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Masque-ulinities:
Changing Dress as
a Display of
Masculinity in the
Superhero Genre
Because of its use in differentiating between women and men, dress is an
important resource in defining gender as a social dimension. In what
follows, I do not want to examine which modes of dress signify masculin-
ity specifically; rather, I would like to raise another question. Namely, to
what extent is gender constructed by the act of changing dress? The
analysis will not focus on the costume itself but on the difference between
two alternative costumes and the circumstances under which the change
is performed. To pursue this thesis I will make use of a topos of gender
studies which defines masculinity as a masquerade.1 In this context, the
main intention is not so much to distinguish the deceiving mask from any
kind of “real” or unmasked image, but to get hold of an analytical
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instrument with which to study the very moment of change: the dynamic
process of masking as it is signified by the variation of clothing.

The popular genre of the superhero comic book presents a well-known
example of the construction of masculinity through the use of different
costumes. With the invention of the Superman story by Jerry Siegel and
Joe Shuster in 1938—a character that originated in fanzine sketches from
as early as 1933—the change of costume (from the hero’s masked costume
to casual wear and back) has been a crucial element in the superhero
narrative. Hence, Superman, Batman, and Spider-Man are able, and must,
change their dress continually. Considered in phenomenological terms,
my aim in this article is to relate these superheroes to historical and
theoretical models in which dress changes men, and thereby to dismantle
the mechanics of gender construction of dress in the second half of the
twentieth century.

In Western popular culture, for example in novels, cinema, television
and video clips, in comic books and caricature, even in advertisements,
it seems that a change in clothing has been deemed more significant for
female role models than for male ones.2 If we accept this as given, it is
striking that a special type of macho masculinity—from Zorro to Ameri-
can wrestling or the Mexican Lucha Libre—makes use of the mask as a
form of butch embellishment. As a very special kind of dress the mask
always provokes the wish to see behind it, to take it off and to discover
something hidden. In this, the mask represents the general possibility of
re-creating a person by a change of dress: fine feathers make fine birds.
The mask shows dress, not as an expression of an underlying fixed
identity, but inversely illustrates that it is the dress which builds up the
image of a person.

The topic of the masked hero is not an original comic-book invention.
In Western literature it can be traced back at least to Greek antiquity. But
the recent adaptations of superhero comics in mainstream Hollywood
movies prove the ongoing topicality of this narrative scheme. During the
last two decades, comic-book movies, and in particular films about
superheroes, have undergone a renaissance. Films like Spider-Man Parts
I and II, The Punisher, Daredevil, The Incredible Hulk, Judge Dredd, six
Batman movies, X-Men, The Mask, and others are not cheap productions
targeted only at teenage boys and fans, but they are special-effect films
of a very advanced technical level that appeal to a wide audience. These
movies are mainstream, earning billions of dollars worldwide. Consider-
ing the huge and still growing audience for these films it is obvious to
assume a connection with contemporary conceptions of masculinity—as
an expression of abstract ideals or even as a prescriptive model for the
young. Although in recent years the comic book market has shrunk, the
success of superhero films highlight the issue of manhood that is conveyed
by Superman and his comrades. The different media of comic-book and
cinema are fundamentally distinct, yet it is appropriate to take a closer
look at how dress constructs gender within the special genre of the
superhero narrative.
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Men of Steel and Extraterrestrial Textiles

My basic premise is that the superhero story is concerned with the con-
struction of a certain role model of manliness. Primarily invented and
developed in the late 1930s and 1940s—as a kind of masculine pendant
to the super-feminine Pinup girls—the image of Superman and other
superheroes like Batman (who had his first appearance in Detective
Comics #27, dated May 1939) or Captain America (first appeared March
1941), is historically parallel to the National Socialist neo-Nietzschean
concept of the “Übermensch” (superman) in Europe. These superhero
images may be compared to twentieth-century concepts of masculinity,
as George L. Mosse has done (Mosse 1996). “Man of steel,” Superman’s
nickname, translates to Russian as “Stalin,” which has become more
familiar to us as the revolutionary nom de guerre of Joseph Djugashvili.
Similarly, Hitler wanted German men to be as “hard as Krupp steel.” In
both instances, a metamorphosis from flesh into non-human steel is
stipulated. The historical survival of Superman as an identification figure,
unlike that of his totalitarian contemporaries in Europe, might be grounded
in the fact that he was always able to change back into the mediocre man
of flesh and blood—albeit only by masking his superhuman steeliness.

