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Introduction

It’s somewhat of a tradition in studies of this sort for the author to describe their personal history with the genre or medium or artist—“I started reading Legion of Super-Heroes in 1973,” “The first novel I read to my son was The Hobbit,” “I was first in line for the first Can show in Cologne in ‘68”—that sort of thing. It’s intended, I suppose, to show how close the author is to the subject, or how they have always truly been involved with it, that they are one of the insiders, and so what they have to say is said with special authority because of that long involvement and insider status.

Is such a declaration necessary here? Perhaps, perhaps not. I’ve been reading superhero comics all my reading life—I did start reading Legion in 1973—but I came to many of the heroes I describe in The Evolution of the Costumed Avenger much later and acquired scholarly knowledge of them in some cases only as a middle-aged adult, or even while writing this book. I hope this does not make you, Dear Reader, look askance at the following or view it in some ways as less authoritative.

Suffice it to say that while I may not have the insider status of an official comics scholar, nor the long involvement with large portions of my subject here that the academics I cite do, The Evolution of the Costumed Avenger is nonetheless the product of a lot of thought on my part, in some cases going back decades, and of many years of research. I trust you’ll find the arguments I make worth reading despite my arriviste status, and the evidence I assemble persuasive.

Why I’m Writing This

I’ve always had an interest in the lesser-known characters of popular culture, the second rankers, the ones who stand behind the leads, living heroic lives on their own but being swallowed up by posterity faster than the leads are. It’s why I spent so much time on Sexton Blake and Nick Carter and Nelson Lee in The Encyclopedia of Fantastic Victoriana—everyone knows about Sherlock Holmes, but who remembers his competitors in the 1890s, 1900s, and 1910s? It’s why my Encyclopedia of Pulp Heroes exists—to bring attention to the thousands (literally; over 6,000 of them) of characters, forgotten about now, who nonetheless had their heyday alongside the Shadow and Doc Savage. It’s why I assembled The Encyclopedia of Golden Age Superheroes, about a motley crew of do-gooders who never got the publicity of a Superman, Batman, Captain America, or Captain Marvel, yet nonetheless nobly fought evil for a short while.

So I’m naturally interested in the idea of a history of the superheroic characters who came before the superheroes. That many of them—Beowulf, King Arthur, Robin Hood—are hardly unknown is beside the point: What would I discover about them if I actually looked closely at them? What forgotten characters lurk within their heroic universes?

Unfortunately, an initial search of the literature didn’t turn up a book on the subject—not exactly. A great deal of time and effort has been spent on writing books about the history of superheroes, beginning with Superman and going up through the time of the book’s writing—there’s a small but distinct market for such books, and new additions to the collection of superhero histories seem to regularly appear—but far less time and effort has been spent on the cultural and literary history of what I’m calling the “protosuperheroes,” those heroic characters with elements of the superhero about them who existed before Superman’s debut in 1938.

I had high hopes for two recent books in that regard. Peter Coogan’s Superhero: The Secret Origin of a Genre and Chris Gavaler’s On the Origin of Superheroes each seemed promising when I opened them, and although each has individually excellent elements and chapters, neither gave me what I hoped for. While both touch on the protosuperheroes who appeared before Superman and Action Comics #1, neither do so in a programmatic or diachronic way, nor in any sort of depth. Clearly, if I wanted such a book, I was going to have to write it myself. And so here I am, and here you are, reading it.

What I’m Not Writing

This book is primarily the history of a character type, the protosuperhero. It’s not—well, I can do no better than steal Peter Coogan’s words from the Author’s Foreword to Superhero:


It is not . . . a semiological analysis of the superhero . . . nor a social history of comic books and superhero comics . . . nor a look at superheroes as myth . . . nor a cultural analysis of one superhero . . . nor an art historical analysis of the graphic design of superhero comics . . . nor a multi-disciplinary critical approach to a superhero . . . nor an ethnography of comic book readers . . . nor a discussion of what superheroes tell us about ourselves . . . nor the application of literary theory to superhero comics . . . nor is it a “superheroes and” book of the sort that seems popular at the moment on superheroes and physics, science, philosophy, religion, spirituality, and so forth.

