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				Chapter 2

				The Making of a Myth

				Superman is an American myth and more: he is part of the modern American psyche. He has enjoyed a prestigious place in Americana for nearly half a century, with each de-cade heightening the god-like aura, strengthening the hero mystique.

					The Man of Tomorrow’s super attributes have changed from year-to-year, almost. They changed, for sure, due to the whimsy of those who created him—and recreated and recreated. And, the changes were always for the sake of im-proving his image and to keep pace with changing times. He has gone through quite a metamorphosis—hardly the same in appearance or super powers as the Superman who was born in the fertile mind of a teenager back in the Depression days.

				Super Attributes

				Make no mistake about it, though, the Superman comic strip created by Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster which first appeared in Action Comics, Vol. 1, June, 1938, showed the Man of Steel as having incredible abilities. Even then, he could hur-dle skyscrapers and leap one-eighth of a mile. He was truly a Man of Steel: he could bend railroad ties with his bare hands and crush rocks in his palms. A speeding locomotive was no

				match for him. He could outrun it and even wrestle it to a jolting stop. “Nothing less than a bursting shell could pene-trate his skin.”

					Despite these great powers, the Man of Steel developed new super strength and was even gifted with supernatural powers and senses. He learned to fly somewhere along the way—at several times the speed of light. And that’s some big leap from the one-eight mile he used to bound! And it’s quite a bit faster than the speeding locomotives he used to 
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				barely outrun.

					Back in the thirties, “nothing less than a bursting shell could penetrate his skin.” But, by the time of the Atomic Age, a nuclear bomb explosion would only tickle him!

					With his later-acquired X-ray vision, he could turn the X-ray off and on at will, or else he would have lived in a very confusing world of seeing everything in X-ray dimen-sion! Actually, Superman developed several kinds of X-ray vision. One variety, for example, was heat vision, which en-abled him to start fires. That’s some kind of stare! And, if Lois Lane only knew. ... Superman had anything but “hot lips.” Why, his breath was so cold he could cool blister-ing-hot deserts by blowing over them a cover of frost!

					One thing Superman will never need is a hearing aid—even in old age (will he ever become elderly‘?). With his super-sensitive hearing, he can hear a fly land miles away! How he can sort out all the different sounds around him is anyone’s guess. You can imagine how he must value a few moments of complete silence once in a while.

				Photographic Memory

				Forgetfulness will never be a problem with Superman. He remembers everything he has ever done, seen, or heard, with photographic precision. Unless, that is, he gets a dose of Kryptonite. Then he’s lucky to remember his own name.

					Our society in the United States has sometimes ste-reotyped muscle-bound men as being long on physical at-tributes but short on the mental ones. That’s a ridiculously wrong generalization, of course, and it is especially wrong about America’s number one strong man, Superman. His in-telligence supposedly extends far beyond the capabilities of mere man. According to the 1948 version of the Superman origin story, Superman, at the tender age of three, was at an age when most Kryptonians were learning calculus!

					Since Superman has become an international citizen, he needs no passport for traveling from country to country, nor 
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				does he need to pass through customs. And, he can vote in every country’s elections.

					He even has the strange ability to make his vital func-tions stop for long periods of time and, thus, appear dead, but with no ill effects.

					There are some things Superman can’! do. He can’t be-come President of the United States, because he was not born in America. He can’t give life. And he can’t prevent the terminally ill or injured from dying.

					Oh, yes, one more interesting thing he can do: He can render an attractive young woman unconscious by simply pressing on a nerve located on the back of the neck.

					So, you can see, Superman’s powers have increased con-siderably since the 1930s. Interestingly, though, while his strength increases and he has acquired supernatural senses, he has only recently become vulnerable—to the deadly sub-stance Kryptonite.

				The Rise to Godliness

				Superman’s rise to fame started with his career in newspaper comic sections in 1939. The daily strip began January 16, and the Sunday page on November 5. From then on, it was upward throughout the forties. According to a 1940 issue of Time magazine, the Superman comic strip appeared in sev-enty-seven dailies and thirty-six Sunday papers that year.

