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			Abstract

			This article explores motion comics through theoretical review of relevant academic work and unique analysis of three sampled motion comic cases. The article intends to illuminate and answer the research question: What is the quality of superhero motion comics if we consider both the medium aesthetics and the opportunities which digital technology provide for a cultural practice exploring new or other ways to tell stories about superheroes and characters in popular culture. We explore this question through an analysis of a series of past and contemporary motion comic productions, produced both from professional media producers, as well as fan-made motion comic productions*. 
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			* The authors hold no copyrights to the images used in the article. All images are retrieved from YouTube.com as a public internet domain. The Right of Citation is employed. No Trademark or franchise rights are violated.

			Introduction

			The evolution of the comic book has been described as visual narrative material dating back centuries (McCloud 1994, Magnussen & Christiansen 2000, Kukkonen 2013, Babic 2014, Mazur & Danner 2014). However, comics took shape with the technological developments in print and distribution, and later remediated into the digital, interactive and online forms (Kukkonen 2013). The remediations never proved any threat to the printed comic book form, because the new digital and interactive forms supported new ways of distributing the comic book content. However, what changed was the expectations of the readers and the possibilities of the fans to re-create and re-affirm the universe of comic books.

			Motion comics have existed for more than four decades, but, are still broadly seen as an emerging phenomenon (Smith 2011, 2015). While some have proposed broad inclusive definitions of the genre as a hybrid format (e.g. Smith 2011), others have argued that the genre is ill-definable due to its multiple dimensions of e.g. motion types, levels of interactivity, narrative structures, sound modalities, and production overlaps with film and animation (Morton 2015). Furthermore, the genre has been criticized for lacking the spatiotemporal reflection of the reader, due to the addition of sound and movement synchronization mediating the traditional comics gaps between the multiframe pictures (Groensteen 2013). Thus, the current discourse has focused mainly on either discussing whether motion comics can be attributed the label of “comics”, as well as mapping how the different aesthetics of the genre can be described and combined.

			In the 1960s the Marvel Group produced a series of superhero “cartoons” portraying the most popular Marvel characters (Coogan 2006, Patton 2018). Two decades before Marvel Group released the Saturday morning cartoons portraying their comic book superheroes as motion comics, the DC comic book character Superman was portrayed in Max Fleischer’s cartoon animated version (1941-43). Compared to Fleischer’s animated work the Marvel motion comics represented a clear lowering of visual and temporal quality. Only the voice acting in the Marvel motion comics gave sufficient quality to merit the attention of the comic book fan. The movement of the body parts of the characters were crude and comical. But this was exactly the point for Marvel Comics Group. The motion comics were supposed to be a cheap way of showcasing and remediating the comic books to increase sales and product loyalty.
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						Figure 1: Marvel Group’s 1966s version of the comic book superhero Captain America as motion comic.

					

	
			Comic book superheroes have been constantly present across media formats since the 1940s, and the popularity (Arnaudo 2013, Bahlmann 2016, Beaty & Woo 2016) of comic book superheroes may explain the emergence of the superhero motion comics (Smith 2011). Paraphrasing comic book scholar Peter Coogan’s conclusion: Comic book superheroes are the “golden boys” of big cross media franchise productions. Now, the recent version of motion comics featuring comic book superheroes emerged in the 2000s, and was marked with the production and release of Watchmen: Motion Comic with the marketing caption: The Graphic Novel comes to Life page by page (Gibbons & Moore 2008). These productions of motion comics represent a merge or link between new technological developments (the digitization of comic book content) and business opportunities resulting in a viable bi-product, that for the franchises of both the Marvel Cinematic Universe (MCU) and the DC Cinematic Universe (DCU). The business aspect of motion comics is not part of the research interest of this article. The interest in motion comics follows the lines of the critical academic studies sparked by Watchmen: The Motion Comic (Morton 2015, 2017). The critique (motion comic is a “bastard” medium) was aimed not at the business ambitions, but rather the formal attributes of motion comics and the medium aesthetic incompatibility of comic books, animation and movies (Morton 2017).

			The research motivation behind this study in motion comics emerged from a scholarly interest in animation, comic books and superhero origin stories (Vistisen 2016, Andersen 2017). A brief look at the market or online presence of superhero motion comics reveals quite a diversity in the quality of the materials shared on social media platforms such as YouTube. The academic interest in comic book superheroes across media and platforms can be explained by drawing attention to the substantial scholarly work on the subject (e.g. Coogan 2006, Romagnoli & Pagnucci 2013, Duncan et al. 2015).

