at all. Published between 
1991 and 2011, Wizard spans a pivotal period 
in the history of comics and their fandom: the 
rise of Image and the speculation bubble, 
Marvel’s bankruptcy and Diamond’s 
ascendancy, the manga boom, the growing 
visibility of the trade paperback and graphic 
novel formats, and the transmedial triumph of 
geek media culture. In the midst of these 
changes, Wizard told stories that represented 
the industry and fans to one another, all while 
providing news, opinion, and—yes—prices. 

In this “acafanzine,” we present some 
results of our conversations, inspired by 
Wizard’s own columns, departments, and 
features. We wanted to share interesting 
examples and model some ways to engage 
with Wizard. It’s not about finished 
arguments so much as invitations to think 
with this funny, frustrating, complex, and 
perplexing artefact of the comics world in the 
’90s and ’00s.
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I remember actively trying to get a letter in Wizard. Like, a 
couple times. The one that finally worked was a request for 

information (it gave them an opportunity to show off how well 
connected they were) with a casual, just-tossed-off tone that 
belied how hard I was trying to get something printed. My 
envelope art, sadly, never made the cut. 

I was 14 or 15 years old, didn’t have regular access to a 
comic shop, and the internet was entering AOL keywords at 

Speak Friend 
and Enter:
The Wizardly World of 
Magic Words

Wizard #71 (July 1997)



best. Wizard was my main window into the comics world, 
besides a close friend with whom I regularly read and 
discussed whatever comics we could get our hands on. 

No, it’s probably more accurate to say that Wizard was the 
comics world to me then. I endlessly re-read every issue that 
came in the mail, imagining comics I couldn’t actually get my 
hands on. Beyond anecdotes like this, however, it’s difficult to 
say anything definitive about Wizard’s readership and 
audience.  

At its peak, Wizard touted that they regularly outsold any 
individual comic book on the stand. Two editions of the Gale 
Directory of Publications and Broadcast Media in the early 
2000s provide externally audited circulation figures that peg 
them at more than 200,000 copies an issue. After that, it’s all 
self-reports—with identical figures year-over-year that don’t 
seem especially credible. When Wizard was cancelled in 2011, 
both ICv2 and John Jackson Miller of Comichron observed 
that sales in the comic-shop channel had fallen dramatically, 
though how much of Wizard’s overall circulation that made up 
is anyone’s guess. 

Yet, Wizard made speaking to fans spectacular, through 
regular contests featuring reader art and custom action 
figures as well as the letter column. And being part of Wizard 
in some small way was why I tried so hard to get a letter 
published. The regular Pen Pals feature, where people posted 
their age, sex, location, and favourite comics in hopes of 
receiving letters from other readers, is one of the few sites 
where we get a sense of who might have been reading 
Wizard. They were surprisingly young, and though we can’t be 
certain of how representative would-be Pen Pals were of 
readers in general, it suggests that Wizard was a gateway to 
fandom for at least some of them. Magic Words (as the letter 
column was called back when I was a subscriber) was not only 
a forum for feedback on the magazine itself but a space 
where information was solicited, ideas were debated, and 
Wizard honed its editorial voice in dialogue with its audience. 
In suggesting what to care about and how to care about it, it 
modelled how to be a fan. BW



So, you want to study Wizard—well, good luck. We’ve 
been looking and, as far as we can tell, no research 
library in Canada or the US has a complete collection of 
the magazine’s entire run. Michigan State and the Billy 
Ireland Library at Ohio State each have around 50%, 
mostly from the ’90s and much of it overlapping, while 
the Library of Congress mostly holds later issues. 

So, our ultimate goal is to build a single, complete 
collection of Wizard and to fully index it for searchability 
and analysis. In the meantime, we have been able to 
track down fan-made scans of 180 out of 236 individual 
issues, as well as 77 issues in hard copy. Unfortunately, 
the scans are of varying quality, are not in a searchable 
format (usually, .CBR files), and only some are complete, 
cover-to-cover scans with advertising and price guide 
pages included. But they gave us somewhere to start. 

