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The modern hero-deed must be that of questing to bring to light again the lost Atlantis of 

the co-ordinated soul. 1 

 

Introduction 

 

In the broadest of terms, this paper focuses on Superman as a modern American secular 

myth. It was my aim to trace the various sources from which the comic book hero has drawn and 

show the Man of Steel as a mythological figure transcending the confines of the trivial genre. In 

discussing the mythological element of Superman, I attempted to point out both differences and 

similarities with ancient myths as well as the Judeo-Christian religious tradition. In addition, 

Roland Barthes’ Mythologies also served at various instances as a tool in determining whether 

the evolution of the comic book genre retained its mythical mode of communication.  

The thesis also focuses on the Man of Steel’s position in the pantheon of American 

heroes. I have endeavored to find what it is that makes the fictitious superhero so appealing to 

readers in the United States as well as abroad.  

Furthermore, emphasis is put on the changes in the Superman myth throughout its more 

than seventy-year history. For this purpose, I place the developments in the comic book saga into 

a wider historical context, since real world events have greatly influenced the topics and themes 

of the stories as well as the portrayals of the main characters. While primary emphasis 

predominantly remains on the literary progression of the superhero canon, a basic outline of the 

spread of the Superman phenomenon into various media and eventually into all corners of 

American everyday life is also included.  

Writing about a cultural icon of this magnitude necessarily involves overcoming some 

obstacles of practical nature. Firstly, due to the sheer volume of material depicting the world of 

the superhero, it is only possible to focus on a mere fragment of what has actually been published 

throughout the decades. In addition to dozens of various comic books, each gradually enlarging 
                                                
1 Joseph Campbell, The Hero With a Thousand Faces (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1973) 
388. 
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the Superman canon, there have also been numerous television shows, motion pictures, radio 

broadcasts, novels, video games, fan-fiction, fan-art and even a musical. This means that I was 

compelled to carefully select those works that are either well known by the wider public (and 

therefore best represent the general understanding of the Superhero myth) and those that for 

some reason evidence best the new directions or changes of the franchise. More often than not, 

both these criteria are met by the individual works discussed.  

A further complication is that within the mass of material, many contradictions can be 

spotted. Of course, inconsistencies in names, places and more importantly in plotlines (especially 

in extensive story arcs) may be unpleasant for the reader, but these are of no significance for the 

purpose of this paper. However, when these discrepancies involve the main personage’s 

prominent characteristics – and are not a part of a general shift involving the entire franchise - 

then the task of presenting a cohesive analysis of those protagonists becomes a great deal more 

problematic. As it is by no means my goal to provide an exhaustive inventory of the Superman 

universe, only the mainstream stories and developments of the Man of Steel are discussed. Albeit 

there are isolated Superman renditions that contradict even some of the most essential “points of 

concurrence,” this should not dissuade anyone from finding and remarking general traits or 

structures in the superhero’s various interpretations, as the vast majority is indeed in conformity 

with the prevailing portrayals.  

Among the works chosen as representative of the Superman myth - and therefore 

considered in more detail - is the very first publication in which the character appeared, for it 

established the core of the mythical narrative. Furthermore, focus shall be placed on the motion 

picture from the nineteen seventies starring Christopher Reeve, as it reiterates the comic book’s 

original story and ideals, and at the same time it is in all likelihood the most famous of all the 

Man of Steel renditions, one by which all others are being measured. In addition, the musical 

from the nineteen sixties and the Crisis series are also examined. While the former is illustrative 

of the decline and demythicization of Superman, the latter firstly deals with the very problem of 

continuity inconsistencies, and secondly captures the chaos of the new millennium’s first decade. 

In the first and longest chapter, I outline the origins of the American myth as well as of 

the first American heroes and link these with the 20th century icon. The Man of Steel is also 

compared with other comic book superheroes in order to illustrate his uniqueness even among 
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his peers. The all-encompassing nature that enables Superman to personify the whole of the 

United States is examined.  

Chapters two through four follow the existence of Superman as a modern myth more-or-

less chronologically. This latter part of the paper focuses mainly on literary sources and cultural 

tremors of the 20th century that influenced first the creation of the character and later his 

evolution during the turbulent nineteen sixties, the more optimistic end of the century and even 

beyond the disturbing period after 9/11.  

The ultimate aim of my thesis is to provide a vivid illustration of the spontaneous 

formation of modern myth. Through one of the most famous characters in the history of fiction, I 

hope to convey a suggestive depiction of America’s 20th century struggle to define and reassert 

its core values and ideals. Above all, I intend to demonstrate and explain how Americans see 

themselves; how they understand Superman.  
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Chapter I – American Myth 

Do I contradict myself?  
Very well then I contradict myself,  
(I am large, I contain multitudes.)2 

1.1 

The United States of America has produced a plethora of national heroes. From the early 

settlers and the Founding Fathers to Martin Luther King Jr., or even Helen Keller, the people of 

America never hesitated to display the country’s greatest sons and daughters on the solemnest of 

pedestals with appropriate reverence and pomp. Great narratives such as Paul Revere’s Midnight 

Ride or the First Thanksgiving at Plymouth are always being festively retold, cultivating both 

patriotic ardor and basic knowledge of American history.   

Yet if we contrast these very real personalities with those heroes in European or Oriental 

contexts, we find that countries several times older than the Untied States have a different 

mixture of champions to that of their younger counterpart. In addition to those men and women 

who actually existed (no matter if the legends surrounding them are almost certainly invented), 

these cultures also produced fictitious characters (whether it be Heracles, Sir Lancelot or 

Japanese warrior monk Benkei) who have nonetheless played a prominent role in forming the 

cultural environment and the historical memory of the society and nation as a whole. That is not 

to say that present day men and women believe in those fabled heroes as people did hundreds, 

even thousands of years ago. The truthfulness of these tales in not as important as the story itself. 

Benedict Anderson writes that “all communities larger than primordial villages of face-to-face 

contact (and perhaps even these) are imagined. Communities are to be distinguished not by their 

falsity/genuineness, but by the style in which they are imagined.3” It is therefore possible for a 

community to form a cultural identity at the center of which is a personage utterly fictitious or at 

least a personage presented and depicted with great historical inaccuracy. Anderson gives a 

fascinating example of the tombs of Unknown Soldiers which, though often left empty, are being 

“saturated with ghostly national imaginings4”. Here not only may the personage be fictitious, but 

                                                
2 Walt Whitman, The Complete Poems of Walt Whitman (Ware: Wordsworth Editions, 2006) 69.  
3 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities (London: Verso, 2006) 6.  
4 Ibid 9.  
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there is an essential lack of a concrete and relevant narrative. It is an undeniable fact that the 

heroic personages (both real and imaginary) contribute greatly to the identity in various respects; 

e.g. axiological (a national of a given country should strive to have the qualities and values of the 

hero), historical (a national is offered an insight into his land’s past) or even moral (a national is 

taught a lesson of ethical value through the story of the hero).  

We should ask ourselves what is the reason for such a striking difference between the 

heroic pantheons of the Old and New World. The most obvious answer would be that in the time 

of the discovery of America, European Civilization was already well beyond the “heyday” of 

primordial stories involving the supernatural. We eventually do come across popular tall tales 

that are often unbelievable or fantastic, and mainly built on humor and exaggeration. 

Nonetheless, these do not provide us with serious explanations as to the nature and constitution 

of this or the netherworld.   

By the 16th century, organized religion had secured a stable “monopoly” on that which 

was beyond the earthly realm. It may even be possible to make the general assertion that only 

conventional religion (though folk tradition was often incorporated in one way or another) had a 

widely accepted authority to approve and establish legendary or fictional heroes with the 

potential to provide some sort of cultural identity or moral guidance on a fundamentally 

existential level. A prime example of such religious prerogative is evident from the notion of the 

Puritan Self of the first settles. The famous governor of Massachusetts Bay Colony, John 

Winthrop, wrote in his sermon A Model of Christian Charity: “For we must consider that we 

shall be as a city upon a hill. The eyes of all people are upon us. So that if we shall deal falsely 

with our God in this work we have undertaken, and so cause Him to withdraw His present help 

from us, we shall be made a story and a by-word through the world5”  

The colonizing of America was being presented in a biblical narrative. The “Imagined 

Community” of the Puritans was a community in which the Puritans relived the Biblical 

(historical and mythical) events. The idea of predestination was of course a central point in the 

Puritan theological doctrine, and finding parallels with the Scripture steadied their course, 

affirmed them in their belief and way of life. In participating in the Biblical narrative, Puritans 

                                                
5 John Winthrop, “A Model of Christian Charity” The Norton Anthology of American Literature 7th 
edition - volume A, ed. Nina Baym (New York: Norton & Company, 2007) 158.  
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were not only assured of their position in history but also of their heading; of their future. The 

parallels between the text of the Bible and the actual colonial life of Puritans were apparently 

plentiful: “America’s Name […] and its destiny is to be seen fairly recorded in the Scritpures.6” 

For example, analogies were seen between Jerusalem and America. Since Jerusalem used to be 

westward of Babylon, the New Jerusalem must be westward of Rome. Moreover, the people to 

be placed at the head of all others (according to Psalm 18) are taken to mean Americans7. Further 

parallels were seen with the Book of Revelation, as “Christ was undertaking his final conflict 

with Satan, by summoning His remnant across the Atlantic ocean.8” The Puritan Americans 

viewed themselves as an elect nation. However, this specific frame of mind was not only 

applicable to the collective identity, but it also worked on an individual level.  

For instance, in his Magnalia Christi Americana Cotton Mather likens John Winthrop to 

Nehemiah which “renders him, as an individual, the exemplum of statesmanship9”. Mather’s 

narrative, which emphasizes the reliving of the biblical myth, uses the figure of Nehemiah as 

exemplum fidei10, meaning that it was important to emulate the biblical figures and history in 

spirit, not literally11. Nevertheless, the very first American heroes were those men who were seen 

as being the “actualization” of these biblical figures. The first heroes of the New World were 

therefore essentially American “reincarnations” of these Biblical personages.       

The establishment of fictitious men and women under the supervision of official religion 

was not limited only to heroes but also extended to villains. Evidence of this is plentiful even in 

America, the most famous of course being the Salem Trials (where the Church played a 

prominent role in confirming the accused were in league with Satan). Here, witches were 

“identified” and blamed for much harm – inexplicable ills and pains, death of cattle, invisible 

specters involved in brawls, scheming witch meetings and countless others12 - that had befallen 

the inhabitants of Salem. The “evildoers” were found guilty and sentenced to death. The 

                                                
6 Sacvan Bercovitch, The Puritan Origins of the American Self (New Haven: Yale University Press, 
1975) 95. 
7 Ibid 95. 
8 Ibid 96.  
9 Ibid 4.  
10 Ibid 35.  
11 Ibid 9.  
12 Cotton Mather, “The Wonders of the Invisible World,” The Norton Anthology of American 
Literature 7th edition - volume A, ed. Nina Baym (New York: Norton & Company, 2007) 311-312.  
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misfortunes were thus explained, and in the process, the accusers reasserted their “righteousness” 

and integrity as good Christians by confronting “evil”. The fear that “demons might impose the 

shapes of innocent persons in their spectral exhibitions upon the sufferer,13” evidences strong 

presence of contemporary baroque learning which tarried traces of what may be discerned as 

pagan or folk mythology. The Salem trials have become an important, if infamous, event for 

American culture. Hawthorne’s well known short story Young Goodman Brown builds on the 

notorious witch hunt and depicts the main protagonist as a dubious man incapable of deciding 

whether what he perceives is real or a mere figment of his imagination. The author shows (as he 

also did in e.g. The Scarlet Letter) the hypocrisy of Puritanism which, of course, morally 

impugns much of America’s Puritan beginnings and implicitly questions the validity of the first 

American heroes and villains.   

From the very beginning - that is since the discovery of the New World in the late 15th 

century - the progress of civilization and Christianity’s dominant position allowed limited space 

for the creation of fictitious heroes with the potential of forming or even integrating cultural 

identity. In addition to this, however, we need to consider the demographics of the New World. 

Already in the first half of the nineteenth century, Alexis de Tocqueville recognized the 

uniqueness of the cultural environment in America: “At the period when the peoples of Europe 

landed in the New World, their national characteristics were already formed; each of them had a 

physiognomy of its own; and as they had already attained that stage of civilization at which men 

are led to study themselves, they have transmitted to us a faithful picture of their opinions, their 

manners, and their laws. The men of the sixteenth century are almost as well known to us as our 

contemporaries.14” Not only does he realize that the United States are an unparalleled entity in 

that its people - while building cities and taming the wilderness - were by no means a primitive 

society (in spite of the “feeble beginnings and barbarous rudiments15” of the frontier life) as 

opposed to the peoples of Europe hundreds or thousands of years earlier when a similar process 

took place on the Old Continent. De Tocqueville also acknowledges the fact that the United 

                                                
13 Ibid 309.  
14 Alexis de Tocqueville, Democracy in America, trans. Henry Reeve (Toronto: Everyman’s Library, 
1994) 27.  
15 J. Hector St. John de Crévecoeur, “Letters From an American Farmer,” The Norton Anthology 
of American Literature 7th edition - volume A, ed. Nina Baym (New York: Norton & Company, 
2007) 600.  
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States comprises a great variety of civilization. This influx of immigrants bringing with them 

their own cultural identity has never stopped. And even today immigration continues to be a part 

of American every-day reality as well as a central theme of political debates. The English, the 

Irish, the Polish, men and women of African origin, the Chinese, the Dutch, the Greek, the 

Jewish, Scandinavians, Germans and many others all came to America at one time or another 

and helped form the country as it is today. This phenomenon was well perceived by J. Hector St. 

John de Crévecoeur (who has not only formulated the famous notion of America as a “melting 

pot,” but was also well aware of the potential the young country possessed) in the latter half of 

the 18th century when he wrote: “What then is the American man, this new strange mixture of 

blood, which you will find in no other country. I could point out to you a family whose 

grandfather was an Englishmen, whose wife was Dutch, whose son married a French woman and 

whose present four sons have now four wives of different nations. […] Here individuals of all 

nations are melted into a new race of men, whose labors and posterity will one day cause great 

changes in the world.16”   

Even attempts to “transplant” European folk tales (e.g. Washington Irving’s The Legend 

Of Sleepy Hollow or Rip Van Winkle) into the New World were not met with any substantial 

success. Though Irving certainly did establish himself as a prominent American author, his 

writings cannot be said to have formed the American hero proper to any significant degree. His 

portrayal of the protagonists, especially Inchabod Crane, is unflattering at best. It would not be 

possible to acknowledge such characters as heroes representing admirable ideals. Therefore, the 

creation of a fictitious national hero with the ability to speak to the masses, to influence them and 

guide them, was not only hindered by the already progressive civilization but also by the sheer 

number of different peoples and cultures that the United States contained.  

 1.2 

American heroes are primarily real-world personages who played a prominent role in 

establishing the Colonies and in the founding of the United States of America, but also those 

who had the strength to overcome adversity and showed great moral and ethical perseverance. 

How is it that great Americans have had the power – even long after their death – to shape the 

                                                
16 Ibid 598. 
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country’s history and values? The answer to this question is concise: all of these American 

heroes have quickly become figures in a kind of mythological narrative. But what exactly is 

myth?  

The first problem in defining myth is that there is no clear and unobjectionable definition. 

Authors differ in their opinions as to what exactly constitutes myth. The variety in theories and 

in approaches towards myth renders this task difficult. On the one hand, we have the Oxford 

Dictionary which defines myth simply as “a story from ancient times, especially one that was 

told to explain natural events or to describe the early history of a people.17” On the other hand, in 

one of his general descriptions of myth, Northrop Frye states that “If superior in kind both to 

other men and to his environment, the hero is a divine being, and the story about him will be a 

myth in the common sense of a story about a god.18” To further illustrate the diversity in the 

theories of myth, let us look at Joseph Campbell’s pregnant summary of what myth has been 

considered to be over the years,  

Mythology has been interpreted by the modern intellect as a primitive, fumbling 

effort to explain the world of nature (Frazer); as a production of poetical fantasy 

from prehistoric times, misunderstood by succeeding ages (Müller) ; as a 

repository of allegorical instruction, to shape the individual to his group 

(Durkheim) ; as a group dream, syntpomic of archetypal urges within the depths 

of the human psyche (Jung) ; as the traditional vehicle of man’s profoundest 

metaphysical insights (Coomaraswamy) ; and as God’s Revelation to His 

Children (the Church). Mythology is all of these. The various judgements are 

determined by the view-points of the judges.19 

Perhaps it is possible to state – without stirring vehement opposition – that the general 

notion of mythologies is that they are narratives that explain. This explanatory function means 

that the addressee must be provided with some sort of essential information, relevant to his or 

hers existence. This afforded knowledge - explanation conveyed by myth - can be of various 

kinds e.g. axiological, historical or ethical. Of course, these categories are precisely the same as 
                                                
17 “Myth,” Def. Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary 7th Edition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2005) 1009. 
18 Northrop Frye, Anatomy of Criticism. (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1990) 33. 
19 Joseph Campbell, The Hero With a Thousand Faces 382.   
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those mentioned when the function of a national hero was discussed above. This is no 

coincidence. It is through myth that the heroes are empowered. Because of the myth enveloping 

them, champions inspire, they offer explanations and give purpose to those who look up to them.  