			This article approaches superhero motion comics from a perspective of media studies. The article intends to answer the research question: What is the quality of hero-themed motion comics if we consider both the medium aesthetics and the opportunities which digital technology provides for a cultural practice exploring new or other ways to tell stories about superheroes and characters in popular culture.

			We review the positions within the current academic discourse of motion comics, and propose a framing based on the contexts motion comics can rise from and be utilized within. We present an analysis of three cases of motion comics. We seek to show the range of cultural productions motion comics might arise from - from the professional adaption to the fan-made sub-creations. The final claim of the paper is that the interest for creating motion comics will persist because of the need for retelling the stories of comic book superheroes in both semi-fi and low-fi fan versions comparable to the audio book, and the micro-level contribution to the ongoing sub creations of the franchises through a co-creative transmedia storytelling.

			Theoretical elements of motion comics

			As mentioned, the link between comic book superheroes and motion comics is strong (Coogan 2006, Smith 2011, Morton 2015). This may be the case partially because comic book superheroes currently are dominantly present in both the conventional comic book market and the broader popular culture (the cinematic superhero franchises, Comic Con fan culture). It needs to be noted, that Oriental comic book culture (e.g. anime, manga) may very well represent an equally strong source of influence, just as motion comics enacting My Little Pony is also part of the big picture of motion comic. But that question, the diversity of the motion comics themes and characters viewed globally, is a matter for another study. But it is fair to claim that comic book production is a global and culturally diverse business (Romagnoli & Pagnucci 2013, Beaty & Woo 2016).

			The study of motion comics is a relatively small area of academic inquiry within the field of comic books/graphic novels studies and cinema/movies studies. Research into the academic publications on the subject reveals that two scholars are uniquely accredited to the keywords motion comics: Craig Smith and Drew Morton (Smith 2011, Smith 2015, Morton 2015, 2017). Craig Smith claims that motion comics is a hybrid media format that is neither comic book, animation, nor cartoon. Defining the object of study in this way is a non-definition as Drew Morton points out (Morton 2015). Both Smith and Morton list different sets of format qualities in order to define motion comics as a multimodal medium. It is clear that Smith and Morton in their work are not in any direct way considering an audience or fan approach to the phenomenon. However, Smith acknowledges: “that for the time being, the motion comic exemplifies aspects of adaptation that some readers of the original hypotext cannot readily accept.” [Smith 2011, 359]

			Further, Smith envisions that the professional production of motion comics still can be considered a genuine innovation within this particular field of popular culture, and thus opening for a possible understanding of motion comics as something created by fans as well. Smith states, “(...) motion comics is part of a strategy to cross-pollinate new and existing comic book content with moving image culture via screen-based devices and digital disruption channels (...).” (Smith 2015, 4)

			In the academic discussion between Smith and Morton, the latter acknowledges the claim, that motion comics is a new medium, but with the caption that motion comics have both risen, fallen and failed due to an inherent inconsistency in the formal medium qualities, the relative low contribution to the overall business value creation, and poor reception among comic book and animation professionals (Morton 2015, Morton 2017). Both scholars provide sets of formal qualities or a formal taxonomy of motion comics aesthetics. The two sets of format qualities are presented visually below, but for further presentation of the singular format qualities we refer to Smith and Morton’s work.
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						Figure 2: Model of the motion comic aesthetics, Craig Smith, 2015 (authors’ visualization).

					


			Following Smith’s conceptualization of motion comics, it becomes possible to include conventional comic book features such as panels, genres and spatial depth. Smith adds to this list other features related to animation and movies: Motion, audio elements, adaptation, narrative fidelity, distribution and formats. These formal qualities are not to be understood in any hierarchical or sequential structure, and the reason Smith himself begins his analysis of motion comics aesthetics with “comic book panels” can be explained by his comic book study background, which becomes clear from the beginning of Smith’s analysis: “A motion comic appropriates original comic book narrative and artwork as the primary source of visual material for its creation.” (Smith 2015, 4)
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						Figure 3: Formal Taxonomy of motion comics based on Drew Morton (authors’ visualization).

					


			Smith does not give any explanation for the interrelatedness of these aesthetic elements. One question could be whether the mode of adaptation determines how panels, motion, narrative and audio elements are created. Or if motion comics are not a remediation how does the comic book qualities translate into a hybrid format? This question of interrelatedness of the motion comic aesthetic elements is worth an independent study. In contrast to Smith’s motion comics aesthetics, Morton argues that adaptation cannot be a defining quality of the medium (Morton 2015, 349). Morton proposes his own taxonomy of motion comics by pointing to four medium specific elements, and further gives these elements a range of degree.

