

[image: ]




Other Titles in the Smart Pop Series


[image: ]


Taking the Red Pill
Science, Philosophy and Religion in The Matrix


Seven Seasons of Buffy
Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers Discuss Their Favorite Television Show


Five Seasons of Angel
Science Fiction and Fantasy Writers Discuss Their Favorite Vampire


What Would Sipowicz Do?
Race, Rights and Redemption in NYPD Blue


Stepping through the Stargate
Science, Archaeology and the Military in Stargate SG-1


The Anthology at the End of the Universe
Leading Science Fiction Authors on Douglas Adams’ Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy


Finding Serenity
Anti-heroes, Lost Shepherds and Space Hookers in Joss Whedon’s Firefly


The War of the Worlds
Fresh Perspectives on the H. G. Wells Classic


Alias Assumed
Sex, Lies and SD-6


Navigating the Golden Compass
Religion, Science and Dæmonology in Philip Pullman’s His Dark Materials


Farscape Forever!
Sex, Drugs and Killer Muppets


Flirting with Pride and Prejudice
Fresh Perspectives on the Original Chick-Lit Masterpiece


Revisiting Narnia
Fantasy, Myth and Religion in C. S. Lewis’ Chronicles


Totally Charmed
Demons, Whitelighters and the Power of Three


King Kong Is Back!
An Unauthorized Look at One Humongous Ape


Mapping the World of Harry Potter
Science Fiction and Fantasy Authors Explore the Bestselling Fantasy Series of All Time


The Psychology of The Simpsons
D’oh!


The Unauthorized X-Men
SF and Comics Writers on Mutants, Prejudice and Adamantium







[image: ]










[image: ]




EDITED BY
GLENN YEFFETH


[image: ]


BENBELLA BOOKS, INC.
Dallas, Texas




This publication has not been prepared, approved or licensed by any entity that created or produced the well-known character Superman.


“Previous Issues” © 2005 by Lawrence Watt-Evans


“A History of Violence” © 2005 by David Hopkins


“You Will Believe a Man Can Walk: Christopher Reeve’s Part in the Superman Myth” © 2005 by Sarah Zettel


“Jewel Mountains and Fire Falls: The Lost World of Krypton” © 2005 by Monkeybrain, Inc.


“Man of Steel, Woman of Kleenex” © 1971 by Larry Niven, reprinted from All the Myriad Ways


“Actor and Superactor” © 2005 by Keith R. A. DeCandido


“A Tale of Two Orphans: The Man of Steel vs. the Caped Crusader” © 2005 by Lou Anders


“God, Communism and the WB” © 2003 by Gustav Peebles, reprinted from The Believer


“Supermyth!” © 2005 by Steven Harper


“Six Things that Plain Don’t Make any Sense about Superman” © 2005 by Adam-Troy Castro


“Is Superman a Superman?” © 2005 by Adam Roberts


“The Mirror of Gilgamesh: The Foe Superman Fears the Most and the Ally He Can’t Do Without” © 2005 by John G. Hemry


“The Golden Shield: Image as Superman’s Greatest Power” © 2005 by Paul Lytle


“Superman by Moonlight: Can Clark and Lois Break the Curse?” © 2005 by Yvonne Jocks


“Speeding Bullets and Changing Lanes” © 2005 by Joseph McCabe


“A Word of Warning for Brandon Routh” © 2005 by Lou Anders


“Superman’s Moral Evolution” © 2005 by Peter B. Lloyd


“Brain Versus Brawn: The Many Lives (and Minds) of Lex Luthor, the World’s Greatest Villain” © 2005 by Bob Batchelor


“Superman, Patriotism and Doing the Ultimate Good: Why the Man of Steel Did So Little to Stop Hitler and Tojo” © 2005 by Paul Levinson


All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without written permission except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews.


[image: ]

BenBella Books, Inc.
10300 N. Central Expressway, Suite 530
Dallas, TX 75231
www.benbellabooks.com
Send feedback to feedback@benbellabooks.com


EISBN: 978-1-941631-58-4




Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data


The man from Krypton : a closer look at Superman / edited by Glenn Yeffeth.


p. cm.


   ISBN 1-932100-77-6


   1. Superman (Fictitious character) I. Yeffeth, Glenn, 1961-


   PN6728.S9M33 2006


   741.5’973—dc22


2006005980


Proofreading by Jessica Keet and Stacia Seaman
Cover design by Todd Michael Bushman
Cover art by Paul Gilligan
Text design and composition by John Reinhardt Book Design
Printed by Victor Graphics, Inc.