America’s greatest champion, George Washington, is at the heart of the mythical 

narrative of America. Most certainly, he was a man of flesh and blood, the First President. We 

know the date of his birth as well as the date of his death. We learn of his feats and we can visit 

where he lived. However, aside from these very tangible facts, he is surrounded by a shroud of 

profound reverence that portrays him as almost infallible. It is because of this shroud that we 

forget he was also a slave owner and instead we idealize him as a most virtuous man and a 

visionary who refused to serve more than two terms as President in order the preserve the 

Democracy of America. He is the embodiment of Democracy. Moreover, his life explains how 

and why the United States ultimately came to be as well as the values the country was based on.  

Certainly, America of the 18th century was quite different from that of the 20th and 21st 

centuries. The more recent United States allowed and called for a new hero (though certainly 

never renouncing the old ones) who would be capable of validating the continually changing 

visage and nature of the country. We have come to realize even the “ideal” community, despite 

its system of checks and balances, has its flaws. American institutions have gradually alienated 

themselves from the citizens. Due to rapid population growth and territorial expansion, such 

process was inevitable. Two hundred years ago, there was roughly one congressman for 30 000 

citizens20; now the ratio is one congressman for approximately 700 000 Americans. The 

principles originating in the writing of John Locke or Montesquieu and brought to life by the 

Founding Fathers live on and their ethos is continually being stressed. Nonetheless, the fact that 

over the centuries there has been a perceivable estrangement between the state and ordinary 

citizens is undeniable. It is also due to this kind of disillusionment that America was willing to 

embrace a contemporary fantastic and fictional hero, who was capable of conveying the values 

of America as well as supporting its basic political organization much more effectively than the 

anonymous and ineffectual government or the increasingly distant Founding Fathers. This made-

up personage, one who inspired through myth, who explained, was Superman. 

                                                
20 Floyd G. Cullop, The Constitution of the United States (Mentor: New York, 1999) 18.    
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He is, of course, a modern and openly fictitious creation, and in that sense he does not fit 

into the conventional pantheon of mythological characters such as Gilgamesh, Odysseus or 

Heracles (no American heroes really do). The Superman myth is neither cosmogonical, nor 

eschatological. Unlike for example Heracles, he is not even linked to any such myth (the Greek 

hero, though not playing any role in the story of creation, is nevertheless - through Zeus – a 

descendant of the mother goddess Gaia; his existence thus upholds the cosmogonical myth). The 

Superman myth therefore appears to lack (in the strict sense) the cosmogonical function of myth, 

one of four primary functions of myth according to Joseph Campbell21. Nevertheless, his coming 

to Earth from Krypton does evoke the coming of the first settlers; the vast majority of Americans 

are originally immigrants, as is the Man of Steel. This could be viewed as a sort of variation on 

the cosmogonical element. What is more, the modern mythological narrative certainly does have 

a sociological function, which is also listed as one of the four crucial functions of myth.22 As it 

will be shown throughout this work, the Man of Steel essentially explains the role and lot of 

Americans. He helps the individual in finding his place in the larger scheme of the Universe, or 

rather the United States. In this sociological function he certainly does belong to the ancient 

heroes and demi-gods of ancient civilizations.  

Furthermore, like Gilgamesh, the Man of Steel has of course extraordinary powers, ones 

that belong to gods rather than man; and indeed, neither of the (super)heroes is fully human. 

Both endure great trials and fight epic battles with beings similarly superior which satisfies the 

metaphysical or awe-inspiring requirement of myth23. This particular feature was strongest in the 

early stages of Superman’s existence, when he was something utterly new and wondrous. The 

1978 film would later recapture and invigorate this awe from the 1930’s and 1940’s. It is 

certainly important to point out that the earlier myths fulfilled this function on a profoundly 

ecstatic level; whereas the modern myth induces only a shadow of the entrancement its 

predecessors had (perhaps only children experienced this mythical function to a more intense 

degree). The fourth and final purpose of myth according to Campbell is pedagogical24. 

Gilgamesh accepts mortality and with it also the entire circle of life. In Superman, this function 

                                                
21 Joseph Campbell, The Masks of God: Occidental Mythology (Penguin Compass: New York, 
1991) 519.   
22 Ibid 520. 
23 Ibid 519.  
24 Ibid 521-522.  
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is closely linked to the sociological, as the Man of Steel encourages virtuousness throughout 

one’s lifetime and shows every stage of life in a positive light. And even in the real-world, for 

the past seventy years, he has remained a constant presence. As Steven Harper writes, he has 

been here since our childhood and will continue to be here after our death25.     

 An intriguing difference between the ancient and the modern Superman myth lies in the 

fact the protagonists of the former endure some sort of a life-altering, trying and epic experience. 

Gilgamesh witnesses his great friend Enkidu die, and failing to secure immortality for himself, 

the demi-god comes to terms with death and the bleak life in this world, finding consolation in 

the lasting walls of Uruk. Telemachus grows up to be a brave man in his father’s absence, who in 

turn endures a strenuous and adventurous voyage home. However, Superman undergoes no such 

spectacular trial; his character, we will see, is formed in Smallville and so his integrity never 

falters. The Man of Steel is immersed into our world and his upbringing does not involve the 

supernatural. Nevertheless, he becomes the perfect human being (if anatomically extraterrestrial) 

with divine powers. If we were to speak in the terms of the dichotomy of the perfect-divine and 

the imperfect-human, we would need to state that Superman reaches his divine potential by 

becoming the perfect, ideal human. This ideal is not entirely out of reach for individual men and 

women. They are encouraged to strive for the divine moral perfection even though no one has as 

yet succeeded in attaining it; through a joint, all-American struggle they can even reach the 

strength and powers of the (superhuman). Nonetheless, whether speaking of the individual or the 

collective, what is of most importance (similarly to the notion of salvation and Divine Grace) is a 

true and honest effort; “Had your intent been to repent, and had you it desired, there would have 

been endeavors seen, before your time expired.26” This also separates him from his ancient 

predecessors.     

Aside from the ancient heroes, The Man of Steel draws from various other sources of 

mythology. As will be discussed in chapter four, Superman borrows extensively from the Judeo-

Christian tradition. “Parallels have long been pointed out between Moses and Superman,27” and 

                                                
25 Steven Harper, “Supermyth!,” The Man From Krypton, ed. Glen Yeffeth (Dallas: BenBella Books, 
2006) 98. 
26 Michael Wigglesworth, “The Day of Doom,” The Norton Anthology of American Literature 7th 
edition - volume A, ed. Nina Baym (New York: Norton & Company, 2007) 227. 
27 Felix Tallon and Jerry Walls, “Superman and Kingdom Come,” Superheroes and Philosophy,  
eds. Tom Morris and Matt Morris (Chicago: Open Court, 2006) 207.   
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there are certainly even more similarities between the narratives of the superhero and Jesus 

Christ. The elements adopted into the Superman myth no longer fulfill the religious function of 

the original. Nevertheless, they do aid in conveying the fundamental message of the modern 

American myth.    

Having established and briefly outlined Superman’s explanatory function (which 

encompasses all the four principal functions according to Campbell) as well as his standing as a 

mythological figure in the more classical literary meaning of the term, let us now take a closer 

look at Roland Barthes’ innovative approach to contemporary myth. His is a wholly new 

grasping of myth that is not to be confused with the more conventional analysis of myth as a 

primordial literary genre. Barthes’ regard of myth is best explained by the author himself: “What 

is myth, today? I shall give at the outset a first, very simple answer, which is perfectly consistent 

with etymology: myth is a type of speech.28” His method is unique in that he is not concerned 

with substance, the content of myth. Instead, he analyses how myth is communicated. This 

enables him to discover structures of mythical language in the likes of wine and milk29, steak and 

chips30 or the new Citroën31.  

Throughout this paper, we shall be utilizing when necessary Barthes’s concept that myth 

is a type of speech. This is because Barthes’ theory will enable us to determine whether the 

Superman narrative has truly retained the mythical status during its entire seventy-year existence. 

All the same, first it is necessary to ask ourselves, whether Superman can be described as 

myth in the terms used by Barthes.  

 First, let us dicuss Barthes’s system of myth, or more precisely the metalanguage32. The 

metalanguage is a “second-order semiological system.33” Barthes utilizes the traditional 

trichotomy of the signifier, the signifed and the realtion between the two – the sign. To these he 

adds, however, a “second layer” which works analogically to the first trichotomy. In this “second 

layer,” which is the metalanguage, the sign from the first trichotomy becomes the signifier in the 

                                                
28 Roland Barthes, Mythologies. Translated by Annette Lavers. (London: Vintage Books, 2000) 109.  
29 Ibid 58-61. 
30 Ibid 62-64. 
31 Ibid 88-90.  
32 Ibid 115.  
33 Ibid 114.  



18 
 

second. This signifier (the sign from the first layer) is then again linked with a new signified and 

their relation becomes a new - metalingual - sign. Let us illustrate this concept and put it to use 

by applying it to a concrete example, to Superman. On the pages of comic books, we see a man 

in a red cape fighting crime performing fantastic feats and good deeds. This is the meaning of the 

comic book. But, to borrow Barthes’s words “whether naively or not, I see very well what it 

signifies to me34” – that if individual Americans had the physical abilities of Superman, they 

would emulate his accomplishments; that though an individual cannot achieve what the Man of 

Steel does on the pages of comic books, perhaps Americans as a nation are capable of being 

equally strong and heroic. As we can see, Barthes’s theory is very well applicable to Superman. 

Further such significations on the metalingual level shall be pointed out throughout this work.  

Despite the fact that the classical concept of myth as represented by Campbell and the 

unconventional original approach to contemporary myth conceived by Barthes need to be 

distinguished, it does not mean that the two have no connection with one another. In fact, it is 

mostly via Barthes’ mythical mode of communication, that Superman - as we will see - not only 

tells us what is right and what is wrong; he explains that loving and solicitous upbringing in a 

small American town produces noble people with the capacity for performing great heroic deeds. 

This validates the American way and thus explains on a universal level, why the United States 

and the American people are essentially good. 

Before proceeding further let us now explore one last characteristic trait of the Superman 

myth - its temporal dimension. Superman has been published for over seventy years, yet the 

character has not aged. And neither have Lois Lane or Lex Luthor. In 1962, Umberto Eco 

published an essay called the “Myth of Superman,” in which he discusses the rules governing the 

literary world of Superman. “The mythological character of comic strips finds himself in this 

singular situation: he must be an archetype, the totality of certain collective aspirations, and 

therefore he must necessarily become immobilized in an emblematic and fixed nature which 

renders him easily recognizable (this is what happens to Superman).35” This fixture is also 

necessarily reflected in the temporal dimension of the comic book. We can distinguish two main 

concepts of mythical time; cyclical and linear. Mesopotamian, Egyptian or Greek myths were all 
                                                
34 Ibid 116.  
35 Umberto Eco, “The Myth of Superman.” The Role of the Reader: Explorations in the semiotics of 
Texts. (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1984) 110.  
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based on the cyclical idea of time; the shift towards linearity was introduced by the Judeo-

Christian tradition.  

The comic book space-time continuum, at least in the first several decades of its 

existence, is essentially outside any classical concept of time. “[…] Superman is myth on 

condition of being a creature immersed in everyday life, in the present, apparently tied to our 

own conditions of life and death, even if endowed with superior faculties.36” This necessity for 

the Man of Steel to be in the today makes his exploits less realistic. Since the comic book is 

published in a society with a linear idea of time, the longer Superman remains in this fixture, the 

more unrealistic the narrative becomes. The manner in which Superman ultimately deals with 

this temporal deficit shall be discussed in chapter four in greater detail. It should suffice for now 

to acknowledge that the story-line (which encompassed all DC superheroes) provided a science-

fiction explanation as to why the characters have not aged. Nevertheless this is not elucidated 

until the 1980’s. Until then, Eco’s description of the “oneiric climate – of which the reader is not 

aware at all – where what has happened before and what has happened after appear extremely 

hazy,37” summarizes the temporal dimension of comic books very accurately (and also explains 

why for so many years, such a bright news reporter as Lois Lane had not been able to see 

through the Clark Kent disguise). This oneiric space-time continuum has “salvaged” the 

believability of the comic book; “The adventures of Superman […] and the temporal paradox on 

which they are sustained should not be obvious to the reader (just as the authors themselves are 

probably unaware of it), since a confused notion of time is the only condition which makes the 

story credible. Superman comes off as myth only if the reader loses control of the temporal 

relationship and renounces the need to reason on their basis.38” For decades, the Man of Steel 

had been able to rely on this singular temporal scheme and hence remain a part of contemporary 

American culture without ever growing a grey hair. 

 Aside from the characteristic flow of time (or rather the obstruction of such flow), the 

phenomenon of Superman is held together by many determining components which require 

closer analysis. One of these is his rightful place in the pantheon of American heroes. As has 

already been discussed, America’s national heroes are of flesh and blood. Superman is arguably 
                                                
36 Ibid 111.  
37 Ibid 114.  
38 Ibid 116.  
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the only representative of the fictitious world that is as closely linked to the country and its ideals 

as any President or patriot. To account for such an anomaly, we need to understand Superman’s 

ability to encompass the United States. And to explain this all-encompassing nature, we ought to 

turn to Walt Whitman.  

1.3 

Walt Whitman, perhaps the greatest American poet, had one of the most distinct writing 

styles, one overflowing with energy and verve. What shall be of interest to us for the purposes of 

the Superman myth is his outstanding ability to put himself in a position of a “spokesman” for a 

most heterogeneous multitude. This multitude needs to be understood in the widest possible 

sense, as the poet would go on to describe and celebrate people as well as all living things and 

even lifeless objects. The all-encompassing nature of Whitman is therefore the largest possible, 

one containing in itself not only men and women but also the flora and fauna; the entire land and 

scenery. Furthermore, this universal “Self” of Whitman’s poems can be taken on by everyone. 

As we will see, the lack of moral or ethical capacity of an individual does not deny one access to 

this “Self.” 

In his most famous poem “Song of Myself,” the 19th century poet burst out in an 

exhilarating depiction of America. The most important feature of “Song of Myself” is the 

relationship between the “whole” and the “part.” Each individual element of the world is a mirror 

of the world itself and diversity is what binds the macrocosm together. Rather than to describe 

the individual relations between the images he presents, Whitman provides us with an extensive 

list of what America comprises. The poet includes everything, but he never deprives the object, 

upon which he currently focuses, of its singularity. The following extract is a model example: 

[…] The bride unrumples her white dress, the minute-hand of the clock moves slowly,  

The opium-eater reclines with rigid head and just-open'd lips,  

The prostitute draggles her shawl, her bonnet bobs on her tipsy and pimpled  

neck,  

The crowd laugh at her blackguard oaths, the men jeer and wink to each other,  
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(Miserable! I do not laugh at your oaths nor jeer you;)  

The President holding a cabinet council is surrounded by the great Secretaries […]39 

 

As we can see, Whitman does not hesitate to place a line about a harlot in close vicinity to a line 

about the President in meeting with other high officials. The “Self” in this poem famously 

declares “I Contain Multitudes.40” And it indeed does. Notwithstanding, it is imperative we stress 

that this does in no way impair the individuality of those parts contained in the whole. In fact, it 

is mainly the variety and heterogeneity that are being celebrated. The “Self” contains all these 

elements and is their emanation. Furthermore, this stupendous diversity does not distinguish 

between right and wrong. No moral judgments are being carried out. The “Self” deals only in 

absolute values, the plus or minus signs are irrelevant.  

In like manner, Superman represents the entire America. Nonetheless, Superman is, 

without a doubt, good. Unlike the “Self” in Whitman, to which that of Superman bears 

significant resemblance, the “Self” of the comic book superhero is intent on moral merit. If we 

were to extend the absolute value metaphor, we would initially need to state that he does not 

encompass what lies within the negative sphere. Yet at the same time, the Man of Steel 

encourages reformation. Having originated in a predominantly Judeo-Christian environment, the 

possibility of redemption is crucial to the comic book as well. For this reason, we need to assert 

that Superman does not shun inexpugnably those who cannot be deemed good.    

Does then Superman encompass also what is not good in America? Would it be possible, 

as with Whitman’s “Self,” to claim that the Man of Steel also represents the shawl-draggling 

prostitute? I believe the answer here must be yes. When we say that Superman stands for the 

United States, we are being slightly imprecise. The Man of Steel rather personifies the potential 

of America. All men and women (including the prostitute) should strive to have the moral 

integrity of this superhero. The fact one does not partake in this secular version of “Imitatio 

Christi” does not exclude this individual from Whitman’s universal “Self.” By contrast, to be 

contained in the “Self” of the superhero, one first needs to adhere to Superman’s American 

values. Let us, for the last time, demonstrate this difference on the lines about the harlot from 

                                                
39 Whitman 34-35.  
40 Ibid 69.  
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Song of Myself. Whitman’s “Self” celebrates her as she is and regards her as a marvelous piece 

of the grand mosaic without passing any judgment. However, Superman embodies her potential 

to lead a more virtuous life. He would never refuse to aid her in distress. He might even help her 

begin a new life. He would not believe himself to be morally superior (but the reader would!). 

Nevertheless, Superman, as opposed to Whitman’s “Self,” would not approve of her life. 

 Though this difference between the all-encompassing natures is not insignificant, we 

need to acknowledge that there are more similarities than dissimilarities. Both contain multitudes 

and treat that which they include with equal reverence. Both can be said to encompass the United 

States as a country (i.e. not only its inhabitants but also other life and land); Superman is seen 

protecting American natural monuments and famous structures on multiple occasions (The 

Grand Canyon, Hoover Dam, the Statue of Liberty) as well as anonymous small towns and 

countryside. And finally, without a doubt, one of the most important parallels to be drawn is also 

the energy and zeal with which both “Selves” comprise these infinite yet unique elements. 