The comic-book hero was altered following World War II. According
to the Comics Code, in the 1950s, it was forbidden to show uncensored
acts of violence or sexual intercourse.3 The comic-book superhero became
akin to an idealized boy scout, and as a subgenre of comic literature was
most popular and successful in the USA as well as Europe. A host of new
heroes were born in this time, such as Stan Lee’s Spider-Man in 1962. After
the comeback of the “tough guy” incorporating elements of martial arts
and action stories during the 1970s, the postmodern superhero of the
1990s is a doubt-ridden and broken figure. As seen in Frank Miller’s
important Batman comic book The Dark Knight Returns (1986), the
superhero is now aware of his morally and democratically insecure
position. Through these variable (super-) masculinities—and regardless
of different and sometimes inconsistent origin stories, with changing
authors and different editions of the comic books—two aspects have
always remained: the costume of the superhero, and the need for him to
constantly change costumes.

Towards the end of Quentin Tarantino’s film Kill Bill Volume II (2004),
the character Bill, played by David Carradine, is talking to “The Bride,”
played by Uma Thurman, about what he calls “the mythology of Super-
man.” Bill teaches her that Superman is different from all other superheroes
because of his costume. As he is an alien from Krypton, he brought
along some extraterrestrial textiles out of which his costume was later
made. While the other superheroes dress up like showmen at a carnival,
Superman is the only one who is, in fact, himself when he wears his
masquerade—and is incognito when he plays his other self, Clark Kent.
His dress is not a costume, says Bill, because he is “born as Superman.”
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I want to argue that Bill’s theory of superhero mythology is incorrect.
In examining the performance of masculinity in the superhero genre
through the changing of dress I will refer mainly to Superman, Batman,
and Spider-Man. Superman—as well as the two other superheroes—seems
to be busy changing his clothing all the time. Like his human colleagues,
he needs two alternative outfits for the construction and the performance
of masculinity. In that regard, he is no exception. The question is, how
does this mechanism of gender performance work?

Superheroes at Home

The three stars of the genre are all characterized by a split personality.
All three of them have a private life completely disconnected from their
public heroic acts. It is important to note that the civilian identity of the
hero is never acknowledged by the other players in the narrative.4 In his
everyday life, Superman is Clark Kent, an unexceptional journalist and
one who is demonstratively clumsy. The civilian alter ego of Spider-Man
is a teenage high school nerd called Peter Parker. Considering the criteria
of masculinity, the contrast between the two identities is maximized. In
comparison with this model, Batman’s alias, the billionaire Bruce Wayne,
alone, can be seen as manly: rich, good-looking, a brilliant scientist, and
a tough entrepreneur. None of the three is married or has parents or any
close relatives. They are involuntary loners, and they all feel this lack of
social life acutely. Manliness in the superhero genre seems to explicitly
exclude love, family life, and tenderness. It is due to their double identity
that they cannot carry on a “normal” relationship with another person.
Or, to be more precise, masculinity is defined by a deficiency. Super-
manliness is paid for by a lack of social competence. Heterosexual virility
is definitely not a part of this model of masculinity; all three of our
examples live in a more or less monastic state of abstinence, and some of
the suspense of the narration is born out of their heroic conflicts between
the desire for the “normal” masculinity of the average man and the
hubristic responsibility associated with super powers. As Uncle Ben tells
the doubtful Peter Parker in the closing line of the first Spider-Man story
of 1962, “With great power comes great responsibility.” The mechanism
of masculinity in the genre rests on this double origin signified in different
costumes: the clumsy nerd on one side, the exceptional hero on the other,
and the ability to change between both identities at will.

On Clowns and Warriors

These two identities—and there are only two—are clearly different from
each other, and the transformation from one to the other is always
indicated by the change of clothes. This act of changing does not corre-



233Masque-ulinities

spond to the etiquette of the gentleman’s wardrobe, which, for instance,
would not allow going to town dressed in a brown country-suit. It is also
not only a matter of practicality, like wearing a jersey for sports, and it
implies elements of a more spontaneous vicissitude than a judge dressed
up in a gown before entering the courtroom. This change transforms the
whole personality and is connected with specific abilities; the new person
has a different name, different friends and enemies, different jobs to do,
a completely different mode of behavior and a different, and mostly futile,
sexual attraction to females and males.5 This complete incompatibility
of the two characters is analogous to clowning; the clown behaves in a
manner obviously different from the way the actor would behave without
the clown’s mask and costume. In the case of the superhero, the question
of which character—the regular guy or the hero—is the marginalized and
eccentric one must remain unanswered. The social incompetence of the
hero’s alter ego turns the civilian identity into a kind of clown, too.

