





Wing blames himself for having somehow instilled something corrosive in Red Hawk.
“This is all my fault in that... I sent him down this path of confusion and depravity,” he
tells the officers. “I started this whole sexually confused thing, and he ended up dead
from it.” Although he has apparently grown into a self-aware, comfortably gay man,
Wing paradoxically blames his teenaged self for having corrupted Red Hawk — a curious
inversion of the usual pedophilic critique — as well as forgiving Red Hawk all
responsibility for the episode of physical abuse he graphically describes. This irrational
self-blame is so obviously unfounded that even the watching police officers seem to be

touched and frustrated. (Powers #26, 3-10).

Perhaps the most thoughtful take yet to emerge on the issue, however, was that
posed in a 2002 limited series by Alan Moore — who, fifteen years after Watchmen,
continues to probe the taboos and conventions of the superhero genre. Moore’s imprint
America’s Best Comics (ABC) brought out the series Top 10, a 12-issue limited series
written by Moore and 1llustrated by Zander Cannon and Gene Ha, in 200! and 2002. Top
10 is an ensemble police drama, character-based along the lines of Hill Street Blues, and
follows the officers of Neopolis Law Enforcement Precinct 10, nicknamed “Top 10.”
Neopolis is a city entirely populated by superheroes and other strange creatures:
Everyone, from secretaries to six-year-olds, wears capes and Spandex or something like
it, and most people have superpowers. It is a collapse point for superhero “continuity,”
where everything is cross-referential and overdetermined: ghettoes are inhabited by
“ferro-American” robots, titans drink coffee at skyscraper-level kiosks, giant reptiles
from Monster Island object to racial profiling, a sexually transmitted mutation called
STORMS threatens the careless, and a top-40 boy band called “Sidekix” is likely to be
composed of young men who actually are former child heroes

At the climax of the 12-issue series, the subplot that comes to a head involves the
murder of one such former sidekick, shot in a nightclub just after the release of his band’s
album (called “Boy Wondering,” in obvious tribute). The evidence leads Top 10’s
officers to the super-group with which the victim had been associated: the Sentinels, a
well-known superhero team, now mostly retired. Like hero teams in so many other

postmodern or revisionist books, the Sentinels are an unflattering mirror-image of the
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Justice League. The former Sentinels feature a Superman type called Atoman, the
Wonder Woman-like Sun Woman, the Sizzler (a Flash-like “speedster” with fire powers),
and a Batman type called the Hound, who “sniffs out” crime and keeps his trophies in an
underground “Kennel.”*'

Investigation reveals that the Sentinels are a sham: they never really fought any
heroic battles, but instead are merely an elaborate facade that masks their real activity.
Readers were as shocked as the book’s officers when Moore named this activity aloud:

the Sentinels are a pedophile ring.

Dust Devil: Damn, Jacks. You’re saying the Sentinels /ied about all them space
wars? Well, what have they been doin’ all these years?

Lt. Peregrine: They’re a pedophile ring. From what we can make out, the Young
Sentinels is a pedophile grooming operation.

Shock-Headed Peter: Hey, come on, you’re sayin’ Atoman is a short-eyes? Or the
Hound? Kids make up allegations! You hear it all the time!

Lt. Peregrine: The kids aren’t alleging anything. We’ve got Atoman on film, being...
serviced... by the Sizzler’s pre-teen partner, Scorchy. [Responding to the

sudden silence and generally appalled looks:] Yeah. That was pretty much

* The Seven Sentinels’ mirroring of the Justice League is well understood by fan readers,
as is indicated by the comments found at Jess Nevins’ online Top /0 annotation site,
broadly considered the canonical Moore fan-annotations clearinghouse. (Nevins’ similar
annotations to Moore’s The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen recently became the
source for an officially-sanctioned book). Of the Seven Sentinels, Nevins writes:

I thought the following too obvious to mention, but a number of people wrote in
to give the names, so I'm going to list them once and for all. The Seven Sentinels
are analogues for DC's Justice League of America (although as Ronald Byrd
points out, there are eight members of the Seven Sentinels--perhaps similar to the
misnumbering of DC's Seven Soldiers of Victory?). The Scarlet Sceptre is the
Green Lantern, the Black Boomerang is the Green Arrow, Atoman & Atomaid
[sic] are Superman & Supergirl, the Hound & the Pup are Batman & Robin, the
Kingfisher & Bluejay have no real parallel, the Sizzler & Scorchy are Flash &
Kid Flash, Davy Jones & Davy Jones Jr. are Aquaman (by way of Popeye) and
Aqualad, Sun Woman is Wonder Woman, and M'rggla [Qualtz, an alien later
turned porn actress and serial killer] is the Martian Manhunter.

( http://ratmmjess.tripod.com/topten12.html )
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our reaction. The Captain’s given us permission to take down the Sentinels.
Commander Bailey will hand out assault weapons down at the Armory.

(Top 10 #12; emphasis selectively included)

In the series’ final issue -- subtitled “Court on the Street” -- the officers of Top 10,
dismayed and angered, collect their assault weapons and head out to “take down the
Sentinels.” The operation results in the violent subduing and capture of most of the
former heroes, a round-up of the juvenile Young Sentinels (including Scorchy — who
turns out to be female), and the suicide of the Superman-like Atoman. That last event is,
in fact, carefully engineered by a psychologically astute robotic police officer — which
makes it all the more unsettling. After being forewarned of the police raid by his young
female sidekick -- who clearly remains loyal to him despite the implication of ongoing
statutory rape -- Atoman has shut himself up in his “Fallout Shelter,” a fortress made of
“impregnium,” from which even the Top 10 officers cannot pry him out.”” But the robot
officer, Joe Pi, threaten Atoman him with the prospect of having his powers taken away,
and reminds him that he will be sent “to prison... with all your old enemies... as a child
molester.”

Atoman cries out, “No! That can’t happen!... You think Atoman is going to spend

the next twenty years bending over for Doctor Dread or Antimax?”’* He throws himself

“2 Nevins writes: “Atoman, [who is] the Sentinels’ Superman analogue, has a Fortress of
Solitude analogue, as seen here.”

“* Many themes and symbols in Top 10 echo earlier works by Moore — as might be
expected from someone who’s been writing revisionist superhero texts so long and
prolifically. Interesting here is the speculation on the dreadful prison fate of a former
hero stripped of his powers, a fate which Moore worked out in some detail during
Rorschach’s imprisonment in Chapters 6 and 8 of Watchmen. In that book, Rorschach is
sprung from jail after only a few days by his old companion in vigilantism, Nite Owl, and
Nite Owl’s companion the Silk Spectre. But the situation strongly suggests that if this
had not occurred, Rorschach’s defenses would not have protected him forever and one of
his former enemies would indeed have eventually murdered him.

Alongside and next to murder, one of the central threats implied in such an
environment is, of course, the threat of anal rape. This is referenced in passing during the
prison scene in Watchmen (6.5, 6.6), and more menacingly (on page 6.12) when a
prisoner behind Rorschach in the mess line murmurs “Boy, y’know, I’d sure like your
autograph. I got my autograph book right here in my pocket...” while pressing a
screwdriver to the seat of Rorschach’s pants. In Top 10, part of what appalls Atoman
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into the deadly “violet soundwave” he keeps sealed inside the fortress — the one thing that
could destroy him — seeking, in his words, a “way out with dignity.” No one seems
grieved by his death.

In this startling climax, Alan Moore once again seems to have been the first to
dare to speak a frightening thing aloud in a superhero book. Just as he was perhaps the
first to bring the sexuality of costumed superheroes “out of the closet” in Warchmen, in
Top 10 he gave a name to the existing, previously only connoted fear that sidekicks as a
class could be somehow vulnerable to sexual exploitation — the fear articulated in
Bratpack in 1994, and in The Tick’s telling 1990 scene in the Sidekicks Lounge. It
suggests the fear that any superhero group might be nothing more than a front for
something sexual: as the thought goes, what other reasonable explanation could there be
for adults to act so ridiculous? More critically, Moore gave this specific fear a proper
name and a proper punishment. The “Werthamite spectre” does not deal with
homosexuality per se, but with a crime that has a name — pedophilia -- and is punishable
by jail terms and ruination. The episode addresses, head-on, a long tradition of
unarticulated innuendo. In a similar situation, perhaps one of the Johnnys from The
Tick’s Sidekicks Lounge might have been satisfied that, the facade of superheroism
having been exposed, his predatory superhero had run out of “excuses.”

However, Moore was not content to let his naming-aloud of pedophilia stop there.
In the closing pages of Top 10, we find a return to the interest in human emotional
complexity, ethical ambiguity, and history’s secrets that characterized the superheroes’
romantic and erotic lives in Watchmen. Captain Traynor is the precinct captain and
paternal authority figure of Top 10, a kind-faced, hale but aging man, whose personal
history does not emerge in detail until the series’ very end. All we know is that during
his active superhero career he flew a plane with a supergroup called the Sky Sharks and
went and under the name of Jetman; and before that, he was a sidekick called Jetlad. As

the Sentinels investigation heats up, we occasionally break in on Captain Traynor in

enough to drive him to suicide is the thought of being forced to submit sexually to his
former super-foes. Aside from the usual horror of rape, why does this possibility seem
such a likely and obvious consequence for the imprisoned superhero? And what kind of
reversals -- of the world inside/outside the jail, of the normal state of
dominance/submission -- might it imply?
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pensive mood, gazing at a framed photo he keeps in his desk. It appears to depict a
1950s-era fighter pilot-cum-superhero, sporting an aviator’s costume and a walrus
mustache.

This mystery seems to find an explanation in issue #9, when a telepathic alien in
the police holding cells, in the midst of a private and cryptic conversation, tries to
reassure Traynor that she is not simply playing games with him. “Captain, if I wanted to
humiliate you,” she says, “I’d just tell everyone about you being a homosexual, wouldn’t
177 (Top 10 #9). Traynor’s silent, shocked gaze confirms, as clearly as Hooded Justice’s
speechless stare did in Moore’s Watchmen, that the accusation has hit home: the
unspeakable thing just spoken aloud, hanging in the air, cannot be denied. Moore,
however, can be counted on not to simply retread old ground. The full extent of this
subplot’s symmetry is not revealed until the end of the series’ final issue, as the day that
started with the violent take-down of the Sentinels fades into evening. As the characters
disperse, we follow Traynor home, seeing for the first time where he lives (an ordinary
house, a large garage containing a lovingly tended antique plane).

Ascending the stairs, Traynor is greeted with a call of “Hi, babe,” and we see the
other person in the apartment: a heavyset, distinctively mustached man — obviously a
much aged version of the fighter pilot in Traynor’s photograph. The men kiss, and
Traynor’s partner tells him that their lasagna will be ready in fifteen minutes. As the two

sit down with wineglasses on the sofa, Traynor mulls over his reactions to the day’s raid:

Traynor: [ don’t know what it was that got to me. [Atoman] killed himself in a
beam of violet sound, but it wasn’t that. He was a nasty bastard. Hell,
they’re all nasty bastards. They were a pedophile ring, for God’s sake,
but... Oh, I don’t know.

Wulf: No? Well I do, sweetheart. You’re thinking about '49. Boy, in that
uniform? You were something.

Traynor: ... Says the big tough Sky Shark guy! Wulf, I was barely sixteen back
then, and you were what, twenty-four maybe? How was what we did

different?
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Waulf: Hey, I was a dirty old fruit even back then. Like I’d pass on Jetlad. The
difference is I loved you, baby. I still do.
Traynor: And I love you, old man. And that’s enough, right? Even in a city like

this?

The two sit before their picture window, watching the skies of Neopolis, filled
suddenly in this panel with flying creatures out of childhood tales — Oz people, Peter Pan,
a character from Maurice Sendak’s In The Night Kitchen® — and Wulf, putting his arm
around Traynor, responds, “Yeah. It’s enough.”

In a complicated move that adds yet another layer of nuance to an already-
startling series of events, Moore seems to demand that his readers take the concept of
superhero-sidekick intimacy -- which has just been dragged out into the light and
positioned as a serious crime -- and re-examine it yet again. This time, the concept is
filtered through a sympathetic character, who mulls over the complexities of the issue in
the company of a clearly age-tested and well-beloved partner. “How was what we did
different?” asks Traynor, and the answer, of course, is that it isn’t clear. It’s not so
simple as it might have seemed to label age-crossing intimacy a crime; after all, we now
realize, much depends on context, on individuals, and on love.

This is a politically charged suggestion to make, and Moore perhaps wisely
assigns it to characters who have had decades to reflect on their choices and conclude
they made no mistake. At the same time, a more subtle point is being made, one of
tremendous significance for this particular discussion. The *“hero-sidekick” pedophilia
trope has long been assumed to be, and treated as if it were, a homosexual pairing. But as
Moore points out — and as gay activists, in the real world, have increasingly insisted — this
link is an arbitrary one. The most explicit exploitation we see practiced by the Sentinels
involves adult men and young girls (Atoman and Scorchy, Atoman and Atomaid, and two
half-naked young women — Boots and Blacky — whom the officers find in the Sentinels’
tower); while exploitative pedophilic contact between superheroes and sidekicks of the

same sex is certainly also implied, it is not foregrounded.

“ Per Nevins’ site, http://ratmmjess.tripod.com/topten| 1 .html, “Page 32.”
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On the other hand, the relationship between the former Jetlad and his companion,
which is held up as a partnership that has long outlasted the excitement of forbidden sex,
is obviously homosexual and, apparently, in no way dysfunctional. Moore seems to insist
that readers, rather than continuing to think of the pedophilic trope as a dirty joke, instead
consider the more nuanced shades of sexual and emotional complexity that such human
relationships might entail — as well as sorting through the nuances that differentiate the
abusive relationship from the consensual, and that automatically stigmatize gay
relationships by default while validating heterosexual ones.

This intelligent, nuanced piece of commentary on the pedophilic trope stands as a
good bookend to conclude this discussion, one that started with Wertham. As we can see,
the prevalence of the pedophilic trope in the transitional period of the late 1980s and
1990s has started to be answered by revisionary texts in the late 1990s and the early
2000s, in which writers like Moore and Bendis are interested in challenging readers to
think consciously and carefully about the old, embedded assumptions and jokes.

Lest things seem entirely progressive in this regard, however, I would like to
baiance the mention of Moore’s work with that of another writer important in remaking
the field, Frank Miller. By a circumstance perhaps coincidental but certainly
provocative, both Frank Miller and Alan Moore — two of the writers who shook up genre
tropes in the 1980s with Miller’s The Dark Knight Returns and Moore’s Watchmen, both
discussed earlier in this chapter — produced germane new works in 2002. Moore
produced Top 10, among other series from ABC; meanwhile, Miller published the long-
awaited and much-heralded The Dark Knight Strikes Again, a sequel to the 1986 book.

In The Dark Knight Returns (which will hereafter be abbreviated as TDKR, following fan
convention), readers see a much-aged Batman return to save Gotham City with the
assistance of a new sidekick, a thirteen-year-old girl named Carrie Kelly who takes on the
name of Robin. In The Dark Knight Strikes Again (TDKSA), set three years later on, an
even older Batman returns yet again to save the world for once last time. This time he’s
assisted by most of the roster of the Justice LLeague, Captain Marvel, the inhabitants of
the bottle city of Kandor, and his now-sixteen-year-old assistant Carrie, who has changed

her superhero name (and costume) from Robin to Catgirl.
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The original book attracted some suggestions about the possible meanings of
Robin’s “transformation” into a girl, but TDKR made no strong suggestion about the
relationship between Batman and his new Robin beyond that of an intense, paternalistic,
quasi-military bonding. However, the sequel takes a different approach. Things start
unobtrusively: a mysterious, Joker-like figure of evil is haunting Batman and his allies
throughout the three book’s three chapters. Obviously, this cannot be the real Joker, since
he was killed by Batman by Batman in TDKR. This mysterious villain once attacks
Carrie, commenting, “Kid sidekicks. You make me sick” (TDKSA 3:34), and a
clairvoyant girl tells her later, “He hates you. He hates you more than anybody. More
even than he hates Mr. Wayne” (TDKSA 3:33).

In the climactic final book, this perverse and mysterious figure of evil is revealed
to have all along been Dick Grayson — the first Robin! Dick has, for some reason, gone
over to the enemy camp of Lex Luthor and his ally, the evil alien Brainiac. “Radical
gene therapy” has equipped Dick with superhuman strength and near-immortality, and
from unspecified place, he has developed a deep-seated hatred of Batman and,
particularly, Carrie. At the book’s climactic scene, Dick/Joker traps Catgirl in the
Batcave and begins to carve her up with a knife. “Get out of there,” Batman cries over
their communications radio. “Too late,” Carrie answers weakly, and adds, “I love you.”
While the crazed Batman struggles to reach the cave in time to save Carrie, the evil Dick
Grayson continues to slice away. “He loves you,” Dick murmurs, as he presses nis body
and mouth against her. “The daughter he never had. So pretty. Sweet sixteen. I'm
going to skin you alive.” When the torture scene is interrupted by Batman (in a sort of
holographic projection), the dynamic shifts to the tension between Dick and Batman. The
scene that unfolds is increasingly bizarre. Batman, seeing through Dick’s disguise,
needles him, reminding him of the long-ago night he “fired [Dick’s] sorry butt. For
incompetence... And did you bawl like a baby or what? You were pathetic, Dickster.
You were always pathetic.”

