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				Chapter 4

				Supermen in Mythology

				It was a hot, summer night, that evening in Cleveland in 1933, when Jerome Seigel conceived the idea for Superman. Too hot to sleep, Siegel lay on his bed, contemplating what kind of character he should create for a comic-strip. Then, as he later recalled, all of a sudden, it hit him: His character would be like Samson, Hercules, and all the strong men he had ever heard of rolled into one. Siegel’s character would be like them, only more so—the new comic-strip creation would be a superman.

					We can imagine what it was like on that hot summer night. Trying to sleep, but unable to, Jerry Siegel tossed and turned, the heat of the night and his restless mind keeping him awake. Sleepy, yet awake, his mind no doubt was at one time alert and at another time groggy. At some point his mind summoned forth the mental images of heroes from Greek mythology.

				Most Common of Myths

				In Man and His Symbols, edited by Carl G. Jung, the emi-nent psychiatrist tells us that, of all the myths from cultures the world over and from throughout history, the most com-mon and best known of them is the myth of the hero. We read about heroes in the myths of the Far East, the Norseman, Imperial Rome, the Middle Ages, and contemporary prima-tive tribes. The most popular are the Greek heroes whose stories are told in classic literature and whose countenances and physiques are immortalized in stone sculpture.

					It is from these colorful myths of ancient Greece that Jer-ry Siegel himself traced the origin of his idea for Superman. A simple comparison clearly shows the many similarities be-
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				tween Superman and many of the Greek heroes.

					Superman, like Gilgamesh, of the literature of ancient Babylon, was part man and part god. The literature of an-cient Greece is filled with romantic stories of super heroes. There were the flying heroes like Zetes and Kalais. Another

				Greek hero who was fast on his feet was Mercury, mes-senger of the gods. Kaineus was invulnerable, and so was Achilles—except for his heel. Lynkeus had a kind of X-ray vision that enabled him to see underground. Hercules was the strongest by far of all the Greek mythical heroes. Apollo was the ideal of manly beauty.

					Dr. Jung points out in Man and His Symbols that there is a universal pattern among hero myths. He describes the traits that form this universal pattern as: miraculous but humble birth; early proof of superhuman strength; rapid rise to prominence of power; triumphant struggle with the forc-es of evil; fallibility to the sin of pride; and, the hero’s fall through betrayal or an heroic sacrifice that ends in the hero’s death.

				Godly Guardians

				An interesting trait among these mythical heroes is that the great majority of them have “tutelary” figures—that is, su-pernatural or god-like guardians—who enable them to pos-sess superhuman powers and perform superhuman feats.		For example, the Greek god, Zeus, was the tutelary or guardian of Hercules, Achilles and other legendary heroes.

					Jung points out that these god-like guardians supply the strength that the heroes lack. In this, he sees an interesting psychological theory. People such as you and I, according to Jung, have personal ego identification with these heroes.

					The god-like figures, such as Zeus, who gave supernat-ural strength to the heroes, play an important role in making 
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				the individual aware of his own strengths and weaknesses. 	Through this process, then, says Jung, the individual be-comes better prepared to cope with life. Mind you, the indi-vidual does not receive any supernatural power, only an in-creased awareness of his personal strengths and weaknesses.

					The problem with this kind of “therapy” is that it doesn’t explain to the individual how to capitalize on his strengths and compensate for his limitations. More importantly, it does not explain how an individual really can receive supernatu-ral power from the true God.

				Relating to Clark Kent

				The individual whose ego identifies with Superman, also finds that he identifies with mild-mannered reporter, Clark Kent, the assumed alter ego of Superman (the two are really one).

					Clark Kent is very mortal. Meek, bespectacled, and bumbling in romance, he symbolizes the emasculated male of this century on one hand and the adolescent male on the other.

					Superman is the kind of person the emasculated male and the adolescent male would like to be.

					The emasculated male, however, realizes that he is com-paratively mild-mannered because his once domineering role in society has been seriously weakened. Clark Kent’s eye-glasses simply underscore this. They symbolize physi-cal weakness, if not handicap.

					As one critic pointed out, there is the irony that Clark Kent constantly competes with himself for the charms of Lois Lane. Clark Kent is a perfect picture of an adolescent. Boys, on entering their teens, go through that awkward stage of physical, romantic, and social clumsiness. Lois Lane is the girl they have romantic dreams about, but in whom, in 
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				reality, they find romance an oftentimes frustrating pursuit.

					Clark Kent’s boss and Daily Planet editor, Perry White, is an insensitive, demanding authoritarian. We can see his counterpart in reality in the not-too-understanding parents of teenagers in particular, and in anyone in authority in gen-eral—and this could include teachers, bosses, and the whole establishment.

					And, finally, even Clark Kent’s side-kick, Jimmy Olsen, is a not too bright, though likable guy.

				A Hero for All Seasons

				Not all mythical heroes enjoy such high public esteem as Su-perman. Actually, they are quite specialized and even come in various stages of evolution, according to Dr. Paul Radin in his book, Hero Cycles of the Winnebago.

