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Prologue

The New Ancient Mythology

[image: A black-and-white illustration of a flame.]
We all have a sense of what mythology is: stories of heroes, gods, and monsters, impossible quests to fantastic lands, epic wars, endless cycles of bloody revenge, and extraordinary tales of magic and the mysteries of life and death. We tend to think of myths as stories told by ancient peoples, such as the Greeks, Norse, Egyptians, Sumerians, or Maya hundreds, even thousands, of years ago. Yet I see mythology alive and well, thriving on our movie and TV screens, and in the pages of our books and comics. One of the most prevalent myth-making machines operating today is the pop cultural behemoth known as the Marvel Universe. How do these modern stories relate to the ancient myths, and what might they reveal about us today?

Humans have been telling myths for at least as long as we have been able to speak—some eighty thousand years and possibly for much, much longer. The more paleontologists learn about Stone Age caves, the more they realize that these sites were used not only as shelters but also as ritual performance spaces. Stone Age people would journey deep inside to experience elaborate art on undulating cave walls that seemed to move in the flickering firelight. They encountered masked shamans performing mesmerizing stories and heard the rhythms of drumming and the sounds of music, chanting, song, and spoken word.

Even before humans developed the ability of sophisticated speech, people were transforming their physical environments and creating performance spaces. Then they artificially illuminated them with fire and created their own abstract mythic worlds. As the oldest human-made fire yet found—at the Wonderwerk Cave in South Africa—is over 1 million years old, we can imagine how our Homo erectus ancestors who gathered there shared their dreams in the firelight and even envisioned the realms of their gods. Mythmaking is as old as humanity itself.

A Stone Age cave in southern Germany provided an incredible example of very old mythmaking, dating back some forty thousand years. In 1939, right as World War II was about to start, a geologist helping to excavate a cave at Hohlenstein-Stadel discovered something truly remarkable: around two hundred tiny fragments of a carved mammoth’s bone. It wasn’t until 1982 that the fragments were reassembled to the point where the figure’s facial features could be made out and 2012 when additional fragments were added to complete the figurine. What was revealed was truly incredible. Not only was this twelve-inch ivory figurine the oldest representation of a human yet found, it had the head and face of a lion. What was this extraordinary carving? A masked shaman? A mythical beast? Or perhaps the world’s oldest superhero, a very ancient version of the mythic big cat–human characters like Herakles (Hercules) of Greek and Roman mythology or Marvel’s Black Panther?

We do not know the purpose of the Löwenmensch (Lion Person) Figurine or its gender. For the people of Aurignacian culture who brought down a great woolly mammoth, retrieved its highly valuable tusk, and then painstakingly carved it with a flint tool, there must have been an epic story associated with it. That myth was more than likely played out in the dark recesses of that prehistoric cave, lit by a glimmering fire.

In many ways, the movie theatre is our modern equivalent of those ancient caves. We still encounter myths in the darkness. We watch images animated by flickering lights and “shaman” movie stars wearing costumes and even masks acting out narratives before us. The images may now be digital, but the electricity that powers them is still the spark of divine fire.

The Greeks told a myth that fire was stolen from Olympus and gifted to mortals by the Titan Prometheus. For that, the gods punished Prometheus by chaining him to a mountain, where his liver was pecked out by an eagle every day. With fire humans had the potential to transform their lives and perhaps even challenge the gods. To counter this the Olympians devised a plan: they had Hephaestus, the ingenious god of technology, create something never before seen—a woman. Her name was Pandora, which means “all giving” because each of the gods imbued her with an almost divine quality. They dressed Pandora in the finest clothes and gave her a jar filled with all the things that could plague humanity. The plan—to distract the mortal men so much that they would never be able to really harness fire in the way that the gods had—was a superdestructive divine thunderbolt. We all know the story: Pandora’s jar (or box, in some versions) is opened because humans can’t help being naturally inquisitive, and out flies every trouble that will forever affect humanity. Except hope—that remained. Was hope another evil, the feeling of delusion, or was it a divine spark intended to keep us all going? This is what myths can do—offer us a divine spark of hope, when things otherwise seem completely lost.

We can set, for example, the story of Pandora and her connection with divine fire alongside modern Marvel myths such as the plot of the 2015 movie Avengers: Age of Ultron, where an AI machine created by Tony Stark and Bruce Banner to protect the Earth ends up deciding that the most effective way to do so is by destroying humanity. Both myths ask us to consider the limits of our imaginations and how far we choose to open the Pandora’s Box of technology to solve our problems. In each example we have a myth about tampering with “divine” fire.