			Two points can be made of Morton’s contribution to a formal taxonomy of motion comics. The first is that the narrative element is absent. Maybe because it is taken for granted (e.g. nothing can be a comic without a story), or because it is considered to be part of the text element. One possibility could be to put narrative (or “narrative fidelity” with Smith) in the center of the model. This would make the narrative key to the choices made in the production of motion comics. The second point has to do with understanding the part of the audience (and the fans), mentioned by Smith. Once again, the text element can be considered to include different modes of reception. Morton distinguishes between reading and viewing which in itself points to modes of reception.

			Our review of the theoretical elements provides a rearticulation of the problem of cultural quality of motion comics. Are the qualities inherent in the “text”, or in the reception and use of the text, or somewhere in-between. This article will provide an answer to this particular question. However, as a methodological reflection the following analysis will draw on the framework in a pragmatic and an eclectic manner, in order to answer the initial research question in focus.

			Analysis: Signs of motion comic aesthetics and its significance

			For this article three motion comics have been selected. They are about popular comic book superheroes and from a popular video game detective series. The samples have been selected represent both official-professional production and an unofficial-fan productions.

			We frame the analysis through the use of motion comic aesthetics and formal taxonomies from Morton and Smith, and links this to the notion of “bardic function” borrowed from cultural studies while finally seeing this through the larger picture of cultural production seen in e.g. fandom creations.
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						Figure 4: Overview of the motion comic case samples.

					


			Case 1: The Noir-Feel and the Noir-Sound of Spider-Woman’s mission

			Spider-Woman: Agent of S.W.O.R.D (2010) is an official Marvel Motion Comic adaptation from the comic book version “Spider-Woman” Vol. 4, issues 1-7 (2009-10). This is the type of motion comics both Smith and Morton focus on in their work; Professional franchise productions. The motion comic consists of five 10 minutes episodes, and for the purpose of this article material from the first episode will be used.

			The narrative fidelity is high, even though all the frames and panels are not used in the motion comic version. It is the story of the superhero Spider-Woman / Jessica Drew, trying to find herself after her participation in battle with the superhero group Avengers. In the first episode of the motion comic Jessica Drew is approached and recruited by the secret counter terrorism organization S.W.O.R.D. This hurls Jessica into conflict with foes both human and alien.

			Several features of Smith’s motion comic aesthetics are present in this case sample. It is based on a single screen movie format, no panels. The motion comic uses both panning (spinning) and smooth shifts between the single screen frames. The coloring is similar to that of the comic book version. It is dark, blurry and very moodfully. The shadows in the screen frame play an important part of the visual aesthetic and the perception of spatial depth. In this case no instance of moving mouth, eyes, or heads is found.

			The two crucial motion comic elements in this case is the use of motion and audio. In the sequence the camera pans through a shot of the facade of the hotel where Jessica is staying. In the background a ferris wheel is spinning. Throughout this episode it rains, cars and some characters are moving ever so slightly. The movements are in no way abrupt creating a sense of natural flow, even in situations with action.


					
						[image: ]Figure 5: The first shot in Spider-Woman: Agent of S.W.O.R.D.

					


			Motions are also employed in frames where Jessica reflects, thinks or dreams. In this case, a blank space in the background is changed with a sliding movement revealing a new image (see Figure 6). This kind of motion is different because something is replaced in the screen view. At the end of the first episode we find another example of this quick switch of images. In a hotel Jessica dozes off (the screen shot closes and turns black, like closing your eyes). Immediately after a series of images flashes by like a nightmare, and it ends abruptly with a screen image of Jessica with open eyes. In itself no figure or object have moved, but the rapid shift of images framed by the image of Jessica’s face with closed eyes and then eyes wide open creates the sensation of motion. A further example of motion is found in a sequence where Jessica is browsing through her mission on the device she received from the S.W.O.R.D agent. This sequence is by the way unique, since it is not part of the comic book version.
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							Figure 6: Jessica Drew remembers with unease her participation in battle.


							
							
							
							Figure 7: Jessica is texting Agent Brand after browsing through the mission file.

						

				

					
				

			

		
		
			Finally, a 10 seconds scene depicts Jessica trying to fall asleep in her Mardripoor hotel room. She closes her eyes, mimicked by a centering fadeout is a scene, and then a series of screen images flashes by, ending with the image of Jessica with eyes wide open. The speed and the background sound suggest that Jessica just had a nightmare. In the comic book version this “nightmare” is depicted as a “detective wall” with photos and notes posted on an ordinary apartment wall. The same images are there but displayed as a single frame more denotes a reflection, at least anything but a nightmare.
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						Figure 8: Still images from the scene where Jessica experiences a nightmare, not a contemplation as in the comic book.