It is not, then, an attempt to address the way the superhero genre narratively and ritualistically resolves basic cultural conflicts and contradictions . . . it is not an examination or explanation of the meaning of the superhero.1



Nor is my book Coogan’s book, which he describes as “an examination of the superhero genre as a genre.”2 (I address this notion in Chapter 1.) No, what I’m doing is tracing the history of what I’m calling the “protosuperhero,” and how the varieties of that character influenced (from a greater or lesser remove, and to a greater or lesser degree) the superhero. Those looking for an analysis of themes and meaning will need to look elsewhere, I’m afraid.

Where I’m Going

In Chapter 1, I discuss the operational premises of the book: the difficulties with defining the term “superhero” and how best to resolve those difficulties, the difference between an ordinary adventure hero and a superhero, what characters can be considered influential or liminal without actually being a superhero, and the historical schema—the Costumed Avenger and the Übermensch—that I’m applying to protosuperheroes.

In Chapter 2, I discuss the protosuperheroes who appeared from the beginning of popular culture—The Epic of Gilgamesh—in 2100 BCE to 1500 CE. Costumed Avengers, supermen, and other protosuperheroes from Western folklore and myth are covered, as are Robin Hood, the masked highwayman of reality and ballads, and the protosuperheroes of Arthuriana and “traditional” epics.

In Chapter 3, I cover the protosuperheroes who appeared between 1500 and 1829, the year when the modern British police force was established. The rise of the sorcerer hero is addressed, as is the “modern” masked highwayman, the secret society hero, and the Gothic Hero-Villain.

In Chapter 4, I split my coverage into its two tracks. In this chapter, I discuss the history of the Costumed Avenger in the 19th century. I discuss the importance of detective fiction and the casebook, Western dime novels, and post–Civil War masked vigilantes.

In Chapter 5, I cover the history of the Übermensch in the 19th century, from magic characters like the Rosicrucian heroes to those supermen influenced by the monster characters of 19th century fiction. Mesmerists, aliens, and doppelgängers are discussed.

In Chapter 6, I move into the 20th century, and cover the explosion of Costumed Avengers in popular fiction from 1900 to 1938. The effect (such as it was) of the Scarlet Pimpernel is discussed, as are the pulps.

In Chapter 7, covering the supermen of 1900–1938, I discuss the effect of the pulps and science fiction novels, both British and American, the existence of posthuman bodybuilders and “Physical Culture” movement, and Philip Wylie’s Hugo Danner, the father of Superman.

In Chapter 8, I discuss the early years of superhero comics, from Superman’s debut in 1938 to the United States’ entrance into World War II in December 1941, and how the medium of comics and the genre of superhero comics developed during those three and a half years.

In Chapter 9, I discuss the various “ages” of superhero comics that have passed since Superman’s debut, from Golden to Metamodern, and how the superhero has developed during those ages.

In Chapter 10, I discuss how the superhero has been portrayed in film and television from the 1940s through the shows and films of 2016.

In the Epilogue I discuss the discouraging current state of superhero comics.

Last, in the Appendix, as a way to demonstrate the international reach of the protosuperhero, I list all the pre-Superman international (non-American, non-British) Costumed Avengers and supermen who were influenced by—rather than being an influence on—the protosuperheroes covered in Chapters 4 through 7.

On Statistics

In Chapters 4 through 8, I make use of a range of statistics to support various statements and arguments or simply as references. I will whenever possible cite where I got these statistics from, whether from the Internet Movie Database (http://www.imdb.com) or other sources. However, many of the statistics were compiled by me, either for The Pulps or for this work, and were based on information and notes gathered while writing this or other books. Any uncited, unsourced statistics are original to The Evolution of the Costumed Avenger.

Sidenote, on Ideology and Usage

Like it or not—and there are plenty of academics and writers who don’t, never mind the substantial number of readers who reject this notion—the language we use expresses our ideologies. Writing in “politically correct” English (whatever that means) expresses a certain ideology—but then, so does writing in “standard” English. Default positions—the status quo—have their own ideological and political assumptions, more covert if no less pronounced than openly political stances. So too with spoken and written languages and vocabularies. Once this is understood, the only recourse is to choose which languages and vocabularies best express your own political positions.