					The Man of Steel first appeared in a comic magazine in 1939. Only two years before, history’s first comic magazine, devoted totally to new material, was introduced. Called De-tective Comics, it was so popular that its publishing compa-ny today, National Periodicals, is commonly identified by the initials of that magazine of the thirties: DC Comics!

					A short year later, National Periodicals introduced its second title. The lead feature was of a different kind, one that had been rejected by almost every other comic publisher. It was, of course, Superman!

					Called Action Comics No. 1, the new magazine featuring 
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				Superman came out in June, 1939. Originally, the story was prepared as a newspaper strip series. But, when it came out in Action Comics, it was shortened, with several pages of the beginning left out. A year later, however, the entire story was published in yet another new comic magazine: Super-man No. 1.

					Superman did not appear on all the covers of the early Action Comics. Ironically, it wasn’t until several issues were printed that the publishers discovered it was Superman who was responsible for the mushrooming sales. After that, of course, Superman was a regular on the covers. Sales contin-ued to increase. Time magazine estimated that the Superman comic magazines ran into a million and a half copies!

				The Adventures of Superman

				Newspapers were not big enough to contain Superman, how-ever, and, in 1940, the Man of Steel made his debut on radio. What man or woman who listened to those adventure stories

				could ever forget these now legendary words:

					“Faster than a speeding bullet!”

					“More powerful than a locomotive!”

					“Able to leap tall buildings at a single bound!”

					“It’s a bird!”

					“It’s a plane!”

					“IT’S SUPERMAN!”

					Yes, it’s Superman, strange visitor from another plan-et, who came to Earth with powers and abilities far beyond those of mortal men; Superman, who can change the course of mighty rivers, bend steel in his bare hands; and who, dis-guised as Clark Kent, mild-mannered reporter for a great metropolitan newspaper, fights a never-ending battle for truth, justice, and the American way!

					In millions of households across the country, people of all ages were glued to their radios, listening to the serialized 
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				Adventures of Superman for fifteen minutes every weekday on the Mutual Radio Network.

					The story goes that two different radio actors were con-sidered at first—one to give the high-pitched voice of Clark Kent, and the other to play the Superman part, which re-quired a deeper, more manly voice. As it turned out, how-ever, a very versatile actor named Clayton Collyer was ca-pable of playing both parts convincingly. As radio listeners envisioned in their minds, Clark Kent would find a secluded spot to make his transformation into Superman, while Col-lyer would feed their imaginations by lowering the pitch of his voice in mid-sentence: “This is a job for SUPERMAN!” And everyone listening could just see Clark Kent ripping off his suit to reveal the Superman costume underneath!

					Clayton Collyer went on to do other radio shows, such as Quick as a Flash. With the advent of television, he switched media to do To Tell the Truth. He also switched his name from Clayton Collyer to Bud Collyer.

				Superman Goes to Hollywood

				Someone got the bright idea that Superman could become a motion picture box office bonanza. Wouldn’t people rath-er actually see Superman at the movies than just fabricate his actions in their imaginations as they listened to radio? Paramount Pictures thought the idea was worth trying and, between 1941 and 1943, released no less than seventeen ani-mated cartoons of Superman. The familiar voice of Bud Col-lyer was heard as both Clark Kent and as Superman in the first six shows.

					In the midst of all this, Superman would surface in a novel. Called, appropriately, Superman, it was written by George Lowther and published by Random House.

					Lowther changed the Superman character and story in a number of ways. The changes began as early in the story as Superman’s Kryptonian parents. Originally, they were called Jor-L and Lora. But Lowther changed their names to Jor-el 
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				and Lara, and their baby Superman was named Kal-el. The name, “e1” came to be regarded as a surname, so now the original name of Superman and his Kryptonian parents are Kal-El, Jor-El and Lara-El.

					Clark Kent’s foster parents went through name changes in the Lowther novel, too. Mary Kent became Sarah Kent and John Kent was changed to Eben Kent. To further com-plicate matters, though, the Kents’ names were changed even again! In the 1948 origin story, their tombstone’s carried the names, Martha Kent and Jonathan Kent.