However, just like a clown, he has to seek absolute privacy to undergo
the metamorphosis from nerd to hero and back. It is interesting to see
that he can only change between his different dramatic personae when
removed from sight. For instance, Superman is faster than a human eye
can see; he gains privacy by speed—a remarkable concept for our accele-
rating life on a crowded planet (Figure 1). Batman has to enter his Bat

Figure 1
Superman speed dressing.
Taken from DC Comics # 457,
August 1989, © DC Comics.
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Cave, where he hides his armor, his vehicles, and all his other gadgets
(Figure 2). Spider-Man at least seeks the closet of his room at his aunt’s
flat. One might argue that this hiding away while undressing is important
because it is not part of the staging of masculinity. It might be said that
this change of identity must be kept a secret in order to protect the image
of a pure and stable manhood. But I contend that the change of dress does
not threaten, but is a necessary prerequisite for the fixing of the image of
masculinity in the first place.

The exchange of outfits is not witnessed by the people within the
narrative; but for the reader of the story, it is necessary to know about
this dynamic process of metamorphosis. It increases suspense as the hero
has to keep his alternative identities undiscovered, and it helps to create
the special character of the superhero in opposition to the other characters,
who have only a single identity at their disposal.

Ripping shirts

The pose Superman is most famous for—establishing a kind of Superman
iconography—shows him ripping off his shirt, revealing the triangular

Figure 2
Batman dressing up in
Batcave. Taken from DC
Comics # 449, June 1990, ©
DC Comics.
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“S” on the hero suit, instead of a hairy chest that one would see were he
not Superman. This is the icon of performing masculinity by the changing
of dress (Figure 3). No skin can be seen under the garment, no “real man”
of flesh and blood, only another costume is revealed. The ideal male, the
super-man, is not signified by a naked body but by different layers of iden-
tity. To show these layers, the hero has to change constantly from one to
the other. Masculinity is defined with the help of this dynamic performance.

In order to make the change obvious, the garb of the two coexisting
identities has to contrast as strongly as their habits. When Superman is
in the role of Clark Kent, he wears an unobtrusive gray suit, a white shirt,
and a tie; his glasses are a telling sign of physical deficiency and a kind of
mask as well. The superhero costume, in contrast, is a colorful red and
blue one with a big cape blowing like a banner from his back; the giant
badge on his chest works as an eye-catcher; the flag-like use of the colors
intensifies the exclamatory effect of the whole costume.

The transformation of Spider-Man is very similar; in his civilian life,
he wears jeans and a checkered shirt or a T-shirt. Combined with sneakers,
the latter creates a universal teenage outfit making him almost invisible
within a group of high-school kids. On the other hand, the Spidey costume
hides his face, stressing only the big insect-like eyes (Figure 4). The tight
suit is covered with patterns resembling a spider web, and like Superman,
he wears a large badge on his chest and his back. Also like Superman, he

Figure 3
Superman ripping of his shirt,
1941. Taken from Sabin
(1996): 56, © DC Comics.
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wears red boot-like shoes and a kind of belt or loincloth that gives struc-
ture to the anatomy of the torso. Again, Batman is an exception; as Bruce
Wayne, he frequently appears in a black tuxedo and his hero costume is
also black and is not marked by a sign. But with the cape, boots, loincloth,
and tight trousers his costume is similar to Superman’s. The bat mask that
hides most parts of his face by evoking an animal silhouette is what he
has in common with Spider-Man.

Superhero costumes are inventions of comic-book authors but refer to
a tradition of the appearance of warriors and sportsmen that might be
seen as emphasizing masculinity. Because the costumes of Superman and
Batman are bulletproof, their outfits serve the function of armor. As such
they recall the muscle cuirass of imperial Rome, from which the cape of
the hero is also borrowed. Batman and Spider-Man also make use of the
Roman masked helmet, which covers the face of the soldier (Figures 5
and 6). These helmets resemble the face of Alexander the Great, and by
wearing this facies aerata, the Roman armed forces assumed an aura of
invincibility: an army of Alexander clones.6 The use of these masked
helmets by high-ranking Roman officers during parades—not during
combat—can be regarded as an example of heroic metamorphic masculin-
ity in a similar way: here, Alexander the Great can be read as an ancient
superhero.

Figure 4
Spider-Man, 1968. Taken from
Sabin (1996): 73, © Marvel
Comics.
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Figure 5
Roman face helmet, Alexander
type, Würtembergisches
Landesmuseum Stuttgart,
Germany. Silvered bronze, 2nd
century AD. On the forehead
an eagle is visible, wings and
snakes around the face giving
an allusion of a head of
Medusa. Taken from Kemkes /
Scheuerbrandt (1997): Taf. 2,
with kind permission of
Würtembergisches
Landesmuseum Stuttgart.