					


			We claim that this is an example of a unique motion comic aesthetic. To borrow Morton’s taxonomy this element in the motion comic invites a viewing not a reading.

			All the visual elements are accompanied by a professional track of both diegetic and non-diegetic sounds. Apart from a few examples of text displays like Jessica is reading something on her device, no speech balloons or text boxes are used. The narration is carried forward by the audio elements. The use of natural sounds (e.g. the sound of rain, a honking car, a helicopter rotor, a fired gun) and the use of both Jessica’s inner dialogue and the dialogue between the characters make the viewing a different experience than reading the comic book. 

			Case 2: Having fun with Spider-Man and foes

			This motion comic is an amateur adaptation of Mark Millar’s comic book story arc “Marvel Knights: Spider-Man” (22 issues, first 12 used). The adaptation represents a middle level of narrative fidelity, but the flow of the story is the same as in the comic book version. The genre is all Marvel superheroes, but in contrast to Spider-Woman’s case it is clear that production is non-professional. It is a case of amateur or fan production, and at a genre level this is significant in understanding the cultural value and continuation of motion comics as an independent cultural form.

			Spider-Man Marvel Knights uses single screen images with less smooth changes between the frames. The motion comic uses neither speech bubbles nor text boxes. These narrative elements are substituted by audio speech and the partial use of sounds. The use of spatial depth is absent as all the images are directly cut from the comic book material. This means that depth is achieved only by the direct use of the comic book materials. However, some use of background motion gives the impression of depth.
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						Figure 9: Spider-Man cut-out figures are dragged across the frame.

					


			Motion as an aesthetic quality is used in Spider-Man in a limited number of ways. The first is dragging or swiping cutout elements across the single screen image (Figure 9). In this dual illustration the figures are dragged from left to right in a static background. As a sign of the quality notice that Spider-Man’s webbing is not attached to anything. There are many examples of cutout elements being dragged across the screen image (e.g. characters falling out of windows). Simple animation is employed in scenes like the example with Black Cat (Figure 10, static move of the thug’s hand) and The Vulture (Figure 11, static moving background).
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							Figure 10: The hands of Black Cat’s unfortunate thug are moving slightly.


						Figure 11: The background is moving circular making the supervillain Vulture fly.


					
					


			In Spider-Man the voice-over and voice acting replaces speech bubbles and text boxes. In this case the use of background music is also employed. However, the use of these audio elements is all somewhat off key. The background music and diegetic sounds are either too low or too high. And the voice-acting, though evidently performed by different persons, vary in the same “grotesque” way. This indicates that the voice-acting has been recorded and distributed individually based on the technical facilities of the individual creator, and finally has been edited at one station. This mode of production has created a “mashup” bricolage that has not adjusted and adapted the sound level to a more coherent performance. We claim that this quality “flaw” is defining for the fan production and motion comics creativity. In all likelihood, this Spider-man motion comic is not intended to be distributed for revenue but for sharing amongst fellow fans. And in this type of circulation sharing itself is the capital value.

			Case 3: Telling a noir video game story through motion comics

			Our third case is the video game Max Payne (2001), a game set in a classic noir crime story, which uses motion comics instead of cinematics to convey the specific noir discourse in a way the third person shooting gameplay itself could not. To achieve both fast-paced action, and deep noir storytelling, Max Payne’s motion comic cutscenes relieves the gameplay sequences with storytelling, constantly reaffirming the story discourse despite the action gameplays diverging from it. 

			The Max Payne motion comic cutscenes are not an adaption or abridged from a previous original comic, cartoon or otherwise, but is created solely for the game itself as an artist choice of delivering the noir feel to an otherwise action packed third person shooting game. However, the panels faithfully adapt the traditional comic page structure, though gradually animating each frame as the story progresses, thus moving towards the audience anticipation of films. A very simple spatial manipulation is present in the motion comic cutscenes. The spatial manipulation diverges in a limited degree from static comics at times, as seen when the aesthetics are manipulated to mimic emotional elements of the story. This is seen e.g. when Max Payne wakes up after being knocked down, in which the subsequent frames are blurry and gains clarity in sync with Max Payne’s own narration getting clearer again. The overall spatiality, however, remains flat in 2D with no separated layers or other manipulations of the scene in each frame. Along the same lines, the user is constantly able to press a ‘stop’ button in the interface, enabling you to opt out of all motion elements and through interactivity ‘stop’ the motion comic, presenting all frames, and just read it as a regular comic with no motion, sounds etc.
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						Figure 12: The motion comic cutscenes of Max Payne (2001), with panels emerging synchronous with e.g. the voice acting (top) and diegetic sounds of the beating with a baseball bat (bottom).

