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 Introduction: The Myth of Superheroes from
Silver Age to Modern Age

Americans have always needed superheroes, or
their ancestors, mythology and epic. Superheroes represent a
distinctly American form of storytelling that nonetheless builds on
these traditions. The American monomyth, according to Robert Jewett
and John Shelton Lawrence, has the following steps:

 


1. A
community is threatened.

2. A
selfless hero emerges

3. The
hero renounces temptation

4. The
hero wins a victory (through superheroism)

5. The
hero restores harmony to the community

6. The
hero recedes into obscurity (Duncan and Smith 232)

 


The pattern listed emphasizes the hero’s
personal struggle as temptation is a factor. And yet, the deepest,
most compelling superhero stories offer something more. Those
superhero stories bring in the classic monomyth – Joseph Campbell’s
hero’s journey.

In this classic quest, the hero quests, often
on behalf of his community, and battles a dark force. Yet this
enemy is most threatening because it represents the buried part of
the hero – all the brutal, selfish and tyrannical longings he
pushes away in order to become a paragon. Superman faces Bizarro,
Thor battles Loki. At the same time, the buried impulses, known in
Jungian psychology as the Shadow, have much to offer – strength and
insight as a more experienced way of seeing the world. Thus each
shadow encounter has the potential for enormous growth:

 


For the
individual, one of the major tasks in the process of psychological
development is to recognize, acknowledge, and accept those rejected
aspects of the self (the shadow). The process of integration
through acknowledging and accepting the shadow aspects of our
personalities gives us depth and access to a greater range of
expression. Oftentimes the shadow will hold hitherto unknown powers
and capabilities. (Von Franz 170-171)

 


The true victory is over the enemy and
simultaneously over the self – to learn from the dark power within,
acknowledge it, yet not be consumed by it. These heroic stories
have always appealed to readers, though for many years comic books
were dismissed as easy stories for children despite their mythic
strength. In fact, the hero’s journey is often a metaphor for
adulthood as one understands the self better through this encounter
and is thus prepared for adult responsibility. “It is no accident
that superhero stories appeal most to those who are in the midst of
change themselves. Pubescents and early adolescents, whose bodies
are changing, were the audience of the first superhero comics”
(Parker 125).

As Stan Lee explains, when he started at
Marvel, or rather, Timely Comics, “Comics were so – I won’t say hated – but
were so disrespected in those days, most parents didn’t even want
their kids to read comics. If ever anybody over the age of twelve
or thirteen was seen with a comic you’d think there was something
wrong with him, and people just had no respect at all for comics”
(“Afterward”). Since he planned to write the great American novel,
he reserved his real name, Stanley Lieber, for that and wrote
comics as Stan Lee. Lee had been working at Timely since he was
seventeen, working his way up from office boy. Now he was growing
bored and frustrated, though his monster comics were selling well.
His wife advised him to write his dream project before he left.

Around this time, Timely’s publisher, Martin
Goodman, had a legendary golf game with National Comics publisher
Jack Liebowitz, where Liebowitz boasted about how well the new
Justice League of America comic was selling. After the game,
Goodman called Lee and asked him to work on a superhero team comic
book.

Stan Lee went back to first
principles. In his universe, heroes needed reasons, motivations.
“While the Golden Age heroes were reactive, always coming to
save the day from supervillains in plot driven stories, silver age
heroes were more contemplative. Their heroism was often motivated
by pain or other emotional hangups, and they did a great deal of
soul-searching while in their suits” (Duncan and Smith 232). Famed
comic book writer Grant Morrison says:

 


Unlike the
DC heroes, with their totemistic weaknesses to wood or fire (or the
color yellow, as in the case of the new Schwartz version of Green
Lantern), every Marvel hero had to have a psychological Achilles’
heel. If they didn’t harbor a deadly personal secret capable of
destroying careers and marriages, they weren’t good Marvel heroes.
And they fought constantly. Superheroes had battled against
injustice in the 1930s and fought Hitler in the 1940s, while the
1950s superheroes had battled with monsters and aliens. The Marvel
heroes of the 1960s fought one another between epic clashes with
memorably operatic villains such as Doctor Doom, Magneto, Galactus,
Doctor Octopus, and the Green Goblin, all of whom had personalities
and extra dimensions that elevated them beyond the traditional
despots, hoodlums, and madmen (100)