Figure 6
Horsemen in reconstructed
roman 1st–3rd century AD full-
dress armor during parade,
reconstruction Marcus
Junkelmann / Archäologischer
Park Carnuntum, Taken from
Kemkes / Scheuerbrandt
(1997): Taf. 10, Marcus
Junkelmann: Reiter wie
Statuen aus Erz, Mainz: Zabern
1996, © Niederösterr.
Landesregierung,
Lichtbildstelle.
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The modern superhero costume is reminiscent of imperial Roman
armor but with apparent Renaissance influences. It resembles sixteenth-
century interpretations of Roman military ordinances. The splendid
muscle cuirass of Henry II of France, for instance, elaborates the emboss-
ing found on Augustan armor and gives him a dramatic appearance,
accentuated by the floating cape behind his back (Fliegel, 1998, p. 99).
The ensigns and the structure of the modern superhero costumes are
similar to the embossing covering the idealized musculature. As such, the
costumes of the superheroes inherit the dramatic character of the Renais-
sance period and, furthermore, suggest the dress of gladiators. The mask,
the boots, and the loincloth resemble the classic dress of the Augustan
morituri. The mask of Spider-Man in particular resembles a so-called
skull-type helmet—an Italian Renaissance imitation of a Roman gladiator-
ial helmet (Figures 7 and 8). Combining elements of the heroic antique
soldier and gladiator outfit with modern Lycra material, Spider-Man and
his companions look, to some extent, like a cross between a Renaissance
sword fighter7 and a modern track and field athlete (Figure 9). Like the
gladiator, the profession and the dress of the superhero is located in the
border region between sports and the paramilitary. In form and function
the superhero costume is a composite of antique, medieval, Renaissance,
and modern elements of specific manly forms of dress. Such admixture
evokes masquerade.

Figure 7
Gladiator fight, hoplomachus
hurts murmillo. Relief on the
gateway of Stabian in Pompeii,
c. 20/30 AD. Taken from
Junkelmann (2000): 139, with
kind permission.
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Figure 8
Scull type helmet, Schloss
Britz, Berlin. Italian, c. 1620.
Taken from Müller (1999): 25,
with kind permission by
Museum Schloss Britz.

Figure 9
Fighting with a pair of rapiers.
Detail of fol. 53 from Camillo
Agrippa: Trattato die scientia
d’arme, con un dialogo di
filosofia, Rome 1553. Taken
from Anglo (2000): 26.
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Singular Uniforms

The superhero costume is an imitation of the historical models of the
warrior, the classic domain of heroic manhood. This imitation invites
comparison with the uniform. Although each superhero’s costume is
unique, and therefore not a uniform, it permits the license implicit in the
adoption of a uniform; the person in uniform is licensed to do things that
others are not allowed, for instance to question, to arrest, or even to shoot
at certain people. In much the same way, superheroes are distinguished
by their costumes.

The uniform aspect of the masquerade has been acted out since World
War II, when, in comic books of the early 1940s, diverse superheroes such
as Superman, Captain America, The Shield or Uncle Sam himself helped
the Allies defeat Nazi Germany: the real Übermensch (superman) crushes
the wannabe Herrenrasse (master race). The latest example of superheroes
standing side by side with uniformed representatives of society appeared
in the aftermath of the terrorist attacks of September 11 2001. The heroes
of the DC Comics paid tribute to the “real heroes” of 9/11—the emerg-
ency doctors, police, firefighters, and others—by posing with them at
Ground Zero above the ruins of the World Trade Center in New York
City (Figure 10).

Figure 10
Superheroes and ‘real’ heroes
on Ground Zero. Taken from
Marvel Comics The Amazing
Spider-Man #21 Special
Edition, 11. Sept. 2001, ©
Marvel Comics.
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Seen in this light, this reading reiterates that the emblems on the
costumes are not only eye-catching trademarks but also, like police
badges, identify the bearer as a person on a special mission. The superhero
masquerade is not designed to hide the alternative identity—like the cap
and bell of the fool or the mask of Zorro—but to display the special
authority of this figure. These costumes are the exact opposite of camou-
flage; unlike all combat uniforms since World War I, these costumes want
to attract attention.