Dick drops his Joker disguise to reveal the strangely inappropriate red-and-green
Robin costume. He threatens Batman with gruesome vengeance, as well as with an awful
fate for Carrie -- “your little piece of jailbait here.” Batman counters with threats of his

own, while at the same time he caresses Dick’s cheek and calls him by poisonously
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precious names: “bobbin,” “dondi,” “button,” “peach.” In the midst of all this, he stomps
on Dick’s face, cuts off his head with an axe, and then drops him into a volcano. “Lava,”
he says. “An ocean of it. Rising fast. Coming your way, blossom. You’ll be vaporized.
Feel the heat yet, plum?”

Due to Dick’s modifications, the former two moves aren’t enough to kill him.
Pulling himself back together, he cries out to Batman: “Damn you! I loved you!”

“So what?” asks Batman. “You were useless. You didn’t have the chops. You
couldn’t cut the mustard.”

“I loved you!” says Dick. “I would have done anything for you!”

“You’re breaking my heart,” says Batman, and hurls both of them down into the
volcano.

Batman, of course, is saved via a quick and timely rescue by Superman, but
Robin falls to his final death. As Batman watches him fall, ordering Superman to*[t]ake
me to Carrie,” we find him thinking: “So long, Boy Wonder.” On the book’s final page,
we find Batman reunited with Carrie in the Batmobile. As they fly toward safety, Bruce
addresses her as “darling,” and muses silently to himself: “You were right about one
thing, Dick Grayson. Ilove her.”

This sequel reveals less about the evolution of the “pedophile” trope cver the past
fifteen years, at least in Miller’s thought, than it does about the contrast between Miller’s
attitude and those of other creators — particularly Moore. It is surprising to see how
consistent Miller’s attitude toward the potential gay readings of the Batman story has
remained. After all, if his treatment of the Joker was arguably homophobic in TDKR,
then its recpitulation in TDKSA is equally so. The abrupt introduction of Dick Grayson
makes less sense as the appearance of an individual than it does as a representation of the
figure he stands for — “the boy sidekick,” or Batman’s boy sidekick specifically. And if
the death of the Joker reads like an attempt to brutally exorcise any potential gay tropes
from the text, what are to make of it when Miller re-stages the same destruction, this time
on the body of the eternally controversial and provocative boy sidekick?

Viewing things this way, it is hardly surprising that Batman’s final stopping place,
mere pages later, is at the side of his new, female companion. “She’s stable. She’ll be all

right. Sturdy as ever,” he thinks. The bond with the female companion is positioned as
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“stable” and will endure; irrespective of whether we read the implications as parental,
romantic, or incipiently sexual, we can see that it is one of requited love. What makes
this scene of substitution deeply disturbing, of course, is the way that Robin cries aloud
his love for Batman, at the violent climax -- and Batman dismisses him with insults that
sound suspiciously like “sissy.” Substituting a female character for the original Boy
Wonder is a move that is open to many readings, but does not demand a homophobic
one. On the other hand, the transformation of the original Boy Wonder into a murderous
villain and his destruction amid a hail of words like “peach” and “button,” as he cries “I
loved you!” and Batman answers “So what?,” do seem specifically to demand to be read
as homophobic and defensive. The scene seems to be attempting to repudiate any
dangerous possibilities that have ever lurked in the potential love between Batman and
his boy sidekick. Unfortunately, Miller’s methods are brutal and violent. (One has the
sense, all those years back, Batman and Robin might have enacted a scene in the Batcave
not unlike the one Bendis describes for Wing and Red Hawk. By curious coincidence,
after all, both Batman and Red Hawk wound up moving on to young women dressed in
the costumes of their former boy sidekicks.)

In many ways, Miller scems curiously behind the times. His violent destruction
of the foppish, obsessive Joker seemed homophobic and overly defensive of Batman’s
“masculinity,” even in 1986; resurrecting the story in 2003 to destroy the too-cute,
obsessive Robin suggests a certain paucity of imagination. On the other hand, Miller’s
apparent obsession can be viewed as a demonstration of the staying power of pedophilic
anxiety. Miller seems to have an idée fixe about exorcising potential gay readings from
the Batman story. Just as his representation of the dynamic between Batman and the
Joker in TDKR presents a rich text for reading that tension, Miller’s move to destroy the
“boy sidekick” offers a fascinating demonstration of the fear, hostility, and paranoia that
have been inspired over the years by Wertham’s pedophilic spectre. This time, of course,
the bad element is identified as being the Boy Wonder — almost literally a spectral figure,
who cannot be killed, but eternally returns to bother Batman no matter how often the hero
repudiates him. Eventually, the revenant can be destroyed only by being “atomized” in

the bowels of the earth... and being replaced by a girl.
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As we have seen, the discourse of gayness in superhero comics is not merely
recent -- nor is it limited to comics in which gay characters actually appear. Instead, this
conversation reaches back more than fifty years. Over the last half-century, comics
writers and readers have formulated ways of talking about, implying, satirizing,
burlesquing or denying the implicit possibility of homosexuality in the superhero text. At
times, this has provided the only outlet for discussing the operations of gayness in
superhero genre texts, as various forces — many of them the same historical influences
that have shaped the contours of these tropes — have caused mainstream comics to
exclude and deny gay possibilities, perhaps in a maneuver of self-defense.

From this discussion of the history of the discourse, we now shift to close
readings of texts that have emerged since it started becoming feasible to speak gayness
aloud. Although these texts claim to offer an “open” portrayal of gay characters, we shall
see how the shaping forces of this historical discourse contribute to their representations
of gay characters -- and to the images of gayness against which they define themselves.
As always, history informs and shapes the present, even if what the present claims is

nothing short of a representational revolution.
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Part Two:
Close Readings

In the last chapter, we looked at ways in which the gay-superhero discourse has
manifested in implied and non-specific ways, and how its connotative meanings have
been defined in the negative space of mainstream superhero comics — in burlesque, satire,
transmedia adaptations, and the mainstream’s avant-garde and fringe. As we saw, the
past fifteen years have seen gay superheroes, and the conversation around them, move
gradually out into the mainstream. This discourse ranges from the explicit and playful
analogies in mainstream transmedia adaptations — from The Ambiguously Gay Duo to X-
Men United -- to the emerging “sunlit” conversation about gay superheroes in comics at
or near the heart of the mainstream, as seen in titles like Powers, in which writer Brian
Michael Bendis uses Batman and Robin analogues to address the pedophilic Wertham
spectre, or Alan Moore’s Top 10 , in which Moore brings a nuanced approach to the same
question, echoing the way his work broached the topic of hidden superhero gayness in
Watchmen sixteen years before. '

At the same time, we have seen that the threads of the conversation in
contemporary comics are tangled and far from consistent, as is suggested by the curiously
homophobic climax to Frank Miller’s The Dark Knight Strikes Again (2003). Miller’s
hostile evocation of the Batman and Robin relationship, and the story’s violent
destruction of the spectre of an unhealthy same-sex obsession, seems to echo the
original’s impulse to revisit and exorcise gayness from the superhero text. It also
suggests the abiding discomfort around gayness still found in many superhero comics.
Although Miller is unusual in using “revisionism” to make potentially gay subtexts
visible before attacking them, most superhero stories far closer to the mainstream still
leave gayness invisible, indulge in explicit or implicit stereotyping, or frame same-sex
attachments of gay characters as implicitly threatening.

Having looked at the ways in which a conversation about homosexuality in
superhero texts has emerged over the past fifteen years, I now consider more recent

irruptions of gay visibility in superhero texts. In this chapter, I examine three recent
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instances in which gay characters were brought explicitly, denotatively, and with great
visibility into a superhero text. The first close reading looks at the gay superhero
Northstar, giving some background for the character’s history and paying attention to his
well-publicized “coming out” in 1993, and his 2002 reintroduction into the Marvel
universe as an openly gay character. Second, I look at Apollo and the Midnighter, a pair
of characters created by writer Warren Ellis in 1998 for a series published by Wildstorm
Comics, who received considerable media attention in early 2002 when they were
“brought out” as “the world’s first gay superheroes.” Third, [ examine the sequence of
events surrounding the outing and subsequent much-publicized gay-bashing cf a
sidekick character, Terry Berg, in DC’s Green Lantern, as written by Judd Winick, and
consider what the story suggests about violence and protection in superhero genre
fictions..

In this section, we will move from examining the way gay representations, and
the discourse around the gay superhero, has existed at the margins of the mainstream to
examining how it has tentatively begun to enter mainstream narratives themselves.
Consequently, two elements will be the main focus of these readings. First, I am
interested in the ways of knowing that creators present readers with in these
representations: How are we given to know that a character is gay? How do the other
characters within that fictional universe acknowledge or fail to acknowledge it? (That is,
how does this knowledge become denotative?) Second, I am interested in examining
these texts’ self-aware relationship to the history of the superhero: what claims do they
seem to be trying to make about the impact of gay characters on the genre conventions of
a fictional world like the superhero comic? Third, I am interested in other patterns of
representation, whether acknowledged or unacknowledged, that manifest in these stories.
These questions may have to do with matters like victimhood, public image, and the
economy of violence in the superhero world. These stories are characterized by a claim
or desire to be “out” and “open” about their superheroes’ sexuality. But do they also
show us things about the contours of the discourse that are less immediately visible?

What might some of those patterns, questions, or contradictions be?
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READING #1: ALPHA FLIGHT AND NORTHSTAR
“Frightened of what he thought he was, and what he feared he might become...”

In 1992, Northstar, a member of Marvel's Canadian superhero team Alpha Flight,
performed a highly visible “coming out.” He was the first superhero in the Marvel
Universe to do so -- in fact, the first superhero in any “mainstream” series -- but the event
followed ten years of character development in which the character’s homosexuality had
been implied but never made clear. In this section, I examine how homosexuality has
been implied and represented — connoted and denoted — throughout the history of the
Northstar character. This path will take us from the character’s “ambiguously gay”
representation during the 1980s, through a symbolic AIDS crisis of extraordinary
proportions in 1986, and through to the character’s coming out in 1992 and the nexus of
cultural, political and narrative tensions which that storyline brought to light. Then I
briefly consider how, after a long absence, the character’s 2002 reintroduction to X-Men
comics has presented a kind of template for representing the modern gay superhero --
complete with a platform of identity politics and a direct address to the Werthamite

threat.

Epistemology of the Superhero Closet: How do we know what we know?

Alpha Flight debuted in August of 1983. The cover of the first issue touted the
characters as “exploding from the pages of The X-Men!,” which was indeed where the
team had made a guest appearance in 1979 (Uncanny X-Men (Vol. I), #120). The
characters had been created by popular writer John Byrne, who also wrote and drew the
first twenty-four issues of the new book. Alpha Flight was a specifically Canadian super-
team, and Byrne, Canadian himself, carefully delineated the characters and described
their settings. He seemed to view the book as a labor of love.

The character Northstar was introduced as the secret identity of Jean-Paul
Beaubier, a professional downhill skier and proud Quebecois. Northstar had mutant
powers of flight and of super-speed; he had also been recently re-united with a long-lost

twin sister, named Jeanne-Marie and code-named Aurora. Aurora had similar powers,
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and together the two could generate powerful blasts of light. Identified to the reader as
mutants, the two were both slightly elfin in appearance, slender and graceful — a common
aspect of Byrne’s art style — with sloping eyebrows and slightly pointed ears.

From the start, readers were given to understand that each Alpha Flight team
member had troubling secrets and hidden pasts — a well-established approach to engaging
readers with new characters. Aurora, for example, seemed to have a personality disorder
which was — probably inaccurately -- labeled schizophrenia. Northstar’s issues were less
clear. He was positioned as a hostile character, ready with a biting wit that often caused
friction, and during the series’ first two years some slightly unsavory aspects of his past
emerged: he had apparently once been involved with a radical Quebecois separatist
group; he had knowingly used his mutant powers to advance his athletic career. But
Byrne’s stories also repeatedly suggested that there was something else about Northstar
that hadn’t quite been brought into the light. In Issue #7, for example, Jean-Paul walks
his sister to a restaurant in a quaint quarter of Montreal, to introduce her to an old friend
who “helped me through some difficult times.” Upon hearing Jeanne-Marie expresses
surprise that her brother is fami'iar with “such a place” as this, he tells her, “I have...
depth you do not suspect, dear sister” (4). The friend turns out to be a restaurateur named
Raymonde Belmonde; when Jeanne-Marie tells him that her brother has told her all about
him, Raymonde replies, “He has? That surprises me a little, my dear. But,” he adds,
kissing her hand, “may I say how delighted I am that Mother Nature so graciously
imparted Jean-Paul’s features to a woman, where handsome may become beautiful.”

Things go on this way for quite some time. Over lunch, Belmonde comments,
“Then you have not really told your sister all about me, after all, Jean-Paul? I thought
that would have been odd” (7). It’s clear that the reader is missing some information
about the past, but it’s also clear that Jean-Paul and Raymonde were once close. As
Raymonde says when he invites Jeanne-Marie to use his first name, “We are all like
family here” (8). When Raymonde’s teenage daughter suddenly enters, Jean-Paul is
apparently shocked, asking: “But how? I mean... You never told me of a daughter.”
Raymonde explains that the girl, Danielle, has recently come to live with him after her

mother’s death: “a treasured reminder of the very different man I once was” (9).
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This sequence is an example of the kind of exchange that some readers read as
containing “coded gayness.” It makes nothing explicit; it maintains what D.A. Miller
might call an “abiding deniability.” A reader might take nothing from the scene other
than that Jean-Paul has some kind of mysterious background. But a reader more attuned
to the cues with which gayness is often communicated in conversation or literature, might
well read the scene as suggesting that Jean-Paul and Raymonde’s past together was
intimate in a way that goes beyond the expectations of conventional heterosexual
masculinity, and that both claim gay identities or gay pasts. The scene concludes with an
even more provocative event. Agents of a local thug named Ernest St. Ives interrupt the
protagonists at lunch, seizing Raymonde and hustling him away. Jean-Paul is blocked
from interfering and pushed aside — the thugs call him “pretty boy,” an insult he often
faces — and Jeanne-Marie is kidnapped, while Raymonde is abruptly killed. As Danielle
weeps over her father’s corpse, we read this description of the internal state of a grim-

faced Jean-Paul:

Jean-Paul Beaubier feels a great, black emptiness open in his heart, a gaping maw
threatening to swallow whole his world... Raymonde Belmonde had been the most
important person in his life. More than a father, much more than a friend, he had
found Jean-Paul, scarcely more than a boy, alone and frightened... of what he
thought he was, and what he feared he might become. And Raymonde had led
him out of that dark fear, into the bright clear light of self-acceptance, teaching
him not to fear his mutant powers, or any other thing. Now... an iron door has
closed upon a chapter of his life, and Jean-Paul Beaubier is alone again.

(AF #7, 13, emphasis original.)

As the panels close in on Jean-Paul’s clenched fists and angry face, we find him thir’.ing:
“You have made a grievous error, Ernest St. Ives. You have taken from me my sister and
my friend. And for that I will kill you” (13).

This sequence, one of many like it, gives a sense of the “connotation” that
surrounded Northstar throughout the first two years of Alpha Flight’s run. Always
plausibly deniable, the things readers learned about his past and the way he reacted to
situations consistently contained hiats that savvy readers could pick up on. Sometimes
this even manifested in the way other characters spoke about him. A flashback to “the

origin of Northstar” saw the team’s founder telling the new recruit, “You had it all -
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money, fame, women... Although the women don’t seem to have interested you
overmuch” (#10, 21). A later adventure sees a captured Jeanne-Marie regaining
consciousness to wonder, “And just what is Jean-Paul doing here? And with a woman!”
(#22,17).

After Byrne departed the series and other writers took over, the tone of Alpha
Flight became uneven, but it continued to offer moments which attentive readers could
interpret as hints about the character's sexuality. They ranged from the subtle to the
blatant — by 1986, things had reached the point where Aurora could make a joke about
Northstar’s fondness for men in tight costumes (AF #41, 4). The same issue contains an
intriguing scene in which Northstar is “outed” as a mutant to a group of ski fans, who
angrily repudiate him — and after that, he is promptly taken over by a mind-controlling
teenage fan, who commands him to be her “boyfriend” and is disappointed by his stiff
response. But this innuendo, for all its accumulated weight, never came sufficiently into
the open to be clearly discussed within the narrative, or given a name.