1.4 

When Superman was first published in 1938, he was an instant success because of his 

inherently positive nature. In the second chapter, we shall discuss the socio-political environment 

in which the superhero emerged, but suffice it to say now that the United States were in 

desperate need of a uniting and reassuring symbol. And the character of Superman delivered 

exactly this. Very soon after the first Action Comics in which he appeared hit the newsstands a 

tidal wave of other mythical (though to a lesser degree) superheroes followed. Over the years 

some of them have become almost as widely recognized as the Man of Steel; especially Batman 

and Spider-Man. However, it needs to be emphasized that Superman differs in a great many 

ways from other superheroes. No personage that has since appeared in comic books has ever 

quite matched the Man of Steel in uniqueness. If we consider some of the other most famous 

superheroes (i.e. Batman, Spider-Man, Captain America, X-Men and Wonder Woman to name 

the arguably most prominent members of the comic book pantheon), we find that these 

characters have much more in common with each other than they do with Superman. In order to 

contrast the differences between the two kinds of superheroes, let us choose Batman as a 

representative of superheroes in general and take a closer look at the disparity between him and 

his Kryptonian counterpart. 
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The choice of Batman rather than any other superhero seems the most suitable for several 

reasons. Batman first appeared in comic books in 1939 – roughly at the same time as Superman. 

Like the Man of Steel, he was also a product of DC Comics. And last but not least, throughout 

their more than seventy-year existence, they have often interacted with each other, as DC Comics 

published numerous “cross-over” comic-books in which both superheroes fought (mostly) side 

by side.  

Aside from the fact that Superman has almost unlimited powers and Batman is “only” 

human (his physical prowess is significant but not superhuman) and relies on a variety of 

gadgets, the first and most striking contrast we observe when comparing the two comic books is 

the visual aspect. Superman is dressed in red, yellow and blue. Batman is black and grey. 

Superman saves Metropolis during the whole day. Batman works predominantly at night – he is 

the Dark Knight. The contrast of day and night reflects upon the mood of the stories. Whereas 

Superman protects Metropolis (originally modeled after Joe Shuster’s hometown, Toronto41) 

which mostly resembles afternoon New York, the Dark Knight defends Gotham City, which 

according to one of the authors of Batman, Dennis O’Neill, “is Manhattan below Fourteenth 

Street at eleven minutes past midnight on the coldest night in November.42”  

The positive nature of Superman and the eerie gloom of Batman are closely linked to 

their respective characters. Batman is Bruce Wayne. It was Bruce Wayne whose parents were 

murdered in front of him when he was a little boy. It is Bruce Wayne who is one of the world’s 

wealthiest people. And it is also Bruce Wayne, who puts on the mask of a bat to fight crime. 

Batman, the superhero, is merely his alias. With the Man of Steel, it is the other way around. 

Clark Kent is the disguise, one originally created for the infant foundling by Martha and 

Jonathan Kent. The glasses and slouch – not the “S” and the red cape - are Superman’s mask. 

“Kent was not Superman’s true identity as Bruce Wayne was the Batman’s […]. Just the 

opposite. Clark Kent was the fiction.43” This epitomizes one of the most crucial and fascinating 

differences between the two characters. Whereas Bruce Wayne dresses up and strives to become 

                                                
41  Les Daniels, Superman: The Complete History – The Life and Times of the Man of Steel (San 
Francisco: First Chronicle Books, 2004) 27.  
42 Dennis O’Neil, Batman: Knightfall (New York: Bantam Books, 1994) 344.   
43 Jules Feiffer, The Great Comic Book Heroes (Seattle: Fantagraphics Books, 2003) 11.  



24 
 

a superhero, Superman is the superhero – he dresses up in hope of being able to lead a normal 

“earthly” life.  

Furthermore, parallels between the two characters are discernable in that they are both 

orphans. Yet whereas Superman was sent from Krypton as a baby and brought up by loving 

human parents, Bruce Wayne witnessed the murder of his mother and father when he was seven 

years old and the memory of that incident has haunted him ever since. While he found a 

friend/father figure in his loyal butler Alfred, he never recovered from the horrific and character-

determining experience. According to Danny Fingeroth “Batman is fueled by a rage against 

criminals and an unquenchable thirst for vengeance. […] When Superman punches an 

adversary’s face, no matter how powerful that adversary, all he sees is the criminal’s face. 

Orphan though he may be, Superman is the ‘sole survivor of a doomed planet.’ There was 

nothing personal in the death of his parents.44” He pertinently contrasts this with Bruce Wayne’s 

experience: “When Batman punches a foe, he sees the face of the man who killed his parents and 

left him – both mercifully and cruelly as a seven-year-old wailing to the unheeding emptiness of 

the Gotham City night.45” The dissimilar motivations of Superman and Batman provide us with 

substantial bases for evaluating their character. We should be able to agree that we view as more 

virtuous when heroic deeds are motivated by inherent goodness as is the case with Superman 

rather than by Batman’s vengeance. Of course, Bruce Wayne has strong ethic beliefs as well, and 

vengeance is only part of what drives him to combat crime, but still, the presence of something 

which we view in such a negative light as revenge is persuasive enough to declare the moral 

superiority of the Man of Steel.  

All this also reflects on the way Metropolis and Gotham City view their guardians. While 

Metropolis loves the caped superhero, Gotham City’s relationship with the Dark Knight is much 

more tepid. Batman is regarded by many as a vigilante and as working outside the law. If 

Superman fights crime in a basically identical fashion as Batman, why is he then not taken for a 

vigilante? The American legal system would of course penalize any real-life citizen who would 

take the law into his own hands, even if he would combat crime. What all superheroes seem to be 

committing on daily, if not hourly bases, is the tort of false imprisonment. According to a leading 

                                                
44 Danny Fingeroth, Superman on the Couch (New York: Continuum, 2004) 64. 
45 Ibid 64.  
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text book on torts, “The restraint upon the plaintiff’s freedom may also be imposed by the 

assertion of legal authority. If the plaintiff submits, or if there is even a momentary taking into 

the custody of the law, there is an arrest; and if it is without proper legal authority, it is a false 

arrest and so false imprisonment.46” Whereas Superman works as a kind of legal authority, 

Batman is truly an unauthorized force, whose feats in apprehending criminals are silently 

accepted by Gotham Police – often without even thanking the Dark Knight – because of the dire 

situation in Gotham, where ends have to justify the means. This can be contrasted with the iconic 

ending of the movie Superman (1978) when, just before he soars into Earth’s orbit to patrol his 

adoptive home world, Superman flies Lex Luthor to prison: 

Superman: Good evening warden, I think these two men should be safe here with you 
until they can get a fair trial.  
Warden: Who is it, Superman? 
Lex Luthor: Lex Luthor! The greatest criminal mind of our time! 
[…] 
Warden: This country is safe again, Superman, thanks to you. 
Superman: No, sir. Don’t thank me, warden. We’re all part of the same team. Night.47      

 

The Man of Steel can be described as an American institution. There is County Police, State 

Police, the Federal Bureau of Investigation, and then there is Superman. Granted he does not 

fully fall within this structure and should be considered rather an alternative institution, he is an 

important part of the American law enforcement – he is always a welcomed addition to their 

ranks. What separates the Man of Steel from the rest of police force is that he is under no legal 

obligation to protect and serve; he acts of his own free will and at his own discretion. Batman (as 

well as e.g. Spider-Man), on the other hand needs to be aware of law enforcement. The police 

often regard him as a menace and many stories involve them attempting (and failing) to capture 

the cloaked vigilante and reveal his true identity. In addition to the tort of false imprisonment, the 

committing of which is essential to the superhero genre, Batman is certainly more willing to 

break the law. The vengeful Knight deals out his own punishments. The Man of Steel, despite 

being an unstoppable force that could never be apprehended by other police, respects the rules of 

                                                
46 W. Page Keeton, Prosser and Keeton on Torts: Fifth Edition (St. Paul, West Publishing Company, 
1984) 50.   
47 Superman, dir. Richard Donner, prod. Pierre Spengler, exec. prod. Ilya Salkind, Warner Brothers, 
1978, 129 min, 15 sec. 
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society; he “follows the rules at all costs48” In this he fulfills the sociological function of the 

myth, as he shows that it is necessary to uphold the law even when it would be easier and more 

effective to disregard them – hence the seemingly pejorative epithet “over-grown Boy Scout.49” 

This separates the superhero from other mythological figures, especially those of the Judeo-

Christian religion, who introduce divine laws which are superior to the laws of man.  

We should note that the Man of Steel’s much needed role as an alternative institution also 

suggests the imperfect nature of American official institutions. Though he himself is a strong 

believer in America and its potential, he does not hesitate to point out and draw our attention to 

some of the flaws of the United States’ political and social system. The democracy of the 20th 

and 21st century, while still essentially good, is not the near-perfect form of society the Founding 

Fathers had envisioned – but it can be. This is also why in the 1930’s there was a need for a new 

kind of All-American champion, who would clearly reflect the struggles of the today, unlike the 

older members of the American heroic pantheon.    

What further distinguishes these two titans are their archenemies. Superman’s is Lex Luthor 

(discussed mainly in the second chapter), a brilliant and wealthy criminal, who fights Superman 

with his intellect but otherwise has no superpowers. Batman’s nemesis, on the other hand, is the 

Joker. This is an insane, super villain, with physical powers more-or-less equal to Batman’s. The 

Man of Steel, who represents the best of humanity, fights a criminal mastermind, who embodies 

the very worst mankind has to offer. Batman, however, duels with a nemesis who is his 

reflection in a convex mirror. In some ways, Joker is what Batman, if he is not careful, could 

become. They both function outside the law. The difference is that Batman has moral standards, 

whilst Joker only enjoys looting and chaos. That negative seed in the back of Batman’s mind, his 

need for vengeance, is a constant reminder to the reader that the Dark Knight has a dormant side 

to him that may surface one day and that may not be entirely ethically acceptable. And if there 

ever comes a time, when Batman would give in to that evil seed, he would indeed resemble his 

opposite, the Joker. By contrast, Superman is in the potential danger of being defeated by Luthor, 

but not turned to partake in any wrongdoing. Superman is incorruptible.  

                                                
48 Steven Harper, “Supermyth!,” The Man From Krypton, ed. Glenn Yeffeth (Dallas: Benbella 
Books, 2006) 96.   
49 Ibid 96. 
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The Man of Steel’s incorruptibility does not stem from his physical super powers. Quite to 

the contrary, his character was formed by his adoptive parents, who raised him in Smallville, an 

archetypical American rural town. “He was brought up with the American values that are 

inherent in the Declaration of Independence, and the Constitution, and the Gettysburg Address. 

That we are all equal. Superman does not think of himself as better than anyone.50” Superman, a 

Kryptonian in origin, was nonetheless raised an American. He is the quintessential American. 

Kal-El (Superman’s Kryptonian name) is an immigrant, who came to Earth from a dying planet. 

And in the United States, he fulfilled his variation of the American Dream – one whose success 

is measured not by wealth but by the sheer number of people he has helped. “Superman is a 

mirror to American society. He reflects the moral and technological expectations of Americans. 

And the American public re-absorbs the ideal that Superman represents. It is a two way 

exchange.51” This statement not only acknowledges Superman as being the embodiment of 

America, but it also recognizes the mythical aspect of Superman, as it conveys the American 

ideal (I believe a strengthened one at that) back to the audience.  

The child the Kents raised is the child any loving parents can raise. The fact that Kal-El 

had otherworldly strength and speed is irrelevant. What truly makes Superman marvelous is his 

humility and virtuousness. That is what enables the audience to identify with him. It would be 

impossible to identify with his miraculous abilities, but his character is something we can all 

aspire to emulate. Umberto Eco writes “Clark Kent personifies fairly typically the average reader 

who is harassed by complexes and despised by his fellow man; though an obvious process of 

self-identification, any accountant in any American city secretly feeds the hope that one day, 

from the slough of his actual personality, there can spring forth a superman who is capable of 

redeeming years of mediocre existence.52” This is not entirely accurate. While anyone can 

fantasize about having X-ray vision, it is certain they never will. The omnipresent message 

throughout every comic book is much more selfless and utopian. The only entity that has the 

potential to become a true superhero is the United States of America. And that can only happen, 

when the sum of individuals follow Superman’s moral lead and adhere to the principles of truth, 

                                                
50 The Mythology of Superman, prod. Constantine Nasr, Michael Sackett, Michael Crawford, New 
Wave Entertainment and Warner Home Video, 2006,   8 min 45 sec. 
51 Peter B. Lloyd, “Superman’s Moral Evolution,” The Man From Krypton, ed. Glenn Yeffeth (Dallas: 
Benbella Books, 2006) 181.  
52 Eco 108.  
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justice, and the American way. Superman is an ideal that can never be reached, but it is the duty 

of Americans to keep trying with all of their might. Americans, in displaying the Man of Steel on 

the pedestal among other national heroes, have placed the United States of America – and 

therefore each individual citizen - on this marble stand for all to see and salute.  

Chapter II – Golden Beginnings 

2.1 

The promise of the Roaring Twenties finally came to its abysmal end with the Wall Street 

Crash of 1929. Though already in the making for some time, the devastating market crisis had 

ultimately set in motion a series of interlinked economic and political events that would lead to 

what we know today as the Great Depression. Commander in Chief Herbert Hoover inherited a 

predicament that is often – and wrongly so - ascribed to his incompetence. He was in office for 

only seven months when this presidency-defining moment occurred. The American population 

grew quickly impatient with their new leader, especially since during his campaign in 1928 “he 

told the nation that he foresaw the end of poverty in the United States – provided of course, that 

he was elected.53” History would, however, prove him painfully wrong. We only need to recall 

the pictures of thousands of people waiting in lines hoping to receive government relief in the 

form of food rations. Despite his efforts, he failed in leading the country through its darkest 

economic disaster.  

In 1932, Franklin Delano Roosevelt was elected president. Upon inauguration, he 

immediately began implementing his “New Deal” program which can be summed up as an 

unprecedented shift in government spending policy and various plans whose aim was to prompt a 

complete economic recovery as well as the establishment of a much more extensive social 

security system. Nevertheless, Roosevelt’s plan had many shortcomings and encountered a 

multitude of obstacles, some of the most important of which were from the Supreme Court, who 

found some of the components of his New Deal unconstitutional. This resulted in the infamous 

“Court-packing” controversy which only added to the social and economic instability of the 

1930’s. True and perceivable recovery had not really begun until the Second World War. 
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 Of course, the political upheavals in Europe had also not gone unnoticed. The rise of 

extremist parties, dictatorial regimes and deadly pogroms were regarded with uneasiness. In spite 

of America’s isolationism, it was becoming clearer every day that Europe was on the verge of a 

new conflict, and that the United States would need to consider most carefully their potential role 

in that war. And indeed, the Axis and Adolf Hitler were viewed as a grave menace to both 

American allies and to the United States themselves. With the memory of the first global conflict 

still fresh in their minds, America dreaded further bloodshed. Combined with continuing 

economic and social difficulties, the fear of being drawn into a second World War resulted in an 

omnipresent feeling of inquietude and apprehension.        

In this dire atmosphere and nearly hopeless political climate, two artists, American writer 

Jerry Siegel and Canadian illustrator Joe Shuster, created a fictional character that would become 

an integral part of American culture, recognized by hundreds of millions both at home and 

abroad. While it shall never be possible to declare with utter certainty that their creation was a 

conscious effort of defiance against the lingering peril, it has, without a doubt, since become a 

symbol of both the reassertion of American values and a hope for the future to a nation that was 

weltering in plight. Notwithstanding, the origins of America’s first superhero were charmingly 

simple and nowhere near as grandiose as his subsequent existence and renown would be.  

 Superman was the brainchild of two boys (both were sons of Jewish immigrants) living in 

Cleveland, Ohio54. Jerry Siegel was skinny, wore glasses and felt awkward around girls55, as did 

his friend Joe Shuster, who was hardly noticed by the young ladies he had crushes on56. Both 

young men enjoyed science fiction that appeared in pulp magazines57 (e.g. Hugo Gernsback’s 

Amazing Stories) and had decided early on that they would try to make a living as comic strip 

authors58. Finally in 193459, after some not very successful attempts in their chosen field of 

                                                
54 Look, Up In the Sky! The Amazing Story of Superman, dir. Kevin Burns, 2006, 3 min 40 sec. 
55 Bruce Scivally, Superman on Film, Television, Radio and Broadway (Jefferson: McFarland & 
Company, 2008) 5. 
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58 Daniels 11. 
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profession, the self-conscious and unathletic60 duo came up with the idea for a character with 

superhuman strength and a secret identity - Superman. It is not the aim of this work to give an 

exhaustive account of the process of the Man of Steel’s creation. This brief mention, however, 

provides us with a wonderful example of one of Superman’s most important qualities. From the 

very beginning, he was an ideal one longed to be. The childhood and teenage frustrations almost 

everyone experiences gave birth to an imaginary character, who had none of the weaknesses 

mankind is prone to. Super strength and speed were complemented with self confidence, as well 

as good looks. The superhero was first and foremost, what Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster were not. 

The initial awe that Superman inspired stemmed not from his incorruptible character but rather 

his physical attributes (if for no other reason, then because we see the muscles before we even 

begin to read of his deeds). Superman originated from an idea of two men, who wished for 

greatness they knew could never be theirs.   