On the other hand, the civilian clothing of the superhero is a kind of
camouflage. This civilian clothing is the casual wear of the superheroes’
alter egos, and it parallels another type of masquerade: the magic hat of
Siegfried in the Nibelungen Saga, which makes the wearer invisible, or
the ring of Ywain in the legend of King Arthur. Wearing a gray suit in an
office, or jeans and a T-shirt to high school, or a tuxedo at a celebrity
evening makes the wearer inconspicuous, and leaves him without an
individual image. It is not the costume but the civilian clothes that work
like a uniform; the clothes of the alter ego act as an equalizer that aligns
all people on one and the same level, as Paul Fussell suggests in his book
on uniforms (Fussell 2002). For the three superheroes mentioned above,
it is a fact that they only become an unmistakable and singular personality
when they dress up. In their costume, they do not lose or hide their
identity; rather they get a manifest identity as a hero. The masquerade as
a hiding place is signified in the non-superhero persona, not in the super-
hero costume; it is impossible for a superhero to vanish into the crowd
in a subway station. In order to go undercover, a hero has to disguise
himself as someone normal. This disguise, e.g., the glasses of Clark Kent,
is a kind of masquerade, too—a theater of stealth.

As a result, it is not possible to call either of the two personalities the
real one and the other the disguised one, there is no one “true identity”
and its “alias.” Each persona is closely dependent upon its counterpart.
In response to Quentin Tarantino’s Bill, I would say that without Clark
Kent, Superman would not be Superman.

Masculinity as Super-Masquerade

In an article on “Masculinity as Multiple Masquerade,” Chris Holmlund
distinguishes between three models of masculine masquerade: “Dressing
up (embellishment)—putting on (parody, critique)—stepping out (affirma-
tion, contestation)” (Holmlund 1993: 213). I suggest that the superhero
masquerade fits none of these formulas. I argue that there is no substantial
male subject beneath the surface to provide a foundation for any makeup.
There are only two alternative identities, each of which is a masquerade.

The established idea of masculinity put forward, for instance, by the
German author Klaus Theweleit in his book männer phantasien (Male
Fantasies, Theweleit 1980) or by Andrew Stephenson in his 1992 Tate
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Gallery project Visualising Masculinities8 promotes the construction of
masculinity as an opposition to femininity. But in the context of the
superhero narrative the relationship between men and women is only one
among many, and as has already been said, the heterosexual definition
seems to be only one minor aspect of super-masculinity. Of far more
importance for the superhero story is the competitive relationship between
men. Authors such as Norman Bryson (in an article on Géricault and
masculinity (Bryson 1994)) or Robert W. Connell (Connell 1995) empha-
size the competitive function of concurrent male role models. There are
some examples of this function within the genre—the most striking being
the ongoing struggle between the superhero and his super-villain oppo-
nent. There are also a variety of other, more ordinary male types like the
defenseless but honest working man, the brave police officer, the stupid
gangster, the devilish general, the corrupt politician, the genius but
compromised scientist, and so on. But these intra-masculine differences
do not help in understanding why superheroes need to suffer from a split
identity and why they continually have to change dress.

Studying the history of male heroes in the Western tradition, one can
identify multiple examples for whom the change of clothes was an import-
ant part of their heroic role. Achilles dressed as a woman to escape his
military service in Troy, and was unable to return to battle until a new
suit of armor was made for him after the death of Patroklos. Odysseus
returned home disguised as a beggar to find his wife besieged by suitors.
Heracles was strong while wearing the lion-skin but was killed by the
blood-soaked tunic of Nessus, as Ovid tells in the ninth book of his
Metamorphoses. One might remember that the mythic warriors of north-
ern legends are called berserkers, which etymologically means “the one
in the bear skin.” The berserk is not defined by his ethnicity, his language,
his fighting technique or his invulnerability, but by his dress. It may be
possible to call the hair of Samson a mask as well, one that left him weak
when it was cut off by Delilah. Siegfried and Ywain have already been
mentioned and there are certainly more historical examples of perform-
ances of masculinity premised on changing dress.9 These examples suggest
that the theme of switching heroic male identities by changing dress is not
an unusual narrative strategy. Focusing on the performance of changing
costumes, the heroic or ideal masculinity appears not as a superior virility
but as a superior ability in masking. The definition of a male gender role
is not given by establishing a barrier between male and female or between
concurrent males; rather the line of difference is cut right through the
single male hero.

This strategy of circumscribing masculinity is founded in the absence
of a single identity in favor of a double identity signified by the change
in dress. The power of definition is not based in the difference between
the self and the other but between two equitable and interchangeable
identities. Successful or failed masculinity can be read based on the relation
between these two alternative selves, both of which are a masquerade of
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the other but not a masking of an underlying “real” or essential self as a
tertium comparationis.