As a “proof of concept” to assure ourselves that there 
was something here, we began with a sample of Wizard’s 
milestone issues. These were its first and final issues, as 
well as those issues that announced themselves as 
“anniversary” or “collector’s” editions on round issue 
numbers. They tended to have special retrospective 
content that spoke to how the magazine imagined its 
own place in the comics world. In the end, we analyzed 
issues 1, 25, 50, 100, 150, 200 Gold, 200 Platinum, and 
235. 

After reading each issue individually, we would meet 
to compare notes. Although largely impressionistic, our 
conversations underscored just how rich an object of 
study Wizard is. It’s a time capsule of the comics industry 
and comics fandom. The contents of this zine are only 
the smallest part of what we have to say about it. BW
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Last Man Standing was a regular feature that 
imagined fights that the vagaries of copyright 
would never permit: Hulk vs. Doomsday (#81), 
Lion-O vs. He-Man (#132), Green Arrow vs. 
Arwyn (#130—and sorry, who?). By illustrating 

and narrating “comic battles you 
never thought you’d see,” Wizard 
addressed, and ostensibly settled, 
fandom’s biggest debates. But what 
of acafandom’s biggest debates?  

Wizard never became regarded as a source for comics 
scholarship, and today it’s largely absent from our citations. If 
you weren’t interested in geek culture in the ‘90s, you 
probably haven’t heard of it. Was Wizard just a fad? Most of 
the academic citations we’ve found that even mention Wizard 
do so in the context of comparing it to The Comics Journal, 
often pejoratively. It’s not hard to see why: TCJ looks like 
everything Wizard wasn’t. It lasted where Wizard withered, 
withstanding the tests of time and market. Maybe Wizard got 
memory-holed just because it’s so hard to find nowadays. I 
don’t know of any comprehensive online repository of Wizard 
back issues, public or paywalled. 

For well over a decade, Wizard covered and interviewed 
creators and professionals from all corners of the comics 
industry. For a generation of readers, Wizard dictated comics 
canon and comics history. And then—poof—it disappeared. I’m 
not suggesting Wizard was more mature or serious than we 
give it credit for (see: the rest of this zine). But we shouldn’t 
mistake our hazy, holistic 
recollection of it for the 
significant historical 
resource it constitutes. 
By looking at it, we might 
learn more than we think 
about the industry, art, 
artists, and fandom to 
which comics studies is 
dedicated. KS 
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INTERVIEWS & PROFILES

Hangin’ 

WITHTodd
T he careers of Todd McFarlane and Wizard magazine 

are indelibly intertwined. McFarlane provided the 
cover for the magazine’s first issue, which publisher Gareb 
Shamus paid for with a case of hockey trading cards. In this, 
McFarlane helped facilitate Shamus’s transition from 
collectibles trader to impresario of comics culture (while also 
illustrating the inseparability of the two). During Wizard’s 
heyday in the early-to-late 90s, McFarlane was similarly at 
the height of his fame. And in the 2000s, as Wizard 
transitioned into broader entertainment coverage, 
McFarlane similarly transitioned out of making comics, 
focusing on his toy design-oriented business empire. 
McFarlane is also profiled in Wizard #1. And Wizard #50. 
And Wizard #100. And Wizard #200. And many more times 
in between. Other prominent comics and “geek culture” 
figures, such as Jim Lee and Kevin Smith, are profiled nearly 
as often. But Wizard’s foundational veneration of McFarlane 
as the face of the collector boom that facilitated its own 
success makes it especially tempting to consider 
McFarlane’s identity in conversation with Wizard. 

McFarlane’s persona is that of a maverick entrepreneur, 
animated by a creative spirit that’s both unique and business 
oriented. This is reflected in McFarlane’s interviews and in 
Wizard’s mythologizing words about McFarlane, as well as 



the magazine’s highly staged photographs of the artist at 
work. McFarlane is usually dressed in plain cotton T-shirts and 
jeans, often smiling mischievously (or smarmily). When he 
wears a baseball cap, it’s backwards or sideways. And he’s 
usually pictured bent over a carefully curated drawing board, 
directing employees, or pondering products. McFarlane is 
presented/presents himself as a very personality-oriented 
creator; his persona is a brand. This is especially evident in 
the “Hangin’ with Todd” contest from Wizard #50, which asks 
readers to submit resumes and cover letters for the chance to 
spend a day as McFarlane’s assistant, at the going rate of $1/
day. Other prizes include an Image-branded watch, the 
opportunity to contribute to a Spawn issue, and an all-
expenses-paid flight. But clearly, the real prize is McFarlane.    