So I use “he” and “she” alternately rather than “he,” on the grounds that I choose not to use a default expression that excludes the entire female sex. Too, I use “BCE” (Before Common Era) and “CE” (Common Era) rather than “BC” and “AD,” because I wish to avoid the specifically Christian orientation of “Before Christ” and the theological claim of “Anno Domini” (to paraphrase Patti Smith, it may be the year of somebody’s lord, but not mine).

Finally, whenever possible I am listing the creators of individual heroes when I first mention the hero. Admittedly this disrupts the flow of the text—it is much clumsier to write “Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster’s Superman” than to simply write “Superman”—but the history of the comic book industry has been one of individuals and corporations denying creators due credit for their creations, and I refuse to be a part of that, even if it makes my own text less smooth than it could be.


CHAPTER ONE

Operating Premises

Before we begin exploring the history of the protosuperhero and the superhero, from the beginning of recorded human history to the modern day, we must ask, and answer, the obvious questions: What is a superhero? Who counts as one? Who doesn’t? Who is a part of the superheroic tradition and lineage predating Superman—and who, for the purposes of this book, doesn’t count?

These are questions that seem to have obvious answers, but even a moment’s reflection gives pause, for the obvious answers are riddled with exceptions. So I’m going to have to delve deep—deeper, perhaps, and at more tedious length than previous writers on the subject.

The Problem of, and with, Definitions

Inevitably, in a project like this, the author is called upon to define (and defend) his or her premises and to explain what will be included and, perhaps more importantly, what will be excluded. This is particularly important in a book that attempts to trace the history of an idea. Edges need to be laid down, and those things that are external to the project need to be put on the outside, where the author will not deal with them.

The problem with doing this, in the case of The Evolution of the Costumed Avenger, is that the idea itself grows fuzzy and nebulous the closer one gets to it, until, at the core, one is grappling with fog. What, after all, is a superhero? What particular elements make up the superhero? As might be expected with a cultural archetype whose modern commercial roots stretch back at least to the 1930s—and, as we’ll see, whose cultural roots stretch considerably farther back than that—there have been thousands of stories about superheroes published in comic books and books and broadcast on radio, television, and film, both in the United States and around the world. The writer who wants to grapple with the definition of the superhero has no paucity of primary texts to deal with. But unlike other cultural archetypes, the superhero cannot simply be defined by setting (like the cowboy) or profession (like the private detective). A basic working definition of the superhero does not, in fact, exist, and for a very simple reason: any definition of the superhero, no matter how intelligently and cleverly phrased, inevitably excludes superheroes who already exist, and thereby proves itself to be useless. Any list of required elements, any definitional schema, will exclude those characters who have appeared as superheroes in superhero texts but do not have the required elements and do not fit into the schema.

Raglan, Rank, and Campbell

The issues of and problems with definitions are hardly unique to superheroes, of course, and none of us who have written about superheroes and attempted to define them to our and our readers’ satisfactions are groundbreakers. Academics, when writing about traditional legendary heroes, the subjects of epics and myths and folktales, have already done substantial work in creating and applying definitional schema.

The landmark work in categorizing classical mythological heroes, and delineating the common patterns in them, was Otto Rank’s The Myth of the Birth of the Hero (1914). Rank writes:


The hero is the child of most distinguished parents; usually the son of a king. His origin is preceded by difficulties, such as continence, or prolonged barrenness, or secret intercourse of the parents, due to external prohibition or obstacles. During the pregnancy, or antedating the same, there is a prophecy, in form of a dream or oracle, cautioning against his birth, and usually threatening danger to the father, or his representative. As a rule, he is surrendered to the water, in a box. He is then saved by animals, or by lowly people (shepherds) and is suckled by a female animal, or by a humble woman. After he has grown up, he finds his distinguished parents, in a highly versatile fashion; takes his revenge on his father, on the one hand, is acknowledged on the other, and finally achieves rank and honors.1



Rank was focusing on the heroes of classic myth, although the list of heroes he examines shows he was not limiting himself to simple Greco-Roman myths: Sargon, Moses, Karna, Oedipus, Paris, Telephos, Perseus, Gilgamesh, Kyros, Tristan, Romulus, Hercules, Jesus, Siegfried, and Lohengrin. But Rank’s schema was written with the intention of applying it to the range of mythical heroes, rather than modern cultural heroes.