Metamorphosis and Morality

These historical and mythical figures of heroism can be seen reflected in
the superhero type, specifically in the change between costume and casual
wear. The historical examples of changing dress as a presentation of
masculinity come into view, in most cases, in the context of a fight.
Manliness is defined by the virtues of the warrior, at the same time tested
and confirmed by violence. Putting on a mask or a costume resembles the
armoring of knights or the war painting and tattooing of face and body
by warriors of different cultures, from North American Indians or New
Zealand Maori to modern soccer hooligans and motorcycle gangs. Like
the military stratagem of the Greek apotropaion, of which the most
famous example is the face of the gorgon Medusa, the sight of which is
supposed to make the enemy turn around and flee, masks from many non-
European cultures are believed to have served a similar purpose. In a larger
context, the apotropaion is believed to ward off not only a military enemy
but also to frighten evil spirits or to keep away bad luck. In this context,
manliness as masquerade is understood as the moral ability to keep
intruders out of the private sphere. This understanding includes, in a very
archaic manner, the ability to transform into an apotropaic sign.

Masculinity as the will and ability to put on an apotropaic mask
performs a transition from the material level to a domain of abstract
morality. The male masked hero protects not only the walls of the com-
munity but moreover intrinsic ethical qualities and values. The change
of costume shows not only a metamorphosis from the average man into
a hero; it presents conflict not as a purely military one but as a spiritual,
even theological, collision between good and evil. Masquerade in this
context is not an anarchic loss of identity but an active stand against chaos.
A superhero without the ability to change into a civilian ego could not
express this duality in the same way. Such a non-metamorphic hero—for
example, Hitler or Stalin as staged through propaganda—would imper-
sonate a soldier or an apotropaion, but not both equally.

In German, the word “Larve” has a double meaning; it can mean a
mask as well as the larva of an insect or an amphibian. Masquerade, as
“Larve,” does not signify the disguising of a true, stable and detectable
identity, but rather, it is a sign of steady change, of an ongoing metamor-
phosis, of a transformation that must remain active to retain its signific-
ance. In an analogy with the superhero genre, one could say that this is
the reason why superheroes must constantly alter their costume: they have
to prove that such change is possible. Super-manliness is a steady passage;
it is demonstrated by stepping back and forth across the border between
nerd and hero. Because of this, the superhero is never permitted to rest
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and enjoy his manhood; because of this, he lacks a civilian family life.
Like a never maturing neotenic larva, super-masculinity is fated to stay
in an unfinishable metamorphic development stage.

The successful performer of masculinity, as displayed in the superhero
genre, is the one who is able to stay in control throughout the transforma-
tion. The superhero changes identities at will, and in this sense, failed
masculinity is that which loses control over this process. In comic books
and films, the opponents of the superhero are for the most part examples
of such failure. Cara McCarty notes of Return of the Jedi, the third film
of George Lucas’s Star Wars trilogy, that when the mask of Darth Vader
is removed, the act of removal “reveals a deformed face, an undeveloped
human being” (McCarty 1999: 249). Under the spell of evil influences,
the unsuccessful or “bad” manliness is not able to switch identities. Darth
Vader dies trying to change dress. The Green Goblin, archenemy of Spider-
Man since Amazing Spider-Man #14, cannot control his evil super-
character and is instead dominated by it. The mask of the Green Goblin
significantly resembles African and Pacific examples, and at the end of
the film Spider-Man I, it is integrated into a collection of tribal masks.
The image of those non-European masks seems to symbolize, in a Euro-
centric framework, an unordered or dangerous passage which leaves no
way to return to the civilian, non-demonic side.10 Norman Osborn, the
alter ego of the Green Goblin, has obviously touched a taboo—the dark
side of the Force.

The same goes for Dr Octopus, part of the Spidey universe since issue
#3 (this comic was launched in 1963), who in the film Spider-Man II is
killed in the attempt to change back to his human personality of Otto
Octavius. The Joker, one of Batman’s most interesting opponents, appeared
as early as Batman #1 in Spring of 1940. He is not able to change at all,
because he is constantly torn, like a symmetrical icon of schizophrenia.
Two-Face, another evil character from the Batman story and invented in
1942, also displays this division, but in a very physical form, along the
line of symmetry of the human body, the so-called linea alba: the left-hand
side is bad; the right-hand side is normal. Two-Face is always shown
flipping a coin, while one of the deadly weapons deployed by the Joker
are his razor-sharp playing cards. Both accessories, the coin and the cards,
are symbols of the double self—the back is different yet inseparable from
the front. The uncontrollable switch between the two personalities leads
to a Jekyll-and-Hyde effect, an inability to direct the relation of both
identities.11 In contrast, the interchanges of the superhero are controlled,
they are not arbitrary and do not happen at random. It is not like turning
a playing card in a poker game or like flipping a coin. The ideal man does
not need luck but changes as the situation or circumstances demand.
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Violence and the Sacred