It’s simplistic to say Wizard aspired after the brand identity 
McFarlane achieved, which used comics to move beyond them 
and was so effective fans were willing to compete for a 
chance to labour for free in his shadow. But it’s a topic worthy 
of further investigation. AP

McFarlane and Terry Fitzgerald inspect toy designs, 
Wizard #50.



1.
Wizard #150: That 
time the list of “the 
Top 20 Comic Book 

Movie Babes” included a 
sidebar titled “Mixed Nuts,” 
devoted to mocking the 
mental health struggles of 
actors Margot Kidder, Yancy 
Butler, and Sean Young. 
The copy describes Young 
as “Crazy McNutso” and 
recommends “send[ing] her 
ass back to the pound.” The 
truly awe-inspiring 
insensitivity of assailing 
vulnerable women with 
ableist pejoratives as well as 
insults that both reduce 
them to animals and evoke 
sexual violence is why this 
sidebar’s our number one.  

2.
Wizard #100: That 
time the mag 
advertised Sailor & 

the 7 Ballz, an unauthorized 
hentai video starring 
characters from the Sailor 
Moon and Dragon Ball Z 
franchises. Porn doesn’t 
have to be sexist. But the 
image used to advertise this 
one, which seems to depict 
schoolgirl Sailor Moon being 
surprise-penetrated by 
Goku, rocketed it up our list. 

3.
Wizard #150: That 
time the “news” 
column celebrated 

gratuitous décolletage, 
spotlighting examples 
where the “treasured 
chests’” owners rebelled 
against sexual harassment 
and violence. But we don’t 
see the beatdowns, just the 
boobs. Leave it to Wizard to 
emphasize the sexiness of 
sexual violence! Also, one of 
the examples jokes about a 
story where a male 
character is unwillingly 
transformed into a woman. 
So there are notes of 
transphobia, too. 

* Anna 
† Okay, just the milestone issues, 

but there really wasn’t any 
shortage…

We* rank 

Wizard ’s top 5  

sexiest moments 

of all time†



4.
Wizard #150: That time one of the spotlighted 
“Magic Words” letters reads as follows: “Great 
job, Mike Turner!! Your Supergirl design [from 

Wizard #148] is sexy as hell without making her look 
like the slut of the week.” Using a misogynistic insult to 
praise a portrayal of a 
female character earned 
a gross-out face from this 
writer and a coveted spot 
at #4!

5.
Wizard #235: That time they published a 
“dating guide” illustrated with photos of 
comically embarrassed/embarrassing men 

(boys?) in Harry Potter glasses and Revenge of the 
Nerds couture gaping and drooling in a sweaty gaggle 
at the spectacle of a single, implied female sex worker 
in a lacy bra and fishnets. The writing wasn’t much 
better. Remember, fan men—women hate comics and 
games, so for the love of getting happily married (or at 
least happily laid), do not, under any circumstances, 
discuss such things on a date.



In the table of contents for Wizard’s first issue, the magazine  
helpfully observes that Spider-Man will be “starring in his 

own motion picture due out in early 1992.” While no article 
accompanies this wildly inaccurate prediction, it’s still an 
inauspicious beginning to Wizard’s prognostications and play 
in the imaginary space of superhero movies. In 1995, they 
formalized this practice with the introduction of Casting Call, 
a feature that would remain a Wizard mainstay for the next 
hundred or so issues. In these pieces, the magazine staff 
wishcast their favourite comics—many of which have, by this 
point in 2022, been adapted to big and small screens.  

Casting Call was always one of the first things I flipped to 
when I unbagged a new issue of Wizard. I liked playing with 
them in this imagination space between characters I knew 
well and real people I could picture bringing those characters 
to life. This frivolous feature, attributed to “A bunch of Wizard 
staffers” (except for the occasional one-offs where a creator 
would cast the comic they currently produced), allowed me to 
imagine a world in which my interests were accepted and A-
list creative talent lined up to service my fandom (oh, if 
only I’d known then the world that was coming).  