					


			The cutscenes use a full spectrum of audio elements, from a dark instrumental music score, diegetic sound effects, and full voice acting told both from Max Payne’s inner dialogue as well as interactions between actors in the scenes. Auditory cues are being reused throughout the entire game cutscenes, enabling the player to know when a motion comic cutscene relieves the gameplay, and what kind of scene will be presented. As such, the music cues are different depending on something being a motion comic cutscene introducing a new level or being an intermezzo inside the level.

			Finally, what about the actual motion elements in the motion comic cutscenes? In Smith’s (2015) categorization all motion comics must pr. definition have some degree of motion present in the frames. However, in Max Payne, there is little to none actual motion present in the individual frames, begging the question if the cutscenes can actually be regarded as a motion comic? Following Smiths (2015) definition of motion comics as illustrated artwork situated in a digital environment we might argue that even though there is no motion present, there is definitely a temporal form through other modalities (sound, voice, music and gameplay). As such, it is the non-visual temporal forms, which create the sense of motion in Max Payne - as when Max Payne gets hit by a baseball bat (figure 14), where the reveal of the (static) visual frame is carefully timed with the ‘krakk!’ sounds of the bat hitting him. This evokes a reaction in the audience to render their own mental rendition of the motion without the need for any more than what can visually be described as an animatic with absolute limited animated motion. In a sense, the sound animates the still image through the synchronization of the visual cut with the audio effect. As such, a limited animation use is still working as a motion comic due to the full spectrum of other modalities in use. While being an ‘extra’ element to the main game, the cutscenes can only be fully perceived alongside the game. On the other hand, the game’s noir feel cannot easily be perceived without the motion comics cutscenes. As such, the bardic function of motion comics gives the game a form of communication which, at the time of the game production, would be hard to convey through gameplay agency or through traditional in-game cinematic cutscenes.

			Discussion: Motion comic production archetypes

			The case samples have demonstrated the diversity or range of motion comic features among three examples which differ in not only form, but also in context of production and scope. The Marvel Motion Comic production shows the established professional mode of production for motion comics, easily applicable through the lens of the formal frameworks of Morton and Smith both in terms of filmic and aesthetic dimensions, as well as the narrative fidelities and modes of distribution. However, the two latter examples of the fan made Marvel Knight, and the game integrated cutscene motion comics of Max Payne, complicate the analysis - not through the formal qualities of structure, narrative or aesthetics, but how their mode of production affects how the formal qualities have come to be.

			One key element or observation is the difference in the degree of professionalism in the production of the motion comics. From our analysis we argue a series of archetypical modes of production can be synthesized, which each point towards different types of cultural value in the motion comic:

			
					As an adaption or an appropriation of existing media formats or modalities (most commonly traditional comics)

					As a relieving format for another media format or modality in the same production to express something the primary format cannot (e.g. a game like Max Payne)

					As an add-on in the context of multiple media productions in a transmedia storytelling

					As a fanmade subcreation, leveraging both adaption and add-on productions

			

			Related to the transmedial archetype is the fourth, and final, which describes a mode of production in which the motion comic is not defined as being produced for the fan audience, but as a fan production itself. Though it is evidently hard to propose a strict formal definition and limitation of what a motion comic is, the contributions from Morton (2015) and Smith (2011, 2015) do point towards another way of addressing the importance of the ‘form’ of motion comics, compared to other types of mediated production due to its use of adaptations and reinterpretations of existing visual forms. Through their predominant use of limited animation techniques echoing early pre-Disney animation complexity, motion comics are a comparably easier format to master for the producing users - what scholars such as Sandvik (2018) would label these prousers in fandoms. In other words, the production complexity, and the media literacy required to produce motion comics sits in a fidelity sweet spot, comparable to how fandoms also remix video clips and graphics from tentpole mediums (e.g. Jensen & Vistisen 2013). While it could be argued that traditional comics (fanmade or professionally made) could accomplish the same storytelling for the prouser there is an important point to be made about what the addition of temporal information adds. While the traditional comic book format presents the viewer with the totality of the page frames, the motion comics enables the prousers to interpret the pacing and rhythm of the events when transforming into a motion comics sequence (Vistisen 2016, Sandvik 2018). Perhaps most importantly, the addition of temporal information to the comics enables the formation of an audience anticipation and suspensefulness vastly different from that of the comic books page overview, and thus leaning more towards the expressive potential of cartoon movies. Thus, the format is prousers friendly enough to enable a broad scope of co-creative consumers to reach an acceptable temporal fidelity when adapting, reinterpreting or remediating a story within their respective fandoms. As such, motion comics become a vehicle for the cultural production of fans to engage with the tentpoles of their fandom, and create not just content, but also form.

