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Superman as a Modern Hero


“This is no fantasy, no product of wild imagination.”  In these opening lines of Superman the Movie, we are asked to put aside all disbelief and indulge in director Richard Donner’s retelling of the heroic adventure.  Released by Warner Bros. in December, 1978, Superman quickly became the modern hero of every child world wide.  He is considered a hero because his adventure encompasses many typical stages of a hero’s journey.  After separating from his home planet Krypton and departing from his adopted home on Earth, he undergoes many trials and victories that transform him into a superhero who returns to serve his adopted society as a light in the path of becoming a great race.  

Moments before his home planet Krypton is destroyed, baby Kal-El (Superman’s birth name) is placed in a star bound for earth which seals his fate as a future superhero.  As he sends him off to another planet, his father Jor-El tells him “They can be a great people.  They wish to be.  For this reason, I’ve sent them you, my only son.”  In this symbolic separation from home, the viewer identifies the baby as a future hero sent to save humans on earth.  Not only does Jor-El establish a sense of status and presence for his infant son, but he evokes a connection to the ultimate savior hero Jesus.    

According to world renown author of mythic heroes, Joseph Campbell, separation and departure are often manifested as a call to adventure followed by the appearance of supernatural aid and a symbolic crossing of the first threshold into the hero journey.  Usually, an encounter reveals an unsuspecting world as destiny summons the hero (Campbell 51, 58).  A guide often appears to present a task and mark a new period in the hero’s life journey (Campbell 69).  Supernatural aid is presented to the hero in the form of the guide and often in the form of objects or powers bestowed upon the hero by the guide.  Because Superman has a dual nature he requires a dual departure.  He is separated from his birth home Kryton and then eagerly departs from his earthly home on a journey north.

The call to Clark Kent’s (Superman’s earthly name) adventure came one night as he discovered a crystal from Krypton that his birth parents sent with him.  Finding the crystal sparked an internal need and desire to travel north in Clark which is symbolic of the special powers passed down to him from his father.  By this point, Clark has discovered that his powers far exceed those of humans and has realized he has some great purpose on earth.  He willingly departs from his adopted home when called to adventure and embarks on a journey north with his crystal to identify his purpose in life.

His powers and the crystal, both gained through his birth father, become his supernatural aid.  His guide appears in the north pole in the form of his father’s image that dwells inside of a temple which sprung out from Clark’s crystal.  His crystal serves as a vehicle through which he can contact his guide and becomes the physical threshold he must cross.  After entering the temple, his father bestows upon him both physical and historic knowledge and becomes his guide by saying “you will make my strength your own, see my life through your eyes as yours will be seen from mine.  The son becomes the father and the father the son.”  

After meeting with the guide and crossing the first threshold, the hero journey usually enters a new phase of trials and victories which will transform the pre-hero into a hero (Campbell 97).  Often, the adventure takes a very intimate turn as it is a period of self discovery.  The audience learns the hero’s strengths and weaknesses and watches him grow and overcome challenges.  In Superman the Movie, viewers do not see his trials and victories. Clark remained in the temple and underwent a twelve year training in the north pole.  The film showed flashes of this training period which would encompass him getting to know himself and humanity as well as overcomming obstacles to become a hero and quickly moved on to the next phase of reintegration into his adopted society.

“The hero-quest has been accomplished…[but] the adventurer still must return with his life-transmuting trophy” (Campbell 193).  With a deeper voice, broader shoulders, and refined powers, viewers see Superman for the first time at the age of thirty, flying out of the temple in costume and cape returning to society in full glory as a hero ready to give back.  This proud flight is symbolic of the master of the two worlds crossing the return threshold to reintegrate himself.  It is in this phase that the invinceable “man of steel” and his heroic actions won the hearts of millions.  He stands for “Truth, Justice, and the American Way” by capturing criminals, saving innocent victims, and combating evil villains with an ease characteristic of a true hero (Jurgens 242). 

 His lack of struggle and fear prove that he is past the trials and victories phase of his journey and is giving back to the community.  He freely talks divulges his weaknesses to the world through an interview with Lana because he fears nothing.  His rescues are with minimal struggle and has absolutely no doubt that they will be successful.  Even the ending lines of the film reassure viewers that Superman realizes he is an integral part of society even though he is greatly honored.  After delivering thieves to a prison he says, “Don’t thank me warren, we’re all in this together” which is indicative of a successful reintegration.  

Superman the Movie directed by Richard Donner is the perfect combination of  
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