This also connected me to a broader media world 
outside of comics. More often than not, I had no idea 
who these actors were, but the magazine always 
noted a couple of credits and a couple of qualities for 
the fantasy cast member in question. As I’m sure 
many of my fellow comics scholars can attest, we 
frequently end up cast in the role of “pop culture 
czar” or “the friend who knows that guy who was in 
that thing.” So many aspects of Wizard, Casting Call 
especially, contributed to the general osmosis through 

Quiet on the Set! 
The Wishcasting of 

“Casting Call”



Some of 
Wizard’s Iron Mans…

which I picked up all my pop cult trivia. 
Casting Call disappeared from the magazine without 

comment in the early 00s, right around the time it began 
regularly having real superhero movie news stories to tell. 
Interestingly, the feature made a return during Wizard’s final 
year of publication, by which time full-blown box office 
supermania was in full swing. It’s interesting to look back at a 
cross-section of the movies they cast and amusing to reflect 
on which of their predictions came to pass. In the Casting 
Calls I’ve seen, Wizard cast Spider-Man at least twice, and the 
Avengers at least three times. These pieces speak to the 
overlapping worlds of fanboy interest and knowledge at a 
turning point for comics culture, and the heights to which 
those fanboys thought they could reasonably reach, even in 
their imaginations. 

Most importantly, Casting Call both emulated and modelled 
for me what I thought casual comics chatter could look like if I 
could manage to gather some fellow geeks around me: 
ostensibly knowledgeable, authoritative, and enthusiastically 
opinionated. The fact that it was penned collectively and 
anonymously also importantly contributed to its mimicry of 
the kinds of comics shop conversations I yearned to have 
myself, effectively making me feel that Wizard was an 
important part of my comics community. KS 

“GET ME A TONY STARK 
TYPE!”

Wizard #45, 71, and 101



and Anna Peppard
Drawing POWERFUL 
with Bart Sears 

BRUTES & BABES

D id you know legs are like 
penises? Well—man legs, 

anyway. Lady legs are like ladies—
shapely and supple, but never bulky. 
Too much bulk makes a woman look 
fat or strong, and that’s against the 
law in superhero comics. (Just 
kidding, there’s no law—other than 
the law of good taste, which means 
you won’t get hired to draw a 
reputable cape comic circa 1995!)   

Anyway, back to penises. I mean 
legs, and why they’re similar. A good 
man leg must have flow and thrust 
and girth. The calf, thigh, and knee 
muscles (there are knee muscles, 
right?) must bulge and ripple under 
the skin. A good man leg distills a 
hero’s essence. Heroes don’t have 
penises and they definitely don’t use 
them. But man legs (and arms, necks, 
and torsos) should remind you of 
penises and the phallic power you 
think about when you think about 
them. And a good artist should be 
thinking about them a lot. (But not 
like that—get your mind out of the 
gutter, this is a family mag!)    

Sears in Wizard #25.



and Anna Peppard
PHALLIC Symbolism

Man legs look different these days than they did in the 50s, 
60s, 70s, or 80s. Your father’s superhero was a 90-pound 
weakling compared to the juggernauts of today. Hell, even 
Arnie Schwarzenegger looks like a runt compared to Dorian 
Yates. These days, we’ve got the data, drive, and drugs to 
build bigger and better and our heroes need to keep up. 
Women have changed. They have suits and jobs and some of 
them even make comics! Which is why men need to change, 
too. If we don’t make every male body part look like an 
engorged member ready to spew, someone might forget 
power is in penises and wonder if there are other ways of 
being strong. Superhero comics are about imagining stuff the 
right way. Which is why you should imagine a man leg as a 
penis—your ideal penis, the one so rigid and brimming you 
can see veins through spandex.   

Next! The fundamentals of funbags. (Tip: if you’re not 
drawing ‘em bigger than her head, you’re doing it wrong!) AP

Peppard, Sinervo, 
and Woo, after 
Sears.

Leg Day



E very month, the Drawing Board (originally called 
Amazing Art) showcased the best fan art submitted by 

readers. Wondering what “best” means? Wizard #25 says it’s 
“the most artistic or creatively-rendered entry dealing with 
their respective properties and themes.” Sharpen your pencils
—time to shade some implications!  