Distributed by Perseus Distribution
www.perseusdistribution.com


To place orders through Perseus Distribution:
Tel: (800) 343-4499
Fax: (800) 351-5073
E-mail: orderentry@perseusbooks.com






 


[image: ]


Lawrence Watt-Evans


[image: ]




PREVIOUS ISSUES


FASTER THAN A speeding bullet, more powerful than a locomotive—Superman is undeniably a symbol of power. What’s more, he fights for truth, justice and the American way; he’s an icon of power used for good, power handled responsibly. It may be Spider-Man who actually said, “With great power comes great responsibility,” but The Big Blue Boy Scout was living it twenty years before Spidey spun his first web.


Superman has powers and abilities far beyond those of mortal men; he can make himself ruler of the world, take anything he wants or kill anyone who gets in his way—but he doesn’t. He’s a good guy, the ultimate good guy, because he apparently isn’t even tempted to abuse his powers. He’s wholesome and noble and selfless. His foster parents raised him that way, and he’s true to his upbringing.


It’s long been recognized that this is part of what makes him boring sometimes, or at least hard to write good stories about; he’s too powerful, too perfect. No menace can really endanger him—he’s invulnerable. His moral choices are never really difficult; the Kents gave him so strong a sense of right and wrong that there’s not much room for self-doubt. DC’s editorial powers have more than once tried to make things easier for their scripters by cutting him back to a more human scale, but it never really sticks, because he’s Superman. If he isn’t power incarnate and a moral paragon, he’s not the same iconic character.


What makes him Superman is that he’s practically perfect in every way.


At least, on the outside.


But even though he’s Superman, he has issues that are implicit in his background. He’s kept them concealed all these years, but if you know where to look, you can find them. Especially if you look at the version of the character I grew up with, the so-called “Silver Age” or “pre-Crisis” Superman that existed from about 1955 to 1985.


A starting point to show you what I mean is his clothes. They say clothes make the man, and certainly part of what makes Superman the icon he is, is that familiar outfit of blue tights, red shorts, red boots, yellow belt and flowing red cape. He always wears it—and I do mean always.


In those pre-Crisis years, Superman’s costume was indestructible. He needed an indestructible costume when he was out there getting blasted by ray guns, or strolling unscathed through nuclear explosions, or taking a swim through the sun’s photosphere. So where did that costume, so much a part of the Superman legend, come from?


Well, as any long-time DC reader can tell you, Ma Kent (Martha Clark Kent, to give her full name) made it for him by sewing together the blankets that were wrapped around him in the rocket that sent him from Krypton to Earth. He wears it under his street clothes, in order, he says, to be ready to change to Superman at an instant’s notice.


That very recognizable costume was at the heart of a good many stories back in the Silver Age; people tried to steal it, it showed through Clark Kent’s torn clothing at inconvenient times and so forth. It’s always been a major part of Superman’s life.


And it must be inconvenient. Think about it: Clark Kent can’t open his shirt collar on a hot day because that dumb suit would show. Wearing shorts when it’s 95 degrees and everyone else is in cut-offs is a major decision that probably costs him a lot of worry, because fitting in means he has to take off the long johns. (The heat doesn’t bother him, of course, but Clark Kent’s reputation for eccentricity mustn’t get out of hand.)


Now, some other superheroes may have some justification for wearing a super-suit under their clothes, but this is a man who can move faster than light and has clothes that can be stretched or compressed almost infinitely. The Flash used to keep his super-suit in a ring—Supes could surely do the same, and would no longer need to worry about ray guns or moths putting holes in his clothes and revealing that telltale red and blue. He could leave the suit in his Fortress, or even in orbit, and still reach it and change clothes and get to anywhere on the face of the Earth in a seventh of a second. So why doesn’t he?


Well, remember where that suit came from. It’s not made from ordinary fabric, but from Kryptonian blankets—that’s how it survives all the abuse it gets.


In fact, it’s made from the very blankets that were wrapped around him when he was an infant. The blankets he slept under. The cute little blankets his mother tucked him into.


That’s right, friends—the super-suit is Superman’s baby blanket. It’s his security blanket—not figuratively, but literally. The Last Son of Krypton doesn’t just carry a piece of his old baby blanket in his pocket, as some insecure people do; he’s wearing it.


Told you he has issues.