For all the fantastical stories myths relay, the ones that adapt and survive contain actualities told in a way that ensures they stay memorable. Myths are not false. In fact, when we analyze their meaning, we often see that they communicate very real events, social tensions, important rites of passage, and the deepest concerns of the culture within which they are told. This is another reason why Marvel has been so effective—the memorable characters, their distinctive masks and costumes, gripping narratives, fantastical interstellar beings, the expansive multiverse, they all help us to receive the stories metaphorically. The Marvel Universe is never perceived as real, even though it often brilliantly reflects our most pressing realities.

I have spent my career teaching, translating, staging, and writing about ancient myths and how they were expressed in antiquity. I am fascinated by why these stories were told, who did the telling, how they did it and who for, and how they changed depending on who was receiving them. If myths survive and continue to be handed down, then they contain something essentially important to the people who tell them. In short, we can tell a good deal about an ancient society based on the myths they articulated. What then might the myths of Marvel reveal about us? Are they completely new creations, or are they based on much older archetypes? How do we receive our myths differently from ancient peoples? Is Marvel a new kind of ancient mythology—an American mythos?

To answer these questions, let me start at the beginning:

April 2018: The opening weekend of Avengers: Infinity War. I am seated in my local movie theatre with my eleven-year-old daughter. She is already a huge fan of the Marvel Cinematic Universe. This is a new experience for me, and I have been late to the MCU party, which started in 2008 with the release of Iron Man. Sure, I had heard the buzz about the movies. My students in my mythology class at New York University, many of them studying film, had been comparing the ancient myths we were discussing to Marvel stories. But this was my first foray into the whole Avengers phenomenon, which up until now had been an alien world to me.

A few months prior, my daughter and I saw Black Panther. At the time I didn’t register it as a Marvel movie, but a brilliant piece of superhero storytelling not afraid of tackling some contemporary hot button issues head-on. As a scholar who specializes in ancient performance, I enjoyed the scene in the “Museum of Great Britain” in which the supervillain Killmonger took the African Igbo mask. I delighted in the portrayal of the female warriors the Dora Milaje, and the use of ancestor worship. At that tumultuous time in American culture, Black Panther felt cathartic: a new legend made from ancient myths.

I admit that my expectations for Avengers: Infinity War were not particularly high. These were comic book characters, after all, and so I could understand why my daughter was into the whole thing. I felt the same way lining up outside a cinema in the south of London early in 1978 to see Star Wars. I have never forgotten the feeling of exhilaration when that massive Imperial Star Destroyer swept across the big screen. Back then I knew Spider-Man from the animated show that aired in the afternoon on British TV. I had seen The Incredible Hulk with Lou Ferringo in green body makeup and that wig. Still, I was more of a Six Million Dollar Man kind of guy back then. I knew about the Marvel comics, but I couldn’t afford those glossy color booklets I saw on the rack at the corner store. I instead read the British sci-fi comic 2000 AD with characters like Judge Dredd, Robo-Hunter, and Nemesis the Warlock. So, despite being thrilled by Black Panther, I came to Infinity War, popcorn in hand, thinking I was going to be watching a very expensive kids’ movie.

By the end of the film’s 149 minutes, I was blown away.

I was moved by Infinity War. A story of a monstrous yet strangely philosophical purple villain called Thanos, hell-bent on exterminating half the world’s population. The movie gripped this cynical, overanalytical, and hypercritical classics professor. I knew that Loki was a Norse god but not why he died in this incarnation. I was unaware of the history of Dr. Strange and Wong. I had yet to meet the fantastic Guardians of the Galaxy. I did not know the backstory of Wanda Maximoff and Vision. I was really confused about the guy with the metal arm, an assault weapon, and a mullet, and what he was doing in Wakanda. Despite all of this, I was enthralled.

Then at the movie’s end, the heroes failed! Thanos was victorious! How refreshing in a superhero movie, no less. I got up to leave and my daughter told me to stay put: “There’s always end credit scenes, Dad.” But even those piled on the misery. Samuel L. Jackson (I didn’t know about Nick Fury yet) disintegrating. An Avenger watching his family crumble into ashes before his eyes. Had Marvel done the unthinkable and produced a true American tragedy? I was completely hooked.