In his book on the role of violence within spiritual cults, La Violence et
le Sacré, the anthropological ethnologist René Girard writes about the
schizophrenia of violence (Girard 1973). It is not his intent to analyze
mechanisms for the construction of masculinity, but his theory on mimetic
rivalry could be read as a theory of the hero as well. This is not the place
to present his ideas in all their complexity; I merely want to consider the
position of rivalry; rivalry, as discussed by Girard, leads to the construction
of a mimetic doppelgänger in order to turn chaotic and destructive
violence into a sacred, directed, and constructive violence. Following
Girard’s model, the deficient or incomplete existence of the superhero
could be understood as self-sacrifice for the sake of society. In a Girardian
reading, the superhero plays the role of a priest; in lacking the desired
family life and the harmonious relationship with the object of his affec-
tions, he is leading the life of the ideal man. Constructed abstract manli-
ness is situated outside normal everyday life. In place of the average man,
the hero offers an idealized image of masculinity.

The change of clothes signifies a step outside the realm of normality,
in that the costume unveils the ordered transformation from a “wild
violence” into a judicial power. The mask—as a singular uniform—
displays heroic masculinity as “sacred violence” in the name of a higher
order. This “sacred violence” can be steered or halted according to the
given society’s needs. Thence the ability to change costume indicates the
moral integrity of the hero: his ability to act out an abstract moral
imperative.

Unlike Ernst Kantorowicz’s The King’s Two Bodies (Kantorowicz
1957), in which the representative statesman is the incarnation of two
body concepts at once—the private man and the public king—the super-
hero changes back and forth. It is a movement in time, a process that
requires constant activity, not simultaneity but a sequence or succession
of two alternating selves. Kantorowicz’s king does not need athletic agility
to harmonize two competing and sometimes contradictory images of the
self; both are integrated in one physical body at the same time. However,
as Marc Bloch has pointed out, the moment of change between two modes
of appearance indicated by the costume is the basis for the royal ability
to work seemingly superhuman wonders (Bloch 1998). According to these
terms the metamorphosis of the superhero displays a medieval, theologi-
cal, and undemocratically absolutist method of self-empowerment.

But contrary to Joan Riviere’s psychoanalytical thesis in Womanliness
as Masquerade (Riviere 1994 [1929]) it seems that this masculine masque-
rade is not a reaction against an oncoming force of alienation, a defensive
act that keeps the core of personality discrete and untouched. For the
superhero there is no core, there are just different layers that alternately
can be shown or hidden away. The superhero’s dress is not a facade hiding
the private inner self; each mode of appearance, the nerd’s as well as the
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hero’s, is a staging, a mise en scène of masculinity. Superman is masculine
because he can change into Clark Kent and vice versa.

Furthermore, the role of the warrior, the clown or the fool and even
the priest is not restricted to the masked superhero but is also open to his
civilian alter ego. The abilities that make Superman, Batman or Spider-
Man special do not so much rest in their powers and super-senses—their
super-enemies have superhuman strength as well. Rather it is their talent
to live what Girard might have called an ordered or well-regulated schizo-
phrenia. The ideal masculinity, as displayed in these comic books, is
not signified by one costume or the other but by the ability to change
the role at will and according to specific situations. Understood in these
terms, masculinity is not a type with which a person complies or not;
masculinity exists only as a proof of itself. The problem of masculinity
in the superhero genre is the constant and invariable pubertal problem
of becoming a man.

This mechanism for the construction of masculinity is relevant to
images of masculinity beyond popular culture. For instance, in his study
of the male figures in the paintings by Francis Bacon from the 1950s on,
Ernst van Alphen reads their clothing to be an instrument for constructing
masculinity as a form of masquerade: “The masculine masquerade,
however, is represented as a play of children dressing up as men. [. . .] This
is so because their clothing acts primarily as a signifier. It means, symbol-
izes masculinity, and evokes super-masculine types” (van Alphen 1992:
175). According to van Alphen, evoking Roland Barthes, the creation of
the self is a “practice of representation as an ongoing bodily activity, with
no special objects as its goal besides the representational movement itself
[. . .]” (p. 165). A costume as a masquerade is a practice of representa-
tion—but not an activity. Changing dress is such a movement of repre-
sentation and it necessitates two different images that represent each other
in a system of references. Because of this the male dress must be detectable
as a masquerade, otherwise—again van Alphen paraphrases Barthes—
the image of masculinity would be nothing but a mortifying objectifica-
tion. The child’s play, the signifier, which refers not to an essence of being
but only to an abstract meaning or symbol, connects van Alphen’s concept
of masquerade to the costume of the superheroes.