One of several responses to Rank’s work was Baron Raglan’s The Hero: A Study in Tradition, Myth, and Drama (1956). Where Rank was influenced by Freudian theory, Raglan’s central influence was James Frazer’s The Golden Bough (1922). Raglan (applying his schema to Robin Hood, the heroes of the Norse sagas, King Arthur, Hengist and Horsa, Cuchulainn, and the heroes of the Iliad) writes:


The hero’s mother is a royal virgin; his father is a king, and often a near relative of his mother, but the circumstances of his conception are unusual, and he is also reputed to be the son of a god. At birth, an attempt is made, usually by his father or his maternal grandfather, to kill him, but he is spirited away, and reared by foster-parents in a far country. We are told nothing of his childhood, but on reaching manhood he returns or goes to his future kingdom. After a victory over the king and/or a giant, dragon, or wild beast, he marries a princess, often the daughter of his predecessor, and becomes king. For a time he reigns uneventfully, and prescribes laws, but later he loses favour with the gods and/or his subjects, and is driven from the throne and city, after which he meets with a mysterious death, often at the top of a hill. His children, if any, do not succeed him. His body is not buried, but nevertheless he has one or more holy sepulchers.2



The most influential of the responses to Rank’s work was that of Joseph Campbell, who counted not just Freud, Rank, and Frazer among his influences, but also Carl Jung and his model of the heroic archetype. Campbell, in The Hero with a Thousand Faces (1949), writes:


The standard path of the mythological adventure of the hero is a magnification of the formula represented in the rites of passage: separation–initiation–return: which might be named the nuclear unit of the monomyth.

A hero ventures forth from the world of the common day into a region of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there encountered and a decisive victory is won: the hero comes back from this mysterious adventure with the power to bestow boons on his fellow man.3



Later in The Hero with a Thousand Faces, Campbell sums up the hero’s life and journeys:


The mythological hero, setting forth from his common day hut or castle is lured . . . to the threshold of adventure . . . then the hero journeys through a world of unfamiliar yet strangely intimate forces, some of which severely threaten him (tests), some of which give magical aid (helpers). When he arrives at the nadir of his mythological round, he undergoes a supreme ordeal and gains his reward. The triumph may be represented as the hero’s sexual union with the goddess-mother of the world (sacred marriage), his recognition by the father-creator (father atonement), or his own divination (apotheosis) . . . The final work is that of the return . . . At the return threshold the transcendental powers must remain behind; the hero re-emerges from the kingdom of dread . . . The boon he brings restores the world.4



None of these models is without its critics, but as rough guides to the heroes of myth they are quite useful, even if only as starting places. However, their utility when applied to superheroes (the closest modern equivalent to mythical heroes) is limited. The central problem in applying Rank, Raglan, and Campbell to the superhero is that all three were evaluating traditional myths and legends of mortal heroes, and these myths and legends inevitably ended with the hero’s death. The hero’s cycle, in these myths and legends, has a beginning, middle, and ending. The same cannot be said of the modern superhero, the vast majority of whom eternally operate—thanks to the exigencies of the market and the demands of the consumer5—in the middle phase of their career. Rare it is to find a superhero with a definite, limited three-part story arc to their lives; even dedicated superhero fans can probably count such characters only on the fingers of one hand.

Because of this, and because of the emphasis that Rank, Raglan, and Campbell place on endings—either death or completion of the hero’s journey/story arc—their models ultimately can’t be applied to modern superheroes.

21st-Century Attempts at Definition

Critical works examining superheroes in the 20th century rarely attempted to define superheroes, being concerned instead of tracing the then-forgotten and obscured history of the genre. For writers of this era, the definition of a superhero was obvious and could be taken from any dictionary. It’s not until the Internet era that definitional arguments begin to arise, and it’s not until the 21st century that cultural critics began seriously examining the matters of definition, inclusion and exclusion.