 


As the supervillains developed, they became
each superhero’s nemesis and shadow – a force that used the
opposite powers of the hero to wreak havoc and destruction. The
hero can learn from this encounter to grow as a person. “The shadow
usually contains values that are needed by consciousness, but that
exist in a form that makes it difficult to integrate them into
one’s life” (Von Franz 178). Stan Lee discarded
costumed superheroes with secret identities and flimsy love
triangles between hero, naïve girlfriend, and his secret identity.
He created the Fantastic Four, a family team who squabbled and
bickered. They wore astronaut jumpsuits and proclaimed their
identities to the world. Further, Sue, the hero’s fiancée had her
own set of superpowers. All the heroes were driven by their
hangups and complications. Few Marvel characters automatically
succumb to fire or kryptonite. “Their limitations are rooted in
their own personalities: pride (Thor), brashness (Human Torch),
addictive personality (Iron Man), self-doubt (Spider-Man), and even
some instances of self-loathing (Hulk)” (Duncan and Smith 227).
More heroes followed: The raging Hulk,
billionaire genius Iron Man, Angst-filled teen
Spider Man, Thor, the X-Men, the Avengers. The characters,
unusually, showed up in each other’s stories with great frequency,
emphasizing their shared universe.

Marvel was breaking the mold in other
ways—stories were multi-issue, often with complex subplots. The
Marvel Method emerged, with the script created after the penciled
art rather than before. Editorial boxes chatted with fans,
including them with winks and nods. Writers and artists all took
friendly nicknames. The superheroes fought monsters in the
immediate New York, rather than distant “Gotham” or “Metropolis.”
“The Fantastic Four bickered when stressed, and Spider-Man worried
about making ends meet, introducing a more human or flawed element
to the superhero genre which had often been populated by paragons
of humanity’s ideals” (Darowski 201).

Fast forwarding to recent times, after 9/11,
a superhero renaissance arrived as people were desperate to feel in
control. Indeed, “since the year 2000, the United States has seen
70 live action and 41 animated superhero movies, whereas the
previous 50 years produced less than half of this total” (Coyne,
Linder, Rasmussen, Nelson and Collier 417). Everyone was desperate
to heal the wounded “feelings of helplessness and terror that
Americans experienced in the days and years following the [9/11]
attack” (Hagley and Harrison 120).

Morrison explains that post-9/11, “With no
way to control the growing unreality of the wider world, writers
and artists attempted to tame it in fiction that became more and
more ‘grounded,’ down-to-earth, and rooted in the self-consciously
plausible. And so was born Ultimate Marvel” (348). The
series was set in a realistic world with George W. Bush, Samuel L.
Jackson, and Freddy Prinze Jr. Publicity and media spin were
central. Characters debated the US’s warmongering policies, though
even the Greenpeace-loving Thor joined up when danger threatened –
everyone, liberal or conservative – was Team America in the end.
And they kicked the enemy’s butts. Meanwhile, Pym
mused, “I never asked for Homeland Security or Guantanamo Bay or
this big preemptive strike they made us do on a third world
country” (Gods and
Monsters).

“Marvel stepped into the post-9/11 breach
with global-political thrillers that acknowledged contemporary
events without dwelling on them” (348). The image appeared of
“global law enforcement in a posttraumatic world” (348), though
problems appeared as well as triumphs. The writer Brian Bendis
“influenced by playwright David Mamet rather than Stan Lee…made
alarmingly convincing dialogue the focus of his style” (348). There
were constant pop culture references mixed into the snappy
dialogue, reminding readers that the characters were just like
them. Anticipating the films, the comics riffed a great deal on
adaptation, as publicist Betty Ross insists, “The difference
between us and Hollywood, General, as that I’m going to make the
Ultimates really famous” (Super –Human). Brad Pitt
signs up to play Captain America and the team debate who should
play them onscreen.

