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INTRODUCTION
The Maison d’Ailleurs is presenting an exhibition which,
between origins and recuperations, seeks to highlight
the transformations – notably censorship – which have
affected the superhero comic book market since its
creation in the United States at the end of the 1930s.
You will also see how the ten artists invited by the
museum – in particular Mr. Garcin (F) and Sam Van
Olffen (F) – draw on the repertoire of the cultural
industry to offer us a new and original vision of the
human condition. This vision is moreover opposed to the
negative judgment that has generally been placed, since
the 1940s at least, on this industry, namely cultural goods
produced using industrial methods. The bad reputation
of these thousands of novels, comic books, films and
other video games would justify our disinterest in them,
apart from a brief escape from our day-to-day and for a
moment of mere entertainment. However, and this shakes
up habitual beliefs, this cultural industry is more and
more frequented by the public, including the well-read.
It is therefore legitimate to wonder: why would these
goods necessarily be aesthetically poor? Instrumentalised
by companies? Unable to compete with works praised by
artistic or academic circles? Moreover, today, as we have
entered an era of political correctness, is it not time to
rediscover this school of thought and seek to understand
what superheroes have to tell us about our meanderings
and monstrosities?
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ORIGINS
Lexicon and grammar of superheroes

To understand superheroes is to realise that they are first and foremost to be
seen as the result of a complex editorial process called “cultural industry” that
emerged at the start of the 20th century. Therefore, to fully grasp what we
are talking about when we speak of “superheroes”, we need to return to the
ingredients which, since the end of the 19th century, have inspired the creation
of these colourful characters.

Superhero comic books were officially born in 1938,
with the publication of the first issue of Action Comics.
However, this event was conditioned by a double mutation:
a profound revolution in the editorial fabric, and the
creation of aesthetic novelties. First of all at the editorial
level, the comic book is the result of an evolution which,
from the first comic strips and serial novels published
in newspapers at the end of the 19th century, including
dime novels and pulp magazines (fig. 1), highlights two
innovations: the creation of inexpensive publications
composed of several stories belonging to the same genre in
order to retain readers (science fiction, western, romance,
horror, etc.), and the periodicity of these publications, the
next issue of which is awaited impatiently. Then, at the
aesthetic level, the editors quickly understood that the
presence of charismatic heroes would be valued by readers,
as they would enjoy following their adventures. At the
beginning of the 1930s, the ingredients were all in place
for the comic book (fig. 2) to appear, a cheap, soft cover
periodical magazine with several stories centred around
fascinating characters.
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To give birth to the superheroes, comic book designers
drew their inspiration from ancient myths, American
folklore, popular novels published at the end of the 19th
century, pulp magazines and serials (precursors of television
series). The works and objects collected here all refer to
this lineage through works inspired by serials (fig. 3) or
the first masked men with a modern representation of
the first masked hero of comic books, The Clock (fig. 4).
The reproduction of an original page from the Centaur
Chronicles project (2016) also allows us to delve into the
aesthetic roots of superheroes and to make a transition
with the characters of popular French novels prefiguring the
superheroic universes, such as Fantômas (fig. 5) and Le
Nyctalope, both sources of inspiration for Tarzan and Doc
Savage.
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To put into perspective the historical context presiding over
the appearance of superheroes (fig. 6), we have chosen
to present the works of the French steampunk artist,
Sam Van Olffen: these stunning works, combining the
fantastic and science fiction, old photographs and digital
processing, evoke daguerreotypes and combine different
pictorial elements to create a world populated by androids
(fig. 7), mutants and steam engines. Furthermore, this
meld of different references is also at the heart of many
contemporary graphic novels, in particular the series The
League of Extraordinary Gentlemen (fig. 8).
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Bad Reputation?
When cultural transfer goes wrong

As early as 1896, following the idea of the editor of the New York World
(Joseph Pulitzer), American newspapers began publishing colour supplement
drawings, designed to attract new audiences and to keep up with their
competitors. It was in this context that the American author Winsor McCay
proposed, between 1905 and 1914, the drawings of Little Nemo in Slumberland to
the New York Herald, then to the New York American.