The first writer to tackle the definition question at length was Peter Coogan, in Superhero: The Secret Origin of a Genre. Citing Judge Learned Hand’s words,6 Coogan provides four core elements for the superhero: mission (“prosocial and selfless, which means that his fight against evil must fit in with the existing, professed mores of society and must not be intended to benefit or further his own agenda”),7 powers, identity (“the identity element comprises the codename and the costume, with the secret identity being a customary counterpart to the codename”),8 and costume (“the iconic representations of the superhero identity”).9 Coogan’s exploration of his actual definition of superheroes is comparatively brief; the majority of his time is spent in applying his definition to various characters and explaining why they are or are not superheroes.

In Rosenberg and Coogan’s What Is a Superhero, a number of writers, many of them professional superhero comic book writers, provide varying definitions. Alex Boney writes, “But at his core, the superhero is—and always has been—a response to the rapid, dizzying forces of early 20th century modernism.”10 Kurt Busiek (creator of Kurt Busiek’s Astro City) writes, “The primary hallmarks of the superhero are superpowers, costume, code name, secret identity, heroic ongoing mission, and superhero milieu. If the character has three of those six, he or she is probably a superhero.”11 Stanford Carpenter writes, “Superheroes need superior villains to raise the stakes of the heroic struggle by putting culturally defined value systems in high relief.”12 Danny Fingeroth writes:


Someone has or obtains enhanced power—physical, mental, magical, mechanical—and then, either through good character or a difficult, transformative rite of passage, realizes that power confers on them an obligation to some section of humanity, if not all of it . . . it follows that a superhero is a figure who embodies the best aspects of humankind, differing from a heroic real person or even a fictional non-super hero due to . . . a nobility of purpose, which is what makes him or her not a supervillain.13



Most recently, Chris Gavaler, in On the Origin of Superheroes, declines to engage with the difficulties of definition altogether:


Superheroes are the ultimate amalgams, all-swallowing über-characters that consume other genres like black holes. They defy conventional definitions because they contain too many conventions. If that nondefinition sounds cowardly, philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein plays the same game with “game” (what traits do marathons, chess, and solitaire share?) . . . definitions work like erasers. I prefer the pointy end of the pencil.14



Gavaler’s approach results in an essentially all-inclusive definition, one almost tautological in its inclusiveness—a superhero is a superhero because she is a superhero and because Gavaler includes them in his book.

We can do better than that, while still avoiding the difficulties and contradictions and limitations that Coogan et al. create with their definitions.

A More Useful Approach

Ultimately, none of these approaches satisfies or works because there are too damn many exceptions to the rules.

A superhero cannot be defined solely by superhuman powers, because Batman, to name just one, has no superhuman powers. A superhero cannot be defined solely by costume, for a number of superheroes, like the 1990s iteration of DC’s Starman (as created by James Robinson and Tony Harris and appearing in one of the most aesthetically successful extended superhero runs) often appeared wearing no costume. A superhero cannot be defined solely by a mission statement (“fighting crime,” “supporting the oppressed”); like a number of characters of the 1940s, Joe Simon and Jack Kirby’s Captain America is primarily a soldier, fighting in a war, rather than a crime fighter. A superhero cannot be defined by having an alternate or dual secret identity; heroes like Stan Lee and Jack Kirby’s Fantastic Four are public heroes, while Arnold Drake, Bob Haney, and Bruno Premiani’s Robotman has no secret identity. A superhero cannot be defined as being generically distinct from characters of other genres; too many examples of superheroes to name appear in other cultural genres (but see below). A superhero cannot be defined by the end result of her actions; comic superheroes like E. Nelson Bridwell and Joe Orlando’s Inferior Five are incompetent, but are nonetheless superheroes despite their inability to catch the bad guy. A superhero cannot be defined as someone who appears in superhero comics or films; the superhero, perhaps surprisingly, is common in many different modes and commercial genres and media. A superhero cannot be defined as someone appearing in anything branded and sold as a superhero text; superheroes have become pervasive enough to appear in works branded and sold as “mainstream” or “literary.” And so on.