In 1987, an extraordinary symbolism entered the storyline. A multi-issue
storyline saw Northstar beginning to suffer from a mysterious disease -- a hacking cough,
and a slow weakening of his superpowers of speed and flight. The inescapable symbolic
implications of this plot turn led some readers to believe it was leading up to the
revelation which they had long been expecting (AF #43 and 44, February and March
1987). In the world outside the comics, the ever more visible spectre of AIDS had begun
to intertwine the themes of homosexuality, disease, and morbidity, lending them the
ominous resonances which they were to retain through the late 1980s and into the 1990s.
Interestingly, in the 1986 issue which “outed” Northstar as a mutant, another character,
in another context, made a passing reference to AIDS -- mere months after then-President
Ronald Reagan famously uttered the word in public for the first time (#41, 4).

Shortly thereafter, Alpha Flight began a storyline that focused on a mad doctor,
who used his superpowers to alter the flesh of his victims. The effect was a grisly display
of organic deformation and disease (#45-49, April-August 1987). These stories seemed
unrelated — except that, the reader learned, Northstar had originally held out hope that the
doctor could cure him of his secret disease. And, as the villain warped and deformed

their bodies, yet another Alpha Flight character, this one an amputee to whom the doctor
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had restored a pair of lost legs, found the new limbs beginning to rot and deteriorate --
manifesting telltale "blotches" as a sign of their decomposition.

To a reader with the idea of Northstar's homosexuality in mind, and aware of the
AIDS issues unfolding in the culture in 1986 and 1987, the action narratives
accompanying the character’s deterioration into sickness must have become a kind of
horror-show house of distorting mirrors. This reading sees the images of superhero (or
horror) genre story being turned into overdetermined symbols, as they echo a real-fear of
morbidity and sickness. The story was accompanied by a chorus of characters all
manifesting symptoms of some suggestively awful disease, of which Northstar's cough
and bodily weakness was the most visible locus. Throughout, the failure to clarify what
Northstar's ailment actually was only made things seem worse.

Yet, when Northstar’s illness was finally resolved, the explanation read like an
abrupt rerouting of the narrative into an unforeseen directions. In a plot twist ridiculed by
many fans, it was revealed that Northstar and his sister, Aurora, had never been mutants
at all, but were instead the half-human children of a creature from Asgard, a plane of
existence populated by god-like and demon-like creatures. Northstar's disease was
attributed to the simple fact that he had lived for too long on Earth. In the action-packed
Issue #50, the team was trapped in an infernal underworld. Aurora selflessly donated
some of her light powers to her brother, which turned out to be all the cure he needed;
then Aurora was bundled off to Hell by a pack of demons -- possibly this is implied to be
an appropriate consequence of her hysterical attacks and tendencies toward
nymphomania -- while Northstar, emerging from the battle healed but alone, decided to
rejoin his father's people, thanks to the surprise appearance of a Heaven-like dimensional
gate in the sky (AF #50, Sept. 1987).

On one level of the narrative, Northstar had simply been magically cured of his
illness and then gone to live in another dimension — which, after all, is not a terribly
remarkable plot sequence in a superhero universe. On a more symbolic level, however, it
is not difficult to read Northstar as having died and ascended to heaven, in a welter of
familial sacrifice and visual iconography that would not have been out of place in a
Victorian sentimental tale. Either way, his disease had been “managed,” his ongoing

mysteries retroactively explained, and the character himself safely packed away out of
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the book -- without anyone having to mention a thing about homosexuality, closets or

outings, or AIDS.

In 1992, the series’ apparent policy of ambiguity changed radically when
Northstar performed a highly public "coming out.” (This amounted to a self-outing on at
least two levels: the character came out both to the readers, and to the other characters in
the universe of Alpha Flight.) The issue in question -- Alpha Flight #106, published in
March 1992 -- has been the target of some ridicule in the years since: it is “a rather
clumsily-written and amateurly-drawn story,” as one online fan put it.** Other critiques
derives from the fact that Northstar makes his announcement during a battle sequence, in
which he is fighting the washed-up Major Mapleleaf, a tragic figure with an unfortunately
hilarious name.

The issue's action involves Northstar adopting an abandoned, AIDS-positive baby
girl in a grand public gesture. We learn that the retired Mapleleaf is a former Canadian
national hero, who now spends his days sunk in depression, agonizing alone over the
AIDS death of his only son. Mapleleaf becomes incensed when he sees the sympathetic
TV coverage of Northstar's child, and, in an illogical move that can only be explained by
his derangement, he travels to the Toronto hospital to attack the baby. When he and
Northstar wind up in a fight, Mapleleaf complains about the inequity with which gay and

“innocent," non-gay AIDS sufferers are treated. Eulogizing his son, Mapleleaf cries,

His whole life was reduced to a statistic!... In the end — all I could do — was watch
him die! And now you come along... with your cute and sweet and lovable and
photogenic little orphaned girl! “She’s too young to have done anything to bring
the disease upon herself,” people think. My son wasn’t guilty of anything. But
because he was gay, he didn’t rate!

“Do not presume to lecture me on the hardships homosexuals must bear,”
answers Northstar. “No one knows them better than I. For while I am not inclined to
discuss my sexuality with people for whom it is none of their business -- / am gay!” (16-

20, emphasis included selectively). Mapleleaf reacts by calling Northstar “selfish,” and

* Todd Verbeek, “Beek’s Books: Lesbian, Gay, and Bi Super-Heroes.”
http://www.rzero.com/books/gaysuperfull.html
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telling him that as a public figure he has a responsibility to out himself. The two end
with a kind of reconciliation, and the story’s final page depicts a “newspaper” article with
the headline, “Alpha Flight’s Northstar Proclaims Homosexuality” (AF #106, 22, 29).
Certainly, the comic is unsubtle on some levels. But although the issue uses the
hyperbolic conventions of superhero melodrama to drive the action and conversation, the
issues it seeks to open up -- the increasing visibility of the AIDS pandemic, the hypocrisy
of government silence and failure to fund AIDS research and treatment, the
stigmatization of gay men and their placement in opposition with "innocent" victims, the
vexed responsibility closeted gay public figures have to be open -- are knitted together in
a relatively sophisticated and certainly sympathetic way. The press conference at the
issue’s end feels particularly significant. Reading the “newspape: story,” we learn that
Northstar has stated his wish to become a role model, as well as calling for "greater
openness" and better funding for AIDS research. The series never addresses just how
much of a surprise Northstar’s announcement is his tteammates. But it is obvious that for
the purposes of the debate about political rhetoric that the story opens up, Northstar's
announcement would have little value without such a press conference. It functions as a
necessary part of the concretizing, clarifying action of "coming out" as a powerful speech
act -- the kind of speech act that, in 1992, was just beginning to see the effects of many
years' work by gay activists in publicizing it as a powerful rhetorical strategy for
improving the obscured and weak position of gay people and AIDS sufferers. Reflecting
the mid-combat conversation between Northstar and Major Mapleleaf, we can read the
press conference as Northstar’s agreement with the Mapleleaf’s assertion that public
figures have a responsibility to be out. To an extent, this is a rephrasing of the well-
known ACT UP equation of "silence" with "death" and disease -- and, conversely, the
equation of openness with an assertion of the right to live. Northstar's outing, then,
clarified his position to readers, as well as making a space for the publicly gay celebrity
superhero in the Marvel universe -- even if the potential of that space was not much
developed. And it also cleared the air after a convoluted ten years during which the
character's presumed homosexuality, had been regularly hinted at but never openly
discussed -- and in which storylines which seemed to be leading up to revelation were

redirected or cut short.



Northstar’s history is one of the corics universe's central examples of the ways in
which stories about gay characters can get caught up in ambiguities, confusions, and
evasions, and ultimately deflected into being "really" about something else entirely. It
indicates the complexity of the contortions, the confusing logic, through which stories
will sometimes go in order to avoid talking about, or coming to conclusions about,
homosexuality. With Northstar's 1992 "coming out," however, a new standard of clarity
seemed to be set as a challenge for superhero titles: it would seem there is nothing so

straightforward as a declaration of "I am gay."

Archetypes and Effects: Genre Consequences

Strangely, however, the consequences of Northstar's "revelation" never saw much
development. The event did not seem to have an impact on the other inhabitants of the
Marvel universe, nor did it lead to Northstar's evolving presence as symbolic figure.
With a few exceptions, after the "press conference" at the end of #106 -- which is only
represented as a newspaper clipping after the fact -- the views of other inhabitants of the
Marvel universe are not mustered to the occasion. Northstar's outing was not used as
discussion fodder for sensitivity training among the Avengers, nor did he immediately
join the North American Gay and Lesbian Superheroes Association -- because, of course,
there isn't one.* Alpha Flight did not appear to be interested in exploring the possible
meanings of a gay superhero for public space within the Marvel world, or his impact on
the fabric of its superheroic structures.

Nor was Northstar's personal life developed. In fact, after Alpha Flight ended two
years later -- with issue #130, published in 1994 -- Northstar was little seen for years.
The character reappeared briefly in a 1994 miniseries, but readers expecting further
exploration of his sexual identity or personal history were disappointed. Although it
made many oblique references to past secrets and torments, the miniseries never
mentioned explicitly or implicitly that the character was gay. In fact, it presented a

woman from his past who — it was implied — might have been an old girlfriend. After the

“ However, Northstar did become an icon for gay comics fans. His name and image

have graced the Northstar APA, a collective — and unofficial -- fan magazine by and for

gay superhero fans, since 1989 — well before his “official” outing.
http://welcome.to/northstarapa
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dramamic “coming out,” the entire subject was swiftly allowed to sink down again into
ambiguity, ambivalence, and a long silence.

As we have seen, the peculiar nature of superhero history and publishing renders
comics characters, and the histories and personalities established for them by writers,
particularly vulnerable to being *“written over” in this way -- altered by other writers,
overruled by editors, or rewritten in new revivals. One interpretation might be that the
world of superhero fictions was not prepared to accommodate this breakthrough as a new
standard for speaking-aloud. It was into this well of unclarity, ambiguity and retroactive
erasure that Northstar and his newly-established identity slowly vanished.

Unlike so many other lost or changed characters, though, Northstar’s story has an
interesting coda. In 2000, Northstar was dusted off, after years of obscurity, and began
making guest appearance in the X-Men titles. In late 2002, he was re-introduced to a
prominent position in the Marvel universe in one of the publisher’s most high-profile
books, Uncanny X-Men. How the character was reintroduced, and how his sexuality has
been treated, provides an excellent opportunity to ask: what is the state of gay
superheroes in the Marvel universe now?

In Part One, we saw how Northstar’s reintroduction provided an almost
immediate opportunity for the series’ writer to dismiss the Werthamite spectre by
clarifying the difference between pedophilia and Northstar’s “normative” heterosexuality.
Other aspects of the character’s reintroduction also suggest an attempt by the series
creators to define or position the precise meaning of Northstar’s sexuality for this new
era. In the two or three issues in which he has featured prominently since his return,
Northstar's gayness has been clearly verbalized and discussed. In issue #414 of the
current Uncanny X-Men (December 2002), in which Northstar is reintroduced, we see
Charles Xavier — Professor X, the leader of the X-Men -- travel to Montreal to invite
Jean-Paul Beaubier, the now-inactive Northstar, to teach at Xavier's famous school for
young mutants. Xavier frames the invitation explicitly in terms of what Northstar might
have to offer the school, including his "unique outlook" on sexuality. In a boardroom of

Northstar’s Montreal corporation, Charles Xavier offers Northstar a job, but has to do

some persuading:
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Northstar: Educate children. And what might convince me to do something so...
magnanimous?...

Xavier: ... I do believe you might find the experience beneficial. An opportunity
to share your unique point of view with open minds willing to learn.

Northstar: | have no deep-rooted urge to make mutant unity my personal mantra,
Charles...

Xavier: I was not referring to your mutant point of view, Jean-Paul.

[Northstar frowns.]

Xavier: I have devoted my life to aiding those whose genetic differences set them

apart. We both know that “sexual preference” is a misnomer. The term

)

should more accurately be termed [sic] “sexual determination.” There are

those with that determination who need support. Guidance... Have |
interested you?

Northstar: You always interest me, Xavier... but what would you have me teach,
as a former Olympic athlete? Boy's gym [sic]? Even you could not be so
progressive.

Xavier: No. Indeed not... I was thinking of something more suited to your less
obvious love and talent. Business and Economics [sic].

[ After a long silence, Northstar smiles.]

Northstar: You do intrigue me.
(#414, 2-4, emphasis selectively included)

This conversation opens with a nearly unheard-of maneuver: a conversation that

had seemed to be about the “mutant point of view” turns out to actually be about

homosexuality. Northstar’s response is ambivalent. His tangibly sarcastic question to

Xavier about whether he will ask him to teach "boy's gym [sic]" clearly refers to the fear

that associates gay men with predatory pedophilia, and perhaps even evokes the

Werthamite spectre. When Xavier turns the conversation away from Northstar’s sexual

orientation and appeals to his “less obvious love,” Northstar relaxes.

Of course, although the conversation uses terms as specific as “sexual

orientation,” no one ever says out loud that Northstar is gay. This delicate dance of
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naming and not-naming leads, later in the issue, to a conversation between Northstar and
a sick mutant boy, Peter, whom Northstar must carry to safety: Peter’s homophobic
response to learning of Northstar’s homosexuality provides an opportunity to dispel
associations between homosexuality and pedophilia: “I'm not into little boys. I like men
with hair on their arms,” says Northstar to the child he carries in his arms, as the
Werthamite spectre hovers perceptibly over their shoulders. The revelaticn also creates
an opportunity for the two to bond over their abusive relationships with their fathers, and
for Northstar to counsel Peter on affairs of the heart. Peter relaxes with Northstar and
learns to trust him during their long overland flight, and the boy’s tragic an unavoidable
death at the issue's end acts to humanize the originally prickly Northstar, as -- lying
wounded and bandaged in a hospital bed -- Northstar decides to stay and teach at
Xavier's school after all.

Engaging as it is, this issue often feels experimental — as if it were a guidebook
on how to represent Homosexuality for Superheroes in the newly complicated political
and cultural world of 2002. After all, since Northstar’s last “coming out,” our culture has
moved into a period that is post-Ellen, post-Rosie, post-Will and Grace - although not,
perhaps, post-“don’t ask, don’t tell.” The teaching points may not be conveyed subtly,
but they do come across. In his initial meeting with Northstar, Professor X weighs in on
the eternal debate of essentialism vs. contructivism — we learn that sexual orientation is
inborn, not chosen. This is addressed again in Peter’s homophobic reaction to Northstar,
which - like much of the rest of the issue -- seems designed to forestall the reader’s own
potentially homophobic reactions to the reintroduction of the gay superhero.

Finally, we see both Xavier and Peter “reaching beyond” Northstar’s orientation
to communicate with him on other levels: Xavier is aware of his professional experience;
Peter laughs at Northstar’s comment about hairy chests and apologizes for having called
Northstar a “fruit.” By the end of the issue, it is thoroughly clear that Northstar will no
longer be presented as merely a crypto-homosexual. The story seems to promise that his
presence will bring future statements on issues around gayness -- whether because the
character's presence provides the opportunity to address these issues, or because
addressing them seems a necessary prelude to developing the character among the X-

Men.
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However, in the year since Northstar was added to the comic, the character’s
reintroduction has been slow to generate any more abstract conversation about gayness
among superheroes — or even about gay culture within the superhero world. (For
instance, we have not seen Northstar with gay friends, talking with family members, or
talking with or about other gay superheroes — who do exist in the Marvel universe.)
Interestingly, however, the story has suggested some things about the immutability of
sexual orientation. In the issue after Northstar's reintroduction, we see Northstar, now
establishing himself at the school, developing a somewhat surprising "crush" on the
apparently hopelessly straight Iceman, Bobby Drake. The new school nurse, Annie
Ghazikhanian, demonstrates great gay-friendliness, showing enthusiasm at the idea that
she might be able to help Northstar and Bobby hook up, offering her opinion on
Northstar's taste in men, and encouraging him to pursue Bobby. But Northstar ultimately
tells her, in a tone of authority, that "[Bobby’s] straight, and that's the end of it... some
loves just aren't meant to be." This echoes Northstar’s words to the child Peter in the
previous issue: "You are what you are, my friend. There's no changing sides once God
places you." That comment is contextualized as a statement about mutanthood, not
sexuality. But like much of what goes on in this issue, the statement addresses both both
questions at once, invoking the long-standing vision of the mutant as a genetically
predetermined class apart and implicitly evoking the parallels between mutanthood and
gayness. At the same time, the events involving Northstar and Iceman implicitly exclude
the possibility of anything between hetero- and homosexuality: bisexuality, at least in
men, does not seem to be considered a possibility. In context, this could be read as a
strategy of containment: If Northstar is not likely to be changed back away from
homosexuality, as the story seems to promise, there is also no possibility of his gayness

“corrupting” other characters or the superhero team in a larger sense.

