

[image: image]




 


 


Brian J. Robb is the New York Times and Sunday Times best-selling biographer of Leonardo DiCaprio, Johnny Depp, and Brad Pitt. He’s also written acclaimed pop culture books on silent cinema, the films of Philip K. Dick, Wes Craven, Laurel and Hardy, and the TV series Doctor Who and Star Trek. He is co-editor of the popular website Sci-Fi Bulletin and lives in Edinburgh.




 


 


Recent titles in the series


A Brief Guide to James Bond
Nigel Cawthorne


A Brief Guide to Star Wars
Brian J. Robb


A Brief Guide to Private Life in Britain’s Stately Homes
Michael Paterson


A Brief Guide to Native American Myths and Legends
Lewis Spence


A Brief Guide to Jane Austen
Charles Jennings


A Brief Guide to J. R. R. Tolkien
Nigel Cawthorne


A Brief History of the Spy
Paul Simpson


A Brief History of the Roman Empire
Stephen P. Kershaw


A Brief Guide to Jeeves and Wooster
Nigel Cawthorne


A Brief History of the House of Windsor
Michael Paterson


A Brief Guide to Ghost Hunting
Dr Leo Ruickbie


A Brief Guide to C. S. Lewis
Paul Simpson


A Brief Guide to Celtic Myths and Legends
Martyn Whittock


A Brief Guide to Oz
Paul Simpson


A Brief Guide to Stephen King
Paul Simpson




A BRIEF HISTORY OF


SUPERHEROES


Brian J. Robb


[image: image]




 


 


For Jerry and Joe and Stan and Jack
The true superheroes of comic book history


Constable & Robinson Ltd
55–56 Russell Square
London WC1B 4HP
www.constablerobinson.com


First published in the UK by Robinson,
An imprint of Constable & Robinson, 2014


Copyright © Brian J. Robb 2014


The right of Brian J. Robb to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988


All rights reserved. This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not be reproduced in whole or in part, in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system now known or hereafter invented, without written permission from the publisher and without a similar condition, including this condition, being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A copy of the British Library Cataloguing in
Publication data is available from the British Library


ISBN 978-1-47211-055-8 (paperback)
ISBN 978-1-47211-070-1 (ebook)


1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2


First published in the United States in 2014 by Running Press Book Publishers, A Member of the Perseus Books Group


All rights reserved under the Pan-American and International Copyright Conventions


This book may not be reproduced in whole or in part, in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system now known or hereafter invented, without written permission from the publisher.


Books published by Running Press are available at special discounts for bulk purchases in the United States by corporations, institutions, and other organizations. For more information, please contact the Special Markets Department at the Perseus Books Group, 2300 Chestnut Street, Suite 200, Philadelphia, PA 19103, or call (800) 810-4145, ext. 5000, or email special.markets@perseusbooks.com.


US ISBN: 978-0-7624-5231-6
US Library of Congress Control Number: 2013954852


9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
Digit on the right indicates the number of this printing


Running Press Book Publishers
2300 Chestnut Street
Philadelphia, PA 19103-4371


Visit us on the web!
www.runningpress.com


Typeset by TW Typesetting, Plymouth, Devon


Printed and bound in the UK


Cover by Joe Roberts




CONTENTS


Part 1: Origins!






	Chapter 1


	Comic Books to Blockbusters: The Rise of the Superhero







	Chapter 2


	Secret Origins: The Pre-History of the Superhero







	Chapter 3


	Superman Arrives: The First Comic Book Superhero







	Chapter 4


	Batman Begins: The Birth of the Dark Knight








Part 2: Crisis!






	Chapter 5


	Superheroes Go to War!







	Chapter 6


	Superheroes Versus the Comics Code!








Part 3: Excelsior!






	Chapter 7


	Marvel Rising







	Chapter 8


	The Marvel Age








Part 4: Turmoil!






	Chapter 9


	Superheroes or Anti-Heroes?







	Chapter 10


	Superheroes Deconstructed







	Chapter 11


	Superheroes Reconstructed








Part 5: Domination!






	Chapter 12


	Superheroes Beyond the Page: Up, Up, and Away!







	Chapter 13


	Superheroes Beyond the Page: Believing a Man Can Fly







	Chapter 14


	Superheroes Beyond the Page: The Marvel Age of Movies







	Chapter 15


	The Never-Ending Battle of the Superheroes








 


Acknowledgements


Bibliography


Index





PART 1: ORIGINS!






1
COMIC BOOKS TO BLOCKBUSTERS: THE RISE OF THE SUPERHERO


Imagine a young American boy, ten or twelve years old, picking up a new comic book at the local drug store or newsstand, pestering their parents for a dime to buy it. It’s April 1938, and the comic the kid has in his hands is something new, something called Action Comics. He’s never seen it before, and it says ‘#1’, right there on the cover. And, boy, what a cover . . .


Under the sizeable Action Comics logo and the 10¢ price slug, there’s a picture the kid just can’t believe. There’s a guy dressed like a circus strongman (blue bodysuit, red trunks, red cape waving in the wind), and he’s lifting a car above his head and smashing it into a rock face. There’s a cowering man on the ground beneath the car, and two others, one running away in the background, the other coming straight out of the cover towards the reader, his head gripped in his hands in terror. What is all this about?


The introduction of Superman (the guy in the cape) was a seismic moment in American pop culture. It’s unlikely that hypothetical young comic book reader knew that at the time – the guys at DC Comics who’d published the book certainly didn’t. Only Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster, a pair of creative Cleveland teenagers who dreamed up Superman, had any idea he might catch on. Years before they’d even been professionally published, original sketches of an action hero who would later become Superman were adorned with scribbled notes patterned after the kind of hype Jerry and Joe saw on American news-stands in the Thirties: ‘The smash hit strip of 1936’ and ‘The strip destined to sweep the nation!’ They were modest young men, but these guys had big dreams.