The fact is that considering the superhero through a binary lens of “is/is not” is not the most useful approach to defining what a superhero is—not useful aesthetically, not useful critically, and not useful on the most basic level of accuracy. (After all, a definition of superheroes that actually excludes superheroes simply doesn’t work.)

A more useful approach to addressing the vexed question of the definition of superhero—and “vexed” is indeed the appropriate adjective, given that every critic of superheroes seems to have their own definition, few of which are mutually inclusive with other critics’ definitions—is to consider superheroes on a continuum and to apply fuzzy logic to the matter.15 Fuzzy logic is a mathematical, engineering, and philosophical approach that arose in the 1960s. In philosophy, fuzzy logic is applied to statements like “Many writers are poor,” which use imprecise vocabulary to create a statement for which the law of the excluded middle (“either ‘x is true’ or ‘x is not true,’ there is no in-between”) does not apply. Because “many” and “poor” are ambiguous and subjective, “many writers are poor” can be partially or mostly true rather than simply true or not true.

Applying this approach to the definition of the superhero frees us from the requirement to craft a definition that will inevitably fail. Instead, what needs to be done is to identify the individual elements that make up the continuum of superheroes. The more of these elements a character has, the more of a superhero she is (and the reverse is true as well), but there is no ideal, Platonic form of the superhero to be reached—there is no “pure” superhero to whom all others are compared. Not even Superman, the iconic superhero, is the ideal form of the character type.

Heroenkonzepte

The notion of a cluster of these elements being used to define a hero is not a new one. However, it is found in the study of more traditional heroes rather than in the study of superheroes. Rüdiger Bartelmus, in Heroentum in Israel und seiner Umwelt (1979) coined the neologism “heroenkonzept” to mean “the combination of motifs such as the divine paternity and superhuman capabilities of a hero, which was used in Mesopotamia and throughout the eastern Mediterranean in antiquity to legitimize dynastic rule.”16 Bartelmus’s heroenkonzept—which has no direct English equivalent, and which I trust readers will forgive me for using here—will be recognizable to superhero consumers: each superhero has his or her own heroenkonzept, however scanty or deep. We simply need to define the most important elements of heroes’ heroenkonzepte.

A comprehensive list of such elements would be extensive. The most important elements, briefly described, are as follows, albeit in no particular order:


•an unusual origin story. This needn’t be the exceptional birth of traditional mythical heroes, and often is not; but most heroes have a unique moment in their lives when they realize that they must become a superhero or superheroine.

•a superpower—that is, abilities that are in the realm of science fiction and fantasy rather than reality (superstrength, invulnerability, flight, and so on)—abilities that real people simply can’t possess because of the limitations of real-world biology and chemistry and physics.

•extraordinary skills and abilities, from fighting to computer hacking to juggling, and everything in between. The superhero with extraordinary skills and abilities is not just good at what she does, she is extraordinary at it, up to the peak of human ability.

•extraordinary technology—which is to say, technology that does not exist yet but may someday exist (and is therefore science fictional) or that will never exist because it violates the basic laws of science (and is therefore science fantasy).

•a distinctive weapon: offensive (a bow and arrow) or defensive (a shield), real (a gun) or science fictional (technologically advanced suit of armor) or magical (a cursed sword).

•a distinctive appearance, whether a full-fledged “pervert suit” costume (in the scabrous phrase of writer Warren Ellis), a distinctive piece of clothing, like a mask, a unique body type or part, or simply an instantly recognizable body state (like being nude except for a loincloth).

•a code name, often (though not exclusively) thematic of the superhero’s origin and/or powers and/or costume.

•a dual identity, whether secret (few know that Batman is actually Bruce Wayne) or public (everyone knows that Reed Richards is Mr. Fantastic).