Driving home from Infinity War, it struck me that the concept of superheroes failing was like one of the greatest myths of antiquity, the Odyssey. In that epic story, the Greek mythic hero Odysseus is a kind of Tony Stark figure—a master of ideas, a “man of twists and turns.” The classicist and translator Emily Wilson calls him “complicated.” Odysseus uses his intellect, charm, good looks, powers of persuasion, and whatever technology had to offer to achieve his hero’s quest. He is also a famous trickster, and the ancient Greek version of a great cosmic battle involving countless heroes and supernatural entities, the Trojan War, was won by a plan of Odysseus’s. This was the false gift of the wooden horse, whose belly was full of Greek warriors.

In the Greek mythic tradition Odysseus was portrayed as a compromised or damaged hero. We see him making bad decisions, losing all the men under his command, and unable to get home for ten long years. When he does finally return, disguised as a beggar, his house is overrun with greedy suitors trying to win over his wife and murder his son. The Odyssey shows us that the hero must find a new way to exist in the world if they want to find their way home. Marvel also deals with the same kinds of issues. What does it mean to be a hero? Can anyone achieve anything meaningful alone? How should great power be wielded? What kind of society do we want to live in?

As a professor who teaches ancient mythology, I became intrigued by what Marvel was communicating to us and what it all might mean. So, I set out with my daughter to watch every Marvel movie in chronological order at home. I spent a year devouring the old Marvel comics going all the way back to 1939. I came to love the striking artwork, complex story lines, cross-character pollination, and retconning. I watched several MCU TV shows like WandaVision, Loki, Daredevil, Punisher, Luke Cage, and Echo. I read about Marvel and the MCU and its creators. I interviewed Marvel screenwriters, worked alongside directors. Then I offered a class at NYU on Marvel and mythology, and I think I learned more from my students than they did from me. I saw the passion these stories provoked and how similar they were to myths I knew from all across the ancient world.

The ancient Greeks called their stories about gods, monsters, legendary figures, and folktales, muthoi, which means “a spoken account.” These performed stories of the divine or distant past helped ancient peoples understand the world they lived in, explain uncertainties, and bind them together in a shared culture. Was Marvel doing something similar? Was it developing a new mythic universe based on existing ones? Does this help account for its epic success?

Like Odysseus winding his way through the Mediterranean all those millennia ago, I took a roundabout route to becoming a classics professor. This is a scholar of Greek and Roman literature, history, and culture. Growing up working-class in South London, I had always been fascinated by the past. Perhaps it was an escape from the realities of everyday life. England is knee-deep in archaeological remains, and at ten years old I was allowed to help on a small dig in southern England. I’ll always remember the thrill of uncovering a large piece of a Roman vase that had been thrown down a well by someone two thousand years ago. I was struck that the last human to touch that vase was a person who lived in Roman Britain. Even then I wanted to know how they lived and what stories they told.

Comic books also spoke to me at this time, in the form of the Asterix series by the French artists Goscinny and Uderzo. These were the epic adventures of a Gaulish superhero, made invulnerable by a magic potion, who went up against the invading legions of Julius Caesar. I’m sure I became a classics professor because of Asterix, and I bet I’m not the only one. I first engaged with the Odyssey at that time too, not as a literary text, but a storybook full of arresting images of gods, storms, and monsters. This is the power of graphic art that Marvel knows well. It is one of the oldest forms of mythic and ritual communication, stretching back some fifty thousand years to the paintings that adorned Paleolithic caves. The Greeks really loved graphai—drawing and writing. They illustrated their vases with scenes of gods and heroes, epic combat, and monsters. Marvel comics stand in this age-old tradition of mythic graphic communication.

Perhaps those tales also inspired me to get out of the south London suburbs, seek my own adventures, and look for heroes. As a teenager I joined the Marine cadets inspired by Ray, a former Royal Marine who had landed in Normandy on June 6, 1944, and spent the next year or so fighting through Europe. Ray ran a small corner shop, and I worked a paper route on my bike early in the mornings. Once Ray found out I wanted to join the Corps, he confiscated my bike, doubled the size of my load, and had me run it with two large bags of newspapers slung over each shoulder. Sunday was a particularly hard run with those huge copies of the Sunday Times and the Observer weighing me down. To me Ray was an almost mythical figure, and I wanted to emulate him. The stories he told of his time in the Marines sounded like epic myths.