After encountering problems finding a publisher, they finally managed to sell their 

mythical creation for $130 to DC61. Finally, “the first issue of Action Comics, cover-dated June 

1938, featured Superman on the cover and in the lead story.62” The comic book “sold for a dime 

at a time when an average American worker made less than $25 dollars a week.63” Because the 

publishers at DC feared Superman would not be popular enough, they cautiously printed only 

200,000 copies. Nevertheless, having received dealers’ requests for more, Superman proved an 

immediate success; the seventh issue of Action Comics sold over half a million copies and in 

1939, DC launched a new self-titled comic book devoted solely to Superman64.  

2.2 

Let us now take a closer look at this first publication. Despite the fact that certain 

conventions were yet to be established (Superman was then still not able to fly, he could “only” 

leap over tall buildings; the Daily Planet was called the Daily Star etc.), it is fascinating how 

much of the Superman ethos has been present since the very beginning and how little has 
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changed in the more than seventy-year history of the Man of Steel. On the very first page of the 

comic book, we learn that “Just before the doomed planet, Krypton, exploded to fragments, a 

scientist placed his infant son within an experimental rocket-ship, launching it toward Earth!65” 

This both acknowledges the authors’ childhood fascination with science fiction as well as 

foreshadows the comic book’s later utilization of this popular genre. The traces of science-fiction 

remind us of the comic book’s origin in what was regarded as fundamentally trivial genres. 

Superman was not consciously conceived as a myth, it was rather an addition to the already hefty 

world of pulp fiction. The various combinations of fantasy, science-fiction or detective stories 

were quite common in paperback publications of the time and Superman certainly borrows from 

all of these. Though the core components of a mythical narrative were contained in the story 

from the beginning, the fact that Superman was able to transcend the confinement of the trivial 

genre was to a large extent the result of external (real world) developments. Its roots in, Amazing 

Stories (which featured among others the fan favorite Buck Rogers), Weird Tales66 (with regular 

contributions by e.g. H.P Lovecraft and Clark Ashton Smith) or even older American tall tales 

are undeniable, though from today’s perspective they might be more difficult to identify. This is 

because Superman created the superhero genre, which we now hold to be all that Siegel’s and 

Shuster’s creation contained. Nevertheless, we need to consider the fact that at the time, the 

superhero genre was not yet existent (albeit e.g. Zorro or The Phantom can certainly be 

described as its precursors) and Superman would in all likelihood be viewed as an amalgamation 

of these various sources with the main difference being that is was in comic book form as 

opposed to the more common short prose of pulp magazines.  

Still on the same page of Action Comics #1, we see an elderly couple adopt young Clark 

and give him the most important advice he was to ever receive: “Now listen to me, Clark! This 

great strength of yours – you’ve got to hide it from people or they’ll be scared of you. But when 

the time comes, you must use it to assist humanity.67” Within the first hundred and fifty words of 

the first issue, Superman is seen being raised by his adoptive parents and instructed to be a force 

for good. The only “rite of passage” Superman needs to go through is an American small-town 

upbringing. Other than that, his character is fully developed from the first issue. The absence of 
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an inner conflict in the superhero actually renders him a rather two-dimensional character. The 

lack of depth is striking especially if contrasted with Batman (or Gilgamesh for that matter), who 

struggles constantly with his mission and actions. The unproblematic and uncomplicated 

depiction of idealized forms is not only restricted to the chief protagonist. For instance, Clark 

Kent’s hometown Smallville wonderfully contrasts the labyrinth of the crowded Metropolis in 

both name and visualization. And similarly Jonathan and Martha Kent are the perfect adoptive 

parents, loving husband and wife to one another, and kind to their neighbors. Last but not least, 

they are farmers. They are happy and fully content with their life; their only unfulfilled wish of 

having a child finally came true with the arrival of infant Kal-El. They are the source of 

Superman’s moral steadfastness, as these two elderly Americans never slip, and always have an 

answer if their son is in need of one. Small town rural life and a close relationship with land are 

depicted as the backbone of America, as something untainted and uncorrupted. When tired of the 

exhilarating - both physically and mentally - city life, Clark returns to Smallville to recharge and 

recuperate (the remote Fortress of Solitude is also an option, nonetheless, it usually serves as his 

superhero “office” rather than a bracing or stimulating retreat). It is almost as if the simplicity 

and integrity of small town America was what gave Superman his strength and clarity of mind. 

Authors such as Sinclair Lewis, Theodore Dreiser or William Faulkner also focused on 

American rural life in the years prior to the Man of Steel’s first appearance, but they showed the 

uncannily disturbing realism of this life (by many characters deemed unfulfilling), which stands 

in stark contrast to the idealistic and romanticized pictures presented by Shuster and Siegel. The 

Superman comic books show us a two-dimensional image, whose purity renders it a mythical 

territory of humble greatness, rather than a lifelike and authentic testimony. However, this all-

perforating “flatness” was necessary – at least in the early years – if a true unblemished ideal was 

to be conveyed to the readers.  

 Furthermore, Superman’s role as a law-enforcer is also confirmed from the first 

publication, when he stops a lynching of a detainee (incidentally, being held for the murder of a 

Jack Kennedy) at the county jail declaring “this prisoner’s fate will be determined in a court of 

justice. – Return to your homes!68” He goes on to save this man from electrocution, providing the 

governor with evidence of his innocence just in the nick of time. He then stops a violent husband 
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who was beating his wife, in the process of which he thunders “Tough is putting mildly the 

treatment you’re going to get! You’re not fighting a woman, now!69” Superman also finds out a 

corrupted senator and lobbyist, and puts an end to their dangerous scheme. Hence, the Man of 

Steel protected the Rule of Law, came to the rescue of an individual (this time an abused wife) 

and stopped corruption. Even the very first issue set the tone for all its sequels, declaring 

pompously what it is that Superman will fight against and what he will strive to defend.    

This first appearance of Superman also established the meek and clumsy personality of 

Clark Kent, who left himself be bullied in front of his love interest, Lois Lane, allowing a rude 

ruffian to cut into their dance, and forcing Lois to stand up for herself. Disappointed and angry at 

Clark, she leaves, only to be kidnapped by the gangster’s thugs. Superman, of course, steps in to 

save her. And so whilst Lois overlooks Clark (she does not regard him as manly enough), she is 

captivated by the heroism and masculinity of Superman – thus forming a love triangle involving 

only two persons. And last but not least, we are also treated to the signature scene in which Clark 

Kent goes into a back alley, takes his shirt off and transforms into the Man of Steel.   

Especially in the early stages of the development of the Superman canon, the myth was 

immensely rich on archetypes. Whether it be the superhero himself, Ma and Pa Kent, Smalville, 

Metropolis or ruthless crooks, all were the personification or manifestations of certain properties 

and qualities. Lois Lane, Superman’s continual love interest, established a wholly new archetype. 

Though the roots of her character can be mainly traced, again, to trivial genres (especially 

detective stories) and the damsel in distress, the very first issue of Action Comics has shown her 

as a very strong and independent woman. She is a citizen of the city, Metropolis, and thus needs 

to be much more feisty and willful. As such, she stands, along with the rest of Metropolis in 

contrast to Smallville and the Kents. Nevertheless, she is certainly good – as is the great majority 

of Metropolis – but her constant interaction and contact with the corruption present in Metropolis 

has taught her the street smarts necessary for survival in the urban jungle. She puts this ability to 

use at the Daily Planet, as she is its most prominent news reporter.  

Having fallen in love with Superman and at the same time looking down upon his 

alternate ego, Clark Kent, she attempts to seduce the Man of Steel on a regular bases while 
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dismissing any courtship from the humble Kent. Albeit her inability to see through Superman’s 

disguise has been a constant source of parody and even inside jokes in the Superman canon itself 

(Superman would often break the forth wall by winking at the reader/audience when Lois 

complained to Clark about his inferiority to the Man of Steel), it is also a perfect example of the 

“oneiric climate” of narration, since had it not been for the particular space-time continuum she 

would certainly must have connected the dots after so many years. The love-triangle between 

Superman, Lois and Clark has been reproduced by many comic books, perhaps most notably by 

Spider-Man, Mary Jane and Peter Parker. This formula allows us to see the inner struggle of the 

heroine, who cannot decide whether to “settle” for the decent Clark Kent or Peter Parker, or 

whether to hope for the unattainable Superman and Spider-Man.  

Despite the fact that Lois’ character does undergo some changes throughout the decades, 

these are always proportionate to the general alteration of the comic book. Therefore, while she 

tends to be somewhat giddy even juvenile in the fifties and sixties, in the seventies she receives 

“a feminist makeover,70” which primarily formed the Lois Lane we know today. Ultimately 

though, her marrying Clark Kent was Lois Lane’s most significant moment in the comic book 

canon. It was Clark (not Superman) who proposed to Lois, only later did she finally learn of his 

true identity. It is important to note that at the time, Clark was no longer the “wimpy Clark Kent, 

who chose to hide all his best qualities.71” By consenting, Lois picked a real, decent man over the 

almost divine Man of Steel she had been chasing after for decades. It was not that Lois settled for 

anything less, merely because she could not have her dream husband; she truly fell in love with 

Clark. Only after making Lois fall in love with him as Clark Kent did Superman propose to her 

and in the 1996 issue Superman: The Wedding Album,72 the two were wed. The fact that Lois 

actually married Clark Kent and not the superhero means that she fell in love with the orphan 

raised by the Kents in Smallville; she fell in love with Superman’s human side, not the “divine.”  

Throughout the decades of the Man of Steel’s existence, Lois has served as a “buffer” 

between the human and Kryptonian nature of Superman. At the beginning, she was enamored 

with the superhero; still, in the end she married the mild reporter (though not as meek as in the 

earlier issues of Superman or in Christopher Reeve’s celebrated portrayal). This is a unique 
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instance of the more human Clark – with whom the reader can easier identify – actually proving 

more worthy than the costumed marvel. And last but certainly not least, this is also a key 

example of the more linear flow of time in the comic book universe (which is discussed in 

greater detail in chapter four), as the two main characters have reached an important milestone in 

their lives.    

 

 

2.3 

In addition to his own publication, Superman began to appear in newspapers as a comic-

strip. On November 5, 1939, the Washington Post began running a daily strip featuring the 

superhero. By 1941, the Superman comic strip was featured in 230 (!) newspapers with a 

combined circulation of over twenty-five million73. In other words, considering the United States 

had an estimated population of 133,000,000 in 194274, almost every fifth American (including 

toddlers) had his own copy of the heroic exploits of Superman; not to mention that families 

usually bought only one edition of a newspaper. The Man of Steel became a phenomenon whose 

rise to fame was of unprecedented speed.   

Furthermore, on February 12, 194075, Superman conquered a new means of 

communication, when his fantastical tales could be heard on air. Radios across America, being 

the main entertainment medium of the day, now aired the tales of the Man of Steel with its 

famous opening; portions of which have since become a fixed part of the American language:  

 

Faster than an airplane! 

More powerful than a locomotive! 

Impervious to bullets! 

Up in the sky, look! 
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It’s a giant bird! 

It’s a plane! 

It’s Superman!76 

 

The radio show, aside from its wide popularity, also helped develop the Superman canon by 

making the Man of Steel fly, introducing the concept of Kryptonite, characters Jimmy Olsen, 

Perry (at that time it was actually Paris) White and changing the newspaper’s name to the Daily 

Planet, as well as coining catchphrases such as “Up, up and away,” or “This looks like a  job for 

Superman!”77. The show, being both immensely popular (the highest rated program airing thrice 

a week) and a critical success, soon began appearing five times a week with fifteen-minute 

episodes, in which Superman, among others, fought Nazi agents, and travelled to other planets78. 

With war and ethnic cleansing in Europe, Superman even tackled the issue of racism when he 

fought the Ku Klux Klan,79 which in the early 1940’s was not entirely matter-of-course. 

Nevertheless, an estimated 20,000,000 tuned in for each episode80.  

It is of no surprise that a wide variety of merchandising followed, ranging from 

Superman projector pistols to figurines or pencil boxes, even groceries.81 Superman also turned 

up at the New York World’s fair, as well as at the Macy’s Thanksgiving Day Parade82. 

 Finally, Superman also appeared as an animated cartoon on the big screen. Produced by 

Max Fleischer and launched in 1941, the cartoons proved to be an instant sensation as had the 

radio show and comic books. Superman was now “faster than a speeding bullet and more 

powerful than a locomotive83” After the attack on Pearl Harbor which coincided with the series’ 

second episode, greater emphasis was placed on the war effort and Superman rescuing Lois Lane 

from the Nazis84. Despite its high production costs, the animated cartoons lasted for two years. 
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 The United States had now been flooded with the Man of Steel. Never has the country 

encountered such a far-reaching phenomenon whose presence was felt in one way or another in 

almost all parts of everyday life. Perhaps only Walt Disney’s Mickey Mouse generated a similar 

frenzy; however, that character had of course little to offer to the public except for entertainment. 

Superman on the other hand offered the visualization of his readers’ most fantastic imaginations, 

as well as a “moral code” to follow. The comic book was without a doubt initially aimed at a 

younger audience, but it almost immediately transcended this somewhat limited demographics 

and became a figure that spoke to and spoke for the whole of America.  

 

2.4 

 The tremulous time of the thirties brought about a need for a savior. And Superman – 

though fictional – was up to the challenge. On the ever-growing pages of comic books, the Man 

of Steel brought order into a chaotic world. He combated corruption and reestablished the 

supremacy of law. He tackled crooked businessmen who exploited their workers in order to 

make profit of the trying times. Superman was always there to save the damsel in distress. He 

was both righteous and chivalric. And the superhero incessantly brought the reader images of an 

ideal world; one that had not yet come to be, but one that seemed attainable. The comic books, 

radio shows, animated films and even the merchandise were both a promise of  better times and a 

reminder of a much more optimistic era. Superman provided his audience with proof that the 

problems of the present are solvable. The Man of Steel belittled every foe.  

 On December 7, 1941 the United States were drawn into a deadly conflict with perhaps 

the most devastating attack on American soil in history. Pearl Harbor definitely shifted 

America’s focus from the now dissipating and almost forgotten economic depression to World 

War II. In a time of renewed and strengthened patriotism, Americans were in need of all the 

moral support and energy they could possibly obtain. Almost overnight, Superman’s role as a 

“social crusader” and “bringer of order” changed into that of an American soldier. Of course, he 

could not be involved in the war directly, since his immense powers would suffice to defeat the 

armies of the Axis within hours. Nevertheless, plots were often set against the background of the 

now uncomfortably near war. And the most notorious villains were no longer corrupt American 
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politicians, gangsters and crooks; their place was filled with Nazis and Japanese soldiers. 

Superman did not appear on the front lines, but he did help with getting medical supplies85, and 

of course Lois Lane was always being kidnapped or otherwise endangered by these forces of 

evil.  

 Superman proved a versatile character enough. In the first years of existence he dealt 

with an unprecedented economic crisis and the most devastating war in the history of mankind. 

Of course, World War II provided the Man of Steel with excellent villains. Especially the Nazis 

and Adolf Hitler were the embodiment of all wickedness. And a flawless and ethical character 

like Superman was their ideal anthropomorphic negation. In retrospect, it is therefore more 

compelling to appreciate Superman’s ability to tackle something as anonymous and vague as the 

Great Depression. It was not possible to put a face on it. Who was Superman to fight? Examples 

were given above of several villains who represented the chaos and distress Americans felt every 

day; neither of which were as meticulously vile as their World War II counterparts. And yet 

Superman endured and gained an immediate following. Therefore, it should not be surprising for 

us that the Man of Steel was able to stand up to a new challenge. The dichotomy of good and evil 

during World War II was very clear cut. And there was no ambiguity in Superman either, he was 

the ultimate hero similarly as Hitler or emperor Hirohito were the quintessential antagonists.  

 Also in 1941, Lex Luthor, Superman’s arch enemy was introduced: “In his original 

appearance, he is shown fomenting a war in Europe as part of his plan of world domination.86” 

Just as Superman stood up to America’s greatest fears and worries, Lex Luthor, logically, was 

the cause and chief architect of fulfilling these very same nightmares (at least in the fictional 

world of Superman). With Superman an unstoppable physical and moral power, a villain was 

needed that could provide the Man of Steel with an interesting enough challenge. Luthor, an 

extremely intelligent evil mastermind, proved the perfect choice. The continuing struggle of the 

wicked mind against the good brawn has been evenly matched. The idea of a phenomenally 

educated man who decides to use his abilities for his own ruthless purposes was chilling in the 

time of rapid weapon development during the war. Even more so, when the destructiveness of 

the atomic bomb made the headlines, the fear of nuclear annihilation became very intense – and 
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has never entirely disappeared. But Luthor also brought a further element to the Superman 

universe. Unlike the Man of Steel, he is human. He has no special powers except those of his 

own mind. This fact raises several intriguing – if subtle – questions. Firstly, if Lex Luthor is 

capable of matching the Man of Steel in their battles, does that mean that a man or woman, who 

would choose to use their intellect for good, could be such a powerful force as Superman? Surely 

enough, it is easier to imagine one attaining the intellectual heights of Luthor, rather than 

matching Superman’s physical prowess. Furthermore, what does Luthor’s being human tells us 

about ourselves? The first thing we learn about Superman is that he is from Krypton; that he is 

essentially an alien. Is his goodness therefore inherent and would it be impossible to emulate by 

ordinary people? I believe not. Just after we learn of Superman’s Kryptonian origin, we learn 

that he was raised by human, American parents. The evil in Luthor is a reminder, that it is the 

choice of each individual to decide his own path. Good and Evil are choices to be made. In this 

respect, Superman is no different from us. Though he is the embodiment of what is good, it is his 

freewill that drives him. To utilize Barthes’ concepts, the sign (i.e. signifier on the mythical 

level) of Superman signified this notion of individuality and free-will from the very first issue.  