•a heroic mission. In this case, the mission must be selfless (not performed for personal gain) and aimed at aiding the oppressed, whether victims of crime or of the aggressions of “evil” men and women, monsters, governments, and/or states/nations. The character’s motivations must be heroic in the modern sense of the word: selfless and done in service of and for the benefit of others. This is perhaps the single most important of all the components listed here; the number of selfish superheroes is minuscule, and even they are, on balance, more self-sacrificing than not. The heroic, selfless mission is of signal importance, and figures who lack the heroic mission are automatically on the lower, “lesser” end of the superheroic scale, if they can even be called heroes at all.

•extraordinary opponents. These opponents need not have superpowers, extraordinary abilities, extraordinary technology, or any of the other elements of the superhero listed here, but the opponent must be distinctive in some way from ordinary, realistic criminals, even if only by the number that the superhero faces at any one time.

•lives in a world where there is law enforcement and a government, however corrupt or incompetent.

•operates in a world in which crime/oppression/evil is clear cut and obvious. There are no moral gray areas in such a world and no crimes, like the poor man stealing bread for his starving family, which are legally wrong but morally/ethically right.

•operates in a world in which law enforcement/the government is not capable of controlling or defeating crime/oppression/evil.

•operates under the assumption that law enforcement/the government is capable of holding and confining a criminal once they are apprehended.

•operates under the assumption that vigilantism is welcome or at least tolerated by general society as well as law enforcement and the government.

•is finite and can be killed. Without the risk of death as a possible result of her actions, a superhero is merely a superbeing.

•does not kill. The superhero refrains from undue violence, and never murders his opponent(s), no matter how justified the killing would be. Execution is the prerogative of the state, not the individual.



This list can be expanded, of course; there are as many underlying assumptions and elements to the superhero as there are superheroes. But as a starting place it works, I think, to show ways in which various characters can be seen as superheroic, whether to a greater or to a lesser degree. No superhero has none of these elements; no superhero has all of them. Brought together, they form the basis of each hero’s heroenkonzept. There is no prescribed formula for being a superhero, just an endless variety of heroenkonzepte.

Gods and Epic Heroes, and What They Are Not

The use of the superhero element continuum does bring with it a new set of problems. Not least among these difficulties is the reality that not using a binary definition means that virtually any heroic character can be considered “superheroic” or just “protosuperheroic” if he or she has one or more elements listed on the continuum—even if that character is not what anyone would normally define as a superhero. Using the continuum rather than the binary threatens to make the term “superhero” so fuzzily vague as to be useless in critical and historical discourse. Clearly, more qualifying is required if we are to attempt to track the history of the idea of the superhero.

Writers and critics have usually taken it as assumed that the line of descent of the superhero ultimately begins with the stories of the gods, and goes from there through the epic, culture, and adventure heroes until manifesting itself in the protosuperhero. As we’ll see in Chapter 2, however, the first protosuperhero is distinct from the gods—created by them but not one of them—and the tradition of the protosuperhero evolves separately from the oral and written traditions of godly stories, legends, and myths. (This is in addition to the gods’ inability to meet some of the most important criteria of the superhero listed above, of course.) The tradition of the protosuperhero, growing out of multiple separate traditions and being assembled from many different components, is ultimately that of mortal men and women, not immortal beings—who may have a heroic, selfless mission (rare among immortals) but are immortal and cannot die—and therefore don’t risk anything by their actions, which leaves them far less heroic than those mortal men and women who risk everything on a daily basis to fight crime and evil.

So we will set aside the gods and their divine minions, angels. (Gavaler argues that Milton’s Paradise Lost provides the “archetypal superhero plot.”17 But angels, the action heroes of Paradise Lost, cannot die, are backed by the power of the divine, and lack agency. They are hardly heroic in the modern sense.)18 Epic heroes, culture heroes, historical heroes, and adventure heroes are somewhat more problematic. They aren’t superheroes, of course—the first superheroes appear centuries after these heroes—but protosuperheroes.