 


Life became art became life when Nick Fury,
agent of S.H.I.E.L.D., was recast in the image of Samuel L.
Jackson, following a scene in The
Ultimates in which the character of
Fury himself had actually suggested Jackson as the ideal actor to
play him, in a Mobius-loop of such self-referential,
cross-dimensional complexity, my powers of description fail me. The
circuit ws closed and the current sparked from page to screen to
life when comics fan Samuel L. Jackson was asked to play Ultimate
Nick Fury in Iron Man (Morrison 349)

 


“The Ultimates gave comic readers a
much more realistic treatment of Captain America a hero who
represented the lost world of traditional patriotic values, an old
hero for a new age. The terrorist attacks of 9/11 reawakened
American patriotism, which had been deeply problematized since
Vietnam” (Murray, Champions of the Oppressed 253). The 9/11
attacks gave Captain America a new purpose in a world in which
patriotism was no longer silly. The Ultimates welcomed
Captain America to the twenty-first century with a handshake from
President Bush, who asked Captain America if he found the
twenty-first century “cool or uncool?” Cap replied, “Definitely
cool.” He was a welcome burst of light as he told troops, “Your
country needs you,” and yelled, “You think this letter on my head
stands for France?” when asked to surrender, a moment that spurred
American patriotism (Homeland Security). “His
bluster gave heart to an injured nation” (Morrison 349).

 


The
Promethean age had been announced; the time of men as gods who bore
fire in the palms of their hands had come. And with that
recognition of the superhero’s Promethean dimension came the
acknowledgment of punishment, Fall, retribution, and guilt—themes
that would resonate through the experience of a very unusual
generation of children. From now on, having superpowers would come
at the very least with great responsibility and, at worst, would be
regarded as a horrific curse. (Morrison 89)

 


Grant Morrison suggests that as “we tell our
children they’re trapped like rats on a doomed, bankrupts,
gangster-haunted planet with dwindling resources, with nothing to
look forward to but rising seas levels and immanent mass
extinctions,” (xvii) we all need superheroes to give us hope,
especially now. “Superhero stories speak loudly and boldly to our
greatest fears, deepest longings, and highest aspirations. They’re
not afraid to be hopeful, not embarrassed to be optimistic, and
utterly fearless in the dark” (xvii).

In the wake of these new, more realistic
comics and their world-examining themes, Marvel executives resolved
to make their own films the way they as fans wanted to see them
done. The characters would be real people, not silly caricatures,
and they would face their own flaws through the superpowers and
epic battles. They would share Stan Lee’s vision, and also his
shared universe concept. With Spider-Man, Fantastic Four,
and X-Men contracted away, another set of Marvel heroes
stepped up:

 


Five years
ago, Marvel executives developed a comprehensive plan involving
four superheroes to culminate with one “uber” movie, says Marvel’s
Paul Gitter. “We took the superheroes — Iron Man, Captain America,
Thor, and Hulk — that we felt were the most relatable, relevant,
and aspirational to build into one package. Every Marvel movie
since 2008 was created with the full intention of this super
franchise.” (Faw)

 


Today, the MCU is not an old-school superhero
series, but a new one, reflecting Ultimate Marvel,
especially in the costumes, attitudes, and scenarios.

“With new tellers and half a century to work
with, superhero origin stories are often rebooted. The retellings
are expected to add a new aspect to the character, color him with
the new creative team’s style, and preserve continuity as much as
possible” (Reynolds 48). The MCU reboots all its characters,
ignoring the Daredevil film, or even the Hulk film
from only a few years before, to tell its stories from the
beginning. Despite this, the writers make a serious effort to
incorporate pieces of the classic origin stories – The
Avengers, for instance, blends the 1960s first comic’s plot –
Loki plans to unleash the Hulk on the Avengers, giving them a
common enemy, with the Chitauri invasion of The Ultimates.
Hulk’s director Louis Lettier notes that President of Marvel Kevin
Feige said, “I trust fans more than I trust technicians. I want
people that will give it their all and really have a passion for
the material.” Thus many little nods like this appear. Though
Edward Norton doesn’t wear purple pants, Betty Ross buys him a set
in a quick wink for fans. In fact, easter eggs like this one abound
in the films, offering little waves from creators to fans, much
like the Stan Lee cameos, a way of rewarding those who are fans of
the entire Marvel and MCU universes and have shown up for more than
to watch Hulk smash.

