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1. Introduction

"In 1946, Ayers Newspaper Directory reported that comic book sales in the United States had
out sold traditional books".! A fact that is hard to believe today, in a time were comics are read
by a rather small group of people. Movies based on comics on the other hand get millions of
viewers and - for me - American mainstream comics, with their focus on capes and tights
wearing men and women, also known as superheroes, have been a great way of escapism since
my early childhood. Naturally T am interested in how the industry that brings so much joy into
my life came into being and what kind of changes and developments it went through in its still
short history. That takes us to the central question of this paper: "Which changes in the

American comic industry had the greatest influence on its development in the years

from 1933 to 1986?" To answer this I am going to look at the different time periods or Ages as

they are called by comic book readers and historians with an emphasis on the superhero genre.

Starting with the Platinum Age in 1933 and ending with the Bronze Age in 1986.

2. The Platinum Age (1933 - 1937)
The comic book rose to great popularity for people plagued by the Great Depression in the

mid-1930s* which "created a demand for escapist entertainment, particularly a type that was
cheap".’ In 1933 Maxwell C. Gaines, a salesman affected by the depression, was looking for a
way to make money’ and "devised the first four-color saddle-stitched newsprint pamphlet, he
invented the format that would become the standard for the comic book industry".> He got the
idea for the comic book while looking at old newspaper-strips and took it to Eastern Color
Printing, who were already doing tabloid-sized comic-strip reprints as promotional giveaways.’
"Gaines suggested folding the tabloid in half to create a sixty-four-page magazine format.".” The
result, Funnies on Parade, was the first comic "to be published in the format associated with
the modern comic book".* Copies were brought and used as a premium by Proctor & Gamble’
and "all 1 million copies were given away in a few weeks".” Printed the same year was Gaines'
second comic book Famous Funnies: A Carnival of Comics and with the success of Funnies
on Parade he was confident that people would pay money for it.° "To try out his idea, Gaines
slapped ten-cent stickers on some copies and took them to local newsstands over the weekend".

They quickly sold out, the success attracted magazine publishers like Martin Goodman of
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Timely Publications, later be known as Marvel Comics and printers like Harry Donenfeld and
Jack Liebowitz who would later found DC Comics to the medium and within a few years the
content shifted from reprinted comic-strips to original material.” "Up until now, most comics
were made for adult readers. [One] new comic showed that you can make a lot more money by

marketing comics to kids".® This brings us to the next era of American comics, the so-called

Golden Age of Comics.

3. The Golden Age (1938 - 1955)

"In June 1938, Action Comics #1 came out, featuring a man in a red and blue costume lifting a
car over his head! This was Superman, the very first comic character to have powers far beyond

"o

a normal human being".” Superman was the brainchild of writer Jerry Siegel and artist Joe
Shuster'® "whose greatest ambition was to fill the pages of their small mimeozine, Science

Fiction"." They began working together in the early 1930s and one issue in 1933 "contained
the story 'Reign of the Superman’ - their first use of the concept portrayed the superior man as a
world-conquering villain".'® About a year later they rewrote the character as a hero, tried selling
it to newspapers and got rejected repeatedly. By 1938 they were working for the company that
would later be known as DC Comics and when publisher John Liebowitz'’ "was looking for
material to fill a new monthly anthology, [...] Siegel and Shuster dusted off 'Superman' and
submitted it one more time".'® A comic that sold about one hundred thousand copies each issue

was considered a success at the time,”” "but Superman was soon selling more than one

million"."> According to Michael Deeley Action Comics #1 is the "single most valuable,

desired, and important book in the entire history of the medium"."” Another popular character

arrived in May 1939 on the pages of Detective Comics #17. Batman, the Caped Crusader.
Creation of artist Bob Kane."* "While Superman was pure and clean, Batman was grim and
gritty",” with no superpowers he only had his costume, his intelligence and his gadgets to fight
his foes.” With prosperity in mind many publishers jumped on the bandwagon and soon other

superheroes emerged.
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The most popular form of entertainment in the mid-1940s was the comic book.” "Comics were
selling between eighty million and a hundred million copies every week [...] reaching more
people than movies, television, radio, or magazines for adults".”> When America joined World
War II, the universe of comics was filled with superheroes'® and like "most American media of
the early 40s, comic books were rife with war propaganda".'” Nazis became the new comic book
villains and were soon fought by heroes like Captain Marvel and Captain America.'”® With the
end of World War II the superhero genre began to fade and by 1950 only Captain Marvel and
the big three: Superman, Batman and Wonder Woman were left standing.'® "Sales slumped with

"1 and publishers were looking for anything that would sell in a postwar era

victory and peace
and so other genres like science fiction, funny animals, horror, crime and romance got the
spotlight.”® The romance genre was such a big success that the "1950s saw a larger percentage of

the American population reading romance comics than would ever read superhero comic books
at any time".”' Because of that some historians even call the years from 1950 - 1958 the Genre

Age.” "The age was dealt a mortal blow in 1954, with a public outcry about how comics caused

juvenile delinquency][...]",” which will be talked about in the next chapter.