Even more astonishing, not only to Siegel and Shuster, but also to the kids who bought, read, and (more often than not) tossed away Action Comics #1 is what those comics would one day be worth. Today, it is estimated that fewer than 100 copies of that first issue remain in existence. Action Comics #1 (graded 8/10 on the accepted quality measurement) was the first-ever comic book to sell for $1 million, in 2010. That same year a second copy (graded 8.5) sold for $1.5 million. Actor Nicolas Cage (once cast as Superman for an unmade movie) had his copy of Action Comics #1 stolen in 2000, only for it to be recovered in 2011, and then sold for $2.16 million. That’s a lot of dimes . . .


That same kid from 1938, a couple of years older, might have been in a movie house to see the first instalment of the 1941 Captain Marvel serial, the first comic book superhero to make it to the movies. He probably also saw The Phantom (1943), based on a newspaper strip hero; Batman (1943), the dark knight of the comics; and Captain America (1944), the wartime superhero who punched out Hitler. He definitely listened to the Forties Superman radio serial, three times a week after school, and maybe his younger brother or sister saw the Superman serial when that character finally made his movie debut in 1948. Little could they have imagined the sights and sounds of twenty-first-century superhero cinema, a period where summer movie blockbusters are dominated by characters first created in the four-colour comics of the Thirties and Forties, and dramatically developed in the Sixties.


The two companies that drove the superhero revolution in pop culture are now huge commercial enterprises whose productions dominate summer movie screens. The Avengers (2012), based on a superhero team created in the Sixties for Marvel Comics, is the third-highest-grossing film of all time having taken $1.5 billion worldwide. DC Entertainment is teaming up its top two superheroes, Superman and Batman, in one highly anticipated movie in 2015. It took until the twenty-first century for digital effects to reach a stage where what had long played on the comic book page could truly be brought to the screen. Now, the biggest audiences for superheroes are in cinemas and on DVD, not reading the comics that first gave birth to them.


From their secret origins in myth and legend, as well as in the adventurers of nineteenth-century pulp fiction heroes, the first comic book superheroes, Superman and Batman, gave rise to an all-conquering genre. Most superheroes fall somewhere on the scale between those two, who are in so many ways natural opposites. Superman stands in the light, a figure of action who wears no mask; his alter ego Clark Kent is from a rural background. Batman is a creature of the night, a figure of mystery, who hides behind a mask better to instil fear in his criminal prey in the urban jungle of Gotham.


What are the core ingredients that made up the American comic book superhero as first established by Superman in Action Comics #1 in 1938? Most superhero figures have an unusual start in life, often requiring them to leave their homes to avoid a terrible fate. Superman’s life-saving escape from Krypton as a baby is the urtext for this superhero trope. Similarly, a vague history in youth helps – growing up on a nondescript Kansas farm – as it allows future writers to fill in the blanks or reinvent the specifics. Parents are often removed, as with Superman and Batman, as it makes the hero more vulnerable. Becoming an orphan seems to be important to making many superheroes self-reliant from an early age.


The key attribute of many, if not most, superheroes is some kind of super-power. Superman can travel at great speed, has super strength and can fly. Some superheroes simply rely on perfecting their unique human skills or attributes, as in the case of Batman, Iron Man, or Green Arrow. Other regularly seen attributes include a fatal weakness or a defect to be overcome, including Superman’s aversion to Kryptonite, Daredevil’s blindness, or the Hulk’s inability to control his wrath-driven transformations. Superheroes sport almost magical weaponry, including Thor’s hammer and Green Lantern’s power ring.


Superheroes exhibit a strong moral code and a selfless dedication to the public good: they’re usually out to do the right thing regardless of any possible rewards and often at the expense of their own personal lives. The motivation for this crime-fighting life is often deeply personal: the death of Spider-Man’s Uncle Ben at the hands of a mugger, or the killing of Bruce Wayne’s parents. For Superman his humanitarian service is core to his being, while for someone like Wonder Woman it is a formal calling, a selfless role to be fulfilled willingly. Such figures often adopt a secret identity, both to conceal their unusual powers and abilities, but also to allow them to operate in the world as a near-normal figure, so Superman’s alter ego is Daily Planet reporter Clark Kent, while Batman is the philanthropist millionaire Bruce Wayne. Both these key figures, and many others have troubled romantic lives, usually as a result of their complex secret lives. Many adopt specific costumes with distinctive insignia or themes, such as Superman’s shield-encased S-symbol, Batman’s identification as a bat-like figure, or Spider-Man’s web symbolism woven across his outfit.


The stories featuring these superheroes often include a supporting cast of assistants, recurring characters who are the hero’s friends, co-workers, or potential romantic partners. There’s also a rogues’ gallery of villains (super-or otherwise) who function as the heroes’ antagonists, including such classic foes as Lex Luthor (opposite Superman), the Joker (Batman), and the Green Goblin (Spider-Man). Often the superhero’s mirror image, the super-villain may also adopt an outlandish costume, use a variety of super-weapons, and enact a myriad of evil plans. They are always defeated, but they always return to wreak havoc once again . . .


For superheroes, being independently wealthy (like Bruce Wayne, the X-Men’s Professor Xavier, or Green Arrow’s Oliver Queen) can come in handy, as it then affords the hero a secret base or hidden headquarters (such as Batman’s Batcave), and a way to pay for all the vehicles, weapons and supplies a hero might need.


Many of these characteristics were established by the first comic book superheroes – Superman, Batman, Captain Marvel and the Flash – while their successors, rivals, and equals would often be born out of a need by their creators to react against these original superhero models. As comic book superheroes matured, through the propaganda of the war years of the Forties, into the censorious Fifties, where they were under attack, and through the counterculture of the Sixties that gave birth to many new superheroes, they developed and diversified in all sorts of imaginative and fascinating ways. After a period of relative stagnation and decline in the Seventies, the superhero was reinvented in the Eighties and Nineties, as darker, more serious figures, often revived in creator-owned independently published comic books and graphic novels. After several false starts, the twenty-first century saw the domination of the movies by superhero franchises, including Batman, Superman, The X-Men and Spider-Man.