Ultimately, a military career was not in the cards for me, although I did serve as a Royal Marine reservist while I was in college. There the power of mythology was palpable. Every recruit had to learn the famous battles of the Royal Marines since their founding on October 28, 1664. Woe betided the hapless “nod” (a commando trainee) who got a date or detail wrong. A lack of knowledge of Royal Marine history meant a “beasting,” which pretty much sounds like it was, a horrific ten to twenty minutes of intense physical fitness usually involving a very rugged landscape, thorny bushes, or excessive amounts of mud. But the corps history was learned and loved. These real historic events became myths, and—this is key—myths are not untruths, they are “hypertruths” in that they contain essential elements of what is valued by the culture that tells them. The mythology of the Royal Marines is a large part of what makes them an effective unit, and it was what I still saw in Ray thirty years after he left the service. This is the lasting power of mythology.

One day in the mideighties, I was on parade for a visiting general when he stopped and asked me what I was studying at university. “Ancient World Studies, sir,” I crisply replied, standing at attention. “Well, that will certainly be useful fighting the Russians in the snows of Norway, won’t it!” On reflection the general was right, and my path took a sharp turn into my studies, then to a career as a technician, producer, and director in the theatre, before landing in academia. Yet I have never lost my deep respect and affinity for people who serve in the military and first responders, which is probably why I still volunteer as a firefighter, an EMT, and a rescue technician. In fact, a good deal of this book was written at the firehouse between calls.

So, at the same time I was having my Marvel mythological epiphany, I was working with a group of American military veterans on the Odyssey for a program that used Greek myths to frame their experiences. This saga of a warrior returning home after twenty years of war and wandering struck a chord with these veterans of Iraq, Afghanistan, and Vietnam. We created performances and public discussions about big themes in American culture that were also in the ancient stories: democracy, leadership, heroism, trauma, and homecoming among them. This work reinforced my sense that these old myths held an intrinsic power to get to the heart of a matter. They are our equivalent of Black Panther’s Ancestral Plane—the place where we meet our ancestors and share in their wisdom.

The program was called The Warrior Chorus, and the vets took their works to the Obama White House, the US Capitol, the Metropolitan Museum of Art, Federal Hall in New York City, and other venues across the United States. In one gig in a public library in Mississippi a leather-clad Vietnam vet, the leader of the local chapter of Rolling Thunder, a veteran bikers’ group, stood up to speak. He had just watched a scene from the Odyssey where the hero is reunited with his wife, Penelope. At that heightened emotional moment, she tests him, to make sure he knows the secret of the making of their marriage bed. She also wants to know if the man who has returned home after so much war and suffering is the same man she married.

The story tells how at that moment, Odysseus feels like a drowning man reaching out to her to be saved. The vet turned to his wife, who was sitting beside him, and said, “I’ve never told you this before, but that’s exactly how I felt coming home from Vietnam. There was so much killing, I didn’t know if I could ever love or be loved again. I was drowning, but you reached out.” She clasped his hand, and everyone there knew they were witnessing an incredible moment of truth. In my own twenty-year marriage I have been surprised how myths like the Odyssey can be incredibly useful in helping to articulate and navigate some of the stormy seas that any relationship needs to cross. This is another power of myth: its ability to communicate something essential across generations, like the wisdom of our ancestors enshrined in a story.

Marvel’s Stan Lee knew the power of mythology, so much so that he has become something of a mythological figure himself. The story is well-known: Lee rose from scrappy inkwell filler and lunch boy to creative genius and publisher. Every time Stan “the Man” Lee popped up in one of his many cameos in the Marvel Cinematic Universe, he was presenting a mythical persona. Lee offered a nostalgic connection to the world of Marvel comics and the equally mythic Marvel bullpen, the imaginary “boiler room” in New York where artists and writers diligently toiled together. Lee understood that to create fan loyalty, his brand needed to become mythic—not only the characters but the people who created them.

Ancient myths can sometimes seem confusing. There are often many different versions of the same story from different times and places. For example, Homer tells us that Aphrodite, the deity of erotic love, was a daughter of Zeus, but the poet Hesiod says she was older than Zeus and born from the castration of Kronos, whose genitals fell into the sea and birthed the goddess.

Likewise, the modern myth of Stan Lee has multiple versions. His role at Marvel is constantly debated by fans, particularly who created which character and when. However, Lee understood that regardless of who created the characters, they had to be distinctive and reflect familiar archetypes. Then the stories themselves needed to be accessible and entertaining. What made them mythic is that Lee knew they should provide some deeper meaning to the lives of Marvel’s readers.