Wizard’s art contests were aspirational. Wizard #25 calls 
the Amazing Art feature a “showcase of future comic book 
illustrators of America!” Since “best” means best according to 
Wizard, the Drawing Board is also a window onto the identity 
of the magazine and the fan culture it shaped. Fans 
submitting to Wizard’s art contests didn’t just want to draw for 
Marvel, DC, or Image; they wanted to draw for Wizard. Much 
of the published fan art takes the form of imaginary Wizard 
covers—the ultimate sign, according to Wizard readers, 
Wizard staff, or some combination thereof, of “making it” in 
comics. This is literalized in Wizard #100, where the prize for 
winning the art contest is the opportunity to draw an actual 
Wizard cover. 

This aspirational element might reflect the comics culture 
of the 90s, particularly the so-called “Image Revolution,” 
which was enabled by the meteoric rise of seven young 
superstar artists, several of whom proudly proclaimed their 
lack of artistic training or outright shunned artistic 
conventions (see our words on Todd McFarlane elsewhere in 
this zine). Rob Liefeld, whose art influenced many 
submissions, proved that in the 90s, you didn’t need to 
understand anatomy or perspective or have the ability to draw 
feet to become a bestselling comics artist. As Liefeld says in a 
1990 commercial for Levis 501s, you could succeed with “just 
a lot of imagination.” In some cases, these aspirations are 
actualized. The Wizard #50 Drawing Board features the first 

Back to the 
Drawing Board



published art of Leinil Francis Yu, currently a high-profile 
penciler at Marvel Comics (Yu was neither the grand prize 
winner nor a runner-up, but an “honorable mention”). And the 
winner of the Wizard #100 cover contest is Carlo Barberi, 
who’s gone on to a lucrative career drawing for several major 
publishers. 

Tellingly, Wizard’s approach to fan art changed as it 
became less of a comics magazine and more of a geek 
entertainment showcase. There’s no flowery language 
introducing the Wizard #235 Drawing Board, and the contest 
element is dropped, the copy stating, “readers send in ‘art’ 
and we show it.” Note that “art” is in quotation marks; the 
aspirational element of past issues is not only absent, but 
mocked. As such, the Drawing Board is also a window onto 
the ways relationships between fans, creators, and industry 
can change over time. Does the rise of transmedia storytelling 
always nurture participatory fandom? The evolution of the 
Wizard Drawing Board suggests it’s complicated. AP  

from art … to “art”

Wizard #25 Wizard #235



E arly on, Wizard’s value 
proposition was that it 

could and would be your 
single, indispensable guide 
to comics. “It is my intent 
that every month you will be 
informed about everything 
you want to know about 
comic books and related 
items,” read Gareb Shamus’s 
publisher’s letter in the first 
issue. Market intelligence 
was central to this 
conception of Wizard’s 
informational function. 

Each month, the 
magazine’s price guides 
reported the value of 
selected comic books (and, 
less frequently, of trading 
cards, action figures, and 
other collectibles). They also 
provided snapshots of new 
comics’ sales, demand for 
back issues 
among 
collectors, 
and their 
own 

estimations 
of artists’ (and 

later writers’) 
popularity. Given 

Wizard’s close 
association with the 

speculative bubble, it 
would be easy—too easy—to 

read its interest in comics as 
exclusively pecuniary. 

Reviews, previews, and 
commentary did address 
comic book readers as 
readers. Columns like 
Palmer’s Picks (Tom Palmer 
Jr.’s small-press comics 
reviews), Good & Cheap 
(good reads that could still 
be purchased cheaply as 
back issues), and Trade 
Show (reviews of trade 
paperbacks and original 
graphic novels) are just as 
much part of Wizard as the 
price guides. 

And, on balance, Wizard 
treated collecting as a 
hobby, not merely an 
investment strategy. 
An article in issue 1 
describes comic 
collecting as 
“fun for 
everyone.”  

Indeed, we 
might think of 

Wizard’s market 
information as a 

kind of game. While 
there were certainly 

people who really did buy 
comics because Wizard said 
they were “hot” or would be 
worth something some day, 
we can also imagine a reader 



MARKET
who watches the

engaging with the price guides and 
market forecasting like a fantasy sports 

league—or like the kinds of playful fandom 
Wizard modelled elsewhere. Especially for 

those collectors who would never dream of 
actually selling off their comics, was imagining what 

might happen to the value of your collection that 
different than imagining which characters could beat 

each other in a fight (see: LAST MAG STANDING) or who 
would play them in an entirely notional film adaptation (see: 
QUIET ON THE SET)? BW

WATCH?