			At this point in our study of motion comics it seems to indicate that fan made motion comics are taking over the scene of transmedia storytelling adaptations. 

			Endgame? Conclusion and new orientations for motion comics?

			Our study of motion comics has provided insight into the emerging academic framework. The study has pointed to different ways of conceptualizing a motion comic aesthetic or taxonomy. Our contribution to this academic discussion is the critique that formal medium aesthetics cannot explain why motion comics are still part of global popular comic culture and fandom. Further we have listed archetypal modes production indicating that fans are taking over the motion comics game. The size, circulation and support of this motion comics game is a matter for an independent study. This insight into fan production is in no way new to other areas of popular media culture, but in the case of motion comics it points to the necessity to reframe the study of motion comics in order to understand the quality and significance of this wave. The turn convergence is not news to scholars of fans and fan creativity, but in relation to studies of motion comics the cultural element - the bardic function - can provide an explanation why fans pick up where the businesses left motion comics and continue the cultural production and reproduction of low to middle fidelity motion comics about their favorite comic book superhero or other franchise heroes.
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			Precarious Lines

			Heroism and hyper-capability 90s Nightwing comics1
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			Abstract

			This article discusses the run of the comics series Nightwing (Dixon/McDaniel 1996-2009) with particular focus on how hegemonic masculinity and bodily capability are linked and tied to a normative concept of heroism. Through the visual style of the comics and the use of antagonists, the comics rehabilitate the excess and precarity of the hero, Nightwing, by contrasting him to more extreme forms of masculinity. Although the comics show Nightwing’s privilege and ability to be precarious and a source of anxiety and heightened visual tension, the subversive potentials remain unrealized. By relegating excessive, disabled, and working-class forms of masculinity to queered and villainized characters, the comics uphold a nuanced but ultimately normative heroic ideal.

			Keywords: superheroes, masculinity, able-bodiedness, comics, orientation


			“He’s gotta be strong, and he’s gotta be fast, and he’s gotta be larger than life,” sings Bonnie Tyler in what is perhaps the most commonly referenced song in superhero scholarship, “Holding out for a Hero” from 1984. The lyrics epitomize many of the traits associated with the comic book superhero since Superman appeared in 1938: strength, speed, superhuman presence and, not in the least, identified by the masculine pronoun. Growing diversity in superhero scholarship, as well as the heightened degree of exchange between comics studies and queer theory, has led to an ever-increasing number of analyses of the constructions of gender, sexuality, able-bodiedness, class, and race in superhero comics.2 Despite the male-dominated makeup of both superheroes in general and their imagined readership3, masculinity remains under-analyzed, apart from a few key contributions: Jeffrey A. Brown’s studies on the intersections of masculinity and blackness in comic books, with a particular focus on Milestone Comics’ superhero titles (Brown 1999; 2001); work on the classical male superheroes, Superman, Batman, and Spiderman by scholars such as Edward Avery-Natale and Robert and Julie Voelker-Morris (Avery-Natale 2013; Voelker-Morris and Voelker-Morris 2014); as well as a study by Mervi Miettinen which investigates masculinity in the context of the oft-claimed “deconstruction of the superhero” in the late 1980s (Miettinen 2014). A recent anthology, edited by Sean Parson and J.L. Schatz, is the first collected edition to explore hegemonic masculinity in superhero media (Parson and Schatz 2019). A subset of studies, including work by Brown and Avery-Natale as well as Anna F. Peppard (Peppard 2018), pays attention to the excessive and extravagant ‘beefcake’ style of superhero comics in 1990s and the turn towards increasingly hyper-gendered bodies (see Beaty and Woo 2016, 79–80 for a more detailed discussion of the 90s Beefcake aesthetic and politics). While Peppard focuses on the superheroes created and drawn by artists Todd McFarlane, Jim Lee, and Rob Liefeld, I wish to turn my attention to another superhero who came into his own in the 90s: DC comics’ Nightwing, as written by Chuck Dixon and drawn mainly by Scott McDaniel. In doing so, I will be paying special attention to how Nightwing’s masculinity is constructed and contested, as well as how it intersects with negotiations of able-bodiedness and class. The emergence of masculinity in relation to able-bodiedness and precarity in the comics reveals how heroism is coded through performances of gender and embodiment.