The concept of the superhero is a uniquely American creation, born of troubled economic times, and forever changing to better fit with new audiences and new challenges. This is the story of the rise of the American superhero, from mass appeal in lowly Depression-era comic books to their blockbuster success in the twenty-first century’s most popular movie franchises.


A note on comic book cover dates . . . Most comic books were on sale at news-stands up to two months before the date stated on the cover. Published cover dates are used throughout, and only when relevant is the actual month of publication highlighted. Comic book history is generally divided up into several widely recognized ‘ages’: the Golden Age is from 1938 to the mid-Fifties; the Silver Age from the mid-Fifties to 1970; the Bronze Age from 1970 to the mid-Eighties; and the Modern Age from the mid-Eighties to the twenty-first century. These divisions have been used in the text.





2
SECRET ORIGINS: THE PRE-HISTORY OF THE SUPERHERO


The classic American comic book superhero didn’t emerge fully formed. Ancient myths and legends are littered with ‘supermen’, gifted by the gods with extraordinary powers. Folkloric heroes grew from figures like Robin Hood, while literature gave birth to masked avengers like the Scarlet Pimpernel. ‘Penny Dreadfuls’, dime novels, radio dramas, and movie serials all featured masked crime fighters, such as the Green Hornet and the Phantom. These mythological influences and myriad pulp magazine heroes would feed into the birth of the modern superhero, culminating in the creation of Superman in 1938.


The superhero template made popular through American comic books during the Depression originated in antiquity, in stories ancient cultures retold across centuries, forming the basis for today’s myths and legends. Many told of a pantheon of gods and goddesses who boasted of superhuman prowess. Not all supernatural heroes were gods, far removed from everyday humanity. In some tales, humans might encounter gods and be endowed with superhuman powers. Others might be descended from the congress between gods and humans, and so inherit their abilities.


These stories told ancient peoples where they had come from, looking back to the remote past and offering a ‘creation myth’ account of their origins. The world in which these early peoples lived appeared to them to have been created, so required a creator, usually some ‘thing’ with greater powers than them – a god. These myths and legends were also ways of prolonging the power of an elite or the status quo of those in powerful positions within a tribe or society. They offered explanations of why things were as they were, explaining the roots of tribal customs, of their civilization’s institutions, and the origins of their specific taboos.


Whether these myths and legends were distorted accounts of real world events, in which the gods were involved in human affairs; or allegorical stories representing natural forces and the tides of time; or simply an attempt to encapsulate a frightening world in human terms, they have come down to us as a set of tales that underlie our own popular storytelling. The mythological heroes of these ancient tales served as intermediaries between the human and the divine, with some active in both worlds.


Among the most common are the Greek legends: the word ‘hero’ is of Greek derivation, describing a warrior who is also a protector. The oldest surviving sources are the works of Homer, the Iliad and the Odyssey, focusing on the Trojan War (believed by the Greeks to have taken place in the twelfth or thirteenth century bc). The Greek pantheon of the Twelve Olympians – the Greek gods inhabiting Mount Olympus – consists of Zeus, Hera, Poseidon, Demeter, Athena, Hestia, Apollo, Artemis, Ares, Aphrodite, Hephaestus, and Hermes. Many of their attributes would be applied to modern-day comic book superheroes (they might be the first superhero team). With a heritage traced back centuries, the canonical twelve secured their rule in a war with the Titans, an even older race of super-powered gods. Similar stories of a ‘war in heaven’, concerning the overthrow of an older generation or power base, were told across Europe and into the near east, with echoes in Scandinavian, Babylonian, and Judaic mythologies.


Zeus (descended from the Titans) and Hera were the King and Queen of the gods. Poseidon represented the seas, earthquakes, and tidal waves. Demeter was the god of fertility and the seasons, with Athena the goddess of wisdom, defence, and strategy. Hestia was a domestic goddess, while Apollo was the god of truth and prophecy. The huntress Artemis was the god of animals and the wild, Ares the god of war, and Aphrodite the goddess of love. Hephaestus was the god of metal and fire, while Hermes – with winged sandals – represented speed. Beyond these core twelve there were many more minor gods or demigods closely tied to the Olympians.


Direct comparisons can be drawn between the most famous comic book superheroes and these Greek forebears. Superman has roots in the divine hero Hercules (better known by this Roman name, he was Heracles to the Greeks). He was the greatest of Greek heroes, a paragon of masculinity with extraordinary strength. Superman co-creator Jerry Siegel admitted his superhero was ‘. . . a character like Samson, Hercules, and all the strongmen I ever heard of rolled into one, only more so . . .’ Similarly, Wonder Woman is a variation on Athena, from the Greek legends of the Amazons, a nation of all-female warriors. The Hulk is an Earthbound version of Ares, an angry god always ready for a fight. While none are a simple one-to-one match, they share enough core elements for it to be possible to pair up Greeks gods and superheroes such as Poseidon with Aquaman, or Hermes with the Flash. The Greek tales of heroes and their deeds provided a ready-made template for superheroes. Marvel Comics writer and editor Stan Lee once referred to superheroes as ‘. . . a twentieth century mythology’ featuring ‘. . . an entire contemporary mythos, a family of legends that might be handed down to future generations’.