 The character of Lex Luthor including his back story changes greatly throughout his 

existence. He is sometimes depicted as the most sinister of foes, at others he is almost comical 

(e.g. as played by Gene Hackman in the 1978 movie). After the reboot of the franchise following 

the Crisis story arc (see chapter four), Lex Luthor is no longer seen as a twisted scientist intent 

on terrorizing the world with his devious plans. He hides behind the façade of a respected 

member of society, essentially assuming a dual identity, thus mirroring the titular character. Of 

course, he does not wear a mask, yet his clandestine criminal operations are not known to the 

public, and even when the investigative reporters from Daily Planet do uncover some plot of his, 

he always manages to clean his name. The heyday of corporate America required a different kind 

of villain. The weapon loving Luthor was replaced by a money making mogul87. Oliver Stone’s 

1987 film Wall Street featured one of the most notoriously known “bad guys” of corporate 

America, Gordon Gekko (Michael Douglas). Lex Luthor was, surely, even more villainous, but 

both these antagonists embodied what was regarded as the time’s principal vices: unscrupulous 

greed and insatiable lust for power. His industrial empire encompassed, at one time or another, 
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everything one can imagine. In this he might be described as the evil counterpart to Bruce 

Wayne.  

Eventually, at the turn of the millennium, Lex Luthor would become, through an intricate 

scheme, the President of the United States. He is sworn into the most important office in the 

world, put in command of an unrivalled military as well as in a position to influence the law of 

the entire country (giving a new dimension to his first name). The idea that an office held at one 

time by George Washington, Abraham Lincoln, Franklin Delano Roosevelt or Ronald Reagan 

could fall into the hands of a truly evil character has always been one of America’s great 

nightmares. The versatility of the character of Luthor seems to know no limits. He has the 

potential to become the personification of the worst of America and all its fears, just as 

Superman has the ability to be the epitome of its dreams and best qualities.  

 

2.5 

 Albeit the war had finally ended in 1945, the Superman craze had not. He continued to 

come out in various DC publications in addition to his own self-titled comic book. In 1948 

Superman appeared for the first time as a live-action TV serial starring Kirk Alyn, which was 

eventually followed by a sequel, Atom Man vs Superman88. Despite being popular in its time 

(though that could be said about everything carrying the “S” symbol), the series suffered from a 

chronically low production budget89. Nevertheless, in 1951 the making of the Adventures of 

Superman tv-series began. The series starred a new actor in the leading role, George Reeves.  

 George Reeves succeeded tremendously in his role as Superman. The series’ success 

dwarfed that of its predecessor. For a generation of children, George Reeves became the Man of 

Steel. Suddenly, the animated character was a man of flesh and blood. Superman was alive. The 

very idea of Superman was now embodied in George Reeves. If the Man of Steel were to make 

an appearance somewhere in support og a good cause, everybody now knew what he was 

supposed to look like. There was only one actor who was the genuine item. For the first time, the 

Man of Steel had a means of existing in the real world.  
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There were 104 episodes filmed altogether, of which 52 were in color90. Even more 

installments were supposed to be created, however, on June 16, 1959, Reeves was found dead in 

his apartment of a gunshot wound91. This was an incredible blow to both the Superman 

phenomenon and to the audience. The news, understandably, made the headlines, with the front 

page of the New York Post reading only four gigantic words: “TV’s Superman Kills Self.92” For 

many, it was as if the character himself had died, not the actor. What was worse, he had not only 

died, he committed suicide. Many fans now asked: had all the optimism he radiated been a lie? 

With this tragedy, Superman was, for the first time, to undergo a serious trial. The validity and 

relevance of the Superman myth would be questioned. 
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Chapter III - Turmoil  

3.1 

If the 1930’s saw the birth of Superman and the 1940’s and 1950’s witnessed his rapidly 

growing popularity and the hero’s dauntless establishment as an American icon, then the 1960’s 

proved to be a dark time for Superman.  

The 1960’s were, of course, a turbulent decade. Countries as diverse as the United States, 

France, Czechoslovakia or Japan all experienced periods of great social inquietudes. The United 

States were at war on more fronts than one. The general conflict remaining, as in the previous 

decades, the struggle against Communism and the closely linked exhilarating effort of finding a 

socio-political equilibrium in a world where it was next to impossible not to take sides in the 

global ideological conflict.  

In spite of the omnipresence of these conflicts, generations of young Americans felt the 

United States were finally heading in the right direction. The presidency of Dwight D. 

Eisenhower (characterized by both unprecedented economic expansion on the one hand and by 

McCarthyism and problematic race relations on the other) ended and that of JFK began.  

Seldom has there been an inaugural speech as widely quoted as Kennedy’s.  “Ask not what 

your country can do for you - ask what you can do for your country” is its most famous citation. 

Kennedy built on Americans’ patriotic sense of common belonging which was revitalized during 

World War II and could still be felt even years later. The notion of a joint effort appealed greatly 
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to young Americans and Kennedy’s inaugural address delivered even more than what his 

supporters had hoped for: “I do not believe that any of us would exchange places with any other 

people or any other generation. The energy, the faith, the devotion which we bring to this 

endeavor will light our country and all who serve it – and the glow from that fire can truly light 

the world.93” These alluring ideas of unity only partly sum up the enormous ambition the new 

administration set out for the nation. Travelling to the moon and a new Nuclear Test Ban Treaty 

were but some of the goals the public was made to strive for. 

The decade began with great expectations. For many, the young handsome and vigorous 

Kennedy represented the best hope for peace and prosperity America had known since before the 

First World War. The resolution of the Cuban Missile Crisis - at the time widely believed to be 

the gateway to a nuclear World War III – only added to his already larger than life aura. In the 

eyes of a not inconsiderable part of the populous “Jack” Kennedy was almost incapable of 

committing mistakes. Even today, Kennedy’s administration benefits from somewhat uncritical 

accounts of its accomplishments. Nevertheless, it is not the purpose of this essay to focus on 

facts of economy, foreign policy or social reform. What is of importance to us is the general 

public’s view of Kennedy’s presidency, not its actual results. It is imperative to acknowledge and 

appreciate this (if perhaps misinformed) euphoria primarily among America’s youth in order to 

account for the devastating blow these men and women were dealt on November 22, 1963. And 

again, it is appropriate to stress that Kennedy’s successor in office, Lyndon B. Jonson, was by no 

means an inferior man for the job. It was he who managed to push through Congress some of the 

most important legislation of the 20th century dealing with equal treatment and racial 

segregation, in the course of which he both sacrificed his political career and redrew the political 

map of the United States. In fact, according to the “presidential ranking” conducted by over 70 

historians, political scientists and law professors from all over the United States, Lyndon B. 

Johnson stands higher than his predecessor; moreover, Kennedy has been chosen as the most 

overrated president in American history94. Of course, today it is easier for us to make such 

evaluating statements as this era of American history continues to be analyzed in an unaffected 
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and emotionally restrained hindsight. Yet in 1963, all the hopes invested in Kennedy appeared to 

be shattered in spite of Johnson’s undeniable qualities.  

The dominating theme of the 1960’s was of course the War in Vietnam. America’s role there 

greatly increased and protests and opposition to the war effort grew proportionately. While news 

of thousands and thousands of American lives lost overseas continued to make headlines, the 

mood of the general public became darker and the temper of the disillusioned younger generation 

incendiary.  

As already shown, from the very beginning Superman was deeply connected with current 

affairs. Being a barometer of sorts, he reflected contemporary events and the collective psyche of 

the American people and always presented the public with amazing solutions to any given 

problem. In comic books, Superman generally had the strength to solve any crisis by himself; in 

the real world he represented the potential of the American nation as a whole, if they remain 

virtuous, steadfast and compassionate. However, by the 1960’s Superman seemed to be in 

trouble. Whilst in crises during the 1940’s and 1950’s he always came to the United States’ 

rescue and to the rescue of all good people of the world, by the 1960’s he began to lack this 

capacity to transcend the colorful pages of magazines and accompany Americans on their pursuit 

of happiness and liberty. It was almost as if suddenly people no longer saw a muscular symbol of 

Americana, but saw a “guy” wearing red briefs over tights and flying around in a red cape. What 

was once accepted unproblematically was now viewed with an amount of ridicule and mockery; 

what is worse, perhaps even with cynicism.  

 

There is in all likelihood no simple explanation as to why the public gradually withdrew that 

reverence and faith it once so eagerly vested in the Man of Steel. We need to speak of a 

combination of several factors, each contributing to the superhero’s decline. Firstly, with the 

death of George Reeves in 1959, the Superman franchise lost its corporeal “ambassador” to the 

real world. Since the popular TV show was no longer airing, fans now concentrated on the 

numerous comic books developing the Superman lore for over twenty years; in 1958, there were 

already seven different titles dealing with the world of Superman (Action Comics, Superman and 

World’s Finest Comics concentrated on Superman; Adventure Comics and Superboy depicted the 
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Man of Steel in his younger years; Superman’s Pal Jimmy Olsen focused on Clark Kent’s loyal 

sidekick and Superman’s Girlfriend Lois Lane gave the superhero’s love interest her own 

periodical95). And here lies the second key factor in Superman’s downfall. After so many years 

and thousands and thousands of pages, the stories of Superman were beginning to lack 

originality. In order to overcome plot repetition, the writers continued to introduce a plethora of 

new elements into the tales; thus the reader was acquainted with such infamous characters as 

Krypto the Superdog, Comet the Superhorse or Beppo the Supermonkey.96 Kryptonite now came 

in various colors and forms97, often presenting Superman with more and more fantastical and 

outrageous challenges. For some, the inclusion of these increasingly unrealistic and absurd 

concepts was a reason to discard Superman as utterly infantile; the Man of Steel no longer 

embodied everything good, he was rather subject to quirky and far-out adventures. Though he 

still appealed to children, his influence and attractiveness as an American hero was on the 

decline. Superman’s gradual abandonment of real-world problems and his immersion into a 

world more reminiscent of science-fiction and fantasy had begun in the mid 1950’s, but it was 

only in the early 1960’s that the readers and fan base on the one hand and the more general 

public on the other began to react to this shift (the several year delay may be ascribed to the 

maturing and coming of age of that generation that would go on to elect and support John F. 

Kennedy).  

 

What lingered about for quite some time and what seemed inevitable was finally expedited 

by the assassination of the 35th President of the United States. The fictional world of Superman 

and the reality of American life grew further apart. “A decade that began with great optimism 

was marred by race riots, political protests and militant activism against the Vietnam War. Paper 

heroes like Superman now seemed irrelevant, even silly. (….) And Superman was still like the 

agent of the status quo98.” This accurate observation points out the fact that Superman was 

suddenly regarded as a symbol of the failed ways of the past. The Man of Steel was part of the 

establishment. The peaceful resolution of the conflict between the now raging American youth 
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and the Government seemed impossible with the death of JFK. The assassination gave birth to 

numerous conspiracy theories, some blaming the CIA and FBI. Whereas today we may regard 

these theories with jeer and disbelief, it is important to remind ourselves that Lyndon B. Johnson 

created a special body to investigate the assassination, one that was headed by the Chief Justice 

of the Supreme Court, Earl Warren. The Warren Commission’s report still continues to be under 

close scrutiny and some still believe unexposed foul play was involved in the assassination. The 

notion of a president – a man of the people – being murdered by the anonymous infernal 

machine called the Government was frightening and very real in 1963. The definitive 

disillusionment of an entire generation of men and women resulted in forsaking the entire 

establishment – and this included Superman himself.  

 

 

3.2 

However, Superman as a character, and the comic books and merchandise carrying his logo 

never truly were in jeopardy. The publications continued, “new” stories were being told and the 

Man of Steel would still be seen at newsstands in several publications. Yet what Superman did 

lose, at least for some time, was his all-encompassing nature. Suddenly, Superman no longer 

stood – in the eyes of the many anti-establishment protesters - for America as a whole but rather 

only for a part of America; that America depicted in Norman Rockwell pictures. The legitimacy 

of the idealistic America of the 1950’s was being challenged. The 1960’s disputed the 

desirability of a stay-at-home mother, a beautiful lawn, Sunday barbecue and football, and 

among other things Superman. The 1950’s were now viewed as having imposed a false idealistic 

mirage upon the society rather than having laid out an attainable reality. Superman, a uniting 

symbol in the USA for over twenty years, was temporarily ostracized by the rebelling generation.  

 

It may be said that for a part of the 1960’s, Superman, along with other comic book heroes, 

was demythicized. The power of authority and relevance that the American people bestowed 

upon superheroes especially in the 1940’s disappeared. This is not an uncommon phenomenon; 
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Roland Barthes writes that “some objects become the prey of mythical speech for a while, then 

they disappear, others take their place and attain the status of myth.99” The personage of 

Superman can remain largely unchanged, but if he is no longer the focus of mythical speech, he 

ceases to hold the position of myth.  

 

The superhero found himself in desperate need of a new spark, a contrivance of sorts. The 

authors behind the Man of Steel struggled to find an innovative approach to the stories without 

abandoning the principles at the very core of the Superman mythology so that the superhero 

might reclaim the respect he once had and the reverence with which he was once regarded. It is 

important to remind ourselves of the “barriers and rules” of myth that render this effort so 

exhilarating. As discussed in the first chapter, the stories of Superman take place in a unique 

space-time continuum. On the one hand, real-life events and progress (or history per se) are 

always reflected in the stories; e.g. though Superman did not know television in the 1930’s, we 

have no objection to seeing Clark Kent use a mobile phone in today’s comic books. On the other 

hand, the protagonists do not age; both Superman and Lois have remained young for over 

seventy years. Therefore, having Superman/Clark Kent marry and start a family and perhaps 

grow a gray hair or two (one of the more obvious authorial means of restoring some gravity and 

adding much needed substance and freshness to the stories) would undermine what Umberto Eco 

calls the “oneiric climate.100” More precisely, in order to preserve the quintessential premise 

upon which the comic books have built for over twenty years, the character must not 

acknowledge the flow of time in the DC universe. “Superman cannot ‘consume’ himself, since a 

myth is ‘inconsumable’ ”101.   

 

By the mid 1960’s, two very different trends can be discerned in the development of 

Superman as well as other superheroes. The first is a descent into campy parody represented 

primarily by such extravaganzas as the “It’s a Bird, It’s a Plane, It’s Superman” musical or the 

famous Batman TV Series starring Adam West. This approach gained a surprising amount of 
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success. We may account for this by linking the superhero genre to the increasingly accepted 

pop-culture movement. Wright states that “pop artists like Andy Warhol and Roy Lichtenstein 

brought cartoons and comics into ‘serious’ art, it became stylish for young and college-educated 

to praise the virtues of popular culture products that elites held in contempt.102” By the second 

half of the 1960’s, superheroes were no longer associated with the conservative 1950’s. Though 

Superman still struggled with his fading mythical status, in the eyes of mainly young men and 

women, he ceased to be a negative figure in league with the “evil” establishment. The second 

trend, the one adopted by comic books, was to explore the rules that govern the world and the 

myth of Superman in an unprecedently introspective manner – many of those same mythical 

traits Umberto Eco described in his 1962 essay are essentially explored in the comic books from 

the standpoint of the superhero.   

3.3 

First, let us take a close look at Superman as a star of a Broadway musical. Harold Prince 

directed the show, Charles Strouce wrote the music, Lee Adams penned the lyrics and Bob 

Holiday was chosen for the role of Superman103. It’s a Bird, It’s a Plane, It’s Superman did not 

deal with the origins of the character (as opposed to e.g. the 1978 movie). Like most comic book 

issues, it was simply a new addition to the Man of Steel’s already grand plethora of adventures. 

The play’s undeniable uniqueness lies in the form, in it being a musical. The plot itself, however, 

seemed not overly enticing. Superman fights against the forces of a mad scientist, Dr. Abner 

Sedgwick, who becomes evil after having been passed over for the Nobel Prize ten times. The 

villain now seeks revenge against the entire world - especially Superman, the very symbol of 

goodness.104 The performance begins with the superhero introducing himself and his “job” to the 

audience: 

It's a satisfying feeling 
When you hang up your cape 
To know that you've averted 
Murder, larceny and rape. 
Every man has a job to do; 
 Well, back into the old Clark Kent disguise. 
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I'll never stop doing good.105 
 

After which the people of Metropolis sing in chorus describing their savior’s heroic feats: 

He saved my baby from a fire. 
He caught the thug who was mugging Uncle Meyer. 
Yes, when a bad situation grows dire 
We need him.  Him. 
 
He brings the orphans Christmas turkey. 
He flew my asthmatic son to Albuquerque.106 

 

Soon afterwards, Superman’s musical nemesis is introduced. Sedgwick’s monologue 

provides a comic background to his character. Along with the almost obligatory mention of his 

abusive parents, he also speaks of the dismay he experienced when his colleagues received the 

Nobel Prize instead of him:    

That dopey Wolfgang Pauli 
For his work in fission. 
I used to help that punk 
With long division. 
And Fermi for his brilliant 
Neutron system. 
That bum, he wouldn't know a neutron 
If it kissed him. 
(...) 
 
It really goes way back, 
My parents hated me -- 
You see, my birth surprised them. 
Mom was sixty-three. 
 
Nanny smelled of Clorox 
And boarding school was hell. 
I'll show you Dad, and Mom and Nanny 
And Alfred B. Nobel. 
(...) 
 