0.4%

Price Guide
No Price Guide

Proportion 
of Issues 
with Price 
Guides

99.6%



L ooking over a smattering of issues from Wizard’s print 
run, it’s fascinating to view the magazine’s evolving 

attitude toward itself and its own 
celebrity status, especially if we try 
to contextualize it as in step with 
mainstream North American 
comics culture itself. While the first 
issue spoke with the authority of 
knowledge and pledged a promise 
of comics mastery to its readers, 
by issue 50 publisher Gareb 
Shamus described the magazine 
simultaneously as understanding 
its readers and knowing what’s on 
their minds and as having a great 
relationship with “a lot of people in 
Hollywood.” A year earlier, Wizard 
started dedicating a single page in 
the back of the magazine to a 
Bullpen roundup and staff profile, 
reflecting on funny stories from the 
office and brief interviews with 
members of the editorial team. 
Over time, these quick bites 
became quicker and quicker, to the 
point where the Bullpen section 

Wizard’s 
Self-Image

Promotions and 
Publicity Manager (and 
Magic Words editor) Jim 
McLauchlin takes 
readers on a behind-
the-scenes tour of the 
editorial offices in 
Wizard #50.

IN THE



was replaced by fumetti strips featuring the editorial team’s 
heads photoshopped onto action figure bodies. 

The Bullpen regular feature, frequent Wizard office photo 
comics, and the magazine’s overall self-referential tone 
reflects a desire to step into the spotlight. This is quite 
understandable: as Wizard staff got to rub elbows with more 
and more luminaries (beginning with the hot young comics 
up-and-comers and eventually Tinsel Town elite), they moved 
closer and closer to the centre of their own universe, the 
world of pop culture they had set out to report on. Perhaps 
more to the point, it was what they’d grown up on, reading 
editorials in the back of comics and chatting with the cast of 
Battlestar Galactica at comic conventions.  

In playing into this, the team at Wizard had to walk a line 
between approachable and desirable, friendly but also cool. In 
2008, Wizard celebrated 200 issues in print with special 
“Platinum” and “Gold” editions, the former for the magazine’s 
regular content and the latter for a smattering of special 
features reflecting on its 17 years of publishing. The first of 
these, “Our Favorite Stories,” showcased staff members 
recalling “their brushes with celebrity,” which were alternately 
awed and humorous experiences of geeking out over comics 
celebs or using Kevin Smith’s bathroom. Editor-in-chief Scott 
Gramling remembered introducing a Dark Knight panel at 
Wizard World Chicago a year earlier, and translated the 
enthusiastic fan response into a commentary on Wizard’s own 
readers, using the transitive property to convince one of the 
film’s stars that the roar of the crowd demonstrated that 
Wizard was “blessed with the most rabid fans in the world.”  

The magazine’s investment in its own place in the pop 
culture star system calls for us to reflect on the image of 
proximity industrial stakeholders in the comics world have 
long promoted to readers. From Stan’s Soapbox to signing 
tables at cons right up to responsive creators on Twitter, 
comics as a business has always been invested in giving fans 
a sense of presence, a sanitized look behind the curtains that 
regularly demonstrated our cultural products are produced by 
fun people in a fun way—whatever the actual realities may 
have been. KS 



Ad for the never-to-be-published Wizard #236, featuring a ranking of “pop 
culture’s best cliffhangers of all time.” The magazine abruptly ceased 
publication in 2011 when the company reorganized to focus on its Wizard 
World fan conventions. Was this an ironic coincidence or sly commentary 
from Wizard staff??? Source: Wizard #235. BW





Do you have 
questions, 
compliments, 
suggestions, or harsh 
invectives for our 
project moving 
forward? Do you 
have old issues of WIZARD collecting dust 
you’d like to donate to our research? We'd 
love to hear from you! 
• @peppard_anna | annafpeppard@gmail.com 
• @kalervideo | kalervo.sinervo@gmail.com 
• @geek_worlds | benjamin.woo@carleton.ca

GET IN 
TOUCH!!

roccetlab.ca
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