Their adventures sound like the tales of comic book superheroes. Perhaps the first legendary Greek superhero was Perseus, whose defeat of the monstrous Titans informed the founding myths of the Olympians. A demigod, Perseus killed the Gorgon Medusa before rescuing Andromeda from a sea monster unleashed by Poseidon. Perseus was enacting the prophecy of the Oracle, fulfilling his heroic destiny. Another classic tale chronicles the Labours of Hercules. These twelve tasks were performed by strongman Hercules as a penance for killing his sons during a spell of madness. These Greek legends, alongside others about Achilles, Jason and the Argonauts, or Theseus and the Minotaur, were a rich source of story and characters for the most successful superheroes. The creators of DC Comics and Marvel Comics drew freely upon these tales and legends for their modern fantasy epics.


The existence of these god-like heroes is not enough on their own to explain the mythic roots of the modern comic book superhero. Also required is the notion of the ‘heroic quest’, a mono-myth found in similar forms across many cultures, usually in the shape of epic tales or legends. It is best summed up in scholar Joseph Campbell’s idea of the ‘hero’s journey’. Campbell describes the essentials: ‘A hero ventures forth from the world of the common day into a world of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive victory is won: the hero comes back from this mysterious adventure with the power to bestow boons on his fellow men.’


For example, the Mesopotamian epic of Gilgamesh, whose Old Babylonian variation dates back to the eighteenth century bc, recounts the story of the semi-divine but mortal King of Uruk, Gilgamesh, who battles and defeats his opposite, the wild man Enkidu. Together (like a superhero and his sidekick) they embark on a heroic journey to the Cedar Mountains to defeat the monstrous guardian, Humbaba. Further adventures see the pair battle the Bull of Heaven, after Gilgamesh spurns the advances of the goddess Ishtar. After Enkidu’s death, brought about by Ishtar, Gilgamesh embarks on a quest for immortality. Marvel Comics used Gilgamesh directly as one of the Eternals, immortals who have long been mistaken for gods.


As well as establishing the sidekick (also seen in Iolaus with Hercules, and Patroclus with Achilles), the Gilgamesh tale sees the hero renounce sexual temptation, as do many comic book heroes. Gilgamesh is also a figure who seeks transcendent power, a way to overcome the limits of the normal physical world (in his case, the power to live forever). Most superheroes (not all, Batman is merely a physically exceptional, gadget-aided man) exhibit an attribute that allows them to overcome Earthly limitations, whether it is unpowered flight, super strength, or super speed.


Similarly, Homer’s Greek epics provided the outline for many a hero’s journey, the ‘epic tale’ chronicling the heroic deeds and major events that impact upon history. From the Epic of Gilgamesh, through the Indian Sanskrit Mahabharata, to Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey, right up to the Roman Aeneid by Virgil, the epic tale took shape and proved to be a major influence on the creation and evolution of later superhero stories.


Another example is the Old English epic Beowulf, dating from some point between the eighth and the early eleventh century, that tells of a Scandinavian adventurer who comes to the aid of the King of the Danes, Hroögar, whose kingdom is under attack by the monster Grendel. Beowulf slays both the monster and its mother, returning to his homeland a hero, and becomes king of his people. Around fifty years later, the older Beowulf kills a dragon, but is himself fatally wounded in the fight.


Beowulf and other ancient epics shaped a template that is applicable to many superhero origin stories, such as that of Captain Marvel. Youthful radio reporter Billy Batson hears Campbell’s ‘call to adventure’ when he is chosen to become the champion of the wizard Shazam. He travels underground via a mysterious subway system, encounters Shazam and is reborn into the world changed. Whenever he utters the wizard’s name, he is struck by a magic lightning bolt and transformed into an adult superhero, the world’s mightiest mortal: Captain Marvel. Throughout the Forties, Captain Marvel comic books outsold even those featuring Superman.


Alongside myths and legends, characters from folklore helped shape superhero archetypes. Superheroes often follow a code, a set of rules of behaviour that obliges them to fight on behalf of the poor, the downtrodden, and the oppressed, and against the criminal and the wrong-doer. The basis of this may come from the English folk hero Robin Hood, who famously robbed from the rich and gave to the poor. The most popular retelling of the Robin Hood legend has him as a late-twelfth-century outlaw. He is a supporter of King Richard the Lionheart, whose absence on the Third Crusade has enabled the misrule of the kingdom by his brother, John. Various retellings play with Hood’s social status – in some versions he’s a commoner, in others an aristocrat – but the core has him battling on behalf of the common people against their oppression.


Robin Hood is an influential precursor of the superhero. He wears a ‘costume’, that serves to both hide him in the forest (it is traditionally Lincoln green) and to disguise his true identity. Both Superman and Batman, among many others, use costumes to alternately stand out or blend in with their environments and to disguise their alternative identities as Clark Kent and Bruce Wayne. Robin Hood invariably fights for right, against imposed might, and that’s also the mission statement of most modern superheroes. Both Robin Hood and many superheroes are outlaws, in the sense that they place the delivery of justice over and above strict adherence to the law, especially if they are fighting against a corrupt establishment. Robin Hood seeks both to alleviate the suffering of the poor, and – just as importantly – to punish oppressors: he’s an inspiration to such overtly vigilante characters as Batman.


Stories of super-men, those among humanity endowed with powers beyond mere mortals, are as old as human history, as is the making of pictures. Cave drawings in France and Spain from between 10,000 and 25,000 years ago record everyday events and heroic feats. From Egyptian tomb paintings and hieroglyphics from around 1300 BC, to surviving examples of medieval sequential art such as the Bayeux Tapestry (a seventy-metre length of embroidered cloth depicting the Norman conquest of England, circa AD 1100), and Mexican codices, an early form of bound book circa AD 1500, men and women have created images that told stories, often of adventure or amazing achievements. The earliest surviving examples of illustrated narrative – a story told through sequential images and words – include Greek friezes and the Roman Trajan’s Column from AD 113. Since illustrated manuscripts and picture-based versions of Bible stories were used to spread the ‘Word’ to the illiterate (such as the Biblia pauperum, or Paupers’ Bible), the urge to communicate through stories told in pictures has been irresistible.