Stan Lee is something of a paradox. Was he the creative genius who built Marvel into an international powerhouse, or—to use Marvel artist extraordinaire Jack Kirby’s words—was he a “double-dipper” whose reputation was built on the work of others? Either way, Lee understood the mythic proportions of the material he was publishing.

The term “mythology” is also an oxymoron and something of a paradox. On one level, it means the study (logos) of stories (muthos), but for the Greeks, muthos and logos were oppositional concepts. Muthos meant anything spoken and came to denote a traditional story, a term derived from the Latin tradio, meaning “hand down.” But logos indicated something far more rigid or fixed, like a law, a rule, a formula, or a specific argument or theory. In Greek, logos is often translated as “the word” in the sense of an authoritative statement, while muthos is a story that is told. Simply put, logos is logical, and muthos mythical.

Myths are not fixed versions of a particular story; they are fluid, flexible, ambiguous, and sometimes complex and nuanced. In effect, a myth must convey meaning to act as a muthos. If the story told has no meaning, it probably won’t be told again. When we see the same kind of myth cropping up in different cultures at different times, we should ask, Why is that story being retold, and what does it mean to the people who hear it?

The ancient Greeks were well aware of the significance of their myths. The philosopher Aristotle said that making up stories is one of the first things that humans do as children. We fixate on characters by playing with stuffed animals, action figures, and dolls, and we work out the world around us through creative play. This is what Aristotle called mimesis. This does not really mean “imitation” because mimesis involves another basic human cognitive function: “Theory of Mind”—our ability to project onto another what they might be thinking. For instance, babies know very early on that smiling will provoke a reaction from their caregivers. Theory of Mind seems to be an innate quality among humans, and it is key to the act of mythmaking, which involves having us care about the stories being told and the characters who inhabit them.

In the fourth century BCE Aristotle called muthos the soul of drama. In 1970 Stan Lee wrote that a story “without a message, however subliminal, is like a man without a soul.”1

* * *

Marvel stands on a foundation of ancient mythological traditions from the peoples of Mesopotamia, the Near and Middle East, Africa, India, China, and the Americas, the Norse, the Celts, and others. In this book I set many of their stories next to Marvel as either the basis of them or working in the same kinds of ways. However, there will be a focus on the ancient Greeks in these pages for a few reasons.

First, I am a professor of classics. I specialize in and teach the drama, mythology, literature, history, and culture of the ancient Greek world. With that being said, I do not see the Greeks as a monoculture, but a deeply interconnected group of peoples, sharing a common language, with a multiplicity of influential cultures arrayed all around them.

Second, because the Greeks were situated amid the Mediterranean Sea, they soaked up a plethora of different mythic traditions from the Near and Middle East, Africa, the Black Sea and Balkans, Western Europe, and across the existing trade and festival routes to India and even as far as China.

Third, the Greeks happened to write many of their myths down at a time when the production of books became much more widespread. Greek also became the language of literature in the Hellenistic and Roman worlds. This means we have a lot of Greek myths, and they, in turn, have had a great deal of influence on us.

This is what makes ancient Greece so fascinating, particularly classical Athens, which was the New York City, Shanghai, or Nairobi of its day. In Athens’s harbors were the constant exchange of goods, the babble of commerce, and the to-ing and fro-ing of artists, emissaries, and festivalgoers. The ancient places of exchange like Athens were not at all dissimilar to the exhilarating atmosphere of cultural ferment that greeted Marco Polo in the massive Chinese port of Quanzhou, or what Shakespeare heard from seafarers at the taverns near the docks in Elizabethan London.

In those bustling port cities myths were told and retold and then spread across different cultures at different times. This means there are no canonical versions and no singular texts that later adaptations must adhere to. This is called the “fidelity discourse”—the notion that there is one original version that all others can be traced back to. But oral transmission and mythic performances simply don’t work that way.

Like us, myths adapt to survive. Why and how they adapt tells us so much about their purpose. When Marvel creatives “retcon,” or create new, retroactive continuities between old story lines and new ones, they are standing in the same mythic tradition as the Sumerian Gilgamesh, the Indian Mahabharata, and the Greek Iliad and the Odyssey. All these texts borrow from similar mythic tropes and even each other. Consequently, when the Marvel cocreator Jack Kirby introduced a character known as Gilgamesh (or “The Forgotten One”) in the 1977 comic The Eternals, he was part of an age-old practice spanning at least four thousand years, back to the Sumerian myth of Gilgamesh, the oldest surviving written story in the world. In this way the artists and writers of the Marvel comic books and the screenwriters and directors of the MCU are our modern mythmakers.