                                                
105 “It’s a Bird, It’s a Plane, It’s Superman,” 19 April 2009 
<http://users.bestweb.net/~foosie/superman.htm> 
106 Ibid.  
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Revenge, revenge, 
Oh, it will taste so sweet. 
A misanthrope, yes, I might be, 
An outcast of society. 
Think what you like, but just give me 
Revenge, revenge!107 
 

Before long, Sedgwick devises a plot to make Superman look foolish as he blows up the City 

Hall Tower, during a rally in Superman’s honor. This turns the people of Metropolis against the 

Man of Steel, as they believe he should have been saving the world instead of attending a 

celebration. As a result, a bizarre lyrical number ensues, in which Superman laments his lot in 

life (which incidentally - despite the omnipresent campiness - does pose certain important 

questions that would come to be explored in the comic books, as discussed below):  

Why can't the strongest man in the world 
Be the happiest man in the world? 
Why does the strongest man in the world 
Have the heaviest heart in the world? 
 
Why must I, the Man of Steel 
Feel as helpless as a man of straw? 
They used to hold me in such awe; 
Now their cheers have turned to jeers. 
Why must the strongest man in the world 
Be the bluest man, tell me why? 
Don't they know the strongest man can cry? 
 
Here am I, the Man the Steel, 
Hiding out here like a timid mouse. 
Why, I could lift up this whole house - 
But what for; they care no more. 
 
Why must the strongest man in the world 
Be the saddest man, tell me why? 
Don't they know the strongest man can cry?108 

 

Eventually, however, Superman stops the evil scientist, regains the respect and love of 

Metropolis (as well as Lois Lane) and earns the heroic finale, in which he – in true Adam West 
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fashion – fights off Sedgwick’s remaining henchmen. The musical’s last number is called Pow! 

Bam! Zonk! and it ends with the following lines.  

 
Good night, sweet dreams, 
So sorry to mess up your plan. 
But now you know - Pow! 
Can't fool around - Wham! Zow! 
With Superman!109 
 

Even though today many fans regard this production as “blasphemous,” in 1966 it was very 

well received by the general public, ultimately having run for 129 performances on Broadway110. 

All the more interestingly, the critics’ reviews were exceedingly positive – Stanley Kauffman of 

the New York Times wrote “It is easily the best musical so far this season, but, because that is 

such a damp compliment, I add at once that it would be enjoyable in any season.111”  New York 

Journal-American critic John McClain stated that “The whole story makes very little sense… [it] 

is a wild interpretation of the adventures of this towering do-gooder who works part-time on a 

newspaper but who is never too busy to take off in flight to stamp out evil, wherever he hears 

about it. ‘Superman’ is a crazy conception, but it has style and speed.112”  Furthermore, the 

musical was nominated for several Tony Awards and Patricia Marand, who co-starred as Lois 

Lane, won in the category for Best Actress in a Supporting role or Featured Role in a Musical113.  

We may look upon this critical success from two distinct points of view. One would suggest 

that Superman dominated yet another part of the entertainment industry and was therefore 

returned to the pedestal as the ultimate American hero. However, another point of view takes 

into consideration the manner in which the character and myth of Superman had been both 

interpreted on stage and thence conveyed into the auditorium. The musical was a comedy. It is 

true that Superman always featured a certain amount of campiness; this is given by numerous 

factors, especially the inherently optimistic nature of Superman amplified by the radiantly 

colorful pages of the DC comic books. Nevertheless, Superman has never and should never sing 

and dance! The Man of Steel, who in a special edition of a Sunday strip brought Adolf Hitler and 
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Josef Stalin to Geneva to stand trial before the League of Nations114, who fought corruption, 

thieves, murderers; Superman who stands for Truth, Justice and the American Way was no 

longer on the front lines, an American icon fighting the good fight. He was transformed into a 

Bob Hope of sorts – still an American icon but one that was more likely to draw laughter from 

the audience rather than awe-inspired applause for his strength, courage and incorruptible 

morality. It is an undeniable fact that ever since Superman’s very first appearance in Action 

Comics #1 the reader was frequently encouraged to laugh, but he never laughed at Superman, at 

the idealistic notions he stood for. We need to remember Roland Bathes says that “what must be 

firmly established at the start is that myth is a system of communication, that it is a message. 

This allows one to perceive that myth cannot possibly be an object, a concept, or an idea; it is a 

mode of signification, a form.115” A musical production implies a dramatic shift in such a system 

of communication. Not only was Superman at the time suffering from questionable writing 

(which too often lacked in both real-world relevance and mythical mode of communication) but 

now even the medium itself (a musical comedy) fundamentally negated any possibility of a 

mythical system of communication.    

This is another illustration of the turbulent times of the 1960’s. As questions were being 

raised about the legitimacy of American society and the interpretation of the elementary rights 

contained in the Constitution, Superman was basically being ridiculed, reduced to a fairy tale. 

The anger towards establishment continued, but that towards Superman receded. Nevertheless, 

Americans were not ready to re-embrace the superhero as a transcending symbol of American 

virtue. At the same time there was no denying the character’s goodness, which was nevertheless 

viewed as naïve and untrue to the unjustness of the real-world. For this reason, the mythical 

figure was put aside as a mere source of entertainment. Whilst for example Hair addressed 

current affairs and provided the rebellious America with powerful anti-war anthems, the campy 

musical It’s a Bird, It’s a Plane, It’s Superman contained no serious message.     

 

3.4 

While Broadway Superman was garnering awards and applause, by the early 1970’s DC 

Comics were engaged in the difficult process of innovating the story-lines without changing the 
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essence of the comic book myth. In what is in all likelihood a fascinating coincidence, Superman 

started questioning the very rules that governed the entire mythology (many of which are the 

focus of Eco’s “The Myth of Superman”). In a strikingly introspective approach, Superman now 

ruminated upon such matters as whether or not he may ever marry, start a family or reveal his 

secret identity. A significant degree of psychological depth was added to the character. A greater 

emphasis was placed on his relation with a now somewhat feminist Lois Lane. The comic book 

matured without growing old. The decision to tackle more adult issues originated in the mind of 

Julius Schwartz.116 Schwartz was reluctant to accept a leading role in the Superman comics 

because he too felt that there is little more Superman as a hero can do: “ ‘I was called and I 

objected. I really didn’t want to do Superman. It had been going on for so many years. What 

could I really contribute? So I would do it if I could make changes.’ ”117 While many of 

Schwartz’s innovations were intriguing, some were not well accepted and were later abandoned. 

An example of such failure is making Clark Kent a TV reporter – an adjustment that did not last 

long “perhaps because it makes Clark more glamorous than he ought to be somehow.”118  

 

 If we once again borrow Barthes’ concept, we establish that DC Comics’ effort succeeded in 

upholding and revitalizing the (no matter how waning) mythical mode of communication. This 

metalanguage119, in which Superman stories continued to be told, helped preserve the character 

in his comic book state for the better half of the 1970’s. The conservatory role of the renewed 

mythical mode of communication played an immensely important role. Had it not been for this 

ground-breaking approach of Schwartz’s, Superman might not have survived through the first 

few years of the new decade. At this place, we need to distinguish between two very different 

things. On the one hand, the Superman narrative continues to exist as a myth with each new 

publication adding a new (now more mature) piece to the mosaic of the American superhero. On 

the other hand, the general interest in Superman – as in other superheroes – was on a sharp 

decline: “In 1969 comic book sales slumped throughout the industry. The superhero craze 

generated by the Batman television show had crested, and rising inflation in the war-heated 
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economy compelled publishers to raise the price of comic books from twelve to fifteen cents, 

further hurting sales.”120 Therefore, while the popularity of the superhero genre was on the 

decline, it would be erroneous to connect such disinterest with demythization. Quite to the 

contrary, though Superman was no longer able to address the entire USA in his mythical mode of 

communication, he retained a loyal – if narrower - following. “As comic books lost much of their 

mass audience, they increasingly became the preserve of a fan subculture that viewed the 

mainstream with disdain121” For these, primarily young men and women, the Man of Steel still 

stood for Truth, Justice and the American way. It might be said, that Superman exchanged 

mainstream popularity which was devoid of myth for what is popularly termed a “cult” following 

which rejoiced in Schwartz’s return to myth and indulged in Superman’s rich mythical history 

dating from the 1930’s.    

 

In addition to loyal fans, Superman as well as his other heroic colleagues from both DC and 

Marvel comics received praise from an unlikely place. Periodicals and newspapers such as 

Newsweek or the Wall Street Journal have come to appreciate the comic book as a relevant part 

of American life. The New York Times Magazine published an article “on the comic book 

industry, explaining how comic books of recent years had matured; no longer a crude medium of 

childhood fantasies (…) comic books now featured more sophisticated themes and images, 

which readers of various ages could appreciate on different levels.”122 One of the constituting 

pillars of the narrative revamping was making Superman slightly more vulnerable, or rather less 

omnipotent. As Schwartz put it “The way Mort [Schwartz’s predecessor] did Superman, he could 

balance the earth on his finger. But when I did Superman, he would have to use both hands to 

hold up the earth.”123 The Man of Steel remained the strongest of superheroes. Of course he 

could still fly, be faster than a speeding bullet and stronger than a locomotive, but now he had to 

make more of an effort. Certain limits were established, ones that were still fitting the world of 

comic book heroes, yet they were limits nonetheless. However, Superman’s foremost 

characteristic is the ability to defeat any foe, to defy those barriers that bind individual humans 
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and overcome every obstacle. This trait could never be taken away from the Man of Steel, for 

then he would no longer be Superman. Therefore, he was still allowed to tear off the restraints 

newly imposed upon him during Schwartz’s watch, just not on weekly bases. A step has been 

made away from the world of myth as described by Northrop Frye: “an abstract purely literary 

world of fictional and thematic design, unaffected by canons of plausible adaptation to familiar 

experience. In terms of narrative, myth is the imitation of actions near or at the conceivable 

limits of desire. The gods enjoy beautiful women, fight one another with prodigious strength, 

comfort and assist man…” 124 The 1970’s have thus witnessed what Frye calls “a tendency to 

displace myth in a human direction125” Superman can no longer blow out a star as a man would a 

candle.126 Now, even if he were to face such a painfully unrealistic challenge, he would have to 

find a less godly means of achieving similar goals, often enlisting the help of the good men and 

women of Metropolis.   

 Regardless of the innovative efforts, the profitability of superhero comics was on the 

decline. There appear to be numerous reasons for the falling numbers of both DC and Marvel 

sales in the first half of the 1970’s. As already stated, inflation and the subsequent increase in 

prices of magazines did play a role. In addition, the more introspective superhero was – among 

other things - supposed to widen the comic book’s appeal and thus provide a much needed 

increase in company earnings. While this managed to energize portions of the fan base, it failed 

in reaching out to the wider pubic. Despite the fact that in absolute numbers “hardcore fans 

constituted only a minority of the comic book audience127” DC and Marvel publications were 

now mainly aimed at this target group.  

 Well into the 1970’s superheroes were incapable of reclaiming the wide appeal and 

influence Superman had had in his early years. The 1960’s saw the emergence and premature 

death of several great American heroes; Martin Luther King Jr., John F. Kennedy and Robert F. 

Kennedy. Fictional characters, no matter what they stand for and what they communicate to their 

readers, could not match the tangibility of corporeal real world heroes. George Reeve’s suicide 

left a void that no actor was able to fill for almost twenty years. No matter how many and how 
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great heroic deeds Superman was performing on the pages of comic books, it was not enough to 

trump the real world evils Americans had to face. 

Political scandals, especially Watergate, made the public’s esteem of the American 

Government sink to record lows. Richard Nixon’s approval rating upon his leaving office was 

below twenty-five percent.128 President Ford’s pardoning Nixon was regarded with great disdain 

as his Gallup approval rating shrank from seventy-one percent to forty-nine overnight, which still 

is the single largest drop in history.129 It is generally believed that Ford’s pardon lost him the 

election of 1976, which was won by Jimmy Carter, arguably one of the weakest president’s of 

the 20th century. With the traumatizing images of Americans leaving Saigon in defeat and the 

economy being in turmoil through much of the 1970’s primarily because of the 1973 Oil Crisis 

the results of which were felt for years, Americans sought escape from despondency. Without 

realizing it, they were ready to welcome back an American hero via a medium Superman was yet 

to make his own. And an unknown actor, Christopher Reeve, was about to make the role of 

Superman, his own.     

 

 

Chapter IV – Enduring Presence 

4.1 

At the outset of this chapter, I believe it necessary to briefly comment on its organization, 

for unlike the previous two, this segment does not adhere to the predominantly chronological 

structure. As I shall touch upon the issue of the present, somewhat ambiguous, condition of the 

American superhero, the discussion of the original 1978 motion picture (directed by Richard 

Donner, produced by Alexander and Ilya Salkind) shall be postponed until we examine other 

significant developments in the Superman canon. This is because there are some striking 
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similarities between the state of the Superman franchise in the late 1970’s and today, on which I 

would then like to further elaborate.    

The famous blockbuster movie provided both the Superman myth and the franchise with 

an unprecedented and much needed boost. It is not an exaggeration to state that the film set the 

standard by which the various renditions of the Man of Steel (as well as other superheroes) are 

being judged even today. And there have since been many such renditions, ranging from 

numerous new television shows or video games to new comic books, novels, even fan fiction and 

fan art. It is beyond the scope of this thesis to focus on all of the above; only works deemed the 

most significant shall be discussed.  

The first and arguably most significant aspect we need to contemplate is the change in the 

idea of time. As discussed in the first chapter, the space-time continuum of the Superman myth is 

enveloped in a specific “oneirc” veil. In an extensive story arc, the Crisis on Infinite Earths 

(1985), Infinite Crisis (2005) and Final Crisis (2008) the temporal dimensions of the DC comic-

books universe were explored. Simply put, it was established that there are numerous parallel or 

alternate universes (Multiverse). The main objective of these story-arcs was to unify the 

established plots and character back-stories, as DC had had extensive problems with continuity. 

The various distinct dimensions explained how it was possible for the superhero to look young in 

the thirties as well as the eighties. The Superman from the 1938 Action Comics was not the 

identical person as the one that appeared later. Similarly the presence or absence of secondary 

characters throughout the decades was thus explained; and the list goes on. What was once 

accepted unproblematically by readers and analyzed by Umberto Eco as a distinct literary 

feature, was now at the center of the plot of DC comics. By the end of this extensive story arc, all 

the different universes ultimately merge into “New Earth130,” apparently our own reality.  

Essentially, this rebooted Superman as well as the other superhero comics. Of course, at 

the time of the writing of this paper, only four years have passed since the publication of Infinite 

Crisis. And logic dictates that Superman will ultimately not age to become a grandfather in 

twenty years. Nevertheless, this shift towards the linear notion of time – if only temporary, since 

it is reasonable to expect a gradual return to an “oneiric” form of narration – seems to deprive 
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Superman of his aura of immortality. Superman is, of course, nearly indestructible. Albeit he 

apparently ages similarly to ordinary humans, this was never an issue because of the 

unprogressive time. Now, though, it would seem as if with the end of the parallel dimensions, 

Superman is locked within “our” world and there is no more cheating the laws of nature and 

time: even the Man of Steel married eventually and even the Man of Steel will have to die 

eventually.  

The multiple alternate universes featured different versions of Supermen. Despite the fact 

that many of them were the Man of Steel as we know him, only from different time periods, 

some of them were evil. The notion of different worlds, where everything is opposite is, surely, 

by no means original. It was first popularized by pulp and science fiction publications in the 

beginning of the 20th century as well as by such television shows as The Twilight Zone or Star 

Trek all of which explored the possibilities of parallel dimensions at one time or another. And 

even Superman, in 1958, introduced Kal-El’s evil counterpart, Bizzaro, “a variant of 

Frankenstein’s monster131” and his twisted square planet Htrae (Earth spelled backwards). 

Nonetheless, never has the idea of alternate realities, where the incorruptible is indeed corrupted, 

been presented as vividly and emphatically as in the Crisis story arc. The tremors in the DC 

Universe caused by the Crisis series are yet to completely dissipate, as a – supposedly final – 

Crisis installment, has been published through 2008 and the whole of the plot is yet to be 

definitely unfolded. What we are left with is an immense dent in the Superman ethos, since some 

of the constituting features of the Man of Steel have been severely subverted.  

The Crisis began in the 1980’s as a means of unifying the superhero canon, in which it 

mainly succeeded. However, the 21st century additions to the story line brought much darker and 

sinister pieces to the Superman mosaic. The optimism of the Reagan era and the following 

1990’s is sharply contrasted with the post 9/11 period, which not only involved rediscovering the 

now much amplified threat of terrorism but also an economic crisis hastened by the attacks on 

New York and the nation’s capital. The later and more profound mortgage and financial crisis, 

which finally manifested itself near the end of President Bush’s second term, only prolonged the 

inquietude. The agitation of the post 9/11 era is reflected in the Crisis series. Yet unlike the 

comic strips of the 1930’s and 1940’s, Superman does not participate in the real world struggles 
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of America. Nor would it be prudent to simplify the story arc and label it a “metaphor” for the 

turbulent times. Instead, we may say that the Crisis capture the tone of the war-time America. 

The Crisis involve elements of cyberpunk, dystopian futuristic environments where villains 

prevail. Only through grueling and lengthy battles were the good Supermen and their fellow 

superheroes able to hold off the forces of evil. Yet there was no great victory, no undeniably 

happy ending. Along with the immortality and the undisputable goodness, now even the 

inherently optimistic nature of the Man of Steel has been compromised (if only momentarily).     