This book likewise rewards the deeper
watchers and thinkers. There’s a catalog of easter eggs at book’s
end, and summaries of many of the origin stories, but mostly this
book examines the heroes and their journeys through psychological
symbolism. Why does Fury tell playboy Tony he needs to fix his
heart before he becomes an Avenger and why must he go into the
basement, home of the subconscious to do so (let alone tear it
down!)? Does everyone have a monster within them like the Hulk? Who
is Black Widow psychologically, and does she even know? Why is
Peter Quill so hung up on his mother and how does her image help
him to grow? Why is Daredevil the only MCU character to keep his
secret identity and what does this mean for him? Exploring all
these questions, this book probes the deeper meaning of these tales
and reveals why they mean so much to us – they’re all metaphors for
the human condition.

 


 



 


 


 


The
MCU Films
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Facing
the Father: Iron Man

Back in
1963, Stan had an idea for a superhero who was also a successful
businessman, a jet-setting Howard Hughes type. But Stan’s rich
protagonist needed a reason to go out in a costume and risk his
life fighting bad guys. Once more, Lee put it all together. As he
recounts in Son of Origins of Marvel Comics, “What if our
hero had an injured heart – a heart that required him to wear some
sort of metal device to keep it beating? The metal device could be
the basic element in an entire suit of armor which could both power
him and conceal his identity. I loved it. It had the right ring to
it. I knew it would work.” (Ryall and Tipton)

 


“It was Iron Man—a B-list Marvel star—who
gave notice of a new kind of superhero film, one that could reach a
bigger audience than ever before” (Morrison 378). Morrison adds
that “Billionaire tech genius Stark represented
the twenty-first-century model of success in an America whose
wartime symbol Captain America was an essentially outmoded picture
of self-reliant rugged individualism, a pioneer spirit no longer
welcome in a globally connected world” (Morrison 353). But Tony
offers hot new gadgets as he scribbles in the air and his computers
bring to life all his ideas.

Living in a world of toys,
sports cars, and intelligent robots, he creates twenty-first
century “smarter weapons, advanced robotics, satellite
targeting,” as the movie tells. His greatest tool is math, which
for him is always right. As he resolves to invent
clean, renewable energy and lives in a world controlled by JARVIS,
he’s a superhero of tech and genius, not just heart. As
such, he’s all brilliance, a hero of the modern age in which Bill
Gates or Steve Jobs can rule the world. “The enduring appeal of
Iron Man owes a great deal to how Tony Stark personifies the
spectacular promise of technology to turn our dreams into reality,
a promise that has stoked a fire in the bellies of countless men
and women in the modern era, not only in preadolescent boys with
airborne imaginations” (Dunn, Kindle Locations 2442-2444).

What’s more, he’s Robert Downey Jr., who’s
described playing Tony Stark as playing himself, only with better
toys.

 


No one
could have summoned to life the Tony Stark of The Ultimates
with the flair and insight that he brought to the role. Iron Man
was the perfect breakthrough superhero for the blankly aspirational
first decade of the twenty-first century. He was the millionaire
man-and-machine cyborg we were all becoming, grafted to our phones
and VDUs, our poker faces like locked and polished doors. (Morrison
378)

 


The first movie offers something deeper,
dealing with father-images and choosing an adult identity. Tony’s
entire career has been fashioned after his father’s and “uncle’s”
expectations – he invents weapons because they did and because he
wants to further his father’s goal of weapons as a deterrent. He
spends the rest of his time on pleasure – drinking, gambling, and
having fun. A lighthearted playboy, Tony rationalizes everything
and never takes responsibility. Rhodey tells him, “You don’t respect yourself, so I know you don’t respect
me.” As Tony assures the woman interviewing him from
Vanity Fair:

 


Tony
Stark: Well, Ms. Brown, it’s an imperfect world, but it’s the only
one we’ve got. I guarantee you, the day weapons are no longer
needed to keep the peace, I’ll start making bricks and beams for
baby hospitals.

Interviewer: Rehearse that much?

Tony
Stark: Every night in front of the mirror before
bedtime.

 


Of course, as Jungian psychologist Clarissa
Pinkola Estés warns: “Overkill through excesses, or excessive
behaviors, is acted out by women [or men] who are famished for a
life that has meaning and makes sense for them” (248). A change is
coming for the superficial hero.