I have been fortunate to work closely with these new mythmakers as a consultant on several movie and TV projects. On one of those movie gigs, I found myself sitting on a plush bench by the elevators in an achingly hip film production office owned by two prominent Marvel directors. I watched a group of cool hipsters make elaborate espresso-based beverages, play pool, crouch over a retro Pac-Man table, throw darts, and grab organic snacks from what looked like an endless supply cupboard. It was mesmerizing. I was eventually ushered into a large conference room plastered on all sides with images of Greek mythological characters, movie stills, and actor headshots.

There I met some of the most successful and creative people who have worked as MCU screenwriters, directors, and producers. We spent the next two days delving deep into Greek mythology and I got to watch how the brilliant minds of these movie professionals operated. It was a thrilling, caffeinated, ancient Greek joyride as I experienced these mythmakers at work. I saw firsthand how at the root of the creative process of developing a superhero movie screenplay is a desire to understand what that story meant to the people it was originally created for.

The project I was advising on was a non-Marvel live-action retelling of a beloved mythological character. The opportunity to be in the bullpen of narrative creativity on such a project at this early stage was a rare gift for a scholar of the performance of ancient myth. The movie artists first wanted to hear more about the Greek myths they were interested in recreating. They often seemed quite shocked by what I revealed to them—irrational and sudden slaughters, despicable child-killing, terrifying manic rages, brutal spousal abuse, deep depression, chilling curses, and ritual defilement—the Greek heroes we tend to encounter in children’s stories, cartoons, or as a fun toy in a Happy Meal were often deeply damaged.

This idea of the broken hero struck a chord with the writers who had developed incredibly successful past MCU movies. “We could go there if this was a Marvel project” was a refrain I heard several times whenever we talked about a particular knotty, violent, or disturbing aspect of the character’s story. This returns me to my first response to Infinity War: those heroes were damaged and volatile, and they made mistakes. The Marvel superhumans were in fact very human, just like many of the characters we encounter in ancient mythology.

I hope that this book offers Marvel fans a new way to approach the characters and stories they love and perhaps even learn some new things about them from a different perspective. I also hope the lover of mythology or the ancient world might come to appreciate how Marvel stands in a long and vibrant tradition of mythmaking and how many of the stories are complex, compelling, and quite revealing about our own society. In many ways these twentieth- and twenty-first-century comic book and movie characters are ancient heroes still living in our modern world.




Chapter 1

Captain America: The Ethos of Marvel
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The word “hero” is derived from the Greek hērōs, which means “protector.” In ancient Greece certain mortals who had achieved kleos (glory or fame) in life were venerated in death. Their burial places were viewed as offering protection to the community, and they were honored like saints with festivals and religious rites. Yet a hero was not divine but a mortal whose larger-than-life acts, both positive and negative, had been remembered and preserved in myth. Those myths were conveyed through performance, sung in the great halls of the elite, recited at festivals all across the ancient world, staged at the theatre to large audiences, and displayed on wall paintings, mosaics, vases, and sculptures that adorned both sacred sanctuaries and city-states. The manners by which stories of heroes were conveyed in antiquity were not so unlike the comic books, movies and TV shows, games, and high-profile PR events of the Marvel Universe.

If a hero was remembered, they were said to live on after death in the blessed fields of Elysium, a place of beautiful meadows in the underworld. If forgotten, the hero became just another shade in Hades. Mythic memory offered the closest thing a human could get to immortality. To be sung, and now written, about was to achieve a kind of mythic divinity.

For the Greeks, being a hero did not necessarily mean that you did something good or noble, more that the deeds you accomplished during your life achieved kleos—fame or glory. The most famous Greek hero was Herakles (Hercules), whose name contains the term kleos. Herakles was the son of Zeus and the mortal Alcmene, and he was celebrated in many cities all over the Greek world, from Spain to Anatolia. Though a son of Zeus and incredibly strong, Herakles was human. At his death he was the only mortal to achieve divinity. Yet Herakles led a very troubled life. He was despised by Hera, the queen of Olympus and goddess of childbirth and marriage, because she saw his almost-divine powers as a threat to the fragile relationship between the gods and mortals. If a mortal hero was this powerful, why would the humans even need the gods?

