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PREFACE

In the summer of 1941, readers were treated to the most unbelievable character of all time. On a hot, sticky day kids plunked down their dimes, bought USA Comics #1, and were treated to the chilling exploits of Jack Frost, my very first creation.

Back in those pioneering days, just about anything was accepted without question and, truth to tell, not a lot of thought went into these new heroes and villains. Each comic was 64 pages and there was a voracious need for new material, so I didn’t have to think too hard about who he was and what made him a hero. It was, however, excellent on-the-job training.

After two decades of creating heroes, villains, funny animals, funny gals, and tons of monsters I finally got the hang of it and was ready to show what I could really do, when publisher Martin Goodman walked into my office in the spring of 1941 and said something like, “Gimme a superhero team comic.”

I have been creating characters for sixty-plus years and have learned a thing or two. I’ve had to create them for print, for the Web, for sports teams, for television, and for other sources I never imagined back when my so-called career began.

From Jack Frost through my recent Mighty Seven, I have been creating new characters, and learning something with each one. Now, for the first time anywhere, I’m taking all that wisdom and experience and putting it in one volume so that you can learn how it’s done.

In the pages that follow, you are going to learn how to create different kinds of heroes and heroines as well as their friends and foes. I’ll even spend some time exploring the nature and history of being a hero. In every chapter I talk about what goes into the character, but also give you some nifty tips on how to turn your ideas into pulse-pounding visuals.

Now, in the world you and I inhabit, our heroes tend to be those performing above the expectations of their jobs. A hero can be Chesley “Sully” Sullenberger, the famed pilot who kept his cool when engines failed and managed to land his plane on the Hudson River right by Manhattan. A team of heroes can be like Brooklyn’s Engine 201 Ladder 114 who, in 2011, rescued thirty-three people from a burning building without injury.

Acts of heroism and courage surround us, from the veteran learning to use prosthetics rather than sinking into despair to the eight-year-old raising money for charity by going door to door for months. Look around and you will see inspirational sights on a regular basis.

Now, for the purposes of dramatic comic book storytelling, imagine these courageous folk suddenly bestowed with that little something extra.

Your superhero somehow winds up obtaining amazing powers and abilities and doesn’t know what to do with them. He can’t punch out the office bully because he’d send the “villain” into orbit. She was raised right by loving parents so she doesn’t want to commit selfish acts (such as charging for her good deeds). He doesn’t want to tell people about his powers because he’s afraid of ridicule or worse, the government wanting to “study” him.

What’s a superhero to do?

When you can answer that, then you have successfully created your first hero. Stuck for how to do it? That’s why you picked up this book, right? Now pay for it and let’s begin.

I’ll talk about the look of your characters, how to mix and match to form something unique and all yours. This will include supporting characters, vehicles, and even the super-secret lair.

But there’s also a dose of imagination that has to come with each creation. I’ll show you how I created some good guys and bad guys, and the sorts of inspiration I called upon when it came time to create their new features. You’ll find your inspiration from your own experiences, and that includes the life you’ve lived and the stories you’ve absorbed since birth. What sorts of themes and characters most appeal to you? How can you channel that into creating something brand new?

I’ll admit, it’s gotten tougher since thousands upon thousands of characters have been created. Look at Jack Frost, for example. He may have been able to generate super-cold, freezing objects and the like, but he wasn’t the only character to do that. Many years later, I reused those powers for Bobby Drake, who joined the X-Men as Iceman. There have been many villains like the Blizzard who have also used cold powers. But, no two creations are identical. Each received their powers or weapons through different means, and their personalities and motivations are vastly different.

It all comes down to how you use those powers and the kinds of stories you want to tell. It has less to do with the specific power and everything to do with how those powers are used.

I once more recruited my own team of heroes to help me compile and share these invaluable lessons. I am thrilled to be working with Danny Fingeroth, Robert Sodaro, Robert Greenberger, and first-time collaborator Keith Dallas. The guys and gals at Dynamite Entertainment make producing each one of these books a pleasure and I tip my proverbial cap in thanks for their efforts.

Now that I’ve whet your appetite with the promises of wonderment and a dash of learning, you’re ready to see the nuts and bolts that go into designing your very own characters. Join me for a history lesson before the real construction begins.