For most of these examples, the viewer or reader had to go to the story, as it was often in a fixed geographical location, either painted directly onto or hung upon a wall. It was only with the invention of mechanical printing techniques in the fifteenth century and the later development of publishing as a mass medium in the West that graphic storytelling came to the reader. Moveable type was developed in China early in the second millennium ad, but it would take several centuries for the techniques to spread to Europe. The first printing press in Europe appeared around 1450, introduced by Johannes Gutenberg in Germany, followed by William Caxton in Britain.


The mass-market printing revolution in the sixteenth century resulted in the spread of printed books, and among the most popular (and the most numerous) were the works of Dutch Renaissance theologian Erasmus and the religious tracts of Martin Luther, German professor of theology. By the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the first newspapers – regular printed illustrated broadsheets of information and current affairs – began appearing across Europe, initially in Germany. The first successful British daily newspaper – the Daily Courant – appeared in 1702. The earliest American newspaper appeared in the colonial period, with Benjamin Franklin’s older brother James producing the New England Courant in 1721.


Much early printed material was religious, but by the eighteenth century, artists such as painter and printmaker William Hogarth, and caricaturists James Gillray and Thomas Rowlandson, were combining words and pictures to comment on politics, fashion, and social mores. Hogarth augmented satirical images with textual captions (anticipating comic book speech balloons). Comics historian Maurice Horn claims that Hogarth’s works ‘can be acknowledged as the first direct forerunners of the comic strip’. Prior to Hogarth and his contemporaries there had been an artistic convention of using ‘speech scrolls’ in the Medieval and Renaissance periods and in some older Mesoamerican art – literally a scroll unfurling from the mouth with text indicating what they were thinking or saying. Hogarth combined the attribution of speech with a sequential series of images to make a point or tell a story.


By the 1730s Hogarth was producing his ‘moralizing art’ in the form of the six-scene A Harlot’s Progress (1732) and the eight-scene follow-up A Rake’s Progress (1735). The first told of the desperate life of a poor country girl who becomes a prostitute upon moving to London. The final images depict her death due to venereal disease and her funeral. Despite (or because of) its sensationalist subject matter, A Harlot’s Progress was a huge success. More than 1,200 sets of engravings were sold to collectors for a guinea each, and pirated copies of Hogarth’s work soon followed, before the artist obtained an Act of Parliament – the Engraving Copyright Act 1734 – that protected the producers of original works from others selling unauthorized copies. The eight frames of sequel A Rake’s Progress depicted the dissolute life of Tom Rakewell, the son of a rich merchant who indulges in luxurious living, visiting brothels and gambling, only to end his life in the madhouse.


Early in the nineteenth century, Swiss artist Rodolphe Töpffer’s sequential stories were told as pictures with extended captions running below (following Hogarth) and were available across Europe and throughout the United States, often in pirated editions. His innovation was to put the emphasis on entertainment, rather than ‘moral improvement’. His littérature en estampes (picture stories) were published as albums, often over 100 pages in extent. In 1845, Töpffer outlined his approach to the ‘picture story’ in his Essay on Physiognomy noting that ‘. . . to construct a picture-story . . . you must invent some kind of play where the parts . . . form a satisfactory whole. You make a book: good or bad, sober or silly, crazy or sound in sense.’


Although he regarded his work as having a potentially powerful impact, Töpffer was aware of the negative critical reaction surrounding such ‘comic books’ even at this early stage in their evolution: ‘. . . the picture story, which critics disregard and scholars scarcely notice, has greater influence at all times, perhaps even more than written literature’. He recognized the power of the combination of images with text in sequence, as one without the other would not contain the same meanings readers would ascribe to them combined in interaction. Töpffer’s work inspired imitators, especially Gustave Doré whose picture story album The Labours of Hercules (1847) followed Töpffer’s example, although he told the tale of this ancient ‘superman’ through more accomplished art than Töpffer.


Newspapers and magazines, such as Punch (from 1841), often carried caricatures after the style of Hogarth, commenting on current news events and prominent society personalities, which by then were becoming known as ‘cartoons’. In Germany in 1865, caricaturist William Busch developed one of the earliest comic strips, Max and Moritz. This followed the misadventures of two youthful troublemakers and featured moralistic stories told through illustration and rhyming couplets. In the United States, a newspaper war between Joseph Pulitzer’s New York World and William Randolph Hearst’s New York Journal was partly fought through the use of comic strips to attract readers. Pulitzer debuted The Yellow Kid in 1895, chronicling the life of the shaven-headed title character in a New York slum area called Hogan’s Alley. Created by artist Richard Felton Outcault, The Yellow Kid presented ‘. . . a turn-of-the-century theater of the city, in which class and racial tensions of the new urban, consumerist environment were acted out by a mischievous group of New York City kids from the wrong side of the tracks.’ Outcault innovated in the use of speech text to indicate direct character dialogue, although it was often written on the nightshirt of the ‘yellow kid’ (where a new yellow ink was tested by the printer, hence the nickname). The term ‘comic book’ was first used in 1897 to describe Outcault’s ‘McFadden’s Row of Flats’ supplement in the New York Journal.


Busch’s work on Max and Moritz was a direct inspiration to a German immigrant to the United States, Rudolph Dirks, who created The Katzenjammer Kids, a comic strip about a pair of rebellious twins that ran in Hearst’s New York Journal from 1897 for thirty-seven years. The strip was drawn by Harold H. Knerr, following Dirks’s stories. As well as further developing the use of speech balloons after Outcault, Dirks innovated by introducing ‘thought balloons’ indicated by a series of broken bubbles leading to the word balloon, as well as by using such graphic symbols as a log being sawed through for loud snoring and sparkling stars to indicate pain.