The idea of Superman’s mortality was also explored in the years 1993 and 1994. In a 

story arc now called the Death and Return of Superman, the Man of Steel is killed off - dying in 

the arms of Lois Lane - by a new villain, Doomsday132. For over a year, Superman was left for 

dead until finally being resurrected by DC. The issue featuring the demise of the American icon 

sold over six million copies133. A media frenzy followed, with practically every periodical and 

television station reporting on the superhero’s death. The authors behind the Death of Superman 

stated that “The real newspapers started getting hold of the story and actually believed it. We 

were stunned. I cannot believe that people went for it as hard as they did.134” America was on its 

feet, as many believed that the Man of Steel was truly finished. This is but another proof of how 

integrated Superman is into American culture. Interestingly, the story arc also featured 

extensively the world mourning for the Man of Steel (including then-president Bill Clinton and 

First Lady Hillary Clinton), which was not dissimilar to what actually took place in the United 

States upon the publication of the comic book.  

From a literary point of view, the extensive episode with Superman’s death again stresses 

a finiteness of the character. Mortality is what we all have in common. On the one hand, the 

superhero’s death seems to be a nod to the linearity of time – nothing lasts forever, not even 

Superman. On the other hand, his resurrection – though explained in secular superman-world 

science terms - is certainly the very negation of mortality. This is one of the instances described 

in chapter three: even if the writers have always struggled to keep Superman’s powers at bay, 

imposing at least some limits upon his abilities, one of the Man of Steel’s most fascinating and 

                                                
132 Dan Didio, ed., The Death and Return of Superman (DC Comics: New York, 2007) 170-173.   
133 Daniels 169.  
134 Ibid.  
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captivating traits is his ability to defy these limits when needed. And that is precisely what he 

managed to do. Nevertheless, we are yet to see such ability to defy adversity in the Crisis series.  

4.2 

Without a doubt, Superman’s resurrection evokes comparison with another immensely 

important myth. The fact that there are parallels between the myth of Superman and the religious 

canon of the Judeo-Christian tradition is undeniable. And the resurrection was but one of many 

significant resemblances. From Action Comics #1, we have known that Superman is not of this 

world. Yet I believe there to be one particular rendition of Superman that captures both the 

essence of what the Man of Steel stands for as well as the affinity with biblical motives above all 

others – the original motion picture Superman. That is why we shall discuss this issue primarily 

in the context of the movie.  

Aside from its undisputable qualities, the 1978 film is pivotal for our purposes also due to 

it being the vision of Superman that is most widely known in the USA as well as abroad. Even 

those who have never opened a single comic book are very often familiar with the basic premise 

of the story and know Superman at least from this film, which was at the time one of the biggest 

blockbuster movies in the history of Hollywood.   

The first “act” of the movie shows Kal-El’s biological parents send their child away, in 

order to save him from impending doom. Throughout the years, Superman has been compared to 

both Moses and Jesus Christ multiple times. The bitter-sweet parting of Jor-El (Marlon Brando) 

and Lara (Susannah York) with their infant boy certainly does evoke the story of the Old 

Testament prophet and lawgiver. And indeed, as noted in the first chapter, Superman does reflect 

the role of a prophet or lawgiver to a degree. He does function as an (if perhaps alternative) 

American institution in protecting the law; he is also a strong believer in the virtue of America 

and the American way – in a sense, he is the prophet of the platonic American idea.  

The motion picture makes it clear that Jor-El chose Earth deliberately as the destination 

and sanctuary for his sole offspring, the lone survivor of an entire civilization. “"They're a great 

people Kal-El, they wish to be. They only lack the light to show the way. For this reason above 
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all, their capacity for good, I have sent them you, my only son.135" We, the people of Earth, 

deserve to host the Man of Steel, because of our inherent goodness. Not only does this solidify 

the optimistic nature of the Superman myth (that man is indeed good), but it also accentuates the 

role of an otherworldly and at least intellectually superior non-human being, Superman’s father 

Jor-El, who sent the Man of Steel to help us because of the potential he saw in us.  

Furthermore, when Jor-El bids his son farewell, he declares “All that I have, all that I 

have learned, everything I feel all this and more I bequeath you, my son. You will carry me 

inside you all the days of your life. You will make my strength your own, see my life through 

your eyes, as your life will be seen through mine. The son becomes the father, and the father the 

son. 136” The similarity between the content of this soliloquy and the Christian belief in the 

triunity of the Father, the Son and the Holy Ghost is evident. Though the third link in the divine 

chain appears to be missing, this play on the New Testament motive is made almost unequivocal 

in the scene.  

 Especially the former of these obvious Christ parallels has been present (if not as 

explicit) since the very first publication: a being with almost divine powers has been sent to 

Earth, where he helps fight crime, restore order, save lives, and stands for truth and justice. In the 

dark times of the Great Depression, a savior arrived, to aid us in our bitter strife and inspire us to 

follow in his footsteps, (at least morally). In this he strongly resembles the exemplum fidei of the 

Puritans as described by Bercovitch137. And as was the Christian Son of God raised by human 

parents, so was the secular Messiah, Superman. Christ’s redemptive sacrifice offered us a chance 

at salvation as well as the atonement for sin. Superman does not cater for our soul nor provide it 

with the prospect of a blessed afterlife. Superman has become of this world because the Kents 

adopted him. His sacrifice lies in his inability to lead a regular life; he chooses to help others at 

the expense of his own well-being (for example his inability to pursue a proper relationship with 

Lois). Superman does offer certain “spiritual guidance” in his moral and ethic example; 

nevertheless, he does not provide us with detailed existential, philosophical and religious 

                                                
135Superman, dir. Richard Donner, prod. Pierre Spengler, exec. prod. Ilya Salkind, Warner Brothers, 
1978, 44 min, 38 sec.   
136 Superman, dir. Richard Donner, prod. Pierre Spengler, exec. prod. Ilya Salkind, Warner 
Brothers, 1978, 15 min, 10 sec.  
137 Bercovitch 9-10.  
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answers. He tells us to fight the good fight in this world, but does not offer any insight into 

anything beyond. The essentially secular nature stands in stark contrast to his biblical 

counterparts.  

A further significant difference stems from the similar instructions Superman receives 

from Jor-El and his adoptive father, Jonathan Kent. While his American parent tells him “And 

there is one thing I do know son and that is you are here for a reason,138” Jor-El, communicating 

with Kal-El via the Kryptonian crystals he embedded in the module in which his young son fled 

the dying planet, admonishes him: “It is forbidden for you to interfere with human history. 

Rather, let your leadership stir others to. […] Live as one of them, Kal-El, to discover where 

your strength and your powers are needed.139” We can assume Jor-El had meant Kal-El should 

not directly engage in or influence war, high politics or affect Earth’s innate path in like manner. 

Both fathers instruct Cal-El/Clark to use his powers for good and to help humanity. After an 

adolescent Clark Kent realizes that in spite of his great powers, he was unable to save his 

adoptive father who succumbed to a fatal heart attack, the young extra-terrestrial American 

proceeds to ruminate upon his role on this Earth. In the movie’s climax, when Lois Lane (Margot 

Kidder) dies, Superman hears the distinct voices of Jor-El as well as Jonathan Kent, the former 

prohibiting him to tamper with human history, the latter assuring him of his undeniable – if 

unclear – part in our world. At this moment, still perceiving the echo of Jor-El’s voice “it is 

forbidden, it is forbidden,” he chooses to listen to his biological father as he speeds around the 

globe and makes time flow backwards and thus arrives duly to save his Lois. In doing that, he 

literally changes the history of earth. We could hardly imagine a more absolute intrusion into 

Earth’s natural course. Being here for a reason, therefore, means more than silently standing by 

as catastrophe ensues, hoping one’s leadership shall prompt others to act. It means taking an 

active part in the struggle against evil, summoning all the powers one has and using them.  

This choice, this critical juncture in the motion picture, is immensely important for our 

interpretation due to several reasons. Firstly, it is once again an instance of the Man of Steel 

spectacularly defying the limits “imposed” upon his powers, as the astounding feat effectively 
                                                
138 Superman, dir. Richard Donner, prod. Pierre Spengler, exec. prod. Ilya Salkind, Warner 
Brothers, 1978, 29 min, 05 sec. 
139 Superman, dir. Richard Donner, prod. Pierre Spengler, exec. prod. Ilya Salkind, Warner 
Brothers, 1978, 43 min, 20 sec. 
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denies the very idea of surrender and defeat in true Superman fashion. Secondly, we see the Man 

of Steel decided to disobey Jor-El, and rather saves his human love instead; in a way affirming 

Jonathan Kent’s words about him being here for a reason. At the same time, he managed to do 

what he was unable to do for his stepfather, thus giving Jonathan’s death purpose in that he had 

learnt from it and upheld a silent vow never to suffer such a loss again (even though Pa Kent’s 

demise was by no means Clark’s fault). And thirdly, the very fact that Kal-El disobeys his 

biological father in such a crucial matter appears to discredit the theory of the religious parallel 

between the Holy Trinity and the Kryptonian father and son. Such defiance from the Son of God 

would be something unthinkable in the Christian tradition. Jesus Christ, also a “savior from 

another realm and a small-town Jewish boy140” would never obey Joseph of Nazareth or Virgin 

Mary against the Lord’s will. Even in the Garden of Gethsemane, in a moment of despondency, 

he willingly submitted to God’s will.    

We might view this scene as an instance of both “naturalization” and “secularization.” 

With his decision, Superman chooses the earthly (or American) over the otherworldly. The 

tension between the modern secular American myth and the Biblical motives, which played a 

rather prominent role in the movie from the first minutes, now suddenly dissipates, as if we had 

interpreted the religious allusions incorrectly from the very beginning. Contrary to what Marlon 

Brando’s character said, the father is not the son. Superman is more Jonathan Kent than Jor-El. 

The entire Superman myth – staying true to its rich tradition – remained a secular one rather than 

a religious one.    

4.3 

Aside from featuring distinct allusions to both New and Old Testament figures, the 1978 

movie remains the most memorable depiction of the Man of Steel for many other reasons as 

well. For the first time, the Man of Steel was seen flying in a realistic, believable manner. John 

Williams’ phenomenal and epic musical score featured some of the most widely recognized 

leitmotifs in the history of cinema. Above all, however, Christopher Reeve’s flawless portrayal 

of Superman and Clark Kent surpassed even that of George Reeves’. Nevertheless, the then 
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eds. Tom Morris and Matt Morris (Chicago: Open Court, 2006) 208.  
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unknown actor’s most significant contribution to the superhero ethos was his own real-life 

encounter with adversity. After falling off a horse in 1995, Reeve was paralyzed from the neck 

down141. Unlike his predecessor, Christopher Reeve would go on to live the rest of his life doing 

charity work, proponing medical research, and even resuming directing and acting in films. He 

managed to redeem the image of the real-world Superman (necessarily linked to the actor 

playing him) that was once so tarnished by George Reeves’ unsuperman-like suicide.  

Before the accident, though, three more sequels starring Christopher Reeve were made, 

and in 2006 Superman Returns, which built on Superman I and II, was released with Brandon 

Routh playing the titular role. Nevertheless, none of these would, match the initial success and 

quality of the first installment. The original film even greatly influenced the comic books. For 

example, when rebooting during the Crisis era, many of the story elements as well as visual 

designs contained in the 1978 film were adopted for the newly established and straightened-out 

continuity.  

Yet there is still one more reason why the original motion picture has stood above all 

other incarnations of the Man of Steel. Superman brought unapologetic optimism into a not so 

optimistic time. It was as if this irrefutable quality of the movie foretold the prosperous and 

mostly peaceful times of Ronald Reagan, George H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton. Nonetheless, in 

1978 odds were that a picture as idealistic and positive, set in that time and in the United States, 

would be viewed as either utterly anachronistic or an irrelevant children’s tale. The movie 

addressed this particular issue head-on: 

Lois: Clark said that you’re just a figment of somebody’s imagination, like Peter Pan. 
Superman: Clark. Who’s that, your boyfriend? 
Lois: Clark? Oh, Clark. No he’s nothing. He’s just a… 
Superman: Peter Pan, huh? Peter Pan flew with children, Lois. In a fairy tale142. 
 

Upon which they both take off in flight from Lois’ penthouse apartment. The makers of the film 

did not hesitate to include a scene in which the Man of Steel rescues a kitten stuck in a tree and 

follow it by him saving Air Force One. The story (Mario Puzo) presented a better world than the 

                                                
141 Scivally 107-108.  
142 Superman, dir. Richard Donner, prod. Pierre Spengler, exec. prod. Ilya Salkind, Warner 
Brothers, 1978, 82 min, 25 sec. 
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one they lived in. And that, I believe, is why the movie was so vehemently applauded. The film 

congealed the fundamentals of the Superman story and myth, including its reassuring and 

cheerful nature. As did the first comic books, it reasserted the legitimacy and validity of the 

American way. The creators took a great risk in presenting a story as pompous and enthusiastic, 

but they succeeded with both critics and audiences. It would indeed be challenging to think of 

any other truly American story as optimistic and fantastic as Superman that would receive such 

high praise and popularity at the time. Let us not forget that e.g. Star Wars took place in a galaxy 

far, far away, and The Godfather hardly represented America and its values in a positive light.  

Recently, after 9/11 (as mentioned in 4.1) Superman has been a mirror of the turbulent 

times. In Infinite Crisis, dozens of superheroes died. Many greatly compromised their moral 

values, including such integral characters as Batman (manipulation and spying143) and Wonder 

Woman (she murdered a man144). Though he himself still incorruptible, Superman refrained from 

his role as an undaunted flag-bearer. In some of the most recent storylines, Superman has even 

left Earth for Krypton, leaving us in the hands of other guardians. In another, he loses his special 

powers and becomes an ordinary man. But nothing better illustrates Superman’s precarious 

condition than Batman’s confrontation with the Man of Steel in Infinite Crisis, when he chastises 

him: “And for you, it’s about setting an example. Everyone looks up to you. They listen to you. 

If you tell them to fight, they’ll fight. But they need to be inspired. And let’s face it, ‘Superman’ 

… the last time you really inspired anyone was when you were dead.145” 

 Albeit The Man of Steel still absorbs and reflects the attitude and mood of the United 

States, he would (I believe only temporarily) no longer take upon himself the burden of inspiring 

and motivating the American nation. Superman, at the moment, does not radiate – he is not the 

source – of gleaming hope. This is unfortunate both for the Superman myth as well as for 

American patriotism. The Man of Steel should personify the best of human nature. Why not put 

forth a thoroughly positive story, in which good dominates evil without making any moral 

compromises? If America is facing trouble both abroad and at home, why not give the Man of 

Steel a plot where he can combat contemporary problems? This is one of his most fascinating 
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attributes – the ability to face whatever troubles us at the moment - and yet it is not being put to 

use. In the 1940’s, the Man of Steel faced the Nazis, why cannot he battle Al-Qaeda today? 

While on the one hand the reluctance to place the superhero in a situation where he may 

theoretically depreciate the role of American troops in Iraq and Afghanistan is understandable, 

on the other, he is currently separated from the problems of the real-world, which is not the 

position in which the Superman myth should be. Whether or not he retains his mythical status is 

a legitimate question the answer to which can provide only time. As was the case in the years 

after the death of JFK, Superman has for now partially lost the mythical mode of communication 

as well as the all-encompassing nature. And again, similarly as in the 1960’s, this may be due to 

a particularly strong anti-American (more precisely anti-government) sentiment at home and 

abroad. The unprecedented vilifying (whether unjust or just is irrelevant for our purposes) of 

President George W. Bush played a strong role in this process. Nevertheless, if the time comes 

for the true Man of Steel to return, he needs to be more than a mere notional recreation of the 

Today. The custodians of the Superman canon need to take a leap of faith, similar to that the 

Salkinds and Richard Donner did in the late 1970’s with their epic picture. The superhero is not 

restricted to show the world as it is, he should show it as it could be. The Man of Steel and the 

United States are “communicating vessels.” Lack of optimism in one necessarily implies the 

same in the other. Superman needs to be a symbol and a myth; the positive exclamation mark 

behind the Red White and Blue.           

 

 

Conclusion 

 We have seen that Superman draws from various places. Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster as 

well as their successors were influenced by a plethora of different sources, sometimes 

knowingly, sometimes subconsciously. They employed themselves in a concoction of various 

different features and ingredients, the result of which was one of the most widely known 

fictitious heroes in the history of secular literature and culture.   
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 The Man of Steel has always been connected with the United States of America in more 

ways than one. He was formed from American ideals and subsequently created a new American 

superhero tradition. His adventures changed according to the adversity the United States faced. 

The values Superman treasures have remained constant as have the core values of America. The 

Man of Steel conquered every new medium during the rapid technological development, greatly 

transcending his initial comic book confinement to address the masses.    

 While discussing the evolution of Superman throughout the decades, it was established 

that from his very first appearance, he already possessed the most important characteristics, for 

which he is known today. His goodness was the result of an American upbringing. His moral and 

ethical leadership was an object of emulation. The ability to defy the restrictions governing his 

comic book worlds granted him, more than anything else, the aura of an almost divine being; in 

the darkest hour he can break free from any restrains and speed beyond the limits of even his 

own powers. Nevertheless the subject-matter of the comic book, despite certain obvious religious 

parallels, remained secular.  