Excelsior!
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1 HISTORY AND ORIGINS OF SUPERHEROES
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Odysseus, the hero of Homer’s epic poem The Odyssey. He is most famous for the ten eventful years he took to return home after the ten-year Trojan War and for his famous Trojan horse trick.



THE BIRTH OF THE HERO

Growing up, my reading diet included lots of stories featuring larger-than-life figures. I found them in the books, magazines, and comic strips of my youth. I was constantly surrounded by these heroic figures and their equally ferocious adversaries, but it was awhile before I had a chance to learn where the notion of the hero came from.

The first heroes I studied in school were those of the ancient Greeks. Their literature blended gods, demigods, and mortals in epic poems like The Iliad and The Odyssey. In fact, the word hero is derived from the ancient Greek language. The hero was a demigod, that is, the offspring of a god and a mortal. Cults of worship were built around these figures, and their exploits were woven into the oral history that preceded their written counterparts.

DAWN OF THE HERO

There was another hero who came before those of the ancient Greeks.

The first recognized epic hero is a Sumerian, known as Bilgames in the earliest texts but since accepted as Gilgamesh. Around 2500 BC, he was the fifth king of the land of Uruk, where Iraq now sits. He was said to have reigned for 126 years and to have lived longer than that. He became the main figure in the Epic of Gilgamesh, one of the best-known examples of early Mesopotamian literature. In this work, he is described as a demigod, son of the mortal Lugalbanda and the goddess Romat (also known as Ninsun).
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A carving featuring the amazing Gilgamesh. Gilgamesh is a demigod of superhuman strength who built the city walls of Uruk to defend his people from external threats. He is usually described as two thirds god and one third man.

THE SPREAD OF HEROIC STORIES

Over time (and we’re talking centuries, folks), the word hero came to denote individuals who, when confronted with adversity, display the characteristics that lift them above fear. They accept the challenge, consequences be damned, and do the right thing. Self-sacrifice for the greater good of society is a key component of these heroic tales. At first the term hero was used to describe those who excelled on the field of battle, but in time its usage was broadened to encompass those who performed extraordinary feats regardless of setting or challenge.

Among the Greek legends is, of course, the best known of the demigods, Heracles (or Hercules to you and me). His name means “the glory of Hera” despite all the stories showing how Hera, queen of the Olympian gods, tormented him. Zeus was his father, and Alcmene, a mortal woman, was his mother.

The Greek poet Homer took the heroic stories that had been told for years and melded them into his Odyssey, an epic poem where, despite interference from the gods, Odysseus brings his army home from war. His amazing exploits include shooting an arrow through a dozen axes and using his crafty genius to devise the Trojan horse.

Heroes have complicated origin stories, some far more bizarre than being bitten by a radioactive spider. It used to be that a hero’s arrival was foretold and some stories involve an attempt to kill the child before birth. Often there are stories told of the infant being spirited away from enemies and raised in secret. It’s a universal story: Look at Moses, who was placed in a basket and sent down the Nile River to save him from his people’s enemies, only to be found, raised, and returned as the man who led the Jews from Egyptian slavery.

[image: ]

Moses as played by Charlton Heston in the movie The Ten Commandments.
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Sculpture of the powerful god Hercules. According to mythology, Hercules was the illegitimate son of Zeus and Alcmene, the wisest and most beautiful of all mortal women. Hera was enraged at Zeus for his infidelity with Alcmene, and even more so that her husband had placed the infant Hercules at her breast as she slept and allowed him to feed, which caused Hercules to be partially immortal, thus allowing him to surpass all mortal men in strength, size, and skill.

THE EVOLUTION OF THE HERO

Let Professor Lee walk you through a little ancient history and show how these story ideas spread. The agrarian cultures of Mesopotamia and Babylonia were among the first to develop high civilizations, deciding that like the stars, man lived according to an eternal mathematical pattern. Their king represented the Sun with the cosmos as the Mother Goddess, giver of life. That changed when the Indo-European Aryans arrived from the north with the Semites swooping in from the Arabian Desert. Each brought with them a male-dominated mythology, with warrior gods representing thunder.

These conquering societies prevailed thanks to the then-superior technology of iron smithing, and over time their mythologies blended with the mythologies of their subjects, reducing the role of the Earth Goddess. From here, the mythologies of Greece, India, and Persia (among others) flourished. The thunder god became, for example, Zeus, who in turn was known as Jupiter after the Romans conquered Greece and stole much of their culture and mythology. The testosterone-fueled new mythology meant the seemingly weaker aspects were out of favor; so Dionysus, god of wine and ecstasy, was demoted to demigod.