But hey, we can cut him some slack. Despite being the most powerful being in the world, the guy has a rough life—he saves the universe almost daily, both his parents and his adoptive parents are dead (if we ignore the occasional dumb stories where Jor-El and Lara turn up in the Survival Zone or wherever), he has lots of secrets he can’t share with anyone and there’s nobody around with whom he can knock back a few beers, get tipsy and arm-wrestle—he can’t get tipsy at all, so far as I know, without risking very serious trouble. And, going further, could a gin and tonic or a fruity daiquiri even affect the Man of Steel’s mind, or is he as impervious to its effects as he is to almost everything else earthly?


That’s something that people don’t seem to consider. At the end of a long day of rounding up bank robbers and mad scientists, how does Superman relax? Because he is so incredibly powerful, he just can’t let himself go—not anywhere inhabited, anyway. He’s liable to wreck several square blocks if he tries. He can’t kick the furniture to blow off stress—he’ll be punting footstools into orbit. He can’t slap a friend on the back without either killing him or swatting him all the way to Taiwan. People admire him, they’re in awe of him—but they’ve got to be a little scared, as well, when dealing with someone who can kill them by breathing hard.


Superman lives half his life in an unnatural, assumed role as Clark Kent just so he can deal with people on an equal basis occasionally, and even then, he has to be constantly on guard against doing something superhuman. The guy has got to be lonely and under constant stress.


So is it really surprising that he carries a security blanket?


No, not carries—wears. In fact, he flaunts it, though of course no one recognizes it for what it is. He stands there, chest out, as the bullets bounce off, and you can just imagine him thinking, You can’t hurt me! I have my blankie!


This explains why he pretty much never takes it off even when he is relaxing. In all of those scenes in the Fortress of Solitude when he’s taking it easy, playing chess against his super-robot, writing in his diary by carving Kryptonian words into solid steel plates with his fingernail, or whatever, does he ever slip out of his work clothes and into a dressing gown? When he takes a refreshing dip in a lava pool, does he ever strip down to his shorts to feel that warm tingle on his chest? Nope—the big red “S” stays firmly in place at all times.


That’s a little eccentric—as well as unhygienic. Most of us don’t wear the same underwear day in and day out, and we have good reasons for that. However, we see that Superman does clean his supersuit sometimes—by flying through the sun while wearing it.


That’s right, he usually doesn’t take it off even to wash it. This guy has it bad. Most people with security blankets at least put them down occasionally.


But then, Superman does have it rough. His home planet blew up; his species is effectively extinct. Yes, humans look the same, but we know they aren’t—we can’t clean our clothes by flying through the sun. Compared to Superman, we and all our creations are ridiculously fragile; if he ever forgets for even a second just how delicate we are, he could kill dozens of people. He must live his entire life as if he were walking through card houses floored with eggshells. Just cracking his knuckles might shatter windows! He can’t belch, he can’t fart, without worrying about killing innocent bystanders.


That suit at least gives him something he doesn’t need to worry about damaging!


And it’s something safe and comforting. Remember that there are other bits of his home planet still around—and they’re trying to kill him. Kryptonite isn’t just a bunch of green meteors to him; it’s his homeland, his ancestral soil, the old country that sent him to America.


And it’s poisonous.


This is a man who really can’t go home again; his home is gone, and any souvenir he might find is toxic.


Any souvenir, that is, except that silly suit he wears.


And then there’s the way he’s treated by the people around him. He’s an immigrant to our planet, and he’s tried his best to fit in. He’s done everything he can to be a good person, a good man, a good American, and how do people react to him?


Well, a fair number of the people he meets are trying to kill him. Everyone from street punks to Lex Luthor feels free to take shots at him, with guns and knives and death-rays, and nobody ever takes that seriously. Yes, the bad guys go to jail for robbing banks or trying to conquer the world without a permit, or whatever, but does it ever occur to anyone to file felony assault charges? These guys punch Superman, they shoot at him, stab him, run cars into him, hit him with missiles and energy beams and giant robot fists, and the cops never even ask him if he wants to press charges. Sure, he’s unhurt, but that’s not the point! He was still assaulted. Someone could ask.


That’s his enemies—but what about his friends? They’re constantly demanding his help, asking to be rescued, inviting him to help out with charity events, but do they ever just suggest a cup of coffee and a chat? Do they respect his privacy? Lois Lane and Lana Lang spend an absurd amount of time and effort trying to find out his “secret identity”—that’s the thanks he gets for saving their lives and admitting to them in the first place that he has a secret identity?


Let’s face it, for the pre-Crisis Superman, most of his alleged friends aren’t so much friends as sycophants. Lois Lane wants him not because she actually knows him, but because he’s the ultimate trophy male—brains and brawn beyond human ken, all in a well-built package. She spends more time trying to blackmail him or spy on him than she does just talking to him.