As we have seen, the history of the Northstar character provides a prime example
of the changes in gay superhero representation during the past two decades. The
character’s first ten years offer a wealth of coded — or connotative — representation of gay
meaning, which was sufficient for gay readers to adopt him as a sign both of pride and of

the ongoing frustration of the closet. The weighted, symbolic storylines of the late 1980s



suggest the lengths to which a superhero story was prepared to go in order not to speak
homosexuality aloud. And his disappearance, shortly after the 1992 coming-out, gives
evidence of the vulnerability of superhero characters to being overwritten, revised, or
erased. However, the character’s 2002 reintroduction to the Marvel universe’s fictional
world seems to suggest a new strategy of clarity — of denotation — when it comes to
positioning gay characters in the superhero world, a strategy which seems to include an
ideology of essentialism and genetic predetermination. At the same time, Uncanny X-
Men has thus far held back from seriously exploring Northstar’s sexuality and its
meaning in his life, nor has it explored the implications of a newly gay superhero
presence for the genre world at large.

Although Northstar was in some sense the first out gay superhero, his
reintroduction was unquestionably shaped by the advent of two characters who appeared
in 1998. These characters provided a challenge to questions of archetype, and opened a
door to further conversation about the future of gay superheroes. It is to Apollo, the

Midnighter, and The Authority that we turn next.

READING #2: APOLLO, THE MIDNIGHTER, AND THE AUTHORITY

“Superheroes who happen to be gay”

In February of 2000, a flurry of newspaper articles announced a dramatic event:
the arrival of “the world’s first homosexual superhumans.” In the Times of London,
reperter Stephen McGinty asked, “What would Lois Lane think?... The American comic
company that gave the world Superman and Batman is creating the first homosexual
superheroes. In the past, caped crusaders fought for truth, justice and the American way.
Now gay rights will be added to their muscle-bound repertoire...” The story added that
the characters appeared in a comic called The Authority, published by an imprint of DC
Comics. Characterized as “a loving couple who cohabit in a giant spaceship,” the heroes,
known as Apollo and the Midnighter, would be officially outed in the next month’s issue,

when they would be seen kissing (McGinty, Sunday Times of London, 27 Feb. 2000)
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This news piece was picked up and re-reported around the world. Clearly, it
tapped into powerful interest the characters in question had generated among comics
readers — as well as suggesting a new interest on the part of mainstream media in
revolutionary events in superhero comics, such as this “outing.” The outing of Apollo
and the Midnighter evidently represented a watershed, and the event thus marks a crucial
moment for the emergence of open discourse of gay superheroes into mainstream comics.

That widely-repeated article contained a fcew omissions and factual errors, which
were echoed in later coverage (a familiar phenomenon in the coverage of comics stories
in non-comics-specific press). Among other things, McGinty's piece misspelled the
name of the title's Glasgow-based current writer, Mark Millar. Other omissions glossed
over the complicated history of the comic — which, in turn, informed the “outing” in ways
that are important for our discussion. For instance, McGinty did not see fit to mention
Wildstorm, the name of the publisher, which had originally been an independent
publishing house but was bought by DC shortly after the characters had first appeared.
He also credited Millar as the comic’s *“creator” without noting that the series and
characters were actually creations of Warren Ellis, the writer who had created The
Authority in 1998.

Although the original Times piece ran under a predictably sedate title (“Gay
superheroes come out of the closet”), as other papers picked up the story, the coverage
manifested a certain sensationalist streak. “It’s a bird, it’s a plane, it’s a same sex ccuple”
was the headline in the Melbourne Herald Sun, while the Toronto Star marveled
“Shazam! They’re gay!,” and the Otrawa Citizen added, “Holy same-sex partners,
Batman!” The bad puns came thicker than usual, too; the national paper The Australian
contributed “Camped crusaders up, up and a-gay!,” while someone at the Australian
Hobart Mercury was unable to resist the quip: “It’s AC/DC with gay comic way.”

For all their cavalier fact-checking and trivializing titles, the proliferation of these
pieces suggests global interest in an issue that, until recently, had seemed to be of limited
interest. An American reader, particularly one who had been following gay comics
fandom and grousing over Northstar for years, might well have asked her- or himself:
when, exactly, did gay superheroes become newsworthy? But the story spread rapidly to

mainstream papers on three continents, appearing in the following days in English-
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language newspapers in Ottawa, Montreal, Toronto, Melbourne and Sydney, as well as
national newspapers in Australia and Scotland.”’

Given all that, it is curious that many regular readers of The Authority felt all the
hype was somewhat misleading. This is because many of those who had been reading
The Authority for the past year and a half felt they already knew these characters were
gay. They felt that, within the text, the characters had been “established” as gay the year
before. To these readers, the “outing” was much more like a public declaration to the
press than any kind of revelation within the text. How could this disconnect exist between
the sense of the comic’s readers, and the ideas being conveyed in the wave of news?

That question demands we examine the ambiguous nature of knowing as it appeared in

the comic.

The Epistemology of the Gay Superhero : “Flying Out of the Closet”

As regular readers of The Authority knew, the history of Apollo and the
Midnighter went back farther, and was more complicated, than the mainstream coverage
was able to explain. The characters had first appeared in a comics series called
Stormwatch, a title that Scottish writer Warren Ellis had taken over for the American
publisher Wildstorm. Like many other Wildstorm comics, the series was a relatively
conventional superhero narrative with a high-violence, global-scale tone. The super-
powered characters belonged to a secret organization funded by the U.N., lived on a
state-of-the-art orbiting satellite, and took care of incipient world problems under cover
of high secrecy.

When Ellis took over the series, he began to tinker with its genre conventions — a
practice that would become a trademark of his superhero-related work. Focusing on
character development and giving each character a distinctive voice, Ellis also began to

introduce large geopolitical questions, permitted the characters to mock the genre

“" By early April, the story had triggered responding opinion pieces in The
Independent of London and the Toronto Star (including an earnest reminder from a
reporter fan that the real “first gay superhero” had been the Canadian Northstar).
Curiously, the story was picked up by few major American papers, but the cosmopolitan
press in the rest of the English-speaking world was abundantly interested in the new

queer heroes.
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conventions they themselves conformed to (such as periodic self-reinvention through new
costumes), and introduced new characters. Among these were two male superhumans
known only by their code-names of Apollo and the Midnighter -- evidently the only two
remaining products of biological experimentation undertaken by a power-mad scientist
who had been trying to produce his own super-team. Apollo, fair-haired, cheerful, large
and handsome, has super-strength and heat vision and can fly; the dour and tight-mouthed
Midnighter, who hides his face under a leather cowl, is superhumanly fast and strong and
has an inhuman genius for fighting strategy. The two had been “living rogue” on Earth
since their original teammates had been destroyed in a suicide mission engineered by
their creator. They entered the Stormwatch universe to assist the protagonists with a
mission involving a secret biological project; after an initial mixup and fight scene of the
all-too-common kind had clarified that the pair were friends and not foes to the
StormWatch team, the two were allowed to return to Earth together with new names and
identities, even as Ellis made it clear to the readers that the Stormwatch team leaders had
a way to track the two down again if necessary (Stormwatch Vol. 2, #4.)

In this initial Stormwatch appearance, it is by no means clear that Apollo and
Midnighter should be read as gay. Certainly, the two are inseparable, stick side by side,
and fight together. They also present a charmingly complementary set of personality
traits: the dour, lethal Midnighter contrasted with the sunny, smiling Apollo. Their
costumes and iconography are complementary: the Midnighter dresses in black, wears a
crescent-moon symbol on his chest, and is named for the night, while Apollo wears a
white costume with a golden image of the sun and is named for the Greco-Roman sun
god. But, if anything, their intimate interpersonal dynamic could be read as being easily
“protected” or “explained” by the genre conventions of superhero tales: they may be
superheroes who seem to be pair-bonded, who travel and work together as a team and are
loyal to the death. But the history of genre conventions seems to create a space for this
that isn’t subject to “suspicions” of any hidden gay activity or subtext.

The following year, Ellis reintroduced the characters in the first issue of a new
series called The Authority, whose first issue was published in May 1999. After killing
off most of the members of the Stormwatch team, Ellis launched a new superhero team

composed of some of the surviving former members of Stormwatch, along with a few
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new additions. These characters comprised a super-team that reported to no earthly
authority. Instead, they followed their leader’s idealistic vision of using their powers to
safeguard the world and make it a better place — to create “a finer world,” as the series’
early motto had it. This new team’s characters included team leader Jenny Sparks, an
apparently ageless English woman with the power of electricity and the strange property
of being “the spirit of the twentieth century”; Swift, a Tibetan expatriate who could
sprout great wings for flying and talons for fighting; Jack Hawksmoor, a man who had
been altered by aliens to be able to thrive in urban environments; Angie Spica, the
Engineer, who had nanomachines in her blood that allowed her to transform her metallic
body at will; the Doctor, a magic-using “shaman’ and former junkie from Amsterdam;
and Apollo and the Midnighter. The team lived in a vast spaceship called the Carrier in
high Earth orbit, and tried their best to save, and change, the world.

Notably, the “event” that was being touted to the press in February of 2000 - the
outing of Apollo and Midnighter -- came at precisely the moment that the writing of the
series was handed off from Warren Ellis to Mark Millar. Ellis had completed twelve
issues of the series, a year’s worth, when both he and artist Bryan Hitch left the series, to
be replaced by Millar and new artist Frank Quitely. Given the buildup, the event that the
Times described as “reveal[ing]... [Apollo and Midnighter’s] sexuality” is a small thing.
The Times notes -- slightly inaccurately -- that “[t]he first comic recording their
adventures appeared twelve months ago... But next month, when Miller [sic] takes over
the storyline, they fly out of the closet when they are seen kissing at a party on the
spaceship.” While all this is literally true — the issue in question shows Apollo and
Midnighter kissing on the mouth, for the first time, in the corner of a crowded room
within a small panel — as mentioned, regular readers of the series felt this was hardly an
“outing.” they already knew that Apollo and the Midnighter were gay. Many readers
point out that Ellis had been dropped suggestive hints from the first issue, though they
were far from being incontrovertible proof. And numerous fan sites state that Apollo and
Midnighter were revealed to be gay in Issue #8 of the Authority (December 1999), two-
thirds of the way through Ellis’s run and a good four issues before “outing.” The

contradictions point to ambiguities in the ways readers receive and interpret “clues” about
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gayness. In the absence of a shouted cri de coeur, like that of Northstar, how is a reader

to be sure that a character is gay?

“It Looks More Brotherly Than Gay”: Connotation and Ambiguity

For the fan looking for evidence of Apollo and Midnighter’s sexuality, reading
the first eight issues of The Authority is a little like reading John Byrne’s early issues of
Alpha Flight. From the start of The Authority, Ellis seemed to be dropping hints that a
knowledgeable reader ~meaning one savvy to some of the in-jokes and loaded references
of contemporary gay culture — might have been expected to register and to wonder about.
In early issues, Apollo and the Midnighter don’t engage in much physical contact —
although they do seem to be together all the time — and the word *“gay” certainly never
comes up. Yet other characters, notably the irreverent and worldly-wise Jenny Sparks,
make jokes that suggest some shared knowledge aboard the spaceship that the reader isn’t
quite privy to. “Where’s the Dynamic Duo?” Jenny asks the Engineer in the first issue, to
which the grinning Engineer responds, “They went for a walk. And if they heard you call
them that - “In this job,” says Jenny, exhaling cigarette smoke, “I have to steal my
laughs where I can, no matter how pathetic or snide.” The eternally cheerful Apollo —-
who is strolling with Midnighter far away in the bowels of the ship -- apparently
exercises his super-hearing, and tranquilly tells his companion in the next panel, “Jenny
Sparks is laughing at us again” (The Authority #1).

At the start of the next issue, as the team tries to plan their assault on a shielded
island, Apollo won’t stop asking questions about a force field that nearly led to his death
in the previous issue. “Oh, will you shut up about [that]?” snaps Jenny. “You moaning
ponce...” Apollo ignores the insult, and simply repeats, “‘What are we going to do about
the force-field...?” “It’s like working with me bleeding mum or something,” mutters
Jenny. Later, at the strategy table, a frustrated Jenny tells the Midnighter, “The hell with
this. I’m not calling you ‘Midnighter’ all the bloody time. Don’t you and Apollo have
proper names?” “No,” says Midnighter, with his customary scowl. In a close-up panel
on her face, Jenny wickedly raises her eyebrows -- and cigarette -- and quips: “All right.
Who wants to be Bert and who wants to be Ernie?”’ The next panels’ reaction shot

shows Apollo rubbing his temple in a gesture of frustration, while the slouching
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Midnighter says curtly, “Can we just get on with this?” “All right,” says Jenny, the smile
not yet faded from her face. As they leave the room at the scene’s end, Jack Hawksmoor,
oi)serving the Midnighter approaching the Engineer to ask her a question, observes to
Jenny, “You see that? The Midnighter actually spoke to someone who wasn’t Apollo or
you.” Jenny replies, “This mess might turn into an actual team yet...” (The Authority #2).

As should be obvious from these few references, Ellis is certainly playing some
kind of game about knowledge and innuendo. How is a reader to interpret the
relationship between Apollo and the Midnighter? They are a fighting pair, that’s clear --
and yet the fact of their togetherness is, for some reason, subject to jokes from the other
characters. We know that Midnighter hardly speaks to anyone except Apollo, and that
should not be funny... except that, for some reason, the other characters think that it is.
Jenny’s “Bert and Ernie” crack will certainly remind savvy readers of the underground
cultural joke that suggests the Muppet pair on Sesame Street are really a gay couple -- a
“half-known joke” similar to the schoolyard giggle about Batman and Robin. Of course,
the “Dynamic Duo” crack is even more provocative, because it reads like a joke about the
gay-Batman-and-Robin joke itself. Ordinarily, it might be simply funny to call a
superhero team “the Dynamic Duo.” But why is the Engineer grinning quite so broadly?
And what does Jenny mean when she calls the joke she’s just made “snide”? Most
gamesmanlike of all, of course, is Jenny’s reference to Apollo as a “moaning ponce.”
“Ponce” is British slang often used to refer to an annoying, effete, or gay man. The Jenny
Sparks character is British (as is writer Warren Ellis), so it is consistent for her to use
such a word, but it provokes intriguing questions. The mere fact that Jenny calls Apollo a
ponce, in front of the entire group, need not imply that he really is gay. But the fact that
he doesn’t complain? In effect, Ellis seems to have been telling his readers that Apollo is
gay and everyone on the team knows it — if only the readers were clued in enough to
British slang to recognize the word, or were willing to let themselves take the hint.

In short, the early issues of The Authority consistently drop hints about Apollo
and Midnighter’s sexuality without explicitly stating it. These clues rely upon, first,
multilayered allusions that readers familiar with contemporary gay in-jokes might
recognize; and, second, a curious environment in which the behavior of the other

characters around Apollo and Midnighter suggests that there is some joke that the reader
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can almost register, but which has not yet been fully explained. This can accurately be
described as connaotation, using the terminology D.A. Miller outlines in “Anal Rope”:
readers are given to understand something that is not stated aloud. It is hardly surprising
that many readers interpreted these hints as Ellis’s clues that the characters were gay —
after all, as Miller notes, in a culture of silence like ours, such unexplained social tensions
are often the only available indicators of unspoken homosexuality. (Compare this to the
“clues for homosexuality” in the somewhat clumsier, but still telling, encounter between
Northstar and his old friend Belmonde in Alpha Flight — or to a still more contemporary
example: Marvel Comics’ revisionist Western miniseries The Rawhide Kid (2003).) At
the same time, of course, there is nothing conclusive about any of this innuendo. Being
connotation, it maintains an “abiding deniability” (Miller 124), and readers who preferred
not to see anything gay in Ellis’s presentation of the pair were free to interpret as they
chose.

In The Authority’s seventh issue (November 1999), Ellis finally offered readers
something that many read as conclusive... or at least as implying that something more
conclusive had to follow soon. The storyline, complex as always, starts with an invasion
by the attack fleet of an alternate Earth, called Sliding Albion; the goal of their
supercilious, blue-skinned alien leader is to turn our earth into a colony and “rape camp,”
in which the last remnants of their aristocratic race will do their desperate best to sire
hybrid children on the planet’s women. Albion strikes first, transferring a unit of rifle-
bearing cavalrymen onto the Authority’s spaceship. In protecting his teammates from the
threat, Apollo uses up his reserves of stored solar energy and drops to the floor,
unconscious. The Midnighter rushes to Apollo’s side. He explains the situation to the
others, telling them, “[Apollo’s] been on the Carrier too long, been fighting at dusk and
dawn too often. He’s drained himself.” Then he cradles Apollo’s head to his chest, in a
wordless panel, as the Doctor and Jack Hawksmoor react with tense but ambiguous
expressions. The gesture of tenderness seems so out of place, in a genre in which too
much tenderness between men is automatically deemed suspect, that some readers

wondered what Ellis was telling them.**

“ The speculation was not hurt by the fact that Apollo, in this issue, is dressed casually in
a tank top marked above the breast with a circular logo that seems to contain an inverted
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As the battle escalates, it becomes clear that the Authority must cross dimensions
to destroy the Albion government at its own headquarters -- but they must also counter an
invasion fleet that has appeared over Europe. It is decided that only Apollo has the
strength and powers to hold the fleet at bay, but they must take the chance that dropping
him into the sky over the Atlantic Ocean will allow Apollo enough time exposed to the
sun to recharge his energy, before he falls to his death or is killed by the enemy. As the
eighth issue begins, a weak but now-conscious Apollo has changed into his costume and
is preparing to be teleported into the sky over the Atlantic.