Such male-dominated mythology spread across the globe, leading to the earliest biblical stories that reduced the role and influence of women. Eve, who would have been worshipped as a fertility god in earlier cultures, was now easily seduced by a serpent.

Male dominance spread to the Far East and the gods ruled the island nation of Japan. For example, the respected warrior turned emperor Ôjin was the basis for the god Hachiman, a patron of warriors. It was said that when this leader died, he was reborn as a god.
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Zeus at Olympia. In the ancient Greek religion, Zeus was the “father of gods and men” who ruled the Olympians of Mount Olympus as a father ruled his family. He was the god of sky and thunder in Greek mythology.

THE FIRST HERO

The first person named Hero was actually a woman, a priestess of Aphrodite, the goddess of love. Hero lived in Hellespont and was loved by the youth Leander. She was bound by a vow of chastity so could not marry her would-be lover, causing Leander to deal with his sorrow by swimming from Asia to Europe, using a lamp in Hero’s tower as a directional beacon. When the beacon was extinguished during a storm, he drowned, his body washing ashore just below Hero’s town. Driven mad with grief, Hero threw herself into the sea and died.

As you can see, being a hero isn’t all accolades and glory.

It wasn’t until 1387 that the Greek word he¯ro¯s, meaning hero and warrior, was anglicized into hero.

THE DEATH OF THE HERO

Just like their namesake, heroes often have spectacular falls and deaths. Robin Hood, for example, fell in battle and his last act was to fire an arrow to determine where he should be buried. If you sift through the stories, heroes rarely leave heirs to continue their legacy. The hero’s story is typically a singular one.

REAL-LIFE HEROES

In time, ordinary men and women who did remarkable things were considered heroes, often on the field of battle or from the comfort of a throne. In On Heroes, Hero Worship and the Heroic in History, written in 1841, Thomas Carlyle named mere mortals including England’s Oliver Cromwell and Russia’s Frederick the Great as heroes. Using the criteria from that text, Alexander the Great, who unified much of Asia, would also be considered a hero.
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Robin Hood as played by Errol Flynn in the 1938 Warner Bros. film The Adventures of Robin Hood. Robin Hood was a heroic outlaw in English folklore. A highly skilled archer and swordsman, he is known for robbing from the rich and giving to the poor.

THE HERO AND HIS JOURNEY

Overall, people prefer heroes who are big and mythic. Around the world, every culture has, at its core, stories about such figures, those who fought gods or stopped natural disasters, who made the homeland safe for everyone. Vladimir Propp analyzed Russian fairy tales and identified that there are essentially eight dramatis personæ in these stories, one being the hero. The amazing Joseph Campbell studied the commonalities of heroes, summarizing his findings in his seminal 1949 work, The Hero with a Thousand Faces. To him, these legends all form a monomyth (a term inspired by novelist James Joyce’s Finnegans Wake) with the key figure following a standard script, which we’ve come to call the “Hero’s Quest.”

Campbell once said, “[A] hero is someone who has given his or her life to something bigger than oneself.” His study of the mythology, folklore, legends, and fairy tales from around the world demonstrates that time and again everyone needs a hero, although being a hero is never easy.

THE HERO’S GENDER

To illustrate how universal the monomyth had become, Campbell cited as examples the stories of Osiris, Prometheus, the Buddha, Moses, and Jesus Christ.

Where are the women, you ask?

One of the most interesting facts Campbell discovered while writing The Hero with a Thousand Faces is that many of the world’s myths and heroic tales are from the male point of view. In order for him to find female heroes and a different perspective, he said that he had to turn to fairy tales, which are often told to children by women. But the great heroic tales, however, were told by men and often focused on male heroes.



The Hero’s Quest

Broken down into its basic components, the Hero’s Quest can be summarized as


• Call to adventure

• Receive supernatural aid

• Meet with the goddess/atonement with the father

• Return
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Joseph Campbell’s The Hero with a Thousand Faces. In this book, Campbell discusses his theory of the journey of the archetypal hero found in world mythologies.

FURTHER EVOLUTION OF THE HERO

Many other heroes arose through the centuries, filling a yearning from the people to be delivered from fear or tyranny. Many of their legends became bits of stories grafted one atop the other until the figure took on mythic proportions.