			At surface level, the Dixon/McDaniel Nightwing run fits with both the aesthetic and the politics of its historical context. As scholars such as Brown, Carolyn Cocca, and Ramzi Fawaz have argued, the changes in the mainstream U.S. comics market in the 1990s, which traded newsstand sales for direct market and led to a homogenization of ‘the comics reader,’ resulted in an extreme gender binary prevalent in mainstream comics (Cocca 2016; Fawaz 2016; Brown 1999). Nightwing and his supporting cast adhere to stereotypical and exaggerated depictions of hypermasculinity and hypersexualized femininity. I would argue, however, that close reading reveals an awareness within the comics that the foundations for this gender binary are precarious and hinged upon an impossible standard of bodily capability. The vulnerability of Nightwing, which occasionally comes to the fore through the narration and changes in panel structure, presents the hypermasculine body as pure surface with no underlying stable ‘truth.’ The genre conventions and idealized bodies uphold an impossible standard that goes beyond exaggerated physiques. Read against the grain, the comics tell a story of the entangled natures of masculinity and able-bodiedness and the extremes to which one must go to keep up the charade, as well as how non-normativity is ultimately relegated to the bodies of villains. 

			Nightwing: the manliest hero of them all?

			Nightwing, alias Richard ‘Dick’ Grayson, first appeared in comics as Batman’s sidekick Robin in 1940. As the character aged and new characters took his place as Robin, Grayson became known as the superhero Nightwing, working both alongside Batman, in various superhero teams including the Teen Titans, and on his own. The 1996-2009 run, published by DC Comics and spearheaded by writer Chuck Dixon, was the first solo run for Nightwing (outside a couple of mini-series published in 1995). The main storyline details Nightwing’s coming-of-age as an independent superhero, beginning with his move from Gotham to the neighboring town of Blüdhaven, rife with organized crime and outside the unofficial jurisdiction of Batman. In Nightwing #1, Grayson loses his exceptionally long ponytail when it is cut off during a fight (Dixon et al. 2014, 117). Apart from the obvious castration metaphor, this begins Nightwing’s journey of ’growing up’, donning not only a more practical haircut but one which makes him look more like Batman. His costume becomes darker, more streamlined, and slightly less garish than the tri-colored Robin outfit. And while he still retains the quippy, sarcastic wit associated with the character, the story-arcs and associated villains of the Nightwing comics are as dark and fantastical as those in the Batman comics. The increasing similarities between protege and mentor are touched upon explicitly in the comics, as Nightwing admits to expecting to ‘take over’ as Batman in the future. Batman becomes a symbol of successful masculinity, presented as physically capable and able-bodied, as well as extremely wealthy, which both protects his civilian identity through class privilege and enables him to perform vigilantism aided by sophisticated and expensive gadgets. 

			The interdependency of gender and able-bodiedness are at the forefront of the Nightwing comics. Dick Grayson so closely approximates Rosemarie Garland-Thomson’s definition of the Normate, which appears in Extraordinary Bodies (1997):

			[there is] only one complete unblushing male in America: a young, married, white, urban, northern, heterosexual, Protestant father of college education, fully employed, of good complexion, weight and height, and a recent record in sports. (Erving Goffman, quoted in Garland-Thomson 1997, 8)

			Apart from being unwed, childless, and lacking college education (for which he makes up by actively dating women and joining the police academy), Nightwing fits this description to a tee. He also fits the stereotypical idea of the superhero as a white, adult, able-bodied, hetero- (and, indeed, hyper-) sexual man in possession of above-average fighting and acrobatic skills (See e.g. Coogan 2006; Brown 1999). Nightwing should feel right at home on the pages of a superhero comic, especially one drawn in the beefcake style. However, I would argue that a closer look at the comics reveals a great deal of ‘body trouble’ attached to and surrounding the figure of Nightwing, destabilizing his normative status and revealing the contingency of superheroic masculinity.