And Jimmy Olsen isn’t so much a friend as his Number One Fan, basking in the admiration of his fellow nerds because he’s buddies with the demi-god in the blue tights.


The only people who come close to treating Superman as one of their own, rather than as a celebrity, are the other superheroes—and let’s face it, hanging out with a guy who dresses up as a giant bat, or a guy in a Robin Hood costume who puts boxing gloves on arrows, is not exactly a healthy social life. These people are freaks, just as much as Superman himself, even if they can’t juggle asteroids. Clark Kent grew up wanting to fit in, to be the all-American boy; spending time with these weirdos may be better than nothing, but he’s got to feel a little like the captain of the football team forced to eat lunch at the geeks’ table.


And, of course, that’s why he has his Clark Kent identity, so he can pretend to be normal—but even there, he can’t be comfortable. He has to worry constantly about giving himself away. If Superman accidentally leaves a palm-print in solid steel, it’s not a big deal; people will just ooh and ahh, and it may wind up as a souvenir somewhere, but it’s of no real consequence. If Clark Kent accidentally puts a finger through a desktop, though, that’s a real problem—someone might put two and two together.


As the TV show Smallville has repeatedly pointed out, any time he’s out there pretending to be an ordinary human, he’s lying. He’s hiding who he is from his alleged closest friends, keeping secrets from the people he claims to love. That’s got to be rough on a guy who wants, more than anything else in the world, to do what’s right and be loved for it.


So if you ask me, along with everything else, he wears that suit under his clothes to remind him of who he is—that he’s never really Clark Kent; he’s the freak, the alien, the Superman, who can’t let himself go for an instant, who can’t trust anyone, who can’t let anyone trust him, who must always be on guard—but who still has the comforting presence of his baby blanket, reminding him that once, as a baby, he did have the unconditional love of two mothers, one who bore him and one who raised him, and the calm certainty that he was safe.


I can’t begrudge him that small comfort, I suppose. After all, he’s saved the world repeatedly, and is doing everything he can to make it a better place.


But jeez, I wish he washed that thing more often.
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A HISTORY OF VIOLENCE


WHILE OTHER PEOPLE may ponder the loftier subjects of truth and meaning, I’ve always wondered how Wolverine can bend his wrists when the claws sheath back into his hand. How can the Silver Surfer stay on his board with no noticeable traction or grip tape? Are Dr. Strange and his manservant Wong secret lovers? Why haven’t the citizens of Gotham City put two and two together about Batman and Bruce Wayne? How can Flash have any self-respect when he fights a villain named “Rainbow Raider”? If when Billy Batson grows up, he says “Shazam,” will that make him younger? And why would the noble Wonder Woman wear star-spangled undies?


I’ve also wondered how Superman could punch another person and not kill him. Forget a deeper postmodern critique of the superhero as a reconstruction of masculine language systems. I want to know how Superman doesn’t kill people when he hits them. How does he not accidentally send a fist straight through the chest of a bank robber or would-be world conqueror? He’s Superman, the strongest of the super-powered cape-wearing spandex titans. Even the phrase “more powerful than a locomotive” is an outdated understatement. From my own fanboyish research, I wager this Last Son of Krypton could do lethal damage using only his pinky finger.


I imagined this hypothetical scenario:


Superman playfully whacks Jimmy Olsen upside the head. Jimmy’s head wobbles, a dopey grin spreads across his face, his eyes roll toward the back of his head and he falls over. “Oh, Jimmy,” Superman laughs heartily. Next issue opens with Lois Lane, Perry White and a guilt-ridden Clark Kent standing over Jimmy’s open grave. Pity.


And that’s what happens when you’re dealing with a guy who can squeeze coal into diamonds (Action Comics, No. 115) and throw an uninhabited planet through space (Superman, No. 110). However, the wise fanboy will explain that Superman is not only incredibly strong, but he’s also completely in control of his power. He is not a bull in a china shop. Superman has the perfect combination of absolute power and absolute restraint. The good citizens of Metropolis need not worry about their hero accidentally sneezing and knocking down four city blocks. He’s in control. The man who bends steel can also slap around Jimmy Olsen without cracking the poor kid’s skull. If Superman were to punch someone, that bank robber or would-be world conqueror again, he would only hit hard enough to knock out the bad guy. Superman doesn’t kill, and he’s not carelessly violent. My hypothetical scenario made me wonder about Superman’s history of violence and his infallible use of restraint. Should Jimmy Olsen wear a helmet? Would it help?