Every Sunday, from 15 October 1905 to 23 July 1914,
readers of the New York Herald were able to follow the
adventures of Little Nemo, a young boy who, on each of
his adventures to reach the dream world of Slumberland,
fell asleep at the beginning of the page only to fall off
his bed at the end of the page (fig. 1). These drawings,
of undeniable aesthetic quality (fig. 2), only recently
obtained their status as a masterpiece when critics were
able to demonstrate McCay’s subtle work and his ability to
process complex subjects in a psychoanalytical way.
It is also interesting to observe, in the French translation
of these drawings published in La Jeunesse moderne
(between June 1908 and February 1909), that the
speech bubbles, typical of the comic book medium, were
deleted and replaced by a text box (fig. 3). This radical
transformation has the advantage of helping us understand
why comics took so long to be recognised as an Art in
their own right in France: the codes were too eccentric,
and the novelties too destabilising.
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The First:
Superman
Modern myth and rewriting

Born from the imagination of screenwriter Jerry Siegel and cartoonist Joe
Shuster, Superman was the first superhero to be appear in April 1938, in Action
Comics # 1 (fig. 1), published by Detective Comics, better known today by the
name “DC Comics”. This character, originally created in 1933 and redefined in
1937, not only set the graphic outlines of superheroes; he is also the revealer of
their mythological dimension.

Superman is the quintessential superhero. Not only
because he inaugurated an editorial “mode” which rapidly
turned into a global phenomenon and which continues
today to be deployed on multiple media (cinema, video
games, board games, figurines, derivative products, etc.),
but also because his archetypal properties – tragic origins,
double identity, costume, morality – will become the
source of an extraordinary creativity and an industry of
characters who, for some, will sink into oblivion and who,
for others, will become as famous as the night vigilante
watching over Gotham City, Batman. It is, in this regard,
essential to understand that the mythical dimension of
the character – that is to say his nature as a “fictional
model” – has two facets: Superman is as much the herald
of a conquering liberal cultural industry as he is a hero
who, like the prophet Moses of whom he is a secular
avatar, is exceptional in his ability to sublimate a trauma
(the loss of his loved ones during the explosion of his
native planet, Krypton) into a humanist mission (protect
human beings).
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Superman’s success was immediate and spread
internationally with, among others, translations into
French (fig. 2), not of the original comic books, but
the comic strips (i.e. the stories themselves), better
suited to publication in contemporary youth media such
as illustrated newspapers. American publishers then
went through national press agencies which, for their
part, offered publications in collections requiring covers
produced by local artists, notably French (fig. 3) and
Italian (fig. 4), which could then distance themselves
substantially from the original work: translation is a
rewriting, and not only an adaptation, as we have known
since Baudelaire. Another rewriting, more tragic this
time, can be seen in the modifications of the drawings,
in particular under Nazi occupation: Hitler and Mussolini
then give way to anonymous criminals (fig. 5).
To accompany the greatest of all superheroes, we also
wished to show how certain contemporary artists,
sensitive to the symbolic dimension of the archetypes
disseminated by popular culture, play on codes and, in
doing so, create significant echoes with the collection
exhibited in this room. Turkish artist Cihan Ünalan pays
homage to the divine – and therefore elusive – dimension
of Superman (fig. 6); the Macedonian Zoran Cardula uses
Soviet propaganda posters to point out the utopian, to not
mention the ideological, dimension of superheroes (fig. 7).
As for the effect of creative repetition of Mr. Garcin’s
collages, it offers a material representation of the very
idea of myth – either a story or a character composed of
the multiplicity of its variations (fig. 8).
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The Darkest:
Batman
The inseparable “Couple” and Nazi occupation

The opposition between Batman and the Joker seems absolute and irrevocable:
the former fights for order, while the latter would die for disorder. However, and
this is one of the important narrative consequences of periodical publications
such as superhero comic books, these two characters must above all be viewed
as a “couple”, that is to say a matrix for creating multiple stories.