“In the first stage of this kind of
adventure, the hero leaves the realm of the familiar, over which he
has some measure of control, and comes to a threshold” (Campbell
146). In the kidnappers’ cave, Tony sees for the first time what
he’s become. “I guess you have everything…and nothing,” smirks his
rescuer Yinsen, a genius who’s been resisting his captors for the
sake of his family. The mentor is an essential figure from the
Otherworld, one who awakens hidden gifts in the hero. “For those who have not
refused the call, the first encounter of the hero-journey is with a
protective figure (often a little old crone or old man) who
provides the adventurer with amulets against the dragon forces he
is about to pass” (Campbell 69). As Yinsen reassures the
traumatized hero, he also challenges him (“Is this how the great
Tony Stark goes out?”). Thus Tony resolves to create something all
his own, a weapon to save himself and fight the evil he’s seen in
his first real combat.

In the post-9/11 universe of the MCU, Tony
begins his first adventure fighting vaguely Middle Eastern
terrorists in the desert. The men however have many nationalities,
as Yinsen says, “They speak Arabic, Urdu, Dari, Pashto, Mongolian,
Farsi, Russian.” All this signals American self-determination
against worldwide violence. This is an update from his original
origins, though much in the same spirit:

 


More than
any of the other Marvel comics of the era, Iron Man was caught up
in the fervor of Cold War America — Iron Man represented the power
of American technology and scientific know-how that would quash
those backwards Commies. Iron Man’s Silver Age rogues’ gallery
tells the tale, boasting such baddies as the Soviet armored
doppelgänger the Crimson Dynamo, the Red Chinese warlord the
Mandarin (sporting ten super-powered rings, one for each finger),
the Soviet spy known as the Black Widow (who would later defect to
the U.S. and become Iron Man’s teammate), and another Russian
armored-type, Titanium Man. (Ryall and Tipton)

 


Iron Man premiered in Tales of
Suspense #39 (March 1963). While Tony Stark, a millionaire
industrialist, is testing his new “transistor-powered” mortar
cannons, in Vietnam, he accidentally triggers a mine. Near death,
with shrapnel advancing on his heart, he is captured by the Viet
Cong despot Wong-Chu, “the red guerrilla tyrant” of South
Vietnam.

Wong Chu forces him to build a superweapon,
but Tony confides in a fellow prisoner, Professor Yinsen, “once the
greatest physicist of them all.” The pair build an Iron Man suit to
keep Tony’s heart beating and allow his escape, but Yinsen
sacrifices himself to allow Tony a chance to survive. Tony, now in
his charged armor with many gadgets, destroys Wong-Chu and his
base, blowing up the guerrilla’s ammo dump. “Although he’s
sentenced to virtual life imprisonment in his invincible suit of
armor, Stark draws strength from his infirmity – the trademark of a
classic Marvel superhero” (Ridout 4). He also realizes he can
survive with only the chest plate, though he keeps his distance
from everyone, rather than reveal his secret identity.

 


… Dubbing
his new creation Iron Man, Stan turned over the plot to his brother
Larry Lieber, who the previous year had conceptualized Stan’s
notion, to provide the script. As for the art, Don Heck provided
the pencils, as he would for many of the succeeding Iron Man
adventures. Jack Kirby, meanwhile, contributed the design of the
original Iron Man armor, as well as the cover for the debut
appearance. (Ryall and Tipton)

 


Thus the legend was born.

Upon returning home in the film, Tony insists
he’ll no longer make weapons after seeing “the very Americans” he
was trying to protect torn up by them. “No one can go through an
experience at the edge of death without being changed in some way,”
warns hero-myth scholar Christopher Vogler (30). In Tony’s case,
he’s learned responsibility. Similarly in The Ultimates
comics, he ponders, “I guess I just hit a point in my life when I
wondered what things could be like if all the billionaires and
government spooks tried to save the world instead of
bleeding it dry” (Super-Human). He later reveals in the
comic that he has a brain tumor and wants to do good with his life
instead of endlessly acquiring useless treasures.