APPLE PIE AND FASCISM


Within the panels and pages of comic books, this dichotomy of power and restraint works. It works, because Superman’s audience believes not only in his greatness, but also in his goodness. His no-kill ethic and commitment to the preservation of life makes him one of the good guys. Arguably, it’s simplistic to create an ethical standard where people can be soldiers without killing. For all the heroes throughout history who have had to take a life, somehow Superman’s hands stay clean as he fights to defend truth, justice and the American way. Superman is the perfect allegory of America’s own idealism toward justifiable force: to be the most powerful and yet the most benevolent.


The superhero genre is all about the use of power and violence to solve problems. Not surprisingly, the superhero icon flourished during World War II, when both Superman and America turned their efforts against the Nazis and the Japanese. Pulitzer Prize-winning author and comic-book guru Michael Chabon makes this observation in the film Comic Book Superheroes Unmasked:


        There was a sort of irony in the fact that these characters, many of whom had in that period, in the Golden Age, evolved to fight the Nazis, were themselves very much in the Nazi ideal. The idea that you can solve problems through physical strength, by being stronger and more dominating, more powerful, that is fascism. That’s it. That’s the essence of fascism. I don’t think the creators of superheroes or the kids who were reading at the time were the slightest bit aware of it.


The name “Superman” itself is ironic. Friedrich Nietzsche’s Übermensch is commonly translated as “superman,” and his philosophy was widely studied and popular among the Nazis. Like the Nazi belief in a super race, the Kryptonians represent a dominant species, a super race themselves. Possibly, as a result, critics forget Superman’s use of restraint and compassion. They label him a “fascist” (Seagle 60), a thinly veiled pro-Nazi isolationist on American soil.


HOW VIOLENT IS SUPERMAN?


Amusing as it would be to see Superman cut loose and beat the crap out of his opponents, that’s not him, even though one’s first assumption is that Superman hits people. It’s hard to believe such an American icon wouldn’t use his fists more often. After all, John Wayne and Clint Eastwood punch people all the time. When a cowboy enters a bar, a fist fight breaks out. Surely, the Man of Steel has the same spit and grit as these characters. I searched through various media incarnations of Superman to find a trace of gratuitous violence. First, I looked at all the covers of Action Comics and Superman comics from the ’30s and ’40s to see if I could discover any seeds of violence.


On the cover of Action Comics No. 1, Superman holds a car over his head and smashes it into a nearby boulder. Two gangsters run away in terror, while the gangster closest to Superman is on his hands and knees, staring in shock. It’s unclear whether he’s staring at Superman or breaking the fourth wall and looking desperately at the reader. His stare asks the obvious question: Who is this man? I feel sorry for the poor guy trying to claim insurance. How do you explain that one? However, this car-smashing could hardly prove any violent abandon on Superman’s part. His aggression is directed toward the automobile. He doesn’t hurt anyone.


In fact, in the ’30s and ’40s, Superman had some odd issues with several modes of transportation. On the cover of Action Comics No. 10, only his third cover appearance, he punches an airplane in midflight, knocking off one of the wings. He stops a train on the cover of Action Comics No. 13 to save it from a broken bridge and then handles a submarine in issue 15. On the cover of Action Comics No. 17, he pushes over a tank. The Superman No. 13 cover shows Superman punching a boat. Clearly, the guy doesn’t like most forms of automotive transportation, but no people are hurt.


In Action Comics No. 36, Superman moves from demolishing vehicles to punching robots. The robot is a step closer to hitting an actual person, but I wouldn’t say hitting a robot counts as a true violent act except for the Isaac Asimov sci-fi fan, in which case such a scenario might pose an interesting ethical debate. Three questions must then be asked: Is the robot sentient? Does the robot feel pain? Is Superman aware of the robot’s possible artificial intelligence? Technically, the robot is not breaking the first rule of Robotics (“A robot may not harm a human being, or, through inaction, allow a human being to come to harm”), because Superman is not a human being. Thus, we can’t hold the robot morally accountable, unless the robot was built on another planet that used more inclusive language in programming its three laws.1


Finally, on the cover of Action Comics No. 47, Superman punches a person! It’s Lex Luthor, of all people, making his first appearance on the cover. It’s deliciously violent. Superman punches him through a freakin’ brick wall! The dialogue is particularly telling. While Lex flies backward from the force of the blow, he says, “You can hit!” Superman says, “You ought to see me when I really try!” Superman indicates he is holding back, which proves my whole scenario about Jimmy needing to wear a helmet around Superman. This cover begs the question, how is Lex still alive after going through a brick wall? After some investigation, I discovered that in this particular story, Lex stole a power gem that made him super strong and invulnerable. Huh. I can’t fault Superman for hitting him, knowing it wouldn’t hurt or kill Lex. Stupid power gem. The next time Superman punches anyone is all the way in Action Comics No. 112, sixty-five issues later. He hits Mr. Mxyzptlk, yet another super-powered person who wouldn’t be seriously hurt or killed by Superman’s fist. Four issues later, he punches a snowman wearing a top hat (Action Comics, No. 116). But I mean, wouldn’t you?