Herakles was most famous for completing twelve impossible labors imposed on him by his cousin Eurystheus (“broad strength”) who ruled the ancient city of Tiryns, a fortified citadel where Herakles was supposed to rule. Instead, Hera held back Herakles’s birth so his cousin, now born first, would inherit the crown instead. Since then, Eurystheus did all he could to get rid of his powerful rival, fearing he would one day be overthrown. So far, this sounds like an archetypal heroic tale—the protagonist denied his rightful place and forced to undertake impossible tasks to win it back. But the Herakles story takes a much darker turn: Each time he tries to marry and start a family, Hera drives him insane. In a fit of madness the hero does that which we consider the most unheroic—he slaughters his family. In many mythologies the hero is a troubled character, and their stories can leave us with the sense that none of us would really want that kind of fame.

At least with Herakles we can feel sympathy for him as his madness is inflicted by a god. But then there is another famous hero, Oedipus, and his tomb at Colonus near Athens protected the city from its enemies. He was famous for unknowingly sleeping with his mother and fathering children with her, then railing against the gods when he found out the truth. Not very “heroic” by our definition. But having Oedipus’s reputation protecting your land is a lot like having the Hulk as a border guard. On the face of it, the Hulk defies the heroic stereotype due to the damage caused by his uncontrollable anger, but when directed by the Avengers he becomes a force for good.

Herakles fulfills a similar heroic role in Greek myth. He doesn’t turn green and inflate in size, but he is a terrifying berserker, a warrior who goes into a rage-fueled, altered state when fighting, and his eyes twist in his head and blaze like fire. Herakles uses his great powers for good, defeating monsters and tyrants, but he also destroys what he loves, including his own family.

While the kind of protection offered by Herakles or the Hulk comes with the risk of uncontrollable rage and indiscriminate destruction, and Oedipus seems more of a supervillain than a benevolent guardian, there was a kind of Greek hero that was seen as a defender. This was the Alexandros, which means “a protector of others” in the sense of repelling enemies. Alexander the Great is the most famous bearer of this illustrious name, but it was also given to Paris, the prince of Troy and lover of Helen, even though his actions brought war. More than any other Marvel superhero, Captain America fulfills this role.

Captain America was introduced in December 1940 by Timely Comics, the forerunner of Marvel. At that time Britain had been at war with Germany for seventeen months. Adolf Hitler’s forces had swept through Europe. The Nazis were setting up concentration camps for Jews, Romani, queer people, academics, political prisoners, and anyone whom the regime considered “degenerate.” Britain was being relentlessly bombed by the Luftwaffe, Germany had invaded France, Belgium, and Holland, and the concentration camp at Auschwitz had opened. America was still a year away from entering the war.

From the beginning Marvel was defined by its superhuman characters set against the background of the coming war. Its first comic book, Marvel Comics #1, had been released by Timely in August 1939 and introduced several characters. There was the Human Torch, the Angel, Namor the Sub-Mariner, the Masked Raider, and a Tarzan-like figure called Ka-Zar. By issue #2, the Angel was shooting down Nazi bombers over Poland. Then in issue #3, Namor was sinking German U-boats. Right from the start Marvel’s characters were responding to real events in the world—and what’s more, they were taking a stand.

At the foundation of the Marvel universe lies something essentially heroic. Almost two years before America entered the war against the Axis powers, Bill Everett was telling stories about a superhuman figure from Atlantis doing battle with the Nazis. Then came Captain America in 1940, a new hero billed as “against those who would conquer the United States” and the “sentinel of our shores.” Readers were encouraged to sign and become one of Captain America’s United States Junior Sentinels. Then they would receive a membership badge and an ID card. The Captain was introduced bedecked in his red, white, and blue stars-and-stripes costume. He carried a kite-shaped shield, which resembled the one on the great seal of the United States, and wore a blue half mask emblazoned with a distinctive white “A” and edged with small wings.

Captain America’s creators, Jack Kirby (born Jacob Kurtzberg) and Joe Simon (Hymie Simon), were sons of Jewish immigrants from Europe and aware of the dangers of the Nazi regime. In The Human Torch #3, released in December 1940, a story by Carl Burgos (Max Finkelstein) already has the Torch battling a Hitler look-alike named “Hiccup.” In one brilliant panel a tendril from the Torch’s fiery wake singes off Hiccup’s Hitler moustache. In that same issue Namor helps the US Navy defeat a surprise seaborne attack by the Germans and is rewarded with a ticker-tape parade in New York City. It’s clear Captain America was introduced for one incredibly urgent purpose: to galvanize American youth against the Nazi regime.