As the panel framing closes in on the two of them, the Midnighter chides him: “I
can’t believe you're agreeing to this... You won’t have enough power to fly...” Apollo
tells him, “Listen, Midnighter; no one else can do this. It’s a job for me.” Midnighter,
placing his hands on Apollo’s shoulders and jaw, responds, “You can’t do this... You’ll
die.” In a wordless panel, Apollo leans forward and kisses him on the cheek, Midnighter
seemingly turning his head away with an expression of pain.

“I wouldn’t dare,” Apollo says, in the next panel, smiling, as he turns away
toward the teleport door. “Besides, if I did, Jenny would just have me dug up and put to
work again.” “He’s got a point,” says Jack Hawksmoor. At battle’s end, all team
members reunite safely on the ship, and Midnighter and Apollo are seen locked in a tight
hug. As the two stand with arms around each other, Jack waves a dismissive hand at

them. “Get a room, you two,” he says (The Authority #8).

Understandably, after seeing this, many readers felt Ellis was dropping enough
hints that they were owed, at the least, some kind of confirmation. Some fans felt this

was sufficient evidence to confirm that Apollo and Midnighter were, in fact, lovers, but

pink triangle. It’s an amazingly ambiguous detail: the reader cannot easily to be sure of
the color, since all the indoor scenes in the issue are bathed in a red glow from the
dimensional light outside the ship’s windows, and the logo at first seems to simply be a
version of the symbol emblazoned on the front of Apollo’s costume -- a large inverted
gold triangle, with a white circle in the center. The symbols and colors seem to represent
the sun, but, as becomes evident after reading this issue, it can also be read as the upside-
down triangle associated with gay pride. A well-thought-through page layout by Ellis
and/or artist Bryan Hitch allows Apollo’s pink triangle to be invisible early in the issue,
but it becomes increasingly obvious as the battles progresses, and is clear to see by the
time the Midnighter makes his ambiguously intimate gesture.
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others maintained that there was no concrete evidence to prove they had “that” kind of
relationship. The online critical magazine Sequential Tart poked fun at the attitude of
those who preferred to “deny the evidence,” as this made-up letter in a parodic “letter

column” in the issue of December 1999:

Dear Kady Mae,
In the most recent issue of The Authority, Apollo and Midnighter were revealed as

being gay. I'm having a hard time accepting that these two superheroes, these
iconoclastic figures [sic], are "up each other's arse". If you look at the artwork, it
doesn't seem to me that they're doing anything gay; Apollo just kisses Midnighter
on the cheek when Midnighter displays some concern for his friend, and then they
give each other a big bear hug later on. It looks more brotherly than gay. What do
you think?

Signed,

- Where's the Pink Lamé?

Dear Pink,
Oh, they're just friends...very, very intimate friends. Their intro in Stormwatch #4

comes to mind. Good friends who just happen to sleep naked together.
- Kady 'Queen of Subtext' Mae
PS. They're not gay, just fuck buddies.*

The phrase in quotation marks presumably refers to a comment which was widely
repeated and reported among fans around that time: when asked if the kissing scene was
meant to signal to readers that Apollo and Midnighter were gay, writer Warren Ellis,
writing on one of his computer forums, is reported to have confirmed it with a comment
along the lines of “Yes, they’re up each other, and what’s the big deal?” “Kady Mae”
further refers to “Stormwatch #4,” the issue in which Ellis first introduced the characters.
That issue’s opening pages depict a dramatic, shadowy scene, set in a dimly lit
warehouse, in which the two previously unknown characters are discussing *“put[ting] on
the colors” to go into battle. The reader gradually becomes aware that among the
shadows both are naked, and although they are not obviously in physical contact, their
companionable and explicit nudity -- even in the context of changing into costumes ~ is

provocative. (Perhaps this is because, like so many revisionary comics moments, it asks

# “Kady Mae.” “Dear Kady Mae,” Sequential Tart, December 1999.
http://www.sequentialtart.com/archive/dec99/dkm_1299.shtmi

142



readers to contemplate what certain givens of superhero life would “really” be like if
viewed naturalistically. After all, wouldn’t Batman have to be naked with Robin an
awful lot while they’re changing to their costumes? What would that really mean?)

The Sequential Tart “letter” parodies a mode of thinking in which comics readers
seem not to “want to know” about gayness in superhero texts -- even when it’s fairly
obvious, and, in this case, when it has also been extra-textually confirmed by the comic’s
writer. (“Pink Lamé” paraphrases Warren Ellis in the phrase “up each other’s arse.”)
The fictional letter-writer is a priori unable to believe that “these two superheroes” might
be intimate (though it seems perhaps the writer meant “iconic” rather than
“iconoclastic”), and musters old-fashioned genre explanations to read the scene without
any gayness in it. Couldn’t the Midnighter simply be “display[ing] some concern for his
friend”? Placing the characters in line with a long tradition of simply “brotherly”
comrades-in-arms, “Pink Lamé’s” reading assumes -- and insists -- that the embraces we
saw must have an explanation “innocent” of gay meaning.

The Tart column points out the complexities associated with bringing superhero
character s out of the closet. Although many readers felt that seeing characters behave
intimately with one another -- as Apollo and Midnighter do -- was far preferable to a
historionic battle scene like that in which Northstar came out, the problem remains that,
so long as no one has said the word “gay,” it is possible readers to interpret around it. As
the writers by naming their fictional correspondent “Where’s the Pink Lamé,” many
readers assume that a “really” gay comics superhero would be marked by stereotypical
attributes that would distinguish him from other characters. The Tart writers seem to
suggest that this is a fundamentally heterosexist assumption: Couldn’t gay superheroes be

just like all other superhero, but just happen to be gay?

Normalization and the Hypermasculine: Heroes Who “Just Happen to be Gay”

As the Tart commentary makes clear, much of the attention drawn by Apollo and
the Midnighter was related to this fundamental question: How could a gay superhero be
distinguished from a non-gay superhero? Need there be any obvious differences in
representation? Or could a gay superhero be as “normal” as a straight one? This

question recurs in the commentary of fans, the media, and the series’ creators.
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Obviously, it is also an important issue for the future of gay representation in the
superhero genre. Let us spend some time looking at how a conversation about archetype,
normality, and masculinity took shape around Apollo and Midnighter, and how it played

out in the text.

An important point, and one that went without saying for many of the series’
readers, is that Apollo and the Midnighter are blatant reflections of Superman and
Batman.®® Archetype and iconicity are, then, immediately implicit. Scholar Geoff Klock
summarizes the ways in which Apollo and the Midnighter act as types for Superman and

Batman:

Apollo and Midnighter are clearly Superman/Batman analogues. Apollo
possesses sun-powered superstrength, flight, and heat vision; the Midnighter, grim
and efficient, has peak fighting ability, wears all black, and has arm buckles
where [Frank] Miller [in The Dark Knight Returns] placed fins... [With] the open
homosexuality between the two masculine powerhouses of the team, Apollo and
the Midnighter... The Authority takes the homosexual subtext that Miller...
brought to the fore and brings the volume all the way up, openly troping it as the
foundation of superhero literature in the figures of Superman and Batman. Ellis
embraces his inheritance [i.e., the tradition of superhero narrative] and insists that
homosexuality functions at full volume, rather than as concealed subtext. This is
not a subtle homoeroticism that may or may not be there: this is the two most
powerful men on the team making out with each other and swapping playful
banter with the rest of the team about their sexual orientation.

(Klock, How to Read Superhero Comics and Why, 143)

Although Klock’s take on the easy, “playful” nature of the characters’
characterization is perhaps too simplistically celebratory, he is on target about how the
characters reflect Superman and Batman. He also perceptively points out the significance
of the fact that the two gay characters are the team’s “masculine powerhouses.” The

“iconicity” of the two characters -- as reflections of the ur-superheroes Batman and

* The publishing history that allowed this is complicated: when Warren Ellis created the
characters, the Stormwatch series was being published by Wildstorm, an independent
publisher with no ties to DC, which owns Batman and Superman. In 1999, DC acquired
Wildstorm. Obviously, this complicated the parodic aspect of the characters. They
remained essentially unchanged at first, although the subsequent years saw an
increasingly strict censorship imposed upon The Authority. Claims vary as to how much
of that censorship had to do with the gay relationship between Apollo and the
Midnighter.
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Superman — and their “masculine” “power” continually inform conversations about
them.”

This concept is repeatedly referred to in the press. The Times article on the
“coming-out” issue notes: “In an attempt to avoid gay stereotypes, [writer Mark] Miller
[sic] and the comic’s artist, Frank Quitely... have ensured that both characters have no
effeminate qualities” (emphasis mine). McGinty goes on to summarize the characters’
superpowers, adding that Midnighter wears a black leather mask and coat *similar to
Batman’s” and concluding: “Both, however, possess bulging physiques that would put
Superman to shame.” ** Another article, this one from the Ortawa Citizen, is revealingly
subtitled “Superheroes who happen to be gay step out of the closet in comic books.” The
piece reports, “They [have] the usual comic-book attributes... rippling muscles, flowing
hair, and super powers that come in handy... ” The story goes on to quote series editor
Jack Layman as playing down the importance of the outing, saying: “To be honest, I've
heard a lot of reporters, and think perhaps a bigger deal is being made of this than needs
to be.” Millar was paraphrased as saying “the creators haven’t made the relationship the
focus of any of the stories,” “the kiss that caused such a fuss was handled discreetly,” and

the characters’ homosexuality “will be an interesting background feature, same as with

> Of course, the name “Apolio” is rich with a different iconicity: a subtext of myth and
eroticism that, though never explicitly explored in the story, presumably influenced the
character’s naming. In Greek and Roman myth, Apollo was among the most bisexual of
the gods, and many of the myths about him involve the deity’s desire and pursuit of
beautiful boys. In Ovid’s classic Latin text about the loves of the gods, The
Metamorphoses, we find three very similar stories about Apollo’s dalliances with young
(demi-)mortals: one about Daphne, a (female) nymph, and two more about Cyparissus
and Hyacintiius — both young men. Because of his status as a lover of boys, Apollo -
along with the objects of his affection -- served during the Renaissance, and into the
nineteenth century, as one of the “classical” references that contained an unspoken
subtext of male homosexuality.

>2 This seems like an exaggeration. In fact, the original appearance of Apollo’s physique
seemed to be closely modeled on the one Superman is usually portrayed as having.
Meanwhile, the Midnighter -- who is half-concealed by his coat anyway — is no more
“bulging” than his prototype Batman. But McGinty’s point stands: Both characters
evoke the superhero archetype of “the strong guy,” with all the attributes of masculinity
and power that entails. (It should be acknowledged that Frank Quitely, the artist who
took over the series’ artwork after Bryan Hitch departed the title, often rendered
characters with much larger and more grotesque muscles than those drawn by other

artists.)
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the other characters.” Millar added that he didn’t plan to turn the comic into a
“progr{am] like Ellen,” with “the gayness as the one thing that [carries] along the story.”
Meanwhile, Peggy Burns, “a publicist for DC Comics,” was “afraid gay readers who turn
to the comic to read about the two heroes will be disappointed that the subject is not
referred to regularly. ‘We feel bad,’ said Burns, ‘because if people do go to read about
the two gay characters because they're interested in it, they’re not going to find much
because there’s just not a lot there.”” (James Moran in The Ottawa Citizen, 15 July 2000).

These comments reflect a consistent platform that suggested the characters’
homosexuality was not something the creators considered very important; that fans
should not consider it important either; and that it would not, and should not, become too
important in the text (presumably at the expense of “the story”). The explicit comment in
the Times about the creators’ plans to avoid “effeminate qualities” suggests a more
sensitive matter: it implies a promise to concerned readers that the characters will not fall
into stereotype, and that neither one of them will - as the colloquial discourse have it - be
set up to “become the girl.”

The press coverage also puts considerable emphasis on things that seem to
demonstrate the characters’ “‘normal” masculinity. In one article, we learn that in the
much-discussed Issue #8, Apollo, a “burly superhero,” gave his lover a kiss before a
dangerous mission — which was shocking, because the lover was “another burly
superhero”! (Michael Sangiacomo, Cleveland Plain Dealer, 5 August 2000). In another
article, David Allison, a spokesperson for the British gay and lesbian activist group
Outrage!, invokes precisely such questions of masculinity and stereotype when he says.
“A gay superhero is a great idea — it will make a wonderful retort to the typical stereotype
of the handbag-swinging poof... The heroes could provide teenagers coming to terms
with their sexuality with a powerful image” (McGinty, Times of London). Here we have
an implicit assumption that any ordinary “superhero” would, by definition, be entirely
different from a “handbag-swinging poof” -- and. intentionally or not, an implicit
assumption that a “‘powerful” image would stand in clear opposition to it.

The frequently-repeated assurances of the characters’ “normality,” the approving
references to their “power,” and the promise that their sexuality would remain

“discreetly” handled in the background all emphasize the centrality of the claim that
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Apollo and Midnighter would be superheroes who “just happen[ed] to be gay.” That
formulation raises a number of rather important, and usually unstated, questions that
surround superherodom and gayness. Among other things, it points out one of the most
obvious aspects, and seldom formulated, aspects of superhero fiction: heroism usually is
implicitly defined in a peculiarly masculine way, one intimately tied to strength and to
“power.” This leads to a discourse that equates the ideas of the “heroic” and the
“powerful,” often to the exclusion of all else - for instance, while self-sacrifice may be
heroic, in specific contexts, weakness or vulnerability are usually a serious problem. This
leads directly to the fact that the baseline in the superhero genre, insofar as the baseline
protagonist is a superhero, is already hypermasculine. This complicates any analysis of
“effeminacy” in terms of the superhero — perhaps for similar reasons to the way that “the
feminine” has a hard time functioning within these genre assumptions. It also raises
questions about the possibility of comprehending, within these genre boundaries, a
representation that would encompass a spectrum of gender-identified behaviors. Could
there be such a thing as a “purse-swinging,” effeminate male superhero? What might that
mean?

In commentary about them, and in their earlier incarnations within the text, an
emphasis on Apollo and Midnighter’s “normality” seemed to assert that, yes,
conventional masculinity — or the conventional hypermasculinity — of superhero genre
was compatible with homosexuality. The storyline of The Authority also seemed to make
a point of ensuring the characters’ “normality”: Apollo and Midnighter, despite being
perhaps the first “practicing” homosexual characters in a mainstream superhero story,
would participate in The Authority’s team activities to the same degree that any other
“masculine powerhouse” would. Since superhero teamwork largely entails fighting
enemies and bonding with other heroes, this naturally has consequences in the sense that
the characters participated fully in these “masculine” activities. In an important sense,
this seems to be related to their “iconicity.” As Klock suggests, these characters do in
fact form the core of the Authority’s muscle, and their business is the exercise of power.
Midnighter’s superpower itself is related to fighting strategy, while Apolio is close to
invulnerable and his strength nearly limitless: readers see him, in hyperbolically

superheroic fashion, do things like knocking down buildings by flying through them,
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traveling through volcanoes and outer space, and using the heat rays from his eyes to cut
swathes through enemy armies or to sterilize an alien infestation on the moon.

Whether because of the archetypes on which they are based, because of their
uncompromised deployment of fighting power, or a combination of the two, Midnighter
and Apollo possess an “iconic power” that seems to go unchallenged. Even if the
characters are of recent invention, they are unquestionably icons — icons of the superhero,
if nothing else. This is important, because in some very real sense, Warren Ellis seemed
to be offering an answer to the question of “don’t ask, don’t tell” for superhero genre.
The creation and outing of Apollo and Midnighter is a tangible demonstration that a
character can be gay, and still maintain the uncompromised attributes of power and
hypermasculinity associated with the “real” or iconic hero. Such a character, a superhero
who “just happens to be gay,” can still perform the central genre tasks of team-bonding

and violent battle. That is, a superhero can be gay, and still be a soldier.

Masculinity and Its Violations: Victimhood, Revenge, and Ambivalent Homphobia

To step back for a moment, and re-focus our examination: In discussing a shift
that I've called a movement from implicit connotation to explicit denotation, certainly
seems that the explicit naming-aloud of gayness is more progressive, braver, and more
satisfying to readers — both gay and gay-friendly -- than the deniable, implicit suggestion
of homosexuality. However, this does not always mean that an increased focus on the
sexuality of gay characters makes for a more progressive, more honest-feeling, or even
less homophobic book. There are so few titles featuring gay characters in existence that
it is difficult to offer a taxonomy of homophobia in superhero fictions, nor is it this
paper’s task to describe them. However, The Authority offers an example that is rich in
contradiction and paradox. The reading that follows is not strictly objective, and will
offer some judgments about the implicit or explicit homophobia of certain aspects of the
series’ later evolution. I believe this is important, however, particularly because there
exists so little public dialogue about the ways in which these newly open gay characters
are represented.