3.1 "Seduction of the Innocent" and The Comics Code

A medium that connected with so many people also got its share of enemies. One of the most
outspoken was the German born psychiatrist Dr. Fredric Wertham who wrote in his 1954

published book Seduction of the Innocent:* ™Comic books are definitely harmful to
impressionable people, and most young people are impressionable. [...] T think Hitler was a
beginner compared to the comic book industry. The time has come to legislate these books off
the newsstands and out of the candy stores™.” On a four-page rant he claimed that the
relationship between Batman and his adolescent sidekick Robin was pederastic in nature saying
that only "someone ignorant [...] of the psychopathology of sex can fail to realize a subtle

atmosphere of homoerotism which pervades the adventures of the mature 'Batman' and his
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young friend 'Robin™.” A couple of pages later he called Wonder Woman Batman's lesbian
counterpart claiming the series "portrays extremely sadistic hatred of all males in a framework
which is plainly Lesbian. For boys, Wonder Woman is a frightening image. For girls she is a
morbid ideal".* People working in the industry met his accusations with scepticism. The public
on the other hand took them quite seriously. Campaigns against comics were organized by
churches and community groups. Schools held public burnings in which students threw
thousands of comics into the flames. Newspaper headlines warned readers about the dangers of
comic books. The police raided the offices of EC Comics, one of the most scandalous comic
publishers at the time.” "As the outcry [...] grew, so did the call for government intervention" >
The investigation by the Senate Subcommittee on Juvenile Delinquency was disastrous for the
industry. In the end over 800 people who worked in comics lost their jobs, many of them would
never publish again.”’ Though the final report of the committee did not blame comic books for
crime, they recommended self-regulation. "Taking this as a threat of government censorship, in
1954 a group of publishers developed the Comics Code Authority to censor its own content".”
As a result many series were canceled, words like horror and terror were banned from being

used in titles and classical horror figures like werewolves and vampires were a thing of the past.
Only comics that followed the strict CCA's rules and with that carried the Comics Code
Authority's seal of approval were allowed to be sold at newsstands or drugstores.*® This "Comic
Book Scare" is one of the events associated with the end of the Golden Age and takes us to the

next chapter: The Silver Age of Comics.

4. The Silver Age (1956-1970)

There are two possible starting points for the Silver Age. Some historians say it started with the

publication of Seduction of the Innocent others claim it was DC's editor in chief Julius
Schwartz attempt to revive the superhero genre in 1956 which proved to be so successful years
earlier. Under Schwartz's direction clean and CCA approved versions of old superhero
characters reappeared and with the popularity of the television show The Adventures of
Superman other publishers came back to the genre, too. This was also the time that television
got more and more popular and many children now spent their time with moving instead of
motionless pictures. A fact that prompted many publishers to release comics based on popular
television shows.”® One of the most important events during the Silver Age was the rise of

Goodman's company Marvel Comics. One of Marvel Comic's creative teams, Stan Lee and Jack
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Kirby, created the trailblazing series The Fantastic Four in 1961, the first superhero team that

had to deal with "human failings, fears and inner demons".*® They went on to create many

popular characters like The Incredible Hulk, The X-Men and Spider-Man and while
previous heroes were icons, perfect in every way that could do no wrong, "Marvel heroes were
moral, but filled with questions, angst filled and considered to be criminals at least at first".*
The Fantastic Four #1 brought with it another development. A new storytelling technique that
would forever change American comics. So far, stories told in comic books had always been
self-contained. What Kirby and Lee did was to create stories with clifthangers, subplots and
direct continuation into the next issue. By making events of different series interlock they
created the so-called Marvel Universe.” "Most of today's mainstream comics are written this
way, but at the time this was a radical - and popular - change. DC's lateness in adopting the new
style hurt its sales for many years".” One more thing worth mentioning as part of the Silver Age
is the emergence of underground comics which ignored the Comics Code entirely and were
primarily sold in shops that also dealt with underground newspapers and drug paraphernalia.™
The end of the Silver Age is not clearly defined and many events are associated with it,
according to Shirrel Rhoades it concluded with the break up of "the most important creative
partnership of the Silver Age",” Jack Kirby and Stan Lee and Kirby's leaving Marvel to work at
DC. Others say it was the death of Spider-Man's girlfriend Gwen Stacy which introduced "a

darkening of plots with more adult themes".” Something that will be touched upon in the

following chapter about the Bronze Age of Comics.

5. The Bronze Age (1970 -1986)

"Although superheroes remained the mainstay of the industry, this era is marked by more

mature storylines, and real-world issues such as drug abuse".”” In 1971 the fist comic book to go
against the strict Comics Code was the tree-issue arc The Amazing Spider-Man #96-98

"Green Goblin Reborn" after Stan Lee had been asked by the U.S. Department of Health,
Education, and Welfare to write a comic about drug abuse. The depiction of drug use of any
kind was forbidden by the CCA, which prompted them to not approve the story. Stan Lee
published anyway without the Code's seal of approval and the issues got so much praise that

Marvel Comics had to fear no consequences.” After that the Comics Code loosened, characters
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