As much as Superman is a solar figure flying above
luminous Metropolis (fig. 1), Batman is a twilight figure
(fig. 2) who roams the sordid underworld of Gotham City.
Yet it is in such a seemingly radical opposition that the
success of their common publisher, DC Comics, must
be sought. It turns out that the comic book industry,
geared towards profitability and maximising readership,
favours opposition systems, the merit of which is to
offer any potential reader the superhero suited to their
expectations and the emotions they wish to experience:
Superman’s superior morality is heart-warming; the
torments of the Dark Knight, very human. In addition,
the more these opposition systems are relevant, the more
they are exploited by the publishers, since they allow
to generate numerous original stories (this is moreover
one of the components of myths): each superhero thus
quickly sees himself accompanied by his inverted double,
the supervillain – as the diptych made by Mr. Garcin
illustrates so well (fig. 3 and fig. 4).
This is also the raison d’être of the Joker – created in
1940, but whose first appearance in France is found in
the third volume of the Collection supplement to Tarzan
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published in 1947 (fig. 5) – who, throughout the years
and in particular from the 1980s, will be treated more
and more by the writers as the absolute alter ego of
Batman. Such closeness was even taken to its pinnacle
by Alan Moore, in his graphic novel Killing Joke (1988),
when he brought Batman and the Joker together: the two
characters are both mad – but only the Joker is aware
of this – and the comic book medium is nothing more
than a huge joke, in other words a madhouse locking up
eccentrics in cells (or boxes, depending on the level of
analysis at which we place ourselves).
The collection exhibited in this room also shows to what
extent Batman – with his dark costume perfectly suited
to his nocturnal activities and his expedient methods – is
rooted in aesthetic inspirations close to the vigilantes or
the mystery men, who made the glory of American pulp
magazines. These two characteristics give him chromatic
versatility, also in the French translations (fig. 6),
such as in the colour of his costume, and even in the
declared provenance of these stories; and a particular
attention is paid to the age of its readership (fig. 7).
Whether in Europe or the United States, the symbolic
power of Batman and the Joker will influence many
creators, including contemporary artists, who will exploit
marvellously the properties of the characters, sometimes in
a parodic way, as is the case with the French artist Travis
Durden when he hybridises the work “Salvator Mundi” by
Leonardo da Vinci, in order to “sanctify” the figures of
popular culture (fig. 8).
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Propaganda
The comic book as an ideological vehicle

The term “propaganda” is etymologically composed of two terms: “in favour
of” and “the corruption of young minds”. In other words, originally, propaganda
is a problematic notion characterising a certain rhetoric, the essential quality
of which is to insidiously influence the minds of children. Comic books, like so
many other fictional mediums before and after them, have not escaped this
accusation ...