For the life of me, I couldn’t find a single cover where Superman really hurt someone, acted carelessly or displayed any fascist style of violence. If he hit anyone, it would be a similarly powerful villain (or a snowman) who could take a hit or two from the Man of Steel. In most cases, Superman merely contained the lesser criminal element, bending steel around them, carrying them to the police or, once again, beating up their car. As an interesting side note, on the cover of Superman No. 87, he hits himself with a sledgehammer—the epitome of “Kids, don’t try this at home.” Self-inflicted punishment doesn’t count, though. Much later, in 1978, Superman fought Muhammad Ali in the ring. Boxing is a violent sport. That does not make the boxers themselves inherently violent or malicious. We might even feel sympathy for Ali having to go toe-to-toe with the mighty Kryptonian, if it weren’t for the fact Superman lost the fight. He took a tremendous beating. No doubt, many people lost money betting on that one. The upset was partially due to a nasty dose of red sunlight. In the end, the two greats shook hands and all was forgiven.


After looking over the covers, I turned to Superman: The Movie. Not once does Superman punch anyone in the film. He catches a helicopter. He spins around and bores through the street. He pushes a nuclear missile into outer space. He stops a school bus from falling, allows a train to pass over his back and prevents a flood when a dam breaks. Leading to his most amazing trick, he flies around the Earth, reverses its rotation and, in doing so, turns back time. All impressive, but no fighting. The only truly violent act might be when Lois recites the lamest poem in the history of human civilization, “Can You Read My Mind?”2


However, after the success of the first film, Superman didn’t stay such a pacifist. In the 1980 sequel, Superman gets violent against the powerful General Zod, Ursa and Nod. In this blasphemous second movie, Superman breaks the no-kill rule, and without too much hesitation, either. General Zod and his two stooges are stripped of their powers. Instead of flying them to prison in true Superman fashion (as he did with Luthor in the first film), he crushes General Zod’s hand and throws him into the Abyss. Lois figures if Superman can do it, she can, too, and playfully pushes Ursa to her death. Nod commits suicide on accident. But don’t get me started on the sequel. That movie had so many plot holes. Why would Superman get rid of his powers (especially the ability to fly), when he’s at the Fortress of Solitude—located in a barren Arctic wasteland approximately 130 miles from the North Pole? My fantasy version of Superman II includes an idiotic Clark Kent freezing to death, because he didn’t anticipate walking home. Roll the credits. And how did he get his powers back? It’s never explained. And the end of the film provides another uncharacteristically vicious moment for Superman: He gets even. Clark Kent walks into an Alaskan diner where earlier a local bully named “Rocky” beats the powerless Kent in front of Lois Lane. The fight was over a barstool. Now Kent returns, picks up Rocky and slides him down the bar, sending him crashing into a jukebox. He pays for the damage.


I don’t have the energy to look at Superman III and IV. In my mind, these horrifically bad, “Can You Read My Mind?” bad, movies do not exist. Instead, I turn to Superman: The Animated Series, created by Bruce Timm and Paul Dini. This cartoon, which aired on the WB from 1996 to 2000, continued with the same “mini-movie” style of storytelling used in their popular Batman series. The editors decided to pare down Superman’s powers to create a greater sense of conflict. There’s lots of action. True to the original comics, Superman beat up all sorts of vehicles owned by evil people—cars, trains, tanks and boats. He fought a few robots and super-powered people who couldn’t be hurt by it (though no snowmen). Superman even punched Lex Luthor once again … in the final episode (“Legacy, Part II”). No, Lex didn’t die. His head didn’t fly off like some video game fatality. Superman held back.


In my investigation of Superman’s history of violence, I wasn’t about to read more than 800 issues of Action Comics and 600-plus issues of Superman comics to find my answers. I’m a dedicated fanboy, but come on. I have a life. Instead, I turned to my friend Doug Hayes. My knowledge of DC Comics pales in comparison to Doug’s, and I knew he’d offer some good insight. The e-mail conversation went something like this:


        ME: Hey, Doug, is there any evidence that Kryptonians might be genetically disposed toward violence? (I wondered, because Krypton is always shown as this dispassionate technologically advanced utopia. I thought they must put something in the water.)