When Warren Ellis left The Authority, Mark Millar became the writer of the series

from May 2000 until the last issue of that incarnation of the series (The Authority #29).

148



Along the way there were hiatuses, censorship problems, cancelled issues, and fill-in
writers, but Millar was generally responsible for the later part of the series. Millar
handled the homosexuality of Apollo and the Midnighter with a different tone from that
Ellis had created and sustained. Millar did not “retcon” the characters into
heterosexuality, nor did he ignore their relationship or their sexuality (as had happened to
Northstar).

On the contrary, the characters’ gayness began to be highlighted in the stories
with increasing regularity. Readers of the series who kept an eye on Apollo and
Midnighter saw many things that brought them great satisfaction: the characters were
depicted as a couple, lived in a suite of rooms together, and were shown in occasional
domestic scenes of TV-watching or of ironing shirts. Even more satisfying, together they
took over the care of a baby girl (when the defunct team leader, Jenny Sparks, was
reincarnated as an infant — the sort of thing that sometimes happens to superheroes (The
Authority #17ff.). In the series’ final issue, the two were married in a shipboard “solar
wedding” and were pronounced “husband and husband” (The Authority #29). Certainly,
these were images that had never been seen before in mainstream superhero comics, and
they were groundbreaking.

At the same time, however, the storylines also begin to introduce elements of
homophobic abuse, violence, and assault directed against the gay characters. Violence
per se was nothing new to The Authority. As Millar intensifies it, however, some of this
violence seemed to take on a specifically anti-gay tenor that some readers found
unsettling. Nearly every villain who fought with Apollo or Midnighter now addresses
them in virulently anti-gay terms: They are “a couple of sissies” to a team of military
superheroes (“The Nativity”); “degenerates,” ”poofs,” and “those two fat queens” to an
evil ex-shaman (“Earth Inferno”). By the time the series has reached its concluding arc, a
villain is calling Midnighter “that leather-clad nancy-boy,” and making battle chit-chat
with Apollo along the lines of, “Aw, don’t cry, honey-pie. [The Midnighter will] be
mincin’ around in heaven soon enough,” Villains also miss no opportunity to trivialize
the characters’ relationship. After apparently killing Midnighter, the villain Seth says to
the weeping Apollo, *“ Y’all’re really broken up about this, aren’t you, Apollo? What’s
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the matter, fairy-light? You sad nobody’s gonna be sendin’ you a big, gay Valentine’s
card next year?” (“Transfer of Power.”)

Writers do not always consistently work on their titles, and during Millar’s run,
other writers often wrote fill-in stories. Perhaps predictably, but also somewhat
unnerving, stories by other writers also took on a similar tone. A fill-in story by Joe
Casey saw a female superhero, a former teammate of Apollo and Midnighter now
returned from the dead, snarling at them, “You girls always made me nauseous. Finally...
I can do something about it.” (In this character’s original appearance, in a Stormwatch
issue written by Ellis, she evinces no apparent homophobia or intolerance; of course, at
that time, the Apollo and Midnighter characters were not obviously gay.) Other, similar
scenarios see the characters being referred to deprecatingly as “Liza” and “Cinderella,”
for no apparent reason other than that they are gay.

Part of what seems so disturbing here is that it implies a world in which everyone
who is not gay is actively anti-gay, at least to the degree of sniggering and calling names.
Nor are the character’s fellow teammates particularly supportive. All the aggrzssive
characters are villains, to be sure, but as Millar writes it, there are no longer any major
characters in the book other than heroes and villains. This offers a peculiarly slanted
vision of the world: If the default attitude of every other character — even of every villain
— is homophobic, the effect is a world devoid of supportive characters; other gay people;
or people who simply don’t much care. This also maintains a focus on the characters’
gayness, perpetually “marking” them as different — and thus as targets for aggression.

A further unnerving development is a recurring threat of anal rape, usually against
Apollo. In Millar’s very first storyline (“The Nativity”), we meet a team of loathsome,
military-designed superhumans called “The Americans,” a takeoff on Marvel’s classic
team the Avengers. The Americans battle the Authority, and a character called “The
Commander” — a character riff on Captain America that can really only be called sordid —
defeats, beats and then, in a clearly signaled “off-panel” scene, anally rapes Apollo as
alternate-world versions of Thor and the Wasp look on.

It is not clear at that point if Apollo is dead — we see the Midnighter weeping over
his bleeding body later in the issue (on television, no less). As we discover in the next

issue, Apollo has survived and physically recovered. The issue of the rape is never
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explicitly brought up again, although we see Apollo meditating revenge. In the story
arc’s climactic battle, however, we Apollo fights the remaining “Americans” and kills
them all with his heat vision, with the exception of the Commander, whom he brutally
strikes with his heat vision and paralyzes from the waist down. As he lies on the ground,

the Commander yells:

Hell, soldier, what kind of excuse for a move was that? Don’t you have the stones
to kill me properly or something?... Unless [it] violates whatever code of ethics
you super-sissies call a rule-book... Or is it just that you don’t have the heart to
snuff out a hunky, ex-Marine [sic] you find so damn attractive. Is that the
problem here, boy? Does the Commander give you feelings you only read about

in Cosmopolitan magazine?
(Millar, “The Nativity”)

To this, Apollo replies, “Don’t be ridiculous. I just promised you to a friend.”
He rises into the air and flies away from the field of battle. In the next panel, we see a
low-perspective view of the Commander looking up from the ground, horrified, at
someone who has planted two black boots nearly astride his head. Then we see that it’s
the Midnighter, and that he’s extending toward us an enormous, phallic power drill. “A
pleasure to finally make your acquaintance,” he says.

The scene ends here. Rape is answered with implied rape, and Apollo is,
apparently, avenged — in a way that can’t let us stop thinking about these super-
characters’ apparent brutal sexual attacks on each other. Why is this the case? Whatever
Millar intended, he certainly infused the narrative with highly pervasive sense of brutal
male-on-male sexual assault as an ultimate show of victory or power in this setting. A
similar theme arises in a later storyline, in which the Authority is overthrown by evil
American political interests, and each member is subjected to some particularly vicious
form of torture. While most have their personalities or intelligence altered in humiliating
ways, Apollo is deprived of the sunlight that gives him power and is left onboard the
Carrier to be used as a “punching bag” by the usurpers who have taken the roles formerly
occupied by Apollo and Midnighter. We see Last Call, the leather-clad Midnighter
replacement, beating and kicking a strung-up Apollo, while calling him names and telling

him that the Midnighter is dead: “Your boyfriend’s the only one who didn’t make it out,
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twinkle-toes.” When Apollo is finally rescued (by the Midnighter, who, it turns out, is
not dead but escaped with Jenny Quantum, their superpowered baby girl), it is just as
Apollo is about to be sexually molested by his own analogue, an Aryan superman called
Teuton who has decided to “broaden [his] horizons” with the captive (“Transfer of
Power”).

What to make of all this anti-gay name-calling, humiliating punishment, and
sexual assault against this gay character? Any generalizations would have to be
complicated by the fact that Millar’s Authority heaps abuse and humiliation on all the
characters. Brutality runs high, verbally as well as physically, and images of
extraordinary violence are as common as aggressive verbal references to defecation. In
thestoryline mentioned earlier, for instance, the torture to which Apollo is subjected
seems profoundly hateful, sexually tinged, and even emasculating. However, among the
other characters things are also not so good: the Engineer has had her nano-blood stolen,
had her memory erased, and has been placed into the fictional life of a miserable woman
who raises evil children on welfare and is badly abused by her husband, while Swift, a
strong-minded feminist character and vegetarian Buddhist, has been cognitively altered
into a subservient “Stepford wife” who finds all her pleasure in servicing her wicked
politician husband; we see her happily cleaning grease-coated dishes with her tongue

While it might be argued that the context makes Apollo’s torture less unique, and
thus less easy to characterize as homophobic, the pattern that emerges is hardly more
comforting. The other male members of the team are humiliated in other ways -- Jack
Hawksmoor’s IQ is reduced by half and he is left to rant on the street, while the
shamanistic Doctor finds his spiritual home, the Garden, invaded and paved over for a
theme park. But physical, psychological and sexual tortures are reserved for the female
characters -- and Apollo. The series often seems to take pleasure in the spectacle of
humiliation, to a degree that can be unsettling; and since it is not clear why, logically, the
torture needs to occur in the first place, it is hard not to read it as sadism for its own sake.
These questions aside, it seems clear that at least part of the various tortures suffered by
Apollo are implicitly or explicitly linked to the character’s homosexuality.

Because the entire tone of the comic at this point is so brutal and sadistic, it’s

difficult to claim with confidence that it expresses particular hatred or degradation of
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women or gay characters. However, it is certainly these characters who come in for the
vast bulk of the sexual aggression, violation and humiliation, and whose tortures are
depicted on-panel and in graphic detail. This raises several points. First, it stands in
marked contrast to Ellis’s and Millar’s early comments about their desire to keep the
characters’ gayness “an interesting background feature.” On the contrary, as we can see,
the characters’ homosexuality is now being raised at every turn, and there seems to be no
violence against them that is not also, specifically, homophobic violence. The turn of
events also suggests one of the broader problems in the representation of gay
superheroes, one that will need to be confronted as the genre evolves. Namely, it
suggests a conflicted apprehension about how to reconcile the “power,”
hypermasculinity, and invulnerability of the iconic superhero with the concepts of
implicit vulnerability, “weakness,” or voluntary submission often associated in this
culture with gay men. It seems like an oversimplification to suggest that superhero
readers and creators are apprehensive about male homosexual characters because of a
direct nervousness about anal sex. And yet The Authority, as it has evolved under
Millar’s guidance, offers an almost laughably transparent guide to the anxieties and
hostilities that at least some creators bring to bear on the subject. If, as Millar so proudly
claims, the series was “selling more than Superman” shortly after he took over,” clearly
Millar’s working-out of those anxieties appealed to a broad superhero readership, as well.
Yet the unresolved tension in those stories, and their tangibly hostile and homophobic
atmosphere of those stories suggests that this is an issue that creators in the genre will
have to work out much more fully before the representation of gay characters can move

beyond homophobic stereotype or anti-gay aggression.

Apollo and Midnighter: Conclusions
It is clear that Apollo and the Midnighter are of great importance for
understanding the ways in which gay representation has functioned among contemporary

superheroes. They matter partly because of the great publicity attracted by their outing,

¥ Millar is quoted in an interview at Julian Darius’ “Continuity Pages,”
http://www.continuitypages.com/authority MILLAR .htm
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and partly because of what Ellis’s manipulation of their “iconicity” can tell us about
public understandings of gayness in the superhero narrative as a whole.

But the story of Apollo and Midnighter also matters because of how their
narrative developed. As the heavy media coverage of the 2000 “outing” suggested, the
appearance of the gay characters was read as meaning more than the individual
appearances of specific characters: Apollo and Midnighter represented something larger,
i.e., an integration of homosexuality and homosexual figures into a “mainstream”
superhero narrative. At its most radical, this could be interpreted as a statement that
gayness and superherodom were compatible; at the very least, it could be viewed as an
“experiment” to see if indeed the concept would work.. If a character can be
homosexual, and still retain its value and iconography as archetype, then to a large extent
the case has been made that the iconic traits of the superhero are not incompatible with
homosexuality. To give this move the pro-gay, or at least integrationist, reading it
deserves, we could say that to the cxtent that the characters were made visible in all their
“firsts” — cohabitating, kissing, adopting, marrying — the uses of the character in The
Authority strongly fulfilled the original attitude elucidated by Warren Ellis and repeated
by Mark Millar: to create superheroes who “just happened to be gay” -- which, itself,
was capable of altering the assumptions of the superhero world.

But the characters’ story also provides a graphic illustration of the ways in which
the narrative of gayness in superhero stories may operate, even when it c/aims not to be
doing so. In The Authority, we have a narrative whose creators claimed, throughout, to
be making a text that contained superheroes who “just happen to be gay.” And yet,
without any explicit acknowledgement of a change in that approach or desire, the tone of
the story — and the characters’ representation — gradually shifted, developing increasingly
into an atmosphere marked by anti-gay rhetoric, homophobic violence, and the regular
threat of rape. The fact that neither DC, Wildstorm, nor any members of the creative
team acknowledged a change in their representational project suggests strongly that the
shift was, somehow, invisible to them. We might read this as suggesting that -- at least to
some creators, and some editors and consumers — there is an invisible transition between
considering gay superheroes as characters who *just happen to be gay,” and reading them

as figures defined by their gayness and, by default, subject to ridicule and violence
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because of it. The fact that intermixed with this narrative are admittedly
“groundbreaking” moments of domestic coupledom suggests the complexity and self-
contradictions embedded in this representation, and the moment of flux in which it
appeared. But it also suggests that a truly non-homophobic integration of “iconic” gay
superheroes may be harder to achieve than it seems — particularly if some creators are

unable to perceive homophobia, even as it enters into their stories.

Apollo and Midnighter were in some sense a modern version of Northstar: the
“first gay superheroes” for a new millennium. We will now turn to another recent
exploration of gayness within the superheroe universe, heralding the new age of
representation. This is Judd Winick’s run on the DC Comics title Green Lantern, in
which a minor character with a sidekick-like function — Terry Berg --- first came out (in
2000, and then became the victim of a violent gay-bashing in 2002. The Green Lantern
issues both resemble, and differ from, the Authority stories. Unlike Ellis and Millar,
writer Judd Winick has a clearly stated (and clearly pro-gay) agenda: he is interested in
putting homosexuality onto the map of what superhero stories can cover. Also unlike
The Authority, the gay character in Green Lantern is not himself a superhero. Instead, he
is simply one of the people they’re suppose to protect. However, the Green Lantern arc
is significant in a number of ways: It has much to tell us about how gayness in superhero
stories is presented, understood, and received by the public, and what creators and
publishers think it is important to have superheroes say on the subject. And, like the
Authority stories, the Green Lantern stories tell us both certain things that the creators
claim they want to say — and other things the creators may not be entirely aware. In this
case, we see a more disturbing vision of the function of gayness in the superhero code of

honor, violence, and revenge than perhaps Winick entirely meant to show.
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READING #3: GREEN LANTERN AND TERRY BERG
Superheroes, Sidekicks and the Big Gay-Bashing

Green Lantern has long been among DC Comics’ stable second-tier titles:
beloved of fans, but nearly unknown in the common cultural pantheon. If a film is ever
made of the series, the effect on the hero’s popularity is likely to be similar to that of
Daredevil, and the pre-release publicity will have exactly as much explaining to do.
Unlike the back stories of Superman, Spider-Man, Batman or even the X-Men, the
history of the Green Lantern is opaque except to his readers.

The original Green Lantern was a conventional hero with a surreal origin, but
strong historical continuity continues to imbue current versions of the hero with the warm
sense of “history” conferred by Golden Age origins. The first Green Lantern, Alan Scott,
was an engineer who survived a train wreck with the help of a magic lantern, which
instructed him to forge a ring from its metal. The ring enabled its bearer to fly, and to use
his willpower to do amazing things (usually entailing the creation of fantastic
“constructs” out of the ring’s energy, which invariably glowed green). Like the powers
of most thoughtfully-crafted superheroes, the ring had limitations - its bearer had to
recharge it with the “lantern” every 24 hours — and it could not affect anything made out
of wood. In 1959, the “Silver Age” Green Lantern series debuted with a new hero -- Hal
Jordan, a brash test pilot given his ring by a dying alien - and a new weakness: now the
ring could not affect anything yellow. A new back-story was invented, too. Now the
Green Lantern was not a lone hero, but part of a body of interstellar police officers, the
Green Lantern Corps. The Corps furthered the cause of peace and order in the universe;
they worked under the direction of a benevolent, intellectual race called the Guardians
who lived on a planet called Oa; each “sector “of space was represented by at least one
Green Lantern, even if he had to work in secret, and each planet had a Green Lantern
watching over it. This cosmic expansion led to a broader range of story possibilities:
Green Lantern could now be a spacefaring “science fantasy” series, while the central

character could also fight crime and team up with other superheroes back on Earth. Like
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Alan Scott before him, Hal Jordan was a stalwart member of the Justice League of
America

In 1994, Hal Jordan had been the primary Green Lantern of Earth (and of the DC
Universe) for thirty-five years. Those years had brought a proliferation of human Green
Lanterns, including the brash Guy Gardner; John Stewart, an African-American hero; and
Jennie-Lynn Hayden, a.k.a. “Jade,” the green-skinned, superpowered daughter of original
Green Lantern Alan Scott. As a cataclysm overtook the Green Lantern Corps, destroying
most of the Guardians and leading to the death of Hal Jordan, a new Green Lantern was
introduced: Kyle Rayner, a fresh-faced, dark-haired young man. Kyle was clearly a
Green Lantern for the nineties, with his tattoos, his urban Manhattan lifestyle and his

career as a starving graphic artist.