The Pulitzer-Hearst newspaper war from 1887 saw the development of several popular comic strips. Among them were The Little Bears (1893–96), the first American strip to use recurring characters, with the first use of colour printing for comic strips appearing in 1897. By 1912, Hearst had introduced an entire page of his New York Daily Journal devoted solely to comic strips, thereafter colloquially known as the ‘funny pages’ or ‘funny papers’. By 1922, magazine-style collections of reprinted daily newspaper comic strips were a regular feature on US news-stands. The stage was set for the rise of the four-colour comic books (after the four inks – cyan, magenta, yellow and black – used to produce full colour) and the arrival of the distinctive American superhero.


The silent movies of Douglas Fairbanks cemented the visual image of the masked avenger in the popular imagination in the early twentieth century, paving the way for comic book superheroes. Fairbanks played several swash-buckling characters in movies packed with derring-do and the righting of wrongs. Key among them were The Mark of Zorro (1920), Robin Hood (1922) and The Black Pirate (1926, the first full-length Technicolor film). These costumed heroes – Zorro wears a face mask and leaves his ‘Z’ mark behind to signify his presence – and pirate figures were central to the success of early swashbuckler movies, and Fairbanks’s easy athleticism led to him embodying several of these characters.


Many of the early movie heroes drew upon characters from Victorian literature, several of whom owed an equal debt to the legends and stories of Robin Hood. Initially presented in a play in 1903, and then a novel from 1905, Baroness Orczy’s Scarlet Pimpernel established the notion of the hero with a secret identity in the popular imagination (although not a hero, Robert Louis Stevenson’s tale of The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde, 1886, prefigured the idea of a character with a dual identity). The Pimpernel is English aristocrat Sir Percy Blakeney who rescues French aristocrats from their fate as guests of Madame Guillotine during the French Revolution. The Scarlet Pimpernel exhibits several attributes that would later become standard superhero conventions, including a penchant for disguise, a wicked way with a signature weapon (a sword), and the ability to out-think and outwit his adversaries. He creates a popular image for himself by leaving behind a calling card depicting a scarlet pimpernel flower at each of his interventions. By drawing attention to his alter ego Blakeney creates a public furore and hides behind his public face as a slow-thinking, foppish playboy (like Bruce Wayne). While the French revolutionary authorities hunt for the masked man, Sir Percy establishes a network of supporters, the League of the Scarlet Pimpernel, that aid his endeavours – an inspiration for later superhero teams, such as the Justice League. Perhaps unsurprisingly, given her title of ‘Baroness’, Orczy was writing from the point of view of the nobility. The Scarlet Pimpernel fails as a proto-superhero as his fight is for the privileged rather than the ordinary.


The next step was Zorro, Johnston McCulley’s black-masked outlaw who defended the poor of early California against tyrannical officials and other villains. Starting in 1919, McCulley’s pulp hero appeared in All Story Weekly, one of many pulp magazines that ran serialized stories between the late 1800s and the Fifties. Zorro first appeared in the five-episode adventure The Curse of Capistrano, the alter ego of nobleman Don Diego de la Vega. Wearing a black cloak and a wide-brimmed sombrero, as well as a black cowl mask, Zorro uses a rapier sword to carve his distinctive ‘Z’ symbol in three swift strokes. As with the Scarlet Pimpernel, Don Diego plays the role of a dandy, wearing lace and avoiding violence as he’s (supposedly) useless with a sword. Impoverished noblewoman Lolita Pulido has no time for the passionless Diego, but she is intrigued by the outlaw Zorro (just as Lois Lane spurns Clark Kent, but is fascinated by Superman). By night, Zorro strikes, avenging the helpless, punishing cruel politicians, and aiding the oppressed (his superhero code).


The first story concluded with Zorro publicly exposed, his secret identity revealed (a similar fate befell Iron Man’s Tony Stark). The unexpected success of the debut tale – which resulted in the Fairbanks movies – led to Zorro’s secret identity being quickly re-established and more than sixty further stories from McCulley, up to the author’s death in 1958 (the same year that Disney launched a popular Zorro television serial). Zorro would feature in over forty films, ranging from the Fairbanks silent movie to two films starring Antonio Banderas, The Mask of Zorro (1998) and The Legend of Zorro (2005).


Pulp fiction – whether in the form of the Victorian ‘penny dreadfuls’, the American short-story magazines, or the ‘dime’ novels of the early twentieth century, not to mention radio serials of the Twenties and Thirties – produced a variety of heroic and villainous characters that would influence the comic book superheroes of the late-Thirties and early-Forties. The British ‘penny dreadfuls’ – lurid serial magazines that cost one penny (or less), printed on cheap pulp paper, and aimed at working-class young readers – provided cheap escapism for a newly literate population. Charles Dickens’ first works appeared in serial form, but the genre is best remembered for gothic and adventure tales, and introduced characters such as Sweeney Todd in The Demon Barber of Fleet Street (running 1846–7), real-life eighteenth-century highwayman Dick Turpin (whose exploits followed the Robin Hood model in the 254-instalment Black Bess serial, 1867–8), and the detective Sexton Blake (1893), heavily influenced by Arthur Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes (1887–1927). Holmes’s ‘deductive reasoning’ might be a superpower (with the trademark deerstalker and pipe as a ‘costume’), while the rarely seen Professor Moriarty provides a template for the super-villain, as did the pulp fiction embodiment of the ‘yellow peril’ in Sax Rohmer’s Fu Manchu (1913–59, in works by Arthur Henry Sarsfield Ward, the true ‘Sax Rohmer’). Equally, Holmes’s chronicler Dr John Watson might be thought of as an archetypal superhero sidekick.