When Captain America burst onto his own comic book cover that December, Kirby and Simon did not hold back. Now there were no euphemisms for Germany’s leader. Steve Rogers the supersoldier from Brooklyn is punching Hitler in the face with a mean right hook. The Nazi dictator falls on a map of America and a book marked “sabotage plans for U.S.A.” There was no doubt what Captain America was fighting for.

The publication of Captain America Comics #1 was a heroic act. In early 1941, in addition to the isolationist movement, there were others who were politically sympathetic to Hitler’s far-right government. The America First Committee had more than 800,000 members and 450 chapters across America. This organization included highly influential figures such as automaker Henry Ford and aviation hero Charles Lindbergh. Kirby and Simon must have known that Captain America was going to piss off a lot of very powerful people.

Jack Kirby described how the Timely office regularly received anonymous death threats against its staff because of Captain America’s anti-fascist content. One Nazi sympathizer buzzed threats through the intercom. Kirby said he rushed down to the lobby to confront him, but the man was gone. The story itself is emblematic of the real risks the early Marvel creators faced by introducing Captain America at such a politically charged and divided time. Things got so bad that the mayor of New York City, Fiorello La Guardia, gave Simon and Kirby police protection. Once the USA entered the war, Simon, Kirby, Burgos, and many other Marvel artists enlisted and went on to see combat. Not all heroes wear capes.

Captain America would develop from WWII anti-Nazi fighter to the leader of the Avengers. With his round American star shield, he epitomizes the archetype of the protector. Steve Rogers grows up in Brooklyn as a puny but resolute child. He stands up to bullies but does not have the physical strength or stature to defeat them. When World War II begins, he is determined to join the US Army despite successive medical rejections. Then he agrees to be injected with the superserum and is transformed into a much stronger, more athletic version of his former self. From then on, both in the comics and the later movies, Captain America stood as a symbol of American ethical behavior, even if sometimes that role edged the character toward the Greek philosopher Aristotle’s warning in his famous treatise on drama, Poetics, that a character should possess a mixture of both virtues and flaws.1

Despite what Aristotle says, there are times we have needed Captain America’s ethical certainty and inherent goodness. A poignant reminder of this occurred in the 2012 movie The Avengers. Loki, the brother of Thor, has crashed a high society party in Germany. After a bold show of violent domination, he forces the fleeing guests to kneel before him




































OEBPS/text/nav.xhtml


Contents







		Cover



		Title Page



		Note to Readers



		Dedication



		Contents



		Prologue: The New Ancient Mythology



		Chapter 1: Captain America: The Ethos of Marvel



		Chapter 2: Tony Stark: Polytechnes



		Chapter 3: Black Widow: Amazonian Queen



		Chapter 4: The Madness of the Multiverse



		Chapter 5: Plato’s Black Panther



		Chapter 6: Medea Maximoff



		Chapter 7: Wolverine’s Wild West



		Chapter 8: The Hero with a Thousand (Other) Faces



		Chapter 9: Scary Monsters and Supercrips



		Chapter 10: Marvel Jesus



		Epilogue: The Post-Credits Scene



		Acknowledgments



		Further Reading



		Notes



		About the Author



		Copyright



		About the Publisher













Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Prologue: The New Ancient Mythology


















		i



		ii



		iii



		v



		vi



		vii



		viii



		ix



		x



		xi



		xii



		xiii



		xiv



		xv



		xvi



		xvii



		xviii



		xix



		xx



		xxi



		xxii



		xxiii



		xxiv



		xxv



		xxvi



		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		iv














OEBPS/images/title.jpg
TONY STARK,
ODYSSEUS, AND
THE MYTHS
BEHIND MARVEL

ANCIENT HEROES IN THE MODERN WORLD

PETER MEINECK

ks

WILLIAM MORROW
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





OEBPS/images/ch1.jpg





OEBPS/images/fxi-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780063382671_Cover.jpg
“By connecting our modern heroes to the archetypes of ancient myth, Peter Meineck’s marvelous
book bestows thrilling contemporary resonance upon those bygone legends.”
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