        DOUG: Not in any iteration that has made it to comic books or movies. It was presented in at least one version of Krypton’s past as having been a part of their history, much like the theory of evolution proposes about human beings.


In other words, Krypton had a past filled with war and violence, but over time, it evolved and transcended those petty matters.


Yeah, Doug’s a real geek. I thought I’d hit the jackpot. He even added this little bit of trivia:


        DOUG: Also, Doomsday is a product of Kryptonians testing genetic disposition of violence and the genetic ability to get stronger. You know, what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger. Except in the Doomsday version, they did keep killing him and cloning him over and over again. All in the name of science and world defense!


Doomsday being the one who killed Superman (Superman Vol. 2, No. 75), this comic was violent and a complete slug fest. This led to more questions.


        ME: To the best of your knowledge, has Superman ever killed … anyone? Ever?


        DOUG: Well … technically: Yes. He killed the three Phantom Zone criminals from the pocket universe because they threatened to kill all his loved ones. But maybe since it was in another ’verse, it doesn’t count?


        ME: Maybe so.


Geek.


FREDERIC WERTHAM AND THE PERCEPTION OF THE “SUPERMAN COMPLEX”


When searching for a history of violence, there’s no greater Superman critic than Dr. Fredric Wertham. Despite overwhelming evidence contrary to his argument, history proves that the public will believe any brainiac with the title “doctor” in front of his or her name.


In 1954, this child psychologist wrote a book, Seduction of the Innocent, on the effect of comics on children. Wertham’s critique on the industry fanned the flames of anti-comic hysteria, leading to a Senate hearing on the effect of comic books on juvenile delinquency. During this time, laws were introduced in eighteen states restricting the sale of comic books. Some major cities banned the sales of comics completely. Widespread protests and comic-book burnings took place in front of newsstands and stores. In all, Wertham’s crusade nearly sabotaged DC Comics and the entire fledgling industry.3


The three most popular superheroes of that time were Superman, Batman and Wonder Woman. According to Wertham, Batman and Robin encouraged homosexual thoughts, because Robin was drawn bare-legged and had an unflinching devotion to Batman. While I have my own theory about Dr. Strange and his manservant Wong, Batman’s relationship to Robin was that of a caring surrogate father, not a boyfriend. And Wonder Woman? Wertham believed she was giving young girls the wrong idea about a woman’s place in society. Clearly, from Wertham’s perspective, if Wonder Woman wanted to fight crime, she would have to do it without leaving the kitchen. As for Superman, the doctor had two complaints. First, according to Wertham, comic books were giving kids wrong ideas about the laws of physics, because Superman could fly. Duly noted. What boy hasn’t tied a towel around his neck and jumped off his parent’s roof? I consider it a necessary lesson in reality. After I attempted it about five or six times, I, too, came to accept I couldn’t fly. That and my wife yelled at me to get off the roof. Second, Wertham coined the term “Superman Complex,” a condition where the reader gains pleasure from seeing someone beat the crap out of another person while they themselves remain immune. For example, this complex may explain my insatiable love of America’s Funniest Home Videos. An unsuspecting dad gets hit in the crotch with a baseball bat, and I don’t. Thus my amusement.


When I Googled “Superman Complex,” I found most people had no clue about Wertham’s version of the term. Instead, a “Superman Complex” was overwhelmingly synonymous with a “Savior Complex,” overextending oneself in the pursuit of helping others or doing a good thing. The public just does not see Superman as Wertham does. The Man of Steel is not viewed as a force of violence, but as a savior.


I polled my students in class one day about their opinions on Superman. (Yes, I can do that.) I handed them a sheet of paper with a series of questions about Superman and compiled the information to see their response, motivated by basic curiosity. Wertham had an agenda, but how would the average kid today react to the American icon he was attacking? Out of 125 students, not a single one regarded him as a violent individual. The most common response went like this: “Superman is a guy with powers who saves people.” Superman saves. All hail the Prince of Peace. These students were not comic-book fanboys like Doug Hayes or myself; they were just average teenagers, many of who never read a Superman comic in their life or saw Superman in the theater, and probably don’t even know Asimov’s Three Laws of Robotics. Yet they overwhelmingly responded in accord with one another.