Epistemology of the Gay Sidekick: Self-Outing

In 2000, the writing duties on Green Lantern were assigned to Judd Winick.
Winick’s résumé was in many ways unique: he entered the public eye during the 1993
incarnation of MTV’s “Real World,” and made his comics-publishing debut with the
2000 graphic novel Pedro and Me. That book dealt with Winick’s friendship with Pedro
Zamora, his gay and HIV-positive “Real World” costar, who dedicated himself to gay
activism until his death in 1994. The heterosexual Winick remained identifies himself
closely with gay activism and the effort to increase tolerance in the culture at large.

His work on Green Lantern was no exception. When he took over writing the
title, Winick introduced new storylines that focused on the personal life of his
protagonist, rather than on superheroic battle scenes. In Winick’s first story, Kyle is
offered an exciting new job creating a comic strip for a trendy magazine called Feast.
Winick introduced a host of new characters, including Kara Stone, the hard-edged editor
(clearly modeled on Tina Brown, formerly of the New Yorker), and Andre Choi, the
effusive art director. Winick also introduced Terry Berg, a sixteen-year-old magazine
intern who became Kyle’s personal assistant, teaching him how to use illustration
software and keeping him on schedule (GL #129).

Terry and Kyle bond over the work and quickly become friends. But Terry's

peculiar reactions when Kyle resumed a relationship with a former girlfriend, Jen, leads
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some readers to wonder if they should read Terry as having a crush on Kyle. Indeed, in
[ssue #137 (June 2001), after Kyle lets slip that he has asked Jen to marry him, Terry
comes out to Kyle - or, rather, Terry becomes so upset and incoherent that Kyle finally
recognizes Terry’s feelings for him. To his embarrassment, Kyle learns that although it
had never occurred to him that Terry might be gay, other people are far ahead of him.
His girlfriend Jen tells him, “It’s fairly obvious to me that he seemed a little sweet on
you. I thought it was cute.” “Am I just the last person in the world to pick up on stuff?”
asks a disbelieving Kyle (GL #137, 15). AtlJen’s suggestion, Kyle visits Terry at his
home, and the two have a “man-to-man” discussion of what Terry’s feelings might mean.
Kyle reaffirms their friendship, aithough he makes it clear that he does not return Terry’s
romantic feelings. He also offers affirmation of Terry’s possibly gay identity. *“[I}f you
are gay, well, that’s okay,” Kyle tells him. “You hear me? There is nothing wrong with
you... Some people say it’s a sin, but I certainly don’t think so. It’s just who you are.
And it’s okay to talk about it. You can talk about it with me” (GL #137, 18-19).

These issues certainly marked a new level of attention given to gay issues, at least
in mainstream comics: Green Lantern dedicates an entire issue to the coming out of this
secondary character (an issue entire without fighting, as some letter-writers noted with
irritation), and gave over six pages to Kyle and Terry simply talking things through. The
issue also shows a high proportion of people talking about talking about things. Feeling
he mishandled the original encounter with Terry, Kyle seeks guidance not only from his
girlfriend, but also from his editor, Andre, and — indirectly — from his friend and fellow
superhero John Stewart. Winick seems to be interested in showing that Kyle needs to be
educated about some things: he is not quite mature enough, perhaps, to handle this on his
own, but he is mature enough to know when to seek guidance, and to learn and grow
from it.

Winick, and those at DC responsible for the title, were forthcoming about their
goals with the storyline. In a New York Times article published in 2002, Bob Schreck, the
DC editor in charge of Green Lantern, is quoted as saying that he had been planning the
Terry Berg stories for the past three years, and that they were personally meaningful to
him, since he is bisexual (George Gene Gustines, New York Times, 13 August 2002). In

an AP story from the same period, Winick’s record is explained (amusingly, he is
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identified as “married and living in San Francisco,” as if to clear up any doubt), and we
further lean. that“[i]f there's a lesson in dropping gay issues into Green Lantern ... ‘it
might be that it would be great for young people to see that the Green Lantern doesn't
care that Terry is gay. He's a person,’ says [Winick]. Terry represents acceptance’”
(Verena Dobnik, Associated Press, 13 August 2002). He also offered a sentiment widely
quoted as a sound byte: “Terry... had a crush on Kyle. Who wouldn’t? He’s tall, with all
those muscles.” The jovial, inclusive tone — “Who wouldn’t?” — implies an inclusive
attitude toward gay readings of superhero stories, in terms both of characters and of fans.

As we saw in the press coverage of Apollo and the Midnighter two years before,
Winick and Schreck seem to have had a goal of normalization in mind, as well as an
explicit interest in role modeling for readers. One interesting difference, though, is that
Winick’s scenario focuses on how his superhero character responds to the presence of
gay people in his life. “Role modeling,” here, is not so much about providing the image
of a “powerful” gay superhero as about providing the image of a gay-friendly superhero.
Tolerance and support of a gay friend -- in whatever context -- is the character trait
Winick explores in his protagonist.

At the same time, Winick seems to be interested in both defining and blurring the
lines between the “superhero world” and the “everyday world” of Kyle’s life.

In this case, the conversation about homosexuality is methodically integrated into both
spheres. Kyle’s editor Andre knows nothing of Kyle’s superhero life. But his girlfriend
Jen is herself a former Green Lantern, and shares Kyle’s secret life. And we learn
through Jen that John Stewart — a current Green Lantern - also “read” Terry, because he
himself has a gay brother (GL #137). This may well be a clever way of getting around
the problem of the “untouchability” of long-established characters. Winick presumably
would not have had the authority to make a character like John Stewart himself gay, but
apparently nothing in his continuity forbade the introduction of a gay sibling.)

Winick is also willing to be slightly playful about Kyle’s own sexual identity —
within very specific limits, it’s true, but the jokes Winick drops in are nearly unheard-of
in most mainstream titles. For examples, a few issues after Terry’s coming-out, we see
Kyle and Jen eating in a restaurant when Terry passes by and waves through the window.

He is hand in hand with another boy. Jen asks Kyle if it’s Terry’s new boyfriend, to
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which Kyle replies that he doesn’t want to “‘make any hasty assumptions.” “Friends can
hold hands,” he says, to which Jen shoots back, “You hold hands with your friends? You
and [fellow Green Lantern] John Stewart hold hands all the time?” “Yes,” Kyle replies,
deadpan. “Not all the time, but sometimes. Mostly on the subway.” *“You have become
more odd...” mutters Jen, good-humoredly (GL #148). Perhaps Kyle has learned to
loosen up after the events of Terry’s coming-out issue. One pointed episode particularly
stands out. Talking to Andre Choi, the art director at Feast magazine, Kyle finds himself
embarrassed when he makes one too many assumptions about markers of homosexuality

— and has the assumption turned back on him:

Kyle: I think Terry... has a crush on me or something... I don’t know what to say
to him... What was it like for you when you came out?

Andre [lifting an eyebrow]: Came out of what?

Kyle: Well, “the closet.” When you told people you were gay.

Andre: Why does everyone think I'm gay?! I'm so sorry I'm thin, I'm sorry |
dress well, that I have earrings, that I'm an art director. I don’t like show
tunes, disco does nothing for me and I’m attracted to women. Not. Gay.
God, what about you, man. You're an unmarried artist living in

Greenwich Village. What do you think people say about you?
(GL #137)

As we can see, Andre’s monologue doesn’t exactly try to divorce homosexuality
from its presumed markers — he seems to offer a lack of interest in disco and *“‘show
tunes” as evidence of heterosexuality, while at the same time insisting that his interests in
fashion and art should not be read as gay— but it suggests the unreliability of these
trappings. Certainly, the final question about Kyle’s own “suspicious” image turns the
tables.

In subsequent issues, we see Terry exploring and becoming happy with this new
part of his identity. He becomes involved at a Manhattan gay and lesbian youth center,
makes new friends, and finds a boyfriend. In Issue #140 (Sept. 2001), Kyle attends
Terry’s seventeenth birthday party (towing along Alan Scott, the Golden Age Green
Lantern and Jen's father, for an interesting cross-generational encounter). The party is a
dance mixer, put together by “[a] mess of [Terry’s] friends from school and from the

downtown gay and lesbian center.” Kyle summarizes the last few issues’ story
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development around Terry in interior monologue: “He’s been doing great. He’s happy
and he’s open about what he feels. I’d say he’s doing way better than your average
seventeen-year-old.... It’s amazing what honest talk, understanding parents and a safe
environment can do for a young person” (GL #140, 5).

Some readers were upset with this kind of writing and regularly wrote in to say
pure pro-gay

propaganda” or “preaching the ‘moral flavor of the day’” (“RJL,” letters column, Green

999 46

so, complaining about the “super-liberal” Winick’s “‘soapboxing,

Lantern #140; Barry L. Branscomb, letters column, Green Lantern #141). Whether or
not we read it as “preachy,” Winick’s writing at moments like this is certainly not subtle.
The storyline does have an agenda, in line with the larger-than-life political statements
made by comics in years past (such as the famous Green Lantern-Green Arrow
crossovers of the 1970s). The agenda is not hidden, of course — “Terry represents
acceptance,” as Winick said. One effect, however, is that the questions we asked earlier
about epistemology and ambiguity — the operations of knowing and denying that were in
play around Northstar, Apollo and the Midnighter — are rendered moot. Winick does not
seem to have much interest in ambiguity. After all, one of the things irritating the letter-
writers is the amount of space Winick devotes to having his characters, gay and non-gay
alike, talk about homosexuality and what it means: the kind of dialogue noticeably absent

from either Alpha Flight or The Authority.

Victimization and the Iconography of Martyrdom

In Issue #154 (cover-dated Nov. 2002), the mood changes. Terry and his
boyfriend, David, became the victims of gay-bashers in a violent incident that leaves
Terry in a coma with serious physical injuries. The story is recounted in flashback,
narrated by the grief-stricken David while Kyle, Jen and friends gather by Terry’s
hospital bed side. The scene’s poignancy and drama is affecting, and the story leaves
readers anxiously wondering: will Terry live, or die? And if he does recover, will he be
the same?

It was this story, far more than Terry’s original coming out, that received
significant coverage in major news outlets. The coverage publicized the fact that DC —

and, by extension, superhero comics -- had gay characters, as much as it did the gay-

161



bashing itself. What's strikingly interesting in the way the story constructs the figure of
the injured Terry: Terry is positioned as a martyred gay teenager — an image that
resonates with other figures from recent stories, both real and fictional, and that also
provokes questions about the role of the superhero.

From the beginning of the storyline, the violence against Terry is described in
words and images that heighten the impact of the assault. In the issue’s opening passage,
Terry’s boyfriend, David, recounts his memories of the attack, while pictures illustrate
the flashback in a grim and muted color palette. The two boys leave a downtown gay
dance club, and spontaneously kiss in the street; someone whistles at them; a group of
three men begin to chase them down. David and Terry lose their heads and split up.
When David returns to find Terry minutes later, the images do not show Terry’s face,
only glimpses of a body lying on the pavement and a close-up of David’s tears. “When I
found him,” says David, ... I didn’t, wasn’t even sure it was him... at first... If it wasn't
for... his shoes... I recognized the shoes before I could recognize his... his face. There
he was. Just lying there. There was so much blood” (GL #154, 5).

On the following pages, the reader — over the shoulders of Terry’s grieving
parents -- sees Terry lying intubated and bandaged in a hospital bed. On the full-page
splash panel, captions read: “Berg, Terrence. Patient is a 17-year-old male suffering from
multiple compound fractures of the head, chest, and extremities. He has a left orbital
blowout... He is status post emergent craniotomy for decompression of an epidural
hematoma and thoracostomy tube placement for traumatic hemopneumothorax...”

This clinical language, which conveys an ominous gravity through its very
obscurity, is followed by Kyle’s mental commentary. “In English: Terry has a broken
arm, two broken legs — one of them broken in three places. His left hand is mangled. He
has four broken ribs and a collapsed lung. He also has a skull fracture. He may lose an
eye. They drilled holes in his head to relieve the pressure from the bleeding in his brain.
He’s on a respirator. He’s in a coma. He may die” (GL #154, 6).

The striking cover art of Green Lantern #154 foregrounds the shocking violence
of the attack. A slumping Terry is borne up by two of his attackers; their eyes cannot be
seen, but their grim faces show teeth. One of them yanks Terry’s head up by the hair,

revealing a face terribly bloodied and hurt — strangely shocking, given the traditionally
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bloodless battle imagery of superhero comics, in which wounds appear, if at all, as
elegant red gashes skimming the surface of a cheek or pectoral muscle. But Terry’s
bruised face shows softened flesh, the bend of a broken nose, the ugly split of a pulped
lower lip. In its explicitness, the image evokes the bygone days of EC comics, in which
physical suffering was dwelt on for its own sake -- or to make a point.

It is clear that the violence of the assault against Terry is meant to evoke
sympathy, but also to bring into play larger questions of blame and danger. Terry is
clearly an innocent attacked by an intolerant world. The already-obvious is clarified as it
is asserted and reasserted that Terry, like David, was innocent of any wrongdoing that
could conceivably have justified violence against. As the bewildered David asks, “Does
he deserve all this just ‘cause of one simple kiss? W — we didn’t, we didn’t — do
anything. ... Why are... why would... I - I—just don’t understand.” In the follow-up
issue, #155, Kyle comments to Jen of Terry: “He’s such a good kid. A heart full of good,
and the world tried to break his skull open.” (GL 154, 19). In this context, the heavy
focus on the violence becomes particularly painful to the reader. Kyle’s comment shifts
the blame away from individuals, and to an abusive “world,” implicating the reader in the
aggression. Terry is not merely a victim, but a martyr of intolerance.

The goals of this iconography seem fairly clear. As Shreck and Winick tell
interviewers, they are trying to make a point about the wrongness of intolerance and
violence, and to raise awareness and drive home the point by showing a sympathetic
character suffer. “[I]n this hate crime, we're discussing the worst side of the gay issue,"
said Winick (Dobnick, AP), while Schreck told the New York Times, “It's a story that
needs to be told... Where we're bringing Terry is very similar to the Brandon Teena and
Matthew Shepard moments” -- referring, as the Times adds, to “the cross-dressing woman
in Nebraska who was murdered in 1993 and the University of Wyoming student who
was beaten, tied to a post and left to die in 1998” (Gustines, New York Times).

The iconography of martyrdom can suggest an innocent wounded by a world that
wrongly fears or hates him; here and elsewhere, this hearkens back to the martyrdom of
Jesus at the origin of Western Christian tradition. Superhero comics have evoked this
iconography at various times, with varying degrees of subtlety. The “fear and hatred” the

X-Men suffer at the world’s hands, for instance, was discussed earlier in terms of its
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metaphorical relationship to modern bigotries. This has gone so far as to use crucifixion
imagery at various points, e.g. in the 1985 Chris Claremont graphic novel God Loves,
Man Kills (in which Charles Xavier is brainwashed within a mental space of crucifixion
and torture), or a story arc in The Uncanny X-Men this past June that saw mutant
teenagers crucified by an intolerant religious movement. In the real world, the
iconography of martyrdom is also used to focus outrage around the deaths of innocents.
The murders of Brandon Teena and Matthew Shepard -- the two young queer people
killed in the Midwest -- have been associated with a system of martyr imagery. This is
particularly the case for Matthew Shepard, who was, literally, lashed to a fence and left to
die of exposure, in an image whose resemblance to crucifixion was not lost on
commentators or political cartoonists.

In the case of Terry Berg, this imagery seems to seek to mobilize protest against
a trend of violence against the defenseless. By emphasizing the innocence of the victim
(who is guilty of no crime but love); the brutality of the violence (which is usually less
consequential in superhero genre stories); and the free-floating responsibility for the
blame (“the world”), this iconography inspired the reader’s sympathy as well as his or her
discomfort: disturbed by the reminder that such violence exists, the readers is reminded
of his or her own responsibility to make “the world” safer for innocents.*

Within the superhero world, this iconography may also have a more specific
meaning. The “economy” of violence within superhero genre stories places great
significance on the distinction between hero and victim — between the characters who
need saving, and the character who is strong enough to save them. These lines can be
blurred to provocative effect: the 2001 advertising campaign for Smallville, a new

television show about the life of Superman as a teenager in contemporary Kansas,

% The specific shape of Terry’s victimhood reflects a trend of recent years. Terry is a
budding cartoonist whose injuries threaten him with the loss of his hands; while this has
obvious relevance within a comic book, but it also calls to mind similar gay artist-martyr
characters of recent years. The gay artist Simon, played by Greg Kinnear, is
incapacitated after being attacked in the 1997 film As Good As It Gets (thus appealing to
the hardened heart of the Jack Nicholson character). The teenage character Justin on
Showtime’s TV series Queer as Folk, like Terry, is a young cartoonist, who was gay-
bashed at the end of the 2001-2002 season and threatened with the loss of his drawing
hand.