					Dr. Radin, through his study of the Winnebago Indians of North America, has categorized that tribe’s heroes into four major groupings. These categories have become something of a standard by which to compare other mythical heroes.

					The first stage of development of the Winnebago Indi-ans’ hero is what Dr. Radin calls “Trickster.” Oftentimes Trickster-type heroes are seen as animals. Bugs Bunny, the Roadrunner, and Tom and Jerry are modern cartoon versions. Batman and Robin are two more examples of comic strip varieties of Trickster heroes. True, they aren’t humorous, as we might expect Trickster heroes to be, but they do resort to gimmicks and gadgetry—“tricks,” if you will—to trap their antagonists.

					In the movies, James Bond, Agent 007, is a Trickster hero. He uses a variety of tricks to accomplish his aims. And Bond is a good example of how Tricksters are usually inter-ested in the basic things of life such as food, comfort, safety, and sex.
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					The next step in the evolution of the hero, according to Dr. Radin, is the one he calls the “Hare.” Like Trickster, Hare is usually not yet a mature human. In fact, Hare usually is not depicted as a human at all, but rather as an animal.

					Interestingly, this second-degree hero is often regarded as a savior of his people. Dr. Radin showed that members of the Peyote Rite were reluctant to give up their belief in Hare when Christianity was introduced within their tribe. The re-sistance soon wore down, and the Peyotes began to accept Christ, but did so with a strange merging of Christ with their old familiar Hare.

					Dr. Radin’s third step in the cycle of hero myth develop-ment is called Red Horn. This category especially parallels Superman. Red Horn heroes are endowed with either super-human powers or tutelary gods which ensure man’s victory over evil forces. A more modern version of Red Horn is the Bionic Man. A modern twist is given the Bionic Man, how-ever. Instead of possessing supernatural powers, his amaz-ing feats of strength and physical acumen are the results of mechanical substitutes for his limbs, ears, eyes, and other organs.

					The forth and ﬁnal category of heroes in Dr. Radin’s classification is called, “The Twins.” This category deals with twin heroes. They are seen as the sons of the Sun-god, yet are human. They are half god and half man—which is unfortunate, because they are susceptible to falling victim to one of man’s worst sins: pride. A common plot in the legend of The Twin heroes is that they achieve great success—but can they handle it without succumbing to pride? Another frequent drawback these heroes have is that their successes usually invoke the wrath of their jealous gods.

					Originally, The Twins were united in their mother’s womb, then separated at birth. Dr. Jung sees in The Twins the two sides of man’s nature, “Flesh” and “Stump.” Flesh 

			

		

	
		
			
				47

			

		

		
			
				is acquiescent, mild, and lacking initiative. This is the intro-vert, Clark Kent, the quiet, mild-mannered reporter. Stump, though, is dynamic, aggressive, and outgoing. This type of hero, of course, is found in Superman.

					It is no wonder, then, that our modern hero myths bear such striking resemblance to the hero myths of long ago, and far away.

				Hercules Lives!

				Perhaps one of the best comparisons of a modern mythical hero, and an ancient one, is the one between Superman and Hercules. An interesting parallel is drawn in an article by Kenneth Cavander which appeared as recently as 1975, in Horizon magazine.

					Cavander’s article reminds us that oftentimes we scarce-ly notice mythical characters in our modern literature, mo-tion pictures, and television. But they are there, waiting to be reconstituted in the forms of modern myths. Such is the case of Hercules, one of the best-known of the hero-myths. So, while Superman—though his costume, might, super-pow-ers, and environment are new—is nonetheless the classical strong-man, Hercules pitted against the familiar men of evil. (The meaning of the name, Hercules, is: “He who defends against evil”)

				Supernatural Birth

				The similarities between Superman and the mythical Her-cules begin about as early in their lives as you can get—at conception. Hercules was fathered by the Greek god, Zeus, as the result of an immoral relationship with a mortal named Alemene. She was married at the time to Amphitryon, also a mortal. Hercules, then, was a kind of man-god, endowed with super human strength.
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					This, of course, took place in the timeless world of Greek myth. But, in June 1938, a new Hercules was born in the American myth hero, Superman. Superman’s parents were not quite gods and not really humans, either. But they did possess superhuman strength and other powers, giving Su-perman his man-god traits. Interestingly, the name of Super-man’s father is Jor-El. “El” is a Hebrew word which means “god.” His mother’s name was Lara which, in Latin, means “well-known.”

					Hercules and Superman had similar family backgrounds. In both cases, perfectly mortal beings became parents of su-perhuman sons with other world origins.

					Superman was not reared by his true parents, who were evidently killed when the planet Krypton was destroyed, but by adoptive parents.

					Hercules, likewise, was not reared by his blood father, Zeus, but rather by his unknowing, adoptive father, Amphi-tryon.

				Super Babies

				Shortly after the baby Superman’s rocket landed in a field on earth, it was spotted by Jonathan and Martha Kent. They investigated and found the infant. They drove the baby to Smallville’s orphanage and simply reported they had found him abandoned in the country. Since they were childless, they later adopted him.

					Nurses and doctors at the orphanage at once observed that this was no ordinary baby! In the 1973 Superman ori-gin story, two nurses are looking on as the baby Superman breaks his toys with superhuman strength. One of them re-marks, “I never saw such strength! He’ll grow up to be a regular Hercules!”