Film Tony follows his announcement by going a
step further, atoning for his life of indulgence by creating the
new Iron Man suit—his technology will no longer injure people but
save them. Further, his immense fortune won’t go into luxuries and
toys but a device that makes Tony Stark into a hero. He goes out
and risks his life, he takes bumps and bruises in training, and he
begins to reject the lustful luxuries around him, smashing a few
sports cars in practice and ignoring parties to work in his machine
shop. As Tony reflects in “Why Must There Be an Iron Man?” (Iron
Man #47), “Sometimes I’m out in a crowd and I hear somebody’s
scornful whisper: ‘Munitions Maker!’ And I find myself pondering
every action I ever made. But maybe that’s all to the good.”

He begins the film emphasizing that the
biggest most powerful weapon was “how Dad did it,” but after his
ordeal, he’s changed, especially in his paternal legacy. As he
muses at the press conference:

 


I never
got to say goodbye to Dad. I never got to say goodbye to my father.
There’s questions that I would have asked him. I would have asked
him how he felt about what this company did. If he was conflicted,
if he ever had doubts. Or maybe he was every inch the man we all
remember from the newsreels.

 


Back home, he crafts a better heart for
himself, mirroring his inner transformation. Pepper enshrines the
old one in glass, with the caption that it’s proof Tony has a
heart, but the proof isn’t needed, as children on the news cry that
a masked hero saved their lives. “What could have been
post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) turns into positive and
becomes ‘post-traumatic strength disorder’” Sharon Packer
notes of the character in Superheroes and Superegos: Analyzing
the Minds behind the Masks (39).

The armor of course
is the film, and
more, is the character. “We’ve had artists working on it for nearly
a year now,” Feige said, “designing what I believe is the single
most successful translation of a character from comics to the big
screen, and the best version of the suit that has ever
existed” (“Feige on Silver Surfer”). Though the Iron Man
suit is unique, Stark uses it to do something his father and uncle
have never done—fight villains personally. He becomes an ally of
the military, the ultimate patriarchy, but resists joining it. St
least superficially, he remains loyal to his uncle, keeping the
company alive but reprioritizing until his need for heroism takes
precedence. As one of Tony’s female companions once described his
Iron Man alter ego in the comics, “he has a heart of gold
and an appearance to match his golden deeds” (Tales of
Suspense #40).

Meanwhile, Stane pressures him to consider
big business and war profiteering before conscience. As well as the
voice of Tony’s forceful surrogate father, he’s also the
villainous corporate CEO with his smart black
suit and tie, the default big, bad wolf of eighties comics.
“Listen to me, Tony. We’re a team. Do you understand? There’s
nothing we can’t do if we stick together, like your father and I,”
Stane tells him, putting on the family pressure.

 


Stane [is]
a sort of dark doppelganger of Tony. Like Tony, he’s a powerful
tycoon and weapons mogul, although his corporate intrigues are not
in the service of old-fashioned chivalric virtues such as
generosity but rather the newfangled capitalist virtue of greed
instead. Suddenly, Tony’s archenemy is … a ruthless domestic
capitalist who ends up possessing much of Tony’s technology and
none of his ideals. (Dunn, Kindle Locations 2640-2643).

 


By the movie’s end, the uncle is mimicking
Tony, trying to live up to his ideal through his own Ironmonger
suit. However, his incomplete understanding of it leads to his
demise. As Tony explains, “I am Iron Man.” The uncle is not—he has
the soul of an entrepreneur, not an inventor or freedom
fighter.

In the comics, Obadiah Stane is not an
adoptive father, but a rival businessman who acquires Stark
Industries. He and Stark are also romantic rivals. Stane, who
wishes to defeat and humiliate his enemy as crushingly as Lex
Luthor defeats Superman, finds one of Tony’s notebooks and begins
the Ironmonger project. “Its possibilities are endless. I can sell
it to any nation on earth for more money than anyone has ever
dreamt of possessing,” he cackles. The pair each don their
armor in similarly framed scenes and face off, Stane in blue and
Stark in a new red and silver suit (Iron Man #200). Stane
holds Stark’s friend hostage and even threatens to crush a baby,
emphasizing his brutal ruthlessness. Stark of course manages to
save everyone.