Because of its apparent ease of access and the average
age of its readership, comic books have often been used
for propaganda purposes, that is to convey messages,
especially messages from the state. Young readers in fact
scan the text boxes quickly, diving eagerly into the skin of
their favourite heroes and do not use critical thinking as
to what is being conveyed to them. So, and to extend the
definition of this notion, “propaganda” is not necessarily
negative; what makes it suspicious is more the fact that
it is veiled, that it does not openly state its desire to
convince, to militate.
In this room, we have chosen to display some comic
books used in their time to propagate political ideas and
to encourage readers to subscribe to them. It is easy
to understand, for example, that the Second World War,
with its nature as a conflict between two camps, was
exploited by the creators of comics: it offered an ideal
fantasy backdrop to the actions of superheroes, while
allowing readers to experience, fictitiously, a victory that
the real world was waiting for. This so-called “cathartic”
function of fiction allows us to imagine the joy that little
Americans must have felt when Captain America thwarted
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Hitler’s plans (fig. 1) or when Daredevil chastised the
German dictator (fig. 2). A paradox nevertheless emerged:
the need to maintain a sense of reality prevented comic
books from putting an end to the armed conflict. Most
of the time, superheroes were content to show that the
Nazis were vulnerable, and in so doing, encouraged readers
to support the war effort, for example by contributing
to the economy through the purchase of war savings
stamps (fig. 3). Similar reasons have prompted publishers,
sometimes on behalf of the government, to engage in
other wars – such as the one against drugs (fig. 4),
where the battle was generally accompanied by preventive
messages (fig. 5).
As for the artistic works dialoguing with our collection, we
are indebted to Zoran Cardula – Macedonian artist and
designer strongly inspired by Soviet art deco and graphic
design – who, ironically, hybridises real Soviet propaganda
posters with American superheroes. Each of these posters
represents, in a recognisable style, a superhero, whose
symbolism resonates closely with the original slogan of
the poster: “The revolution has a beginning, but no end”,
it would seem that Spider-Man is crying out. (fig. 6);
“According to Lenin, you have to live, work and fight”,
Captain America tells us (fig. 7). The elation that emerges
from the original posters – designed to praise the USSR –
is patriotic and utopian; and these are the same qualities
that qualify superheroes, suddenly perceived as mirrors
modifying our facial features (fig. 8).
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Censorship
Protection of youth and moral values

1954: This date means nothing to most of us. Yet this is the release date of an
infamous opus, written by Austrian psychiatrist Fredric Wertham, Seduction of
the Innocent. In this surrealist pamphlet, comic books are accused of perverting
the minds of the young by insidiously inciting them to be drawn into criminal
activities or develop homosexual inclinations. It was then deemed necessary to
censor comics!

The history of comic book censorship is as old as the
medium itself. As early as the 1940s, the National
Education Association Journal published numerous articles
criticising the consequences that comics could have on
young readers. When Wertham published his essay (fig. 1),
in the midst of McCarthyist paranoia, he made a
correlation between juvenile delinquency and the reading
of comics: it is because youth spent their time devouring
comics that their moral models were perturbed, leading
them to commit reprehensible acts. One can easily
imagine the panicked reaction of parents and education
circles, even going so far as to organise comic book
burnings in schoolyards, in order to safeguard American
morals (fig. 2). Such practices could have remained
anecdotal, but this is not the case: the accusations made
against the comic book are the reason that, still today,
and even if Wertham admitted in 1974 that his fears were
widely exaggerated, comics aimed at young audiences have
such a bad reputation...
The publishers, seeing their market collapse, had to react:
they set up an internal censorship committee – the
“Comics Code Authority” – whose main task was to
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monitor that what was published respected the rules of
righteous thinking. In other words, in order for a comic
book to earn the CCA seal (postage stamp placed at the
top right of the fascicle cover; fig. 3), it had to show
a clean bill of health by removing anything that made
the story interesting! Fortunately, and reassuringly, the
rigidity of this censorship weakened over time and was
questioned by the comic book authors of the 1980s; a
collection of stories was even edited to show the public of
1985 to what extent censorship rejected even the tamer
scenarios (fig. 4).

04

To conclude, comic books, like any innovative fiction – one
can consider here the attacks made on novels, cinema
and more recently, video games – have been criticised by
the intelligentsia and have been subject to the censorship
of the self-righteous, due to their erotic, violent or
subversive nature. France, along with Canada and the
United States, was one of the strictest countries on the
subject, which led to the creation of a real local industry
of workshops adapting the original works so as not to
endure the scissors of censorship. Sheena’s outfits became
less evocative (fig. 5 and fig. 6), the characters had to
take on another identity (fig. 7) and the costumes were
sometimes even removed (fig. 8), the arguments used by
the Nazi occupation authorities being strangely repeated
almost identically by the liberators on the subject of
masked characters, symbols of cowardice and lies.
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Submission ?
Popularise a theory via the comic book

We all know Wonder Woman, the Amazonian superheroine who, for love, left her
hometown to follow an Allied Forces pilot (Steve Trevor) to his home world –
in other words: ours. We see her wielding her lasso of truth with elegance, a
halo of beauty and strength. This quasi-goddess has become the symbol of the
autonomous and charismatic woman; but what where did she originate?