That’s what Chapter 2 is for. I’ll be looking at the most important—and more vitally the most influential—of these heroes on a case-by-case basis and determining whether or not they count as protosuperheroes. But, as a general rule, just as the more elements a character has, the more superheroic she is, so it is true that the fewer of the superheroic elements a character has, the less superheroic he is, and the farther down the superheroic spectrum he is. I choose not to determine a minimum number of elements a character must have to make them a protosuperhero rather than merely an adventure hero, but surely there is a minimum limit, whether one or three or however many, and surely the selfless mission must be present for the character to be considered at all. Epic heroes et al. may fit the definitions of Rank, Raglan, and Campbell for their particular genres, or may match the famous description of Northrop Frye in Anatomy of Criticism for particular modes,19 but superheroes are a different case.

The “Superhero Genre”

That said, what case, exactly, are they? I mentioned above that superheroes cannot be described as being generically distinct from characters of other genres, on the grounds that too many examples of superheroes to name appear in other cultural genres. This declaration undoubtedly raised the hackles of some of my scholarly readers, who may have written their own books on the themes and meaning of the superhero genre. Peter Coogan, in Superhero, spends practically the entire book teasing out the meaning of the superhero genre as a distinct genre.

Sadly, I’m forced to disagree with all these writers, on what are, I think, very simple grounds. The argument that literary genres have hard, discernible, defensible borders seems to me to be an insupportable one. It’s a holdover from Renaissance literary theory, which posited that genres were fixed and essential and separate literary forms, a theory that the Romantics only partially rejected. Worse, this notion of genres as having firm borders leads to unfortunate ideas of generic purity and essence and limitations; as Jacques Derrida says, “As soon as genre announces itself, one must respect a norm, one must not cross a line of demarcation, one must not risk impurity, anomaly, or monstrosity.”20

Instead, literary genres are best regarded as having extremely fuzzy edges and should be imagined as part of a massive, three-dimensional (or perhaps four-dimensional) Venn diagram/globe of overlapping and interacting genre spheres. One can’t spend the time arguing that a detective novel set in the future isn’t science fiction, or isn’t a detective novel. It’s both. A Regency romance with steampunk elements is still a Regency romance, it merely is also steampunk (or science fiction, if you prefer). An insistence that texts that inhabit multiple genres simultaneously can only be described as belonging to one genre is neither helpful nor accurate. As Derrida and Ronell write, “Every text participates in one or several genres, there is no genreless text; there is always a genre and genres, yet such participation never amounts to belonging.”21

When it comes to superheroes, this insistence—understandable, as those doing the insisting are trying to establish superhero stories as a separate and distinct literary genre, which means that it would be academically acceptable to study it—quickly leads to some problematic places. Peter Coogan argues for strong borders between the superhero genre and other genres, as a way to disallow characters like Buffy the Vampire Slayer, Adam Strange, and John Constantine from the superhero genre:


Their strong ties with other genres, it can be argued, should exclude them from this cross-genre or borderline-genre status. As I have argued, this identity convention often works to signify whether a story with some superhero elements falls within the superhero genre or within another genre, and these heroes lack the identity convention. Strong identity markers are the clearest way to place a story within the superhero genre, although such markers need to be backed up by the presence of other equally clear conventions.22



Coogan’s eagerness to defend genre boundaries by disallowing superheroic characters leads to some critical difficulties: cross-genre superheroic characters like cowboy superheroes, including Roy Thomas, Gary Friedrich, and Dick Ayers’s Ghost Rider and Bill Parker and Pete Costanza’s Golden Arrow, or Steve Englehart and Jim Starlin’s Shang-Chi the Master of Kung Fu (a martial arts superhero), or Len Wein and Bernie Wrightson’s Swamp Thing (a horror/monster superhero), or Jerry Siegel and Bernard Baily’s Spectre (a horror superhero), all of whom are superheroes by any commonsense definition, are defined by Coogan as not superheroes because they don’t meet the criteria he sets forth based on their other-genre markers.

It is preferable to regard superheroes on a continuum or spectrum rather than as a binary “is/is not,” for the reasons given above. This approach is equally preferable when it comes to a consideration of the superhero genre. A genre that is forced to include occult horror (in the form of sorcerers like Stan Lee and Steve Ditko’s Dr. Strange and Gardner Fox and Howard Sherman’s Dr. Fate), gritty street level detection (via Bill Finger and Bob Kane’s Batman, or Stan Lee and
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