					Action Comics contributed to some of the name changes also. In one issue, Clark Kent and Lois Lane were sent by the Daily Star to cover a war in Europe. But, in the next issue, with Clark and Lois still in Europe on assignment, the pa-per’s name is given as The Daily Planet, with no explanation for the change. Evidently, the name was more popular than the Daily Star (or else no one really cared), and the name, The Daily Planet, stuck.

					Soon after the newspaper changed its name, so did its editor: George Taylor became Perry White. He was the same cigar-smoking grouch of a boss—just a different name.

					In 1971, The Daily Planet was bought out by the Galaxy Broadcasting System and Clark Kent became a roving TV reporter.

					The arch-villain Luthor appeared as a redhead in 1940, but, curiously, was bald in 1941, and has never re-grown his red locks! Actually, the bald man appeared in the back-ground in 1940 in the same drawings with the red-head Lu-thor. Evidently, the bald character was more appealing as a villain type.

					World War II temporarily interrupted Super- man’s mov-ie career. But, by the end of the decade, Columbia Pictures had caught the Superman fever and came out with some live-action serials—“Superman” (1948) and “Atom Man vs. Superman” (1950). The Atom Man, in case he escapes mem-ory, was a villain from the radio Adventures of Superman, 
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				who had deadly liquid Kryptonite in his veins.

					Superman finally was made into a major feature-length motion picture in 1952, called “Superman and the Mole Men.”

				Deadly Kryptonite

				Superman developed so many supernatural powers and abil-ities that there was concern that he might lose his credibility and the empathy of his faithful fans. He had to develop some sort of vulnerability. So, green Kryptonite was invented by Bob Maxwell for the Superman radio show. Later, it was used in the comic book adventures.

					Kryptonite, of course, is a mineral from Superman’s home planet, Krypton. According to the radio explanation, Kryptonite was changed by the nuclear-type explosion that finally destroyed the planet into a radio-active element which was harmful to Kryptonians. At first, Kryptonite only weak-ened Superman, but later its powers proved so harmful that too large a dose could actually kill the Man of Tomorrow.

					The trouble with Kryptonite, however, is that it comes in many shapes and forms and has varying effects on Su-perman. It started out as red in color but then was changed to green—again, without explanation, as was the case with most changes in the ever expanding saga of Superman.

					Superman first encountered Kryptonite when he went back to visit Krypton in somewhat of a ghostly existence. It was during this adventure that the Man of Steel learned that he was not an earthling but, rather, a native of Krypton.

					In the late fifties, red Kryptonite reappeared, but as an-other variety. While green Kryptonite simply weakened Su-perman, the red variety’s effects, while still temporary, were strangely unpredictable. It could change Superman into the

				form of a giant, a madman, or a gigantic reptile.

					By the 1960s, Kryptonite came in a wide assortment of colors—the familiar red and green plus white, blue and gold. Kryptonite even came in a crystallized or jewel form. Most 
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				of the new forms of Kryptonite affected someone or some-thing other than Superman. By this time only the gold vari-ety could harm him. Fortunately, though, it never did, or his super powers would be destroyed forever!

				Evolution in Art

				Over the years, Superman art changed from what one critic called the “crude, almost comedic” art of Joe Shuster in the 1930s. In 1940, the comic strip artistic duties were handed over to Wayne Boring. His Superman was rendered in greater detail, had more expressive faces and possessed statuesque qualities of appearance. In later years, the art became more refined to meet the increasing tastes of more sophisticated readers. Carmine Infantino began doing layouts and the final art has been handled by Curt Swan and Murphy Anderson.

				Superman’s Costume

				Superman’s costume is almost as amazing and curious as is the Man of Steel himself. Made out of materials salvaged from the space-ship that brought him to earth as an infant, its cloth-like material is all but indestructible. I’ll have to ad-

				mit, though, it’s always been a curiosity to me that, if bullets and bombs couldn’t harm the material, then how did Mrs. Kent ever cut it with sewing shears when she made it for her super-son?

