
Caped Crusaders and 
Comic Books 

A Primer on Modern American 
Superhero Culture 



Major Publishers 

• Two major sources of Superhero Culture 
• Marvel (owned by Disney) 
• DC (owned by Time Warner) 
• Many other smaller publishers 



Marvel Comics 



DC Comics (DC Entertainment) 



Why are Superheroes “hot”? 
• The recent onslaught of Hollywood movies 



• Superhero Themed 
Videogames, Toys, and 
Costumes 



• “So if kids want to read about 
Superheroes, where do I start?” 
– Elementary 
– Middle Grades 
– High School (and beyond) 

 
• Ratings Systems to Ensure Appropriateness 

 



Marvel/DC Rating System 
 

•     ALL AGES/EVERYONE - Appropriate for all ages. 
 

•     T - Appropriate for most readers, but parents are advised that 
they might want to read before or with younger children. 
 

•     T+ - TEENS AND UP - Appropriate for teens 13 and above. 
 

•     PARENTAL ADVISORY/MATURE - Appropriate for older teens.   
Similar to T+, but featuring more mature themes and/or more 
graphic imagery. Recommended for teen and adult readers. 
 

•     EXPLICIT CONTENT – I don’t think this needs an explanation . . . . 



All Ages Comic Books 
• Usually include most 

popular characters 
• Typically include an “all 

ages” or “everyone” rating 
 



The Super Pets! 

All of these are by an 
Illustrator named 
Art Baltazar.  Pretty 
much anything by him 
should be ideal for 
elementary age 
readers. 

Also, these are Chapter 
Books, not traditional 
Comic Books.  Each 
one has three 
chapters. 



Middle Grades 
• Lots of mainstream titles to pick from 
• Movie Adaptations very popular 
• Any collected volumes of mainstream 

characters are probably a good choice 
– Spiderman  -- Green Lantern 
– Thor   -- Flash 
– Captain America -- Wonder Woman 
– Iron Man   -- Superman 
– X-Men   -- Justice League 
– Avengers  -- Batman (always check first) 

 



Movie Adaptations 



Good Ones to Start With . . .  
• Flash: Rebirth by Geoff Johns and Ethan Van 

Sciver 
• Green Lantern: Rebirth by Geoff Johns and 

Ethan Van Sciver 
• Superman for All Seasons by Jeph Loeb and 

Tim Sale 



High School 
• Titles that are High Interest, but are more 

likely to be rated T+ or Parental Advisory / 
Mature 

• Often much more dense, more pictures and 
text per page 

• Often contain much more complex storytelling 
• Often less about fighting, more about complex 

interpersonal relationships 
– Love vs. Hate 
– Human Motivations 



Kingdom Come 

• Mark Waid and Alex Ross 
• Future story – What happens 

when superheroes get old, 
and society seems to be 
moving on without them? 

• Ultimate Superman vs. 
Batman Story – Their 
standards, their   
motivations, their methods. 





Watchmen 
• Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons 
• The Granddaddy of all Apocalyptic Graphic 

Novels 
• Often referred to as the “deconstruction” of 

the American Superhero 
• Made Time Magazine’s Top 100           

American Books of 20th Century 
• Lots of mature themes 

– Violence 
– Sex 
– Language 
– Cold War Geo-Political Strategies 



 



Personal Favorites . . . 

• The Golden Age by James Robinson and 
Richard Ory 

• Set immediately after WWII, what do 
superheroes do when there’s no more war? 

• Addresses many early Cold War issues 
– Paranoia  -- Drug Abuse / Alcoholism 
– McCarthyism  -- Unquestioned Patriotism 
– Feminism  -- Fear of Nuclear Weapons 





Personal Favorites . . . .  
• New Frontier by Darwyn Cooke 
• The bridge between the Golden Age (WWII) 

heroes and the Silver Age (modern heroes) 
• In many ways picks up where The Golden Age 

left off in the early 1950’s and carries into the 
early 1960’s 

• Explores themes of 1960’s 
– Fear of alien invasion  -- Feminism 
– Fear of nuclear proliferation -- Vietnam 
– Racial tension    





Personal Favorites. . . . 
• Marvels by Kurt Busiek and Alex Ross 
• Traces the history of the United States from 

1939-1980 through Marvel Superheroes 
• Addresses many issues from modern 

American History 
• Told from perspective of man-on-the-street 

instead of heroes 
• Sets the stage for Creator owned series, Astro 

City 





Astro City 
• A completely different look at heroes, from 

the perspective of bystanders 



Non-Superhero Comics 

• Many other companies besides Marvel and DC 
• Many other subjects besides Superheroes 
• Many (most) of them licensed properties 



Licensed Properties 
• If your audience isn’t interested in 

Superheroes . . . .  



Thank you for attending! 

 
• To download the PDF: 

– In the Download box, 
click “Caped Crusaders” 

– Click “Download File(s)” 
– In the pop-up window: 

• Click “Click to download” 
• Click “Save” 

 

 
• 502-564-8371 
• 800-928-7000 

 
• Services to Libraries 
• Follow us on Twitter 

http://kdla.ky.gov/LIBRARIANS/Pages/default.aspx
http://kdla.ky.gov/LIBRARIANS/Pages/default.aspx
https://twitter.com/KDLALibDev
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