Wonder Woman was imagined by psychologist William
Moulton Marston and made her first appearance in AllStar Comics # 8, in December 1941, then in Sensation
Comics (fig. 1). Marston, inventor of the first lie detector,
wanted to create “feminine character with all the strength
of Superman plus all the allure of a good and beautiful
woman” because, according to him, “our female archetypes
lack strength, vigour and power”, and therefore “girls
don’t want to be tender, submissive, peace-loving as good
women are”.
The symbolism of Wonder Woman is however a little
more complex. After his dismissal from college due to
his cohabitation with two women, Marston turned to
comics and decided to popularise his theories on the
interdependence between domination and submission to
young readers. This is why the first stories of the Amazon
portray her so often tied up (fig. 2), a metaphor for the
practice of bondage. This is also why the lasso of truth
is double-edged (fig. 3): the “super-woman” is tied up
(submission) and in turn ties up others (domination).
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Diversions
Appropriate, transform, reinvent

Following on from the Pop Art movement of the 1960s, the art of diversion is
an aesthetic practice of transforming licensed forms into new meaning. The
superheroes are then transformed into offbeat images evoking the problems
which humans are subjected to – problems which, precisely, are linked to the
economic context presiding over the emergence of popular culture.

These cultural enterprises that are comic book publishers,
propagate many stories, forms and images, thereby
constituting a so-called “popular” culture, that is to
say “massively disseminated”. Creators can then dig
into this receptacle to reinvest, or even reinvent, these
same stories, forms and images, which are then to be
considered as the “materials” of popular culture: the
creative process is therefore never completely original,
but always relies on the what pre-existed. We can easily
understand that artists, as early as the 1960s, took hold
of these materials, in order to divert them from their
original meaning and to show to what extent they make
up the features of a humanity in search of meaning.
For example, the hyper-realistic canvases by Swedish
artist Andreas Englund depict an anonymous aging
superhero, stuck in a sometimes gloomy daily life, and
observing, in the mirror of the artwork, the passage of
time (fig. 1). Moreover, this paunchy character has a
disturbing skull on his chest (fig. 2) which, as is the
case with the emblems of superheroes, represents his
most intimate trauma, in this case, death; this anti-hero
thus becomes an unconventional image of our humanity,

15

transformations !

01

02

03

dreaming of being all-powerful, but quite incapable
of stopping the inevitable. We find the same logic of
diversion in the Batman (fig. 3) by the Italian artist
Adrian Tranquilli: the melancholy fragility of his posture
and the deterioration of his emblem seem to indicate
the disappearance of the values he embodies, namely
male virility and the victory of order over disorder. All
these artists, all these works, demonstrate the strength
of a culture which, due to its global dissemination, recall
ancient myths in their ability to speak of the human
condition: Richard Tran’s alternative posters present us
with superheroes as they are – fictions – but fictions
on the decline (fig. 4); as for Travis Durden, he amuses
himself by breaking imaginary marble, transforming
superheroes into frozen and fragile deities (fig. 5).
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These aesthetic diversions are not, however, the prerogative
of artists alone: creators of comic books have also drawn
inspiration from the “materials” of popular culture with
different motivations. The characters of Watchmen (fig. 6)
by Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons, refer to the superheroes
published by Charlton Comics in the years 1950-1960; the
French production also appropriated American comics, in
order to offer its own superheroes, obvious cultural hybrids
(fig. 7). Sometimes the art and publishing worlds even
meet, especially when publishers ask artists to produce
comic book covers (fig. 8), transforming them into works
of art within everyone’s reach.
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MUTATIONS
Between narrative effects
and economic issues

Due to their nature as publications disseminated by the cultural industry, the
characteristics of superhero comic books must be viewed and analysed through a
double prism: economic and narrative. In other words, most formal innovations such as the crossover or the Multiverse – are to be understood both as a profit
maximisation strategy and as aesthetic resources.