					Hercules also displayed superhuman strength as a baby. 
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				Hera, the goddess-wife of Zeus, was so jealous over Zeus’ affair with Alemene, that she schemed to kill the illegitimate infant Hercules. She sent serpents to kill the baby but Her-cules foiled the plot by strangling the snakes. 

				Sinister Foes

				Hera’s relentless jealousy over her husband’s adultery was the cause for much of Hercules’ troubles as he matured. Hera sent an evil spirit to drive Hercules insane. In a mad rage he murdered his wife, Megara, then threw his children to death in a fire.

					Hercules’ crimes could not go unpunished, however, so he was sentenced to serve Eurystheus, a king of Tiryns. Eu-rystheus was only a front for the vindictive mother goddess,

				Hera, though, and Hercules had to spend the rest of his life struggling against her ploys against him.

					Hercules was pitted against such sinister foes as the hind of Cerynea with her bronze hooves and golden antlers, the Cretan bull which sired the Minotaur, Diomedes’ human eat-ing horses, the Erymanthian boar, Vemean the lion, the ma-ny-headed Hydra, and a giant crab.

					Cavander sees an interesting parallel here between the Mother Goddess and Metropolis. He sees the “Mother City” and Hera in an impersonal sense, “always turning up a gang-ster to be annihilated, a natural catastrophe to be averted, supplying an Augean stable of filth for Superman to sluice out.”

				A Mortal End

				Hercules succeeded in overcoming this strange assortment of monsters. But since only his father, Zeus, was a god and not his mother, he was himself less than a god and therefore not immortal. Like all mortals, Hercules ultimately had to 
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				face his end—and a terrible one it was at that.

					Later in Hercules’ life, he married again—to a princess named Deianira. On the way home from the wedding, Deian-ira was almost kidnapped by a centaur named Nessus. In true character, Hercules shot the villain with a fatal arrow. But, before the centaur died, and unknown to Hercules, Nessus gave his blood-soaked shirt to Deianiera, instructing her to keep it for a love charm in case Hercules’ love for her ever grew cold.

					Many years later, after Hercules has numerous adulter-ous encounters, Deianira gave him the blood-soaked shirt of the slain centaur. But, instead of being a love charm as Nessus claimed, it turned into liquid fire when Hercules put it on and he burned to death.

					Hercules was not invincible—he succumbed to the com-mon sin of lust, which lead to adultery, which resulted in his immolation.

					Superman still lives—but he is not immortal. True, doc-tors could not penetrate his skin with needles and bullets only bounce off his chest, but he is mortal. His parents and others of their race died in the destruction of Krypton. Su-perman as a baby was blasted off into space so that he could escape death.

					Furthermore, Superman, like Hercules, is not even in-vunerable. Particles of Kryptonite from his former planet are deadly to him. In small doses, the element can reduce his powers to a level below even that of a human. And, any sig-nificant exposure of gold Kryptonite—a large dose over an extended period—can be fatal to the Man of Steel.

					Though Superman has the strength of Hercules and Achilles, he also is vulnerable. Like Hercules, who gave in to lustful temptations, and Achilles, whose heel was his only vulnerability, Superman is a mortal.

					Ancient literature is replete with hero-myths of god-men 
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				who possess extraordinary, if not super-human, powers. Yet, as we have just examined, not one of them totally transcends being mortal man. Each hero has some common human weakness or flaw—pride, jealousy, anger, etc.—that, in the end, works against him. In the final analysis, however, all this is academic, since these heroes are mythical, and not real. Our search for a real superman must be conducted in another realm.
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Supermen in Mythology

It was a hot, summer night, that evening in Cleveland in
1933, when Jerome Seigel conceived the idea for Superman.
Too hot to sleep, Siegel lay on his bed, contemplating what
kind of character he should create for a comic-strip. Then,
as he later recalled, all of a sudden, it hit him: His character
would be like Samson, Hercules, and all the strong men he
had ever heard of rolled into one. Siegel’s character would
be like them, only more so—the new comic-strip creation
would be a superman.

‘We can imagine what it was like on that hot summer
night. Trying to sleep, but unable to, Jerry Siegel tossed and
turned, the heat of the night and his restless mind keeping
him awake. Sleepy, yet awake, his mind no doubt was at
one time alert and at another time groggy. At some point
his mind summoned forth the mental images of heroes from
Greek mythology.

Most Common of Myths

In Man and His Symbols, edited by Carl G. Jung, the emi-
nent psychiatrist tells us that, of all the myths from cultures
the world over and from throughout history, the most com-
mon and best known of them is the myth of the hero. We read
about heroes in the myths of the Far East, the Norseman,
Imperial Rome, the Middle Ages, and contemporary prima-
tive tribes. The most popular are the Greek heroes whose
stories are told in classic literature and whose countenances
and physiques are immortalized in stone sculpture.

It is from these colorful myths of ancient Greece that Jer-
1y Siegel himself traced the origin of his idea for Superman.
A simple comparison clearly shows the many similarities be-
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