As with the film, Stark’s research provides
Stane with his massive new toy. Both times Stark takes advantage of
a creator’s tools – knowing his product far better than the man who
only copies it. On the show, he flies so high that the armor
freezes and in the comic, the armor halts because Stane is
controlling it by external computer – something the armor was
programmed to resist. The inventor will always triumph over the
businessman.

In the film, he’s called a visionary and
genius. As the film introduces him, “Even from an early age, the
son of legendary weapons developer Howard Stark quickly stole the
spotlight with his brilliant and unique mind. At age four, he built
his first circuit board. At age six, his first engine. And at
seventeen, he graduated summa cum laude from MIT.”

 


Unlike,
say, Reed Richards of the Fantastic Four, Tony wasn’t simply
someone who happened to be a superhero in addition to being a
hotshot engineer. He was a superhero because of those jet boots and
the enviable power they gave him, which is to say that it was his
extraordinary engineering prowess that allowed him to make himself
super, without having to wait around for gamma rays or a
radioactive spider bite…. In principle, anyone could be Iron Man
(Dunn, Kindle Locations 2428-2431)

 


While the first armor of the comics, like in
the film, was bulky and grey, by Stark’s next appearance in
Tales of Suspense #40, it was more streamlined and could be
folded into a briefcase. Over the years, the armor underwent many
changes, from shape and color to the gadgets – from roller skates
to repulsor beams. One of the plotters of Iron Man, David
Michelinie, notes, “Technology certainly is not going to stand
still, and Tony Stark, as a driven individual, is constantly
expanding the frontiers of science” (qtd. in Ridout 7). Iron Man’s
tech includes repulsor rays, missile launchers, pulse beams, and
flamethrowers as well as the jet boots. However, all the toys
conceal a terribly vulnerable human being.

 


Iron Man
reminded us that our man-machine future was more than a simple
triumph of soulless technology but involved an exchange, an
eroticization and softening of metal’s contours. Iron Man was no
robot, as he may have appeared at first; the impenetrable armor
concealed a soft center and those melting puppy dog eyes. The man
of metal had a shattered heart of shrapnel. Tony Stark became the
tender center, the wounded soul in the military machine that helped
to sell a war and humanize its warriors. (Morrison 379)

 


Indeed, it’s the character’s caring and
humanity under the snark as he’s increasingly disillusioned, like a
child without Santa, that truly makes fans care. Stan Lee recalls,
“We later learned that, of all our Super Heroes, Iron Man got the
most fan mail from females.” True, he was a playboy millionaire,
but Lee believed that it was also because “he had that weak heart
and was a tragic figure” (Mangels 8). Along with the vulnerability
came honor and an old-fashioned heroism.

 


The appeal
of Iron Man owes just as much to the way his gleaming golden armor
bathes him in the glory of a mythical past, a romantic world of
medieval knights-errant, often graced with superhuman abilities,
invincible in battle against an endless succession of menaces that
threaten the peace of their kingdoms. (Dunn, Kindle Locations
2448-2453)

 


Stan Lee’s account of how he first came up
with the inspiration for Iron Man ties into the oldest traditions
of chivalry as well as the newest of technological progress:

 


I thought,
Well, what if a guy had a suit of armor, but it was a modern suit
of armor—not like years ago in the days of King Arthur—and what if
that suit of armor made him as strong as any Super Hero? I wasn’t
thinking robot at all; I was thinking armor, a man wearing
twentieth century armor that would give him great power. (qtd. in
Mangels 4)

 


Superheroes have a great deal of chivalry and
nod to an older era of black and white morality with good guys
fighting bad guys with mythic strength. Those telling the legends
often understand this. During the 2012 Believe story arc, a
group of new superheroes reinforce this. Naming themselves for
Arthurian characters, they challenge Tony to a duel. They call him
“the Grail Knight. He who is destined to retrieve the Grail and in
doing so, understand ultimate truth.” Tony admits he is, beats
them, and reclaims their “Grail,” Extremis. In the film, he
realizes he has a duty to defend the helpless, as he has the power
and privilege they lack.

Through the film, Tony grows up in other ways
– his charm transfers from the many women he momentarily admires to
Pepper as he seeks a more mature and mutual relationship. In the
course of
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