The metamorphosis of the superhero is not a linear movement; it is an
endless circle, rotating in a certain stage of development without ever
attaining a final goal. It is a steady doing and undoing of two separate
identities, which restlessly constructs masculinity within the act of chang-
ing costume. The echoes of ancient and renaissance models of the warrior
constitute, most certainly, a sort of masquerade, but the concealment of
superpowers behind a camouflage of casual wear is a masquerade, too.
Changing costume means changing role models and this change is a
masquerade in the sense of the “Larve.” Superman, Batman, and Spider-
Man exhibit this same model of dynamic masculinity and analogous
patterns of changing costume. All three superheroes have to change their
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costumes all the time; Superman is no exception. Quentin Tarantino’s Bill
was indeed wrong when he thought that Superman was born as Superman.
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Notes

1. See Benthien and Stephan (2003), especially Söll and Weltzien (2003).
To my knowledge, the first association of masculinity and masquerade
is found in Hoch (1979), especially p. 94 ff. See also Holmlund (1993)
and Perchuk and Posner (1995).

2. This is just a presumption. I have not encountered any scientific
exploration of this cultural phenomenon. Ernst van Alphen assumes
that “in contrast with the role of dress in the construction of femininity,
masculinity is not supposed to depend on dress” (van Alphen 1992:
175). Female superheroes from Wonder Woman to Elektra or Cat-
woman could not be taken into account during this inquiry. As the
concept of masculinity as masquerade is thought as an intra-masculine
effect it is not necessary to draw a distinctive comparison between male
and female heroism. In no way it is presumed that the hero as a
narrative paradigm is restricted to male figures.

3. See Nyberg (1998). The book by the psychologist Wertham (1955)
played an important role in the restriction of comic books. Wertham’s
point was that children eventually imitate the behavior of their comic-
book heroes. He feared not only antisocial aggression; he also warned
that the inter-masculine relationships in comic stories like Batman
could evoke homosexual feelings.

4. Due to the incoherent form of different stories in editions of comic
books and movies there can hardly be any general statement. In Spider-
Man II (2004) the figure of Spider-Man becomes unmasked several
times, so that his friends know about Peter Parker’s double identity.
In comparison to the comic books this unmasking is not typical to
superhero stories. In regard to the problem of meta-narration see
Reynolds (1992), esp. p. 26 ff.: Costumed Continuity.

5. Concerning homosexual readings of superhero stories see Brooker
(2000).

6. Different types of mask helmets existed. The Alexander type was the
most common, but there are also different types showing a female face.
The function of the female mask helmets is not clear but the trans-
gender performance in military context seems to have oriental roots.
See Kemkes and Scheuerbrandt (1997).
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7. For a detailed reconstruction of Roman gladiator armor, see Junkel-
mann (2000). Pictures of sixteenth-century swordsmen dressed in
tight muscle cuirasses, tight trousers, and soft boots, similar to
superhero costumes, can be found in Anglo (2000).

8. Visualising Masculinities: exhibition organized by Andrew Stephenson
in 1992 for the Tate Gallery, London. See also Kestner (1995).

9. Jerry Siegel himself drew a connection between Superman and Her-
cules as well as Samson but without concerning the question of dress
or masquerade. See Hausmanninger (1989: 60). Of interest in this
context could be also the figure of Lawrence of Arabia, whose military
success was due to his Arab dress, as described by Dawson (1994).
In contrast to orientalist sartorial styles within Europe during the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, with his costume, Lawrence was
not trying to be exotic but instead ethnically authentic.

10. The fact that the “dangerous” power of the mask over its possessor
is displayed by non-Western, “exotic” tribal masks is a sign of Euro-
centrism of the authors of comic books and film treatments. It would
be interesting to think about different cultural uses of masks within
the gender structure of different ethnic societies, e.g., in the contexts
of carnival, theater, religious rituals.

11. This story by Robert Louis Stevenson from 1886 could be regarded
as a study on failing schizophrenic masculinity as well. In some
Superman comic books, first in November 1958 (Superboy #68), an
imperfect clone of Superman, called Bizzaro, appears as an evil
doppelgänger of him. Bizzaro fails imitating Superman’s habit and
deeds and turns out to be involuntarily bad, but apparently this
character was not very popular.
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