For example, Arthur was a Briton credited with leading the uprising against the Saxon invaders whose exploits became the stuff of story and song. Within centuries, he became Arthur, King of the Britons, who ruled from Camelot, presiding over the Knights of the Round Table. After a vision, he sent his knights out on the fabled quest for the Holy Grail only to be betrayed by his bastard son and slain on the battlefield. Arthur was carried off to a misty isle where he would remain until England needed him once more.

The stories spread beyond England’s borders, and the French embraced them but felt they needed a character of their own and created Lancelot, who was so compelling that Arthur’s wife, Guinevere, committed adultery with him. Ever since, the Arthur story has been told and retold, while more practical archaeologists have tried to trace the true origins of Arthur as a historical figure.

As the Arthur story became solidified in the cultures of England and France, nearby Germany was also consolidating its legends, taking the Norse gods and goddesses and unifying their stories. Siegfried, or Sigurd, became one of the most popular figures around 1100 AD and was immortalized seven centuries later in the Ring Cycle of operas from Richard Wagner.

HEROES AROUND THE WORLD

Heroic figures are common throughout the world. Gods were heroes in Egypt, Japan, China, and even on the island of Ireland. The Celtic myths are some of the richest and can be traced through writings that first appeared in the ninth century. These were written versions of the oral stories of ancient Celtic lore that spread across Europe. The Lebor Gabála Érenn purported to be a history of the land dating back to before the time of Noah. During a series of battles for control of the land, the Tuatha Dé Danann (Peoples of Goddess Danu) prevailed over the Fomorians, led by Balor of the Evil Eye. When the Gaels arrived, though, they fled underground and evolved into the fairies of Irish legend. The various retellings, though, changed the Tuatha from gods to a shape-shifting magician population, en route to their fairy description.
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A bronze figure of King Arthur, a legendary British leader who, according to medieval histories and romances, led the defense of Britain against Saxon invaders in the early sixth century.

THE EMERGENCE OF THE AMERICAN PULP HERO

In the nineteenth century cheap printing allowed for the spread of cheap entertainment, including novels featuring recurring heroes, notably Nick Carter, the first American fictional hero—larger-than-life, with enhanced abilities and super-foes.

The success of Carter’s stories led to the birth of the pulp magazine, which gave eager readers heroes of every shape and size. Today, we best recall the Shadow and Doc Savage, but in the first few decades of the twentieth century, the newsstands were overflowing with pulps featuring two-fisted pilots, cowboys, soldiers, lawmen, and vigilantes.

In 1912, Edgar Rice Burroughs gave us a new hero with John Carter, a Civil War veteran who found himself mysteriously transported to the world of Barsoom (or Mars to you and me). He followed up that success with Lord John Greystoke, an infant lost in the African jungle and raised as Tarzan. Men like Burroughs gave us new definitions of what it is to be a hero.
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Tarzan and John Carter are examples of heroes featured in pulps. Pulp stories are best remembered for being lurid and exploitative and for their sensational cover art.

THE HERO AND THE COMICS

As the pulps matured, so did the comics section of the newspapers, as competing chains added new features with startling regularity.

Characters that started their careers in the pulps made the jump to newspapers, igniting the birth of the heroic adventure comic strip. Buck Rogers and Tarzan led the way on the same day in 1929, followed soon after by the likes of Scorchy Smith, Terry and the Pirates, and the first costumed character to battle evil, Lee Falk’s The Phantom.

[image: ]

The Phantom is the twenty-first in a line of crime fighters that originated in 1536, when the father of British sailor Christopher Walker was killed during a pirate attack. Swearing an oath to fight evil on the skull of his father’s murderer, Walker started the legacy of the Phantom, which would be passed from father to son, leading people to give the mysterious figure nicknames such as “The Ghost Who Walks.”

THE DAWN OF THE SUPERHERO

When I was still in high school, the Great Depression gripped America. Society crumbled around the edges and people looked for deliverance. Two young men, steeped in the pulp adventures and the rise in popularity of the comic strip, devised their own savior. He came to Earth from another world, the change in environment granting him powers and abilities beyond that of mortal men.

Despite being rejected by numerous newspaper syndicates, they
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THE HERO IN MEDIA
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REAL-LIFE HEROES
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