Other British fictional heroes, such as W. E. Johns’ Biggles (pilot and adventurer James Bigglesworth, whose adventures ran from 1932 until Johns’ death in 1968), John Buchan’s Richard Hannay (in five novels, starting with The Thirty-Nine Steps, 1915), and Herman Cyril McNeile’s Bulldog Drummond (1920–54), provided a kind of ‘stiff upper lip’ heroism of a duty-bound kind that saw selfless men (almost never women) embark upon uncertain adventures often simply for the thrill of it all.


Beyond these reckless Imperial adventurers, the American pulp magazines gave rise to the dedicated, altruistic crime fighter. Following in the masked exploits of Zorro were mesmerist the Shadow (1930), ‘peak human’ Doc Savage (1933), and the Spider (1933). Starting on magazine publisher Street & Smith’s radio show The Detective Hour in July 1930, the Shadow introduced Lamont Cranston (although the character was initially anonymous, simply narrating stories), a crime-fighting vigilante who used psychic powers (primarily ‘the power to cloud men’s minds’) to defeat his enemies. Writer Walter B. Gibson (under the nom de plume of ‘Maxwell Grant’) developed the character in print as an ambiguous figure, initially neither hero nor villain. Operating after dark, the Shadow had no compunction in breaking into properties and using fear to dissuade ne’er-do-wells from their nefarious activities. Various writers developed the character, initially an adventurer and crime fighter named Kent Allard (who later takes on the better-known Lamont Cranston identity), through countless short stories and numerous novels. The Shadow employs various helpers who might be thought of as sidekicks, such as his driver ‘Moe’ Shrevnitz, Harry Vincent, a man he saves from suicide, and newspaper reporter Clyde Burke. He even has his own film noir ‘moll’, in the shapely form of socialite Margo Lane. The Shadow’s mixed approach to crime fighting means he both aids and is wanted by the police (a fate that later befell both Batman and Spider-Man). His enemies include mad scientists, international plotters, spies, and criminal kingpins, including recurring foes Shiwan Khan, the Voodoo Master, the Prince of Evil, and the Wasp. The best-recalled radio version of The Shadow had a young (only twenty-two) Orson Welles as Lamont Cranston between 1937 and 1938. The Whistler (1942–55) was a similar radio drama (later a B-movie series) knock-off of the Shadow.


There were echoes in the Shadow of Leslie Charteris’s pulp novel hero the Saint, who first appeared in Meet the Tiger in 1928. Like the Shadow, Simon Templar was feared by the criminal underworld as he failed to play by the ‘rules’. Templar battled what he referred to as ‘the Ungodly’, donating the proceeds of their crimes to charity (minus his 10 per cent ‘finders’ fee’). This ‘Robin Hood of modern crime’ was pursued internationally by the forces of law and order, and was occasionally helped out by a gang known as the Five Kings. Appearing in magazines and books from 1928 until 1983, the Saint featured in a series of B-movies and a long-running radio series with Vincent Price (among others), before finding a home on television in the Sixties and Seventies.


Other significant pulp fiction crime fighters who laid the foundations for the age of the superhero included Doc Savage and the Spider (both 1933). Savage was a heroic adventurer created in-house for Street and Smith Publications, with Lester Dent as the series’ main contributor. Known as the Man of Bronze (a superhero appellation, after the title of the first adventure), Doc Savage featured in 181 editions of his eponymous magazine between 1933 and 1949, before going on to appear across other media (comics, radio, novels, movies). Created following the success of the Shadow for Street & Smith, Clark ‘Doc’ Savage had no superpowers, but he had been raised from birth under ‘scientific’ supervision to be a perfect specimen of humankind, exhibiting the best masculine attributes in intelligence, strength, and physical prowess. Doc Savage was intended to be ‘the best a man could be’, for the mid-Thirties, and the publisher’s ads for the novels billed him as a ‘superman’. Among his superior abilities were his photographic recall, great physical strength, wide knowledge of science, and mastery of disguise and impersonation. Dent described the character as a combination of the mind of Sherlock Holmes with the physicality of Tarzan and the kindliness of Abraham Lincoln. From his base (a precursor of the Fantastic Four’s HQ) on the eighty-sixth floor of a skyscraper resembling the Empire State Building, Savage fought evil with the aid of the ‘fabulous five’: a chemist, a lawyer, a builder, an electrical engineer, and an archaeologist/geologist. A fleet of vehicles, from cars and trucks to aircraft and boats were available to him from a secret hangar on the Hudson River – financed by gold donated from a Central American mine once held by Mayans. Savage also had an assortment of useful gadgets and weapons at his disposal. He would retreat to his ‘Fortress of Solitude’ in the Arctic (pre-dating Superman’s iconic icy base by several years). Rational science was the hallmark of the Doc Savage series, so no matter how outlandish a villain or device appeared to be, it would always have a fairly plausible scientific explanation, even if more than a few stretched the scientific reality of the time.


The Spider was developed by a rival pulp publisher, Popular Publications, in 1933 as a direct competitor for Street & Smith’s the Shadow. Yet another millionaire playboy, Richard Wentworth passed his time fighting crime in New York wearing a black cape and a slouch hat – later he’d affect make-up or a face mask to create a figure more frightening to underworld villains (Batman’s later motivation for his disguise). As with so many pulp detectives, the Spider was a master of disguise, often masquerading as small-time crook Blinky McQuade to gain intelligence from criminals. The often violent stories saw the Spider – known as ‘the Master of Men’ – engage villains involved in nationwide criminal enterprises, sometimes leading to the deaths of hundreds of people. Surrounded by the usual array of helpers and antagonists, the Spider would leave a red ink drop of blood upon the heads of criminals he’d executed as a warning to others. The original ran for a decade, while two cliffhanger movie serials – in 1938 and 1941 – turned him into a more traditional superhero, complete with spider graphic cape.