					Why Superman wears tights is any body’s guess. The cape and shorts he wears over the tights seem more for de-sign than for anything else. He wasn’t the first hero to wear leotards, so we really shouldn’t regard him as being so differ-ent. Other comic strip heroes before him wore them—Flash Gordon, the Phantom. And certainly nearly every comic character Superman inspired was outfitted in a skintight cos-tume.

					There have been a lot of suggestions as to where the inspiration for the tights came from, but I think E. Nelson 
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				Bridwell hit on the most logical answer: the circus. It was there, he theorized, that you find both men and women wear-ing skintight costumes along the lines of Superman’s. They find that kind of costume best for performing acrobatics.

				Super Secret Identity

				Why did Superman even bother to wear a costume? Well, there have been a number of psychoanalytic answers—pertaining to both Superman and to his readers. But the main reason was, he needed to protect his secret identity mild-mannered reporter Clark Kent. Again, though, the idea of a hero having a secret identity was not new. Robin Hood wore a mask (and tights, too, if the movies did their research

				right). Don Diego Vega was the secret identity of the Mex-ican folk-hero, Zorro. Sir Percy Blakeney was the front for The Pimpernel.

					Most of the early heroes with dual identities were cast as wealthy young bachelors, and were usually more social-ly adept than the less than aristocratic reporter, Clark Kent. And, ironically, most of them, including Superman, had to maintain their secret identities to keep from getting arrest-ed because of their vigilante tactics against the underworld. The police finally caught on to Superman’s true intentions and eventually regarded him as, not only their friend, but as the champion of truth, justice, and the American way. But, evidently, Superman liked living two lives, and kept his dual identity.

				The Adventures of Superboy

				Right after the end of World War II, Superboy made his debut in the January-February issue of More Fun Comics. These adventures of Superman, when he was a youth, in-troduced the new names of Clark Kent’s parents—Jonathan and Martha Kent. In time, Superboy moved from More Fun Comics, which was directing its features away from the ad-
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				venture heroes to all-humor, to Adventure Comics.

					Here’s one for the trivia buffs: Was Superman ever mar-ried? Why of course he was—in the early 1950s, to Lois Lane. This only happened in the newspaper strip, however, and the idea was such a bad one that the editors had to get Superman out of his jam by deciding the whole marriage had been a dream!

					The fifties was a romantic decade for the Man of Steel. Even Superboy had his entanglements! He had a girlfriend named Lana Lang, who, like Lois Lane, was constantly, though unsuccessfully, trying to penetrate his disguise as Clark Kent. Lana Lang was eventually brought into the Su-perman adventures as a rival to Lois Lane. Lois, by the way, began appearing in her own comic Magazine in 1958.

				Superman in Television Land

				With the fast growth of television, former radio fans of Su-perman were demanding to see the Man of Might on their TV screens. The voice of the people was heard in television land, and behold, The Adventures of Superman appeared on TV in short order. George Reeves played the part of Su-perman. Curiously, Superboy was never mentioned, and the names of Clark Kent’s parents were lifted from the Lowther novel—Sarah and Eben Kent. Superman was given a few new powers on TV, too: He was seen walking through walls and even splitting into two persons.

				Superman’s New Friends

				The fifties saw the introduction of several new friends, ene-mies, and characters in Superman’s life. Superboy now had a super-dog named Krypto. Superman discovered a long-lost cousin, appropriately named Supergirl. It seems that she was born on a fragment of the planet Krypton that broke off during the final, devastating explosion. This parcel of Kryp-tonian real estate maintained a livable environment, thanks to 
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				being enveloped by a bubble of air (which later was changed to a more credible bubble of plastic). Then a second trage-dy struck the tiny sub-planet’s inhabitants: Kryptonite killed them all off, except Supergirl, whose parents, like Super-man’s, sent her rocketing off into space for refuge on earth. Not a very original plot, but people bought it!

					Bizarro was an odd character who had a hard time trying to decide what kind of person he should be. He was Super-man’s perfect double all the while, but went from being a comic figure in the fifties to a tragic one in the sixties.