The movie The Iron Giant also tells us a lot about the overall perception of Superman, once again contrary to Wertham’s “Superman Complex.” In one scene, Hogarth Hughes shows the Iron Giant his comic book stash and points out Superman:


        HOGARTH: This guy is Superman. Sure, he’s famous now, but he started off just like you. Crash-landed on Earth. Didn’t know what he was doing. But he only uses his powers for good, never for evil. Remember that.


The Iron Giant understands Superman to be a moral code for powerful people, a Sermon on the Mount. Be good, as Superman is good. The contrasting image is that of gun, a mindless weapon to be exploited by someone else. The Iron Giant wants to save the day, and use his powers responsibly. At the end of the movie, he bravely declares he is not a gun. He’s Superman.


The diamond shaped S-symbol itself is a modern piece on a sacred iconography. The meaning has transcended its original purpose. No longer does the “S” really stand for Superman. It has come to communicate a certain value of strength. In January 2004, Egyptian conjoined twins made worldwide news because of their separation surgery in Dallas and their remarkable recovery. The hospital staff nicknamed Mohamed, one of the children, “Superman.” I remember seeing the Superman symbol on his helmet in the newspaper. I was deeply touched by how this symbol could be transfigured when worn by a frail child. Mohamed is already a very strong name in the Middle East, and it’s ironic the American staff replaced it with our own “Superman” name. Clearly, those who nicknamed the child “Superman” were referencing his strength and courage, not any violent-natured complex.


A HISTORY OF PLAYING THE PART


Superman has the power of a god, and yet he still can and must interact with people on a painfully human level. This task might be easier if he weren’t fighting on a daily basis against corrupt villains. Even in those cases, though, he exercises restraint. He’s a champion, a fighter, but not violent. His restraint and his power co-exist. Which leads me back to my original question: How could Superman punch another person and not kill him? Shouldn’t this be an easy answer?


Yes, but the answer reveals the third part of his nature—one of power, restraint and, finally, theatrics. If Superman punches someone and doesn’t knock a hole through him, the whole action is excessive. Why not thump them with his pinky (albeit a lethal pinky)? Why bother with the whole act of swinging a fist? Superman would be generous to the villain, giving him the satisfaction of having withstood a punch, when in fact Superman would be holding back so much you couldn’t call it a punch at all. From his perspective, it’s all staged combat. In this case, Superman doesn’t have a history of violence. He has a flair for theatrics. He likes to act, to play the part. This aspect of Superman has been with him since Action Comics No. 1—his obsession with the alter ego.


Much of Superman’s own hero fantasy must be due to the fact he was raised in Smallville. No doubt, he grew up seeing Errol Flynn movies, thrilling to the exploits of swashbucklers and rogue pirates at the local theater. He read about Tarzan, Doc Savage and Buck Rogers in the pulp magazines. Such characters also enamored his creators Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster, who endowed their creation with some of the same courageous attributes.


As a child, Superman was still Clark Kent, not the secret alter ego, but the person his adoptive parents named. Ma and Pa Kent took Clark to church every Sunday, and he knew the story of Moses. Even at that age, could he see the parallel? For Superman to wear a cape and fly through the city of Metropolis, he understood it wasn’t enough to stop evil. People had to see him fight evil, so as to not trivialize the struggle that exists for truth and justice. Clark Kent, the mild-mannered Daily Planet reporter, is an act, but, to some degree, so is Superman. Both hold back. Power and violence do not show the true strength or courage of a person, but control and restraint do.
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YOU WILL BELIEVE A MAN CAN WALK:


CHRISTOPHER REEVE’S PART IN THE SUPERMAN MYTH


OH, NO! NOT Superman!” This cry rang through a darkened movie theater in suburban Detroit. The film we were watching was Deathtrap, and Christopher Reeve had just kissed Michael Caine.


Now, in Deathtrap Reeve was playing a homosexual sociopath, and doing a splendid job, may I add, but to me, and evidently a number of other people in the audience, he was still Superman. He was the one who had brought the iconic figure to the big screen, and did it with charm and delight. He went on to play many other characters in his career, but for those of us who are now of a certain age, he would remain Superman in our hearts, even when he could no longer walk, let alone fly.


In all, Christopher Reeve performed the role of Superman in four movies. I remember when the first one came out. It really was a big deal. Yes, there had been Superman movies before, but not since the late ’50s. Superman was going to be the first modern superhero movie pitched at older adolescents and adults, and, believe it or not, the idea was daring. Comic book heroes were for children, specifically, for boys under fifteen. We were still some years away from the revolution wrought by writers such as Alan Moore, Frank Miller and Neil Gaiman. These men would eventually transform comics into grim, adult tales that needed warning labels about sex and violence.
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