164



centered on an image of the Tom Welling, the young actor playing Clark Kent. Welling
was stripped to the waist, limp and sweating, and lashed to a stake with a red “S”
scrawled across his chest, against a backdrop of luminous cornfields. The obvious
reference was to the vulnerability of adolescence, but the iconography was electrifying,
and drew at least as much attention as the (rather banal) concept of the show itself.

The tension — which many viewers found provocative, and some saw as erotic —
lay in the softening of the lines between the invulnerable hero and the profoundly
vulnerable victim, and the specifics of the image provoked many viewers to compare it
not only to the obvious crucifixion reference, but to the iconography surrounding the
Midwestern murder of Matthew Shepard. The show’s producers never acknowledged a
link to Shepard specifically, or to the imagery of gay martyrdom in general. But the
complexity of the resonances may be summed up by the opening lyrics to Smallville’s
theme song: a passionate demand, “Somebody save me — [ don’t care how you do it.” **
The provocative tension is evident. After all, one of the most fundamental rules of

superhero genre is that it is the superhero who does the saving. After all, that is the

essential function of a superhero, as he is usually defined.

Revenge, Retribution, and Genre Effects: “What is the point of being heroes if we
can’t help people?”

In the context of superhero fiction, the imagery of martyrdom and victimhood
invite a larger conversation about questions at the very heart of the superhero story:
power and weakness, protection and violence, victimization and salvation. The
“grammar” of violence — or, better yet, the economy of violence in superhero comics —
operates in ways that have seldom been fully examined. Such a project would be beyond
our scope here, but it is worth delineating some of the questions that this confluence of
ideas provokes. After all, how can a hero operate without someone to save? And yet this
economy of violence, which is often bloodless in the superhero world, requires victims

when it operates in the real world — and leaves people as bloody as the image of Terry so

% The song, by Remy Zero, is entitled “Save Me,” and its lyrics are suggestively sexual

as well as passionate: “Somebody save me / Let your waters break right through/ I don't
care how you do it.../ Come on/ I've been waiting for you.” Lyrics are online at
http://www stlyrics.com/lyrics/smallvilletv/savemesmallvillethemesong.htm
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harshly shows. In a sense, the story uses its “real-world” positioning to suggest part of
the paradox of a character who leads a life like Kyle Rayner’s: in the “real world,”
violence is not glamorous, and “real-life” victims can be seriously hurt.

This question is pushed further in the following issue, #155. In this issue, Kyle,
mad with rage and terrified that Terry will not recover, embarks on a number of actions
of last resort. He visits the Justice League at their moon base, pleading with the Flash to
use his powers on the “Cosmic Treadmill” to turn back time and save Terry. (Of course,
the League refuses the request on principle: “We all want a day back,” says Batman.
“We can’t ever take it.”) Later, taking his frustration out on some convenient asteroids,
Kyle is visited by the Spectre, a reincarnation of former Green Lantern Hal Jordan
combined with a metaphysical personage, who consoles him about his guilt over his use
of his powers. At the end of the issue — after unexpectedly wakes from his coma and we
learn he will recover — Kyle decides he is so frustrated with Earth, and so disillusioned
with humanity, that he needs to stop being the Green Lantern of Earth for a while. He
hands over his responsibilities to John Stewart, and, accompanied by Jen, takes off for a
sojourn in outer space.

Earlier, however, Kyle takes the rather radical step of using his powers to chase
down Terry’s assailants and round them up and into jail. At one point, this entails
entering the high-security prison at Rikers Island and torturing up a prisoner in order to
extract information, all the while maintaining the illusion of an empty cell to passers-by:
“There’s a hologram sitting in front of this cell that looks like you lying in your cot sound
asleep. Trust me, no one will know.” He unsettlingly employs the language of torture:
“That’s me squeezing the broken wrist. Now, that’s just your wrist. I can do so many
other things to you. We’ve got all night” ( GL #154, 14). Later, Kyle tracks down the
other guilty parties, who are about to flee town, and beats them up in a nighttime
alleyway, reciting the litany of Terry’s injuries as he beats the perpetrators (GL #154, 16-
20).

Obviously, this is disturbing on some level — it is evident to what degree Kyle is
answering violence with violence. How do we read this? In one sense, it seems that,
things have to fall out this way: under one understanding of the superhero world’s

economy of violence, revenge is the only way to express love or loyalty to a fallen
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comrade. Had Kyle not gone after Terry’s assailants, would the assault on Terry seem to
have been trivialized? Interestingly, some fan criticisms of Kyle’s actions hinged not on
the point that Kyle should not have sought revenge, but rather upon pointing out that the
character had not had a similarly strong reaction when, under the writing of an earlier
writer on the series, Ron Marz, Kyle’s then —girlfriend was brutally murdered (and her
body stuffed into a refrigerator). If that had not caused Kyle to snap, grow over-violent,
and leave Earth — the thinking seems to go — then Kyle’s rage and ultimate inability to
cope with things upon seeing the violence against Terry, a mere friend, seemed “out of
character.”

However, it seems clear that Winick is trying to provoke readers to think about
the double standards around superhero violence (and perhaps cannot find a comfortable
resolution himself). As Winick said when interviewed, “Was Kyle right in hunting these
guys down and beating them?... I think there's a lot to be said there" (Gustines, New York
Times). Even within the comic, Kyle is criticized: On the JLA’s moon base, he accuses
Batman of being unfeeling, saying, “You’re so far gone... you don’t even remember what
it’s like to be a person[,] much less a hero.” Batman replies: “You mean a hero who
breaks into Rikers Island? A hero who fractures the wrists of an inmate to attain [sic]
information? That kind of hero?” Kyle shoots back, “You pull the sahxe garbage a
hundred times a day before the rest of us even eat breakfast.” “Maybe,” Batman replies
calmly. “But that is me, isn’t it?” (GL #1585, 8). Indeed, Winick is not the only one
reminded of Batman’s apparent pleasure in criminal punishment; as we may recall, the
cheerfully sadistic Midnighter is a Batman avatar. Kyle’s torture scene in the prison is
alarmingly reminiscent of a scene in The Authority, in which the Midnighter, visiting a
prison to extract information, similarly tortures the inmate, albeit in a more
“professional” way. Unsettlingly, the Midnighter uses precisely the same “hologram”
trick to prevent the wardens from witnessing the torture (The Authority #18, “Earth
Inferno”).

If Winick’s version of Green Lantern suggests that open-mindedness and
tolerance are among the qualities of a real hero, then we may read this disturbing use of
violence as an exploration or interrogation of how a hero should react to the victimization

of a targeted minority — or a friend. Even if letter-column readership was split about
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whether gay-bashing was an “appropriate” subject for a superhero comic, the position of
Winick’s superheroes seems to be clear. As Flash tells Kyle when he refuses his request,
“This isn’t just about Terry. This is about every teenager who is terrified of being
different... because of race, because of appearance, because of who they love. This goes
on every day, Kyle!” Flash’s meaning seems to be that it would be inappropriate to take
extreme measures to save Terry, because such an act would not stop a pattern of violence
that is endemic in the world - and because superheroes cannot, in this way, save
everyone. If this seems slightly paradoxical, Jen picks up on the paradox when she says
sadly, “Terry... he isn’t a part of our world. He’s not supposed to go through this” (#154,
5). The comment reminds us of our shock and unease at seeing Terry’s badly abused
face, and learning the consequences of the violence against him. Jen is right: Under the
ordinary genre conventions of superhero comics, “civilians” are not supposed to be
subjected to the same kind of violence as superheroes. Civilians cannot get away with so
few consequences.

But, as we have already seen, Winick is interested in making sure that his
characters’ superheroic and civilian worlds do overlap — the heroic characters spend time
together off-duty, have romantic relationships, and turn to each other for personal advice.
(Kyle even proposes to Jen with a “spare” Green Lantern ring.) This makes it all the
more painful for Kyle to be faced with the intrusion of serious violence into civilian life,
and his inability to do anything about it. The economy of violence of the superhero
narrative is not supposed to extend to non-superhumans -- as Kyle seems to realize as he
beats Terry’s assailants in the alley, finally slowing and pulling his last punch so it hits
the wall instead of the boy he’s pummeling. The problem is that, for real-world violence
like this, the revenge structures built into superhero genre cannot really help. The formal,
ritualized structure of power and vengeance becomes largely meaningless. But as Kyle
cries out, frustrated, at the Justice League’s base, “What is the point of being heroes if we
can’t actually help people?” (GL #154).

Flash and Batman have no answer for him, other than to imply that this kind of
violence is an inevitable aspect of life, and that there is nothing to be done about it. For
Kyle, this is not satisfactory. The attack on Terry has forced Kyle to confront a problem

that is increasingly troubling for contemporary superheroes: their systems of honor,
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violence and revenge seem increasingly irrelevant, in light of the systematic injustice and
pain that affects people in the real world. Violence cannot heal violence, and if Kyle’s
friendship with Terry allowed Winick to write stories suggesting that a real superhero
should be tolerant and gay-friendly, then the attack on Terry to some degree implies the
frustrating corollary: a real superhero should be enraged by the futility of anything he can
do against the real-world victimization of innocents that occurs every day. (“I think it’s
the helplessness that’s throwing us all off,” as Jen tellingly says (#155).) How can the
superhero — who spends most of his energy beating up superpowered villains — respond to
petty, ordinary human injustice?

By pointing out this apparent gap in the structure of superhero honor, Winick was
following in a tradition that some writers had followed before. After all, Kyle's
predecessor, Hal Jordan, had had his political consciousness raised by his comrade Green
Arrow decades before. Indeed, The Authority had confronted a similar question within
the previous three years. But while the solution chosen by Warren Ellis and Mark Millar
was to have their superheroes try to change the world to make it “worth saving,” as
Ellis’s Jenny Sparks put it, Winick’s Kyle Rayner is ultimately frustrated by the
contradictions to the point that he temporarily loses his faith in humanity. “I’ve lost my
will to protect them,” as he tells Jen in Issue #155. He is forced to take the radical step of
ceasing to act as a superhero on Earth for a time, leaving his duties in the hands of John
Stewart while he seeks to regain his sense of balance by saving other worlds, with Jen, in
outer space. Kyle found no answer to the helplessness that accompanied his realization
that he could not save everyone in the real world. With tolerance, he learned a frustrating

lesson in the limitations of superhero ideology.
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Conclusions:

Further Study and New Directions

The study of superhero genre fiction is still so new that almost everything remains
to be formulated. In this thesis I have attempted to provided the basic history of gay
representation in genre superhero comics, and to discuss the important directions gay
presentation is currently taking. I have not been able to cover the subject
comprehensively, and I have been forced to leave out many interesting and useful
examples, but I hope this will suffice to lay the groundwork for the conversation.

As we have seen, the history of this discourse has been shaped by silence and
anxiety. Since the days of the activism of Fredric Wertham and the moral panic that
ensued, superhero creators and readers have been haunted by the “spectre” of a
homoerotic threat. Superhero comics went out of their way to avoid any mention of
possible gayness, possibly reacting to an unstated fear that allowing this possibility in
would “infect” the entire universe of superhero fiction. Until the late 1980s, gay
characters were entirely absent from mainstream superhero comics.

During the 1980s and 1990s, gay characters and the open discussion of
homosexuality gradually began to filter into mainstream comics. However, the shift to
open representation was slow and irregular. At the same time, the indirect discussion of
homosexuality in superhero fictions rapidly increased. Comics used a set of metaphorical
tropes to imply a connection between gayness or deviance and the superhero “lifestyle,”
without naming the connection out loud. Among the most identifiable tropes are the
vision of the superhero as a costume fetishist; the superhero as flamboyant or campy; the
superhero as a sadomasochist; the superhero as suspiciously homosocial; and the
superhero as a potential pedophile. Film scholar D.A. Miller has used the term
connotation to describe how homosexuality can be implied in a text without being stated
out loud. In the late 1980s and 1990s, we see an increasing number of superhero stories
using these tropes to connote homosexuality in the superheroes they described, without

explicitly acknowledging they were doing so. Frequently, the most telling use
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connotation is found slightly outside the mainstream, in superhero satires, burlesques,
parodies, or film adaptations.

In the late 1990s, the representations of explicitly gay characters in superhero
comics increased rapidly. It seems that comics are entering a new period, in which it is
possible to have “sunlit,” denotative — not connotative — depictions of gay characters. By
examining three recent examples of such depictions, we can see some of the patterns of
this new representation. Northstar is a Marvel character whose history demonstrates how
uneven the integration of gay characters into the superhero universe has been: he was
trailed by innuendo during the 1980s, “outed” in the early 1990s, and then disappeared
for nearly a decade. Northstar’s recent reappearance implies that Marvel is now prepared
to have openly gay superheroes, accompanied by a curiously essentialist ideology.
Northstar’s gayness has not yet to be seriously discussed within the comic.

In the late 1990s, independent publisher Wildstorm and writer Warren Ellis
developed the characters of Apollo and the Midnighter, “iconically” masculine
superheroes who also, as the media coverage put it, “happened to be gay.” As the series
evolved, it became clear that Apollo and Midnighter did serve a normalizing function,
reconciling homosexuality with the normative hypermasculinity of superhero genre
works. However, the series’ intensifying focus on anti-gay abuse and violence also
suggested a minoritizing and homophobic understanding of the characters, creating a
complex and often contradictory situation.

Finally, in 2002, a supporting character in DC Comics’ series Green Lantern
became the victim of a violent gay-bashing. When the character, Terry Berg. had come
out a year and a half before, writer Judd Winick used the opportunity to show the
superhero protagonist -- Kyle Rayner, the Green Lantern — expressing acceptance and
support for his friend, as well as a willingness to learn about the unfamiliar. With the
gay-bashing episode, Winick mustered the iconography of victimhood, innocence, and
martyrdom to condemn anti-gay violence. Kyle was forced to reconcile the fact that his
superpowers — and the unstated codes of honor and revenge that flourish in the genre —
were insufficient to protect the innocent against the violence of the world. Faced with the

possibility of irrelevance, Kyle was in the end unable to find an answer for the problem.
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Winick diverted the problem by having his hero abandon Earth for an extended adventure
in outer space.

These stories — along with many others that I do not have space to include here ~-
together suggest a progressive pattern in the representation of gay characters within the
superhero universe. Famously conservative and “masculinist” on many levels, superhero
fictions dodged the question for decades after gay and lesbian images became familiar in
the genre fictions of other popular media. The years between 1986 and the late 1990s
constituted a “transitional period” in which the metaphorical discourse of homosexuality
burgeoned in and around superhero comics -- appearing once again in the form of
connotation; of the “tropes” that have historically alluded to gayness in the comics; and in
the burlesques, satires, and public conversations that surrounded superhero stories —
which, at this point, included both comics themselves and the trans-media adaptations of
superhero fictions.

Explicitly gay characters were rare in superhero comics during the 1990s, and
their representation was uneven. But by the end of the decade, openly gay characters and
an explicit conversation about gayness had begun to appear more frequently, shifting ever
closer to the heart of the mainstream. (Though more historical distance will be required
for a clearer judgment, it appears that the “outing” of Apollo and the Midnighter -- an
event that can be placed anywhere from 1998 to 2000 -- indicated a turning point in the
discourse.) As of the middle of 2003, the trend appears to be on a curve of rapid
expansion, and it seems likely that the genre as a whole is close to reaching the “critical
mass” after which gay representation would become less problematic, and almost

unexceptional.

I hope that this study will lay the groundwork for future research on this subject.
Superhero genre fiction is much in need of reasoned analyses of its operations,
particularly at a moment in which the genre as a whole is so open to self-examination and
reinvention. Similarly, the increasingly varied discourse around superhero fictions needs
to be enriched by opening discussion about the questions which the genre has so long
evaded. The genre cannot mature as fiction, nor can the scholarly discourse progress far,
unless its creators, scholars and consumers are willing to openly examine its “dirty

secrets.”
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I think that new studies could fruitfully take any of a number of directions, of
which I will here mention only three. First, we should explore the past, researching more
closely the early nistory of the discourse and the ways in which connotative knowledge
worked in superhero comics of the 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s. Second, we should keep
pace with the future, taking the rapid growth of gay mainstream characters as a sign that
the genre is at a crucial turning point and being prepared to chart its patterns as they
evolve. Third, we should go deep. The questions raised by the vexed history of gay
representation — its history, its metaphors, and the anxieties and hopes it brings to light —
offer us indispensable insights into how the superhero genre defines its own sense of
normality, of power, of masculinity, of right and wrong. Understanding these unstated
assumptions are key to more fully understanding the genre. These are understandings
that will serve researchers, readers and scholars well in the near future, not only as
superhero fictions take an increasingly prominent place in popular entertainment, but also
as we continue to grapple with understanding the workings of “America” and
Americanism. By looking at the fears and the truths concealed in the stories that this
country unselfconsciously tells itself about itself, we acquire another tool for trying to

understand how we, as Americans, define ourselves.
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