				Superman on Broadway

				lt finally happened: Superman made it to Broadway—in a musical entitled, “It’s a Bird! ... It’s a Plane! ... It’s Super-man!” Written by David Newman and Robert Benton, mu-sic was by Charles Strouse and lyrics by Lee Adams. Bob Holiday played Superman and Linda Lavin played a new character called Sydney. The only other familiar Superman characters in the play were Lois Lane and Perry White.

					Now a veteran of TV, screen, and stage, Superman made a return engagement on television in a new series of animat-ed cartoons. The familiar voice of Bud Collyer was heard as

				Superman, a job he had performed for years on radio, in movies, and on live-action television.

					Jimmy Olsen, who was most popular on the old radio series, became a full-fledged reporter in the early 1970s and even had his own comic magazine. Morgan Edge was a new character introduced in the Jimmy Olsen comic magazine. Morgan, as head of Galaxy Broadcasting Systems, which took over ownership of The Daily Planet, soon emerged as a popular regular, not only in the Olsen magazines, but in others as well.

					In 1971, Crown published a major anthology, Superman from the 30s to the 70s. The seventies marked a milestone in the career of Superman, which could look back on thousands of Superman toys, games, and clothing—and even the now-
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				closed Superman museum, the “Amazing World of Super-man,” located in Metropolis, Illinois. (Yes, there really is a Metropolis!)

					Of all the changes made in Superman during the years, the most significant were made by editor Mort Weisinger. He introduced the many different colors and varieties of Kryptonite and considerably re-directed the nature of Super-man’s adventures. Jerry Siegel had conceived Superman as a superhuman good-guy who did battle with almost equal-ly super-endowed bad guys. Weisinger, on the other hand, changed the Superman concept to give the Man of Steel a god-like aura whose enemies were not characterized so much by their strength as by their personalities. Some were fools, like Mr. Mxyzlptlk, others were pranksters like the Toyman, and, still others were mad scientist-gadgeteers, like Lex Luthor.

					The Superman of the 1978 Warner Bros. motion picture added greatly to the ever-changing character of the Man of Steel. While Superman is not a human, this film has gone to great lengths to give him more human-like qualities and emotions than all the films, comic strips, TV and radio shows before. In doing so, the film has given us a Superman that is both god-like and the epitome of man, the humanistic ide-al—a hero millions are relating to in a new kind of near-reli-gious reverence and awe.

			

		

	OEBPS/toc.xhtml

		
			
			


		
		
		PageList


			
						21


						22


						23


						24


						25


						26


						27


						28


						29


						30


						31


						32


			


		
		
		Landmarks


			
						Cover


			


		
	

OEBPS/image/1.png
Chapter 2

The Making of a Myth

Superman is an American myth and more: he is part of the
modern American psyche. He has enjoyed a prestigious
place in Americana for nearly half a century, with each de-
cade heightening the god-like aura, strengthening the hero
mystique.

The Man of Tomorrow’s super attributes have changed
from year-to-year, almost. They changed, for sure, due to
the whimsy of those who created him—and recreated and
recreated. And, the changes were always for the sake of im-
proving his image and to keep pace with changing times. He
has gone through quite a metamorphosis—hardly the same
in appearance or super powers as the Superman who was
born in the fertile mind of a teenager back in the Depression
days.

Super Attributes

Make no mistake about it, though, the Superman comic strip
created by Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster which first appeared
in Action Comics, Vol. 1, June, 1938, showed the Man of
Steel as having incredible abilities. Even then, he could hur-
dle skyscrapers and leap one-eighth of a mile. He was truly a
Man of Steel: he could bend railroad ties with his bare hands
and crush rocks in his palms. A speeding locomotive was no
match for him. He could outrun it and even wrestle it to a
jolting stop. “Nothing less than a bursting shell could pene-
trate his skin.”

Despite these great powers, the Man of Steel developed
new super strength and was even gifted with supernatural
powers and senses. He learned to fly somewhere along the
way —at several times the speed of light. And that’s some
big leap from the one-eight mile he used to bound! And it’s
quite a bit faster than the speeding locomotives he used to
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