 From a literary stand point, Superman is fascinating because he is one of the few 

representatives of modern American myth. Paving the way for his younger superhero colleagues, 

the Superman comic book established a particular cosmos, in which the world of mankind is 

inhabited by beings with superior powers and the primordial battle between good and evil is 

being waged here, in contemporary America, be it in the fictitious Metropolis and Gotham City, 

or the real-world New York (as in the Marvel comic book universe).   

 Yet let there be no doubt that for a character like Superman to endure, he needed a 

specific cultural environment. Not only one that favored trivial genres such as pulp magazines, 

detective novels or comic books, but also one with a deep rooted need and desire for larger-than-

life narratives of greatness. The more than seventy-year existence of a hero must be viewed 

neither as coincidence nor as a matter of course. It is the result of a deep-seeded belief of the 

uniqueness of America first appearing in the Puritan notion of America as the City Upon a Hill. 

The laudable achievement of creating the world’s first - and as of today also the oldest - 

democratic Constitution incorporating the still unmatched Bill of Rights as a document ensuring 

the liberties and freedoms our Western civilization holds dearest is but one of the nation’s many 

milestones that validate this idea. Superman is the embodiment of this unprecedented social and 
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political experiment, of the United States. He is the ultimate immigrant who has found refuge in 

the New World, and who has become its most beloved citizen. 

 Of all the marvelous feats Superman accomplished over the years – both as a fictitious 

character and as a cultural phenomenon – none is regarded with greater awe and appreciation 

than his ability to represent and unite a country as diverse and heterogeneous as the United States 

of America. The mythical elements of the Superman narrative as well as the mythical form of 

communication kept Superman alive for a life time. His valiant and bold acts have gradually 

generated a strong sense of common belonging and affected many Americans. And all adhere to 

the fundamental maxim, to a meaning on the most basic level: the people of the United States are 

good and will therefore prevail. In encompassing America as a whole and speaking this simple 

message to millions, the Superman myth shines as bright as any in a growingly anonymous and 

hazy world, where making distinctions between right and wrong is increasingly difficult. Joseph 

Campbell wrote that “The modern hero-deed must be that of questing to bring to light again the 

lost Atlantis of the co-ordinated soul.146” And this fictitious superhero, who wears red shorts over 

blue tights and flies around in a red cape, for reasons addressed in this work and for innumerable 

others, succeeded in affirming and lighting up the collective American consciousness. And like 

the ever-growing story of America, the Superman narrative has no end 
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Summary - shrnutí 

Práce se zabývá Supermanem jakožto moderním americkým mýtem; soustřeďuje se jak 

na jeho vznik, tak i vývoj po více než sedmdesát let. V úvodu jsou stručně popsány cíle práce, 

stejně jako problémy s uchopením tak obsáhlého všezahrnujícího fenoménu. Obtíže spočívají 

zejména v samotné selekci materiálu. Při tomto výběru se kladl důraz především na co největší 

koncentraci mýtického elementu a obecnou relevantnost v kontextu americké kulturní identity. 

Rovněž je nastíněna struktura celého textu.  

První kapitola začíná zamyšlením nad povahou amerického hrdiny jako takového. 

Ukazuje se, že hrdiny Spojených států jsou výhradně reálné postavy, ať už historické osobnosti 

z období kolonií a Války za nezávislost, vůdci hnutí 20. století, nebo lidé s neobyčejným 

životním příběhem. Ve srovnání se zeměmi starého kontinentu zaostávají Spojené státy v počtu 

bájných (většinou nikdy neexistujících) postav, které pomáhají utvářet kulturní identitu, či 

„imaginární společenství.“ Jedním z důvodů tohoto nedostatku fiktivních hrdinů je již relativní 

civilizační vyspělost patnáctého a šestnáctého století - doby objevu a prvního osídlení Ameriky.  

Nicméně puritáni chápali svůj příjezd do Nového světa a jeho osidlování jako znovuprožívání a 

aktualizaci biblických příběhů, kolonie byly viděny jako Nový Jeruzalém. V podobném duchu 

pak Cotton Mather vyobrazuje a připodobňuje Johna Winthropa k Nehemiáši. Prvními národními 

americkými hrdiny tedy byli kolonisté, kteří byli pojímáni jako aktualizace biblických postav.     

Druhým důvodem nedostatku fiktivních hrdinů je pak fakt, že budoucí Spojené státy byly 

společností nesmírně různorodou co do národností i náboženství. Kolonisté přicházeli do Nového 

světa s již vytvořenou kulturní identitou bývalého domova, která se pak v Americe povětšinou 

rozplynula v záplavě identit ostatních. V takové společnosti se nemohl výrazněji prosadit žádný 

hrdina starého kontinentu.  

Dále je věnována pozornost mýtu, neboť postavy pomáhající vytvářet národní identitu 

jsou povětšinou postavy s mytickými atributy. Neexistuje jediná absolutní definice mýtu. Jako 

určité minimální vymezení funkce mýtu lze označit jeho vysvětlovací význam. Pod něj se dají 

zařadit i čtyři základní funkce mýtu podle Josepha Campbella: metafyzická, kosmogonická, 

sociologická a pedagogická. Superman alespoň do určité míry všechny splňuje. Nepočítaje dobu 

a historický kontext vzniku je hlavním rozdílem mezi ním a klasickými mytickými postavami 
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(jako Gilgameš či Télemachos) to, že Superman neprojde žádnou jedinou velkolepou iniciační 

zkouškou – pouze vyrůstá ve Smallvillu.  

Roland Barthes se věnuje mýtu velmi specifickým způsobem. Za prvé ho zajímá mýtus 

dnes, za druhé mu jde zejména o jeho komunikační funkci: říká, že mýtus je druh řeči. Jeho 

teorie bude dle potřeby používána za účelem ukázat proměny Supermanovy mytičnosti během 

více než sedmdesáti let.  

Umberto Eco se zaobírá specifickou časovou dimenzí, jež je pro komiks se superhrdinou 

typická. Vysvětluje, že právě „mlhavá“ časovost, ve které není zcela zřejmé, jak nepřeberné 

množství příběhů následuje za sebou, umožňuje s určitou věrohodností pokračovat 

v nekonečném cyklu epizod bez zřejmé reflexe linearity času.  

Schopnost supermanovského mýtu být všezahrnující ve smyslu obsáhnout vše americké 

od obyvatel až po krajinu je porovnána s podobnou vlastností poezie Walta Whitmana, 

zejména v souvislosti se „Song of Myself.“ Hlavní rozdíl mezi oběma spočívá v tom, že 

Whitmanova poezie neprovádí selekci na základě morálním či etickém, zatímco komiks ano.  

V další podkapitole je pak Superman komparován s ostatními komiksovými mytickými 

hrdiny, jeho výjimečnost je dokazována především ve srovnání s Batmanem. Na rozdíl od něj 

nasazuje Superman masku obyčejného člověka, Clarka Kenta - převlekem je tedy muž, ne 

superhrdina. Další odlišnosti tkví v motivaci hrdinů, v jejich nepřátelích i ve městech, která 

chrání. Superman zásadně dodržuje zákon a působí jako specifická bezpečnostní složka, jako 

alternativní americká instituce. Batman naproti tomu jedná často mimo zákon, za což bývá 

nezřídka pronásledován policií. Jedna z nejzákladnějších vlastností Supermana je 

nezkorumpovatelnost, nezkazitelnost. Ta ovšem nepramení z jeho nepozemského původu. 

Naopak, dobro v něm je dáno jeho adoptivními americkými rodiči, kteří ho vychovali v duchu 

amerických hodnot. To potvrzuje stěžejní tezi americké kultury, že Spojené státy jsou převážně 

dobré. Jakožto archetypální postavy amerického rurálního Středozápadu, označovaného často za 

srdce země, nám vlastně manželé Kentovi dokazují, že vyrůstat v prostředí amerických hodnot a 

ideálů pod pečlivým dozorem milujících rodičů produkuje tak silné a morální charaktery, jako je 

jejich Clark. Nemožnost napodobit Supermana v jeho obrovských fyzických schopnostech ještě 

neznamená, že nemá sloužit jako vzor v otázkách etiky – naopak. Superhrdinou s tak 
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fantastickými  schopnostmi se jedinec sám nikdy stát nemůže. Spojené státy jako celek, jako 

suma všech jednotlivců, však tímto hrdinou být mohou, pokud budou všichni jednotlivci 

následovat morální příklad Supermana.      

Druhá kapitola začíná stručným nastíněním ekonomické a politické situace třicátých let, 

zejména Velké deprese a nástupu extremizmu v Evropě.  Právě v této neutěšené době totiž vznikl 

komiks o Supermanovi Jerryho Siegela a Joe Shustera. Jako inspirace těmto dvěma mladíkům 

posloužila zejména triviální literatura doby – detektivní příběhy, science fiction i fantasy 

(zejména Amazing Stories Hugo Gernsbacka) – ale i vlastní frustrace z dospívání.  

Poprvé se Superman objevil v roce 1938 v zcela novém komiksu Action Comics. Již 

v tomto prvním čísle se čtenář dozví základní příběh Supermana o tom, že je to uprchlík z jiné 

planety (což se posléze stane základem pro hrdinovy exkurze do žánru sci-fi) a že to byli jeho 

američtí adoptivní rodiče, kdo ho naučili, že má být dobrý a pomáhat lidstvu. Rurální maloměsto 

Smallville je pak – vlastně po celou dobu trvání kánonu - vyobrazováno jako ideální komunita, 

která je ztělesněním i strážcem amerických hodnot a také slouží jako protiklad velkoměstu 

Metropolis. Tento neproblematický pohled na americký venkov lze porovnat s opačnými 

tendencemi autorů Lewise, Faulknera či Dreisera. Dále hned v jeho prvním vystoupení z  před 

více než sedmdesáti lety vidíme Supermana jako strážce zákona, jako bojovníka proti korupci i 

domácímu násilí. Rovněž je ustaveno jeho alter ego Clark Kent, obyčejný reportér, kterému 

chybí kuráž i síla. Zároveň jsou položeny základy milostnému trojúhelníku o dvou osobách – 

Lois Lane a Superman/Clark. 

Postava Lois Lane vytvořila archetyp ženy a milenky v superhrdinském žánru. Na jednu 

stranu je velmi nezávislá a inteligentní, na druhou potřebuje věčně zachraňovat a neprohlédne 

Supermanův banální převlek. I když postava prodělala během své existence určité změny, vždy 

se nesly v duchu posunu celého komiksu. Nikdy však zcela nezapřela své kořeny v dřívějších 

hrdinkách v nesnázích z mnohých detektivních příběhů. Když se v devadesátých letech Lois a 

Clark konečně zasnoubí, znamená to mimo jiné jistý posun k lineárnímu chápání časovosti; tato 

událost je milníkem v jejich životě a jako taková nutně evokuje nějaký posun po časové ose.  

Kromě vlastního komiksu se Superman velmi brzy začal objevovat i jako kreslený seriál 

v amerických novinách (s celkovým nákladem okolo dvaceti pěti milionů), jako rozhlasový 
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zábavný pořad, jako animovaný seriál v kinech. Postava byla rovněž součástí Macy’s Day 

Parade. Záplava produktů s logem „S“ na sebe nenechala dlouho čekat.  

S útokem na Pearl Harbor nastala důležitá změna v nepříteli Supermana. V době 

ekonomické krize jimi byli zejména zkorumpování úředníci a ti, kteří využívali deprese 

k vlastnímu nepoctivému prospěchu. Nyní se hlavními antagonisty stali především nacisté a síly 

Osy. V roce 1941 byl rovněž představen Lex Luthor, Supermanův úhlavní nepřítel. Ve věku 

neustálého zbrojení a posléze i strachu z atomové bomby byl Luthor vyobrazován především 

jako šílený vědec. Jak Superman ztělesňoval vše dobré v Americe, tak jeho protivník zastupoval 

vše zlé. To znamená, že se podoba jeho role v čase měnila. Například v osmdesátých letech byl 

Luthor vyobrazován jako nedotknutelný kriminální magnát, později se dokonce stal na nějakou 

dobu prezidentem Spojených států. Vzhledem k tomu, že Luthor je člověk, dokonce Američan, 

představa o dobrotě Spojených států je tím komplikována, avšak ne popřena. 

I po válce dále rostla popularita Supermana. Dokonce vznikly dva různé hrané televizní 

seriály. George Reeves, nesmírně oblíbený představitel hlavní role úspěšnějšího z nich, však 

v roce 1958 spáchal sebevraždu, což celým fenoménem podstatně otřáslo.    

Třetí kapitola se zaměřuje na vývoj v šedesátých a sedmdesátých letech. Poukazuje na 

bouřlivou atmosféru právě let šedesátých, kdy zejména po atentátu na prezidenta Kennedyho 

nastal prudký nárůst protivládního a protisystémového sentimentu. Superman, který se stále plně 

nevzpamatoval z tragické smrti Reevese, byl najednou vnímán jako součást establishmentu, a 

proto byl na určitou dobu ostrakizován. Přišel o whitmanovskou všezahrnující schopnost.  

Zároveň se komiks potýkal s ne zrovna dobrým psaním: příběhy se již opakovaly, stále 

více zahrnovaly elementy sci-fi, představeny byly nové absurdní koncepty i postavy. Přišel tak 

do jisté míry i o mytickou formu komunikace podle Barthese. I když byl stále velmi populární, 

jeho mytická funkce se vytrácela. Byl však přijat do řad „pop-culture“ jakožto součást konzumu.  

Nakonec lze rozlišit dva hlavní trendy v jeho vývoji. První byl reprezentován zejména nechvalně 

známým – leč úspěšným – muzikálem, který byl spíše parodií, než že by vypovídal něco 

zásadního o Americe či o jejích hodnotách a ideálech. Zcela jiným směrem se pak vydaly 

komiksy. Nastalo určité očištění od absurdních témat a konstrukcí poslední doby. Superman se 

stal více introspektivním, zabýval se poměrně hlubokými otázkami, týkajících  se často i 
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samotných pravidel, která jeho mytický svět řídí (např. zda bude moci někdy přestat nosit masku, 

vést normální život, či oženit se s Lois). Rovněž jeho nekonečné síly byly poněkud redukovány a 

byly ustanoveny určité hranice, které by ani Superman neměl překonat. Nicméně jednou z jeho 

nedůležitějších vlastností je právě schopnost zdolat veškeré limity. To mu ani tentokráte nebylo 

upřeno, ale byl kladen důraz na to, aby tyto hranice nepřekračoval příliš často. V komiksové 

formě tak přežil Barthesův mytický způsob řeči, který pomohl držet příběhy při životě během 

sedmdesátých let.       

Čtvrtá kapitola nastiňuje obrovský vývoj v kánonu, jež nastal po celovečerním filmu 

z roku 1978. Zabývá se pečlivě vývojem časovosti, který sériemi Crisis přešel výrazně 

ke konceptu lineárnosti. Crisis, sága vycházející vždy po několik měsíců, se objevila v roce 

1985, poté 2005 a naposledy i 2008. Jejím původním úkolem bylo udělat pořádek v kontinuitě ve 

světě komiksu DC, který se stal již velmi nepřehledným a plný kontradikcí. Řešení bylo z oblasti 

triviálního žánru sci-fi, kdy se ukázalo, že za protichůdnými příběhy stál fakt, že hrdinové vzešli 

z různých vesmírů či dimenzí. Jednoduše řečeno, Superman z třicátých let a Superman 

z osmdesátých sice oba byli superhrdiny, nicméně pocházeli z různého období v různých 

vesmírech, byly to dvě různé osoby. Jedno z vyústěních ságy je pak spojení všech vesmírů do 

jednoho jediného, kde již čas bude běžet obdobně jako v našem reálném světě, tedy lineárně.   

S linearitou času souvisí i zaměření se na smrtelnost superhrdiny. Když byl v roce 1993 

Superman opravdu zabit – a mrtvého ho autoři nechali déle než rok – vyvolalo to v Americe 

velký poprask. Jeho zmrtvýchvstání sice bylo vysvětleno sekulárním způsobem, ale očividná 

paralela s křesťanským mýtem zůstala. Superman byl často přirovnáván k biblickým postavám, 

zejména k Mojžíšovi a Kristu. Podobnost s židovsko-křesťanskou tradicí byla patrně nejsilnější 

ve filmu z roku 1978. Jor-El, biologický otec Supermana, je vyobrazen téměř jako Bůh-otec. 

Zcela explicitní je pak i odkaz na trojjedinost boží, byť zahrnující tentokráte pouze dva prvky: 

otec a syn. Superman, jako Kristus, vyrůstá mezi lidmi. Nicméně ke konci filmu, když se má 

hrdina rozhodnout, zda poslechne svého „božského“ či lidského otce, vybere si otce lidského-

adoptivního. Tím jako by byla definitivně potvrzena sekulární povaha supermanovského mýtu. 

Kristus by se Bohu-otci nikdy vzepřít nemohl. Zásadním rozdílem mezi oběma mýty je pak zcela 

jistě fakt, že komiksový kánon neodpovídá na existenciální, filosofické či náboženské otázky, 

byť rozhodně má silně etickou a morální dimenzi.    
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V závěru jsou pak uvedeny nejzákladnější poznatky práce. Zejména je připomenuta 

rozličnost zdrojů, kterými se Superman inspiroval a ze kterých čerpal, stejně jako 

charakterističnost kulturního prostředí, ve kterém vznikl. Zmíněny jsou i pozitivní a optimistické 

maximy, jež Superman deklaruje o Spojených státech a Američanech. Stejně tak jako příběh 

Ameriky, i ten Supermanův dál pokračuje.  