The goal of comic book publishers is to increase their
profits. However, they did not merely develop the
marketing of their products; they also found original
solutions at the level of established fictional universes. In
other words, economic necessities have had unprecedented
narrative impacts. The most famous examples of these
impacts are that of the “crossover”, a story that brings
together characters usually published in different titles;
and that of the “Multiverse”, that is to say the creation
of parallel Earths allowing, among other things, to place
superheroes who have just been bought from a competing
firm in the global Universe of fiction, without having to
justify, at the level of verisimilitude, as to why no one
has seen these superheroes before! You can experience
some of the parallel Earths of the original DC Comics
Multiverse through the multimedia installation at the back
of the room; as for the crossover, we found it interesting
to present stories bringing together different superheroes
(fig. 1 and fig. 2) and an adventure where Superman
confronts Mohammed Ali (fig. 3). The financial gain
generated by such titles is obvious; on the other hand,
it would be wrong to ignore the advantages of such a
process in terms of creativity.
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Another interesting phenomenon to observe is related to
what is called “self-reflexivity”, that is, the comic book’s
ability to recount a superhero story, while reflecting, at a
meta level, on the medium itself. For example, Batman:
Three Jokers by Geoff Johns (fig. 4) is a rewrite of
Alan Moore’s Killing Joke (fig. 5), the latter also being a
rewrite of a 1951 strip, The Man Behind The Red Hood: it
therefore seems impossible to grasp the writer’s intentions
and the richness of these stories without understanding
how they integrate and modify older scenarios. This
ability of the comic book to take itself as an object is
one of the most elaborate aesthetic forms of any fictional
device. This is why we wanted to present echoes with
the works of Mr. Garcin, one of the properties of which
is to compose, in collage, a silhouette of a superhero with
variations of this same character (fig. 6 and fig. 7).

04

05

Comics are an almost endless reservoir of stories and
characters, which have been hugely successful for over 80
years. This success, in view of the number of films planned
in the coming years, shows no sign of abatings: this
popular culture is part of our contemporary imagination
and, in its capacity as a modern mythology, will continue
to offer readers and spectators mirrors through which our
face diffracts. It is therefore not surprising that such a
success has caused the collector’s market to explode and
that today, original drawings (fig. 8) and first editions are
being sold, sometimes for a small fortune.
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Let’s Follow Them!
For an analysis of comic books

As we reach the end of this exhibition, we can take a step back and ask
ourselves: what lesson can be learned? Why should we care about superhero
comics? It is obvious that comics cannot be reduced to mere vulgar stories
published in soft cover format: they are more to be considered as stories which
have inspired many creators. So, what do they tell us, if we choose to follow
them?

The history of superhero comic books is complex and spans
the 20th century. They have been censored so as not to
shock the youngest, they have been used to convey ideas
to this same youth, they have learned to develop narrative
strategies to optimise economic gain, they have inspired
artists, they seem to compose a modern mythology: little
wonder that they are so present all around us, even though
the intelligentsia considers them to be of little interest.
We should always remain wary of the intelligentsia: it
propagates dogmatic models of thought which, if we dare
depart from them, will in turn lead us to be “censored”.
Perhaps it is time to re-examine comics – as other goods
produced by the cultural industry - in order to see their
richness and complexity. Our thought process will then
remain active and questions will arise; in doing so, we will
be able, like the artists, to seek our reflections in these
colourful characters, so that, for once, introspection wins
over certainties.

Let’s Follow Them!
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