Created for radio in 1936, the Green Hornet was another crime-fighting masked vigilante. Actually related to the Lone Ranger (as his great-nephew), the Green Hornet was rich kid newspaper publisher Britt Reid, who (according to the original narration) ‘hunts the biggest game of all: public enemies that even the G-Men [FBI agents] cannot reach!’ His sidekick, Kato, was of Japanese origin (until after Pearl Harbor, when he became ‘Filipino’), and fulfilled the roles of chauffeur, bodyguard, and enforcer – the muscle to Reid’s brains.


Beyond the pulps and radio serials, proto-superheroes appeared in newspaper comic strips. The super-strength of Popeye came from magical spinach (Popeye himself was a riff on the much earlier strongman Hugo Hercules strip featured in the Chicago Tribune in 1902–3). The Phantom (1936), created by Lee Falk, featured in a daily syndicated newspaper strip and wore a skin-tight purple bodysuit and ‘domino’ eye mask (standard for many superheroes). The look came from Robin Hood (often depicted in tights), while the mask without pupils came from Greek busts. Falk had form, having already created villain-battling hypnotist Mandrake the Magician two years before.


The first masked crime-fighter (without superpowers) published exclusively as a comic book character (having not previously appeared on radio or in newspaper strips) was the Clock, created by George Brenner for the Comic Magazine Company. The character is the missing link between the radio and pulp magazine heroes and the popular superheroes that originated in comic books. Former District Attorney Brian O’Brien styled himself ‘the Clock’, leaving behind a calling card of a clock face with the slogan ‘the Clock has struck!’ His sole concession to the developing field of superhero costuming was an eye mask, otherwise he wore a standard suit. The character may have been an influence on Will Eisner’s more successful Forties vigilante superhero the Spirit.


The final pieces of the superhero puzzle were the science fiction and fantasy pulp heroes of the early twentieth century, including Edgar Rice Burroughs’ John Carter of Mars (1912) and Tarzan (1912), Philip Francis Nowlan’s pulp space hero Buck Rogers (1928), Robert E. Howard’s Conan the Barbarian (1932) and Alex Raymond’s newspaper-strip hero Flash Gordon (1934). These were prototypes of later characters, with Tarzan’s athleticism, strength, and mystical abilities with the animal kingdom, Conan’s warrior ways, and the future gadgets and technology of Buck and Flash (as well as their costuming choices – each regularly sported a cape) all contributing elements to the iconic figure of the American comic book superhero.


An unsung figure is pulp science fiction writer Philip Gordon Wylie. He created several influential characters, such as Hugo Danner in the 1930 novel Gladiator, who has superhuman strength and bulletproof skin, a clear forerunner of Superman. Similarly, Wylie’s novel The Savage Gentleman (1932) sees a man hide his son away on an isolated island where he trains him as an ideal physical specimen, an influence on Doc Savage. Wylie’s When Worlds Collide (1933, co-written with Edwin Balmer and filmed in 1951) prefigured some of Alex Raymond’s Flash Gordon stories and could have influenced Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster in developing Superman’s escape from the doomed planet Krypton. Wylie had a strong interest in the future, not only in mankind’s survival of a possible nuclear war, but as a species. His philosophical thoughts, expressed in novels and essays were the backdrop against which the first comic book superheroes were created.


Prior to the launch of Superman in 1938, comics had been consigned largely to the ‘funny pages’ of newspapers and magazines where characters like Frederick Burr Opper’s Happy Hooligan (from 1900) thrived. The misadventures of these characters and others – such as The Katzenjammer Kids – were collected in reprint compilations between 1902 and 1905. As the medium began to define itself, a host of soon-to-be classic characters appeared in American publications. Windsor McKay explored the world of dreams through Little Nemo in Slumberland (from 1905), Mutt and Jeff made their debuts in 1907, with prominent characters Krazy Kat (1913) and Popeye (1929) following. The science fiction strips featuring Buck Rogers and Flash Gordon showed that the medium could be used to tell serious serialized stories.


It wasn’t until 1933 that the modern comic book format was established. Previously collected newspaper strip reprints appeared in a variety of shapes and sizes. Charged with creating a publication as an incentive to be given away with retail goods, Eastern Color Printing Company salesman Max C. Gaines devised a full-colour newsprint comic book format, familiar to millions of regular purchasers today. This led to the creation of the 64-page comic book Famous Funnies, a 10¢ news-stand publication that carried a variety of full-colour reprinted Sunday newspaper strips. Gaines would become co-publisher of All-American Publications (home of superhero characters Green Lantern, Wonder Woman and Hawkman, and absorbed by DC Comics), and founder of Educational Comics (later EC Comics, notorious publisher of Fifties horror comics). A host of new ‘picture story magazines’ followed Famous Funnies, including New Comics (1935), the first to carry wholly original material, and whose publisher National Allied Publications would soon become National Periodical Publications and, finally, DC Comics.


These larger-than-life pulp heroes and villains were draft versions of the classic American comic book superheroes. In the final years of the Thirties everything was in place for the birth of the definitive American superhero. It would take the creative endeavours of two young men – Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster – and one iconic figure, Superman, to launch an enduring entertainment industry.
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SUPERMAN ARRIVES: THE FIRST COMIC BOOK SUPERHERO


The world of superhero comics began in the late-Thirties and early-Forties. It was the often-inadvertent creation of a diverse bunch of men, from ex-bootleggers and gangster wannabes, pulp magazine publishers and pornographers, to the creative sons of Jewish immigrants trying to be more American than their neighbours. Out of this soup of conflicting interests and unlikely inspirations emerged a new art form that would take the rest of twentieth-century entertainment by storm.


The multi-million dollar industry built around superheroes that dominates the annual summer blockbuster movie season started with just two men, one extraordinary character, and one comic book: Action Comics #1, published in April 1938 (cover dated June). The two men were Jerome (known as Jerry) Siegel and Joe Shuster, and the character was Superman, from whom virtually all other superheroes derived, either in imitation of or in direct reaction to the Man of Steel who fell to Earth from the planet Krypton.
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