			“Classical comic book depictions of masculinity are perhaps the quintessential expression of our cultural beliefs about what it means to be a man,” claims Brown in his study of masculinity in comic books (Brown 1999, 26). Brown understands masculinity as emblematized in the male-coded body, in particular the muscular body, which represents “male superiority” and which “clearly marks an individual as a bearer of masculine power” (Brown 1999, 27). Brown here indirectly identifies what might, with R.W. Connell’s term, be named the hegemonic masculinity of superhero comics in the 1990s. In a 2005 reexamination of the use and development of the term “hegemonic masculinity,” co-authored by Connell and James W. Messerschmidt, it is emphasized that hegemonic masculinity is not a fixed and ahistorical set of traits. Rather, it is the expression of the dominant forms of masculinity at a given spatiotemporal location, which is continuously negotiated by those attempt­ing to inhabit a masculine-coded body and/or social position (Connell and Messerschmidt 2005, 841, 854)the authors defend the underlying concept of masculinity, which in most research use is neither reified nor essentialist. However, the criticism of trait models of gender and rigid typologies is sound. The treatment of the subject in research on hegemonic masculinity can be improved with the aid of recent psychological models, although limits to discursive flexibility must be recognized. The concept of hegemonic masculinity does not equate to a model of social reproduction; we need to recognize social struggles in which subordinated masculinities influence dominant forms. Finally, the authors review what has been confirmed from early formulations (the idea of multiple masculinities, the concept of hegemony, and the emphasis on change. Like the Normate, hegemonic masculinity is a model or construct, which no one person necessarily inhabits but around which men, in particular, orient themselves. Brown’s equation of the male body and masculinity is not uncommon in superhero scholarship; Avery-Natale’s study of superhero embodiment identifies Superman as not only an archetype of superheroes, but an archetype of masculinity (Avery-Natale 2013, 72). He further argues that, despite the superhuman and transgressive capabilities of the superhuman body, the gender binary seems to be the one thing superheroes are unable to transcend (Avery-Natale 2013, 95). This argument dovetails with Brown’s identification of the male-coded superhero body as a site of masculinity, exemplified through exaggerated musculature and traits usually coded as masculine: strength, hardness, and impenetrability. 

			Nightwing’s hypermasculinity is tied to his status as hyper-capable. His body, which is drawn in great detail by McDaniel and is the visual focus on almost every page of the comic, becomes a site for exploring the fraught links between gender and able-bodiedness. Cynthia Barounis, discussing Batman, has argued that the visual aesthetic of impenetrability in the superhero genre works to link heteromasculinity with able-bodiedness and heightened capability (Barounis 2013, 316). But although Barounis sees little to no queer potential in such depictions, I find that the Nightwing comics repeatedly underline the contingent nature of the hero’s impenetrable body and capability in both narrative and visuals. Should he lose his extraordinary abilities, we are led to understand, his entire identity would come crashing down around him. According to Peppard, a strictly binary gender difference is upheld and pushed to extremes in 90s comic book style. Peppard reads the “excessive superhero bodies” as expressing the “fears and desires that underpinned the image-focused culture of the 1980s and 1990s,” citing bodybuilding, fitness culture, and other image-focused body trends during the era (Peppard 2018, 3). Following this argument, the excessive style of drawing prevalent in superhero comics can be seen as the continuation of the deconstructive trend in superhero comics in the 80s, which according to Miettinen is a reaction to the same “crisis in masculinity” with regards to masculine embodiment in the U.S. Miettinen further suggests, pointing to the example of the character Rorschach in Alan Moore and Dave Gibbons’ Watchmen (1986-87), that the ‘deconstructive’ move of pushing masculinity to the extreme also leads to an embodiment of those extreme ideals, which might hold appeal not just as parody, but as an affirmation (Miettinen 2014, 107). Further, according to Voelker-Morris and Voelker-Morris; 

			Mainstream superhero narratives are significant to explore in terms of gender because of the ways in which representations of seemingly one-dimensional muscle-bound males tap into complex multi-dimensional social archetypes and socio-political themes. (Voelker-Morris and Voelker-Morris 2014, 101)

			In other words, depictions of superheroic masculinity as excessive embodiment has both normative and subversive potentials. Keeping this in mind, I will now look to how hegemonic masculine ideals prevalent to 90s superhero comics are negotiated through both style and narrative in the Dixon/McDaniels Nightwing run and how these are entangled with heroism. 

			Masculinity on the edge

			For decades, the superhero genre has placed male superheroes in a complicated social space somewhere between the extremely heteronormative ideals of gender, which amongst other things results in the hypersexualized images of women, and a homosocial collective practice of donning tight spandex suits and fighting crime in all-male (or mostly male) teams. Nightwing’s narrative explores this contingent masculinity. This becomes particularly apparent in Nightwing #25, titled “The Boys,” which depicts Nightwing and the then-current Robin on a training expedition atop a moving freight train, voluntarily blindfolded. The story serves as a break from the overall story-arc, as the pair encounter no recurring villains and make no progress in open investigations. During their discussions of the risks inherent in vigilante work, Nightwing and Robin touch upon the subject of Jason Todd, another former Robin who was beaten to death by the villain The Joker. The sequence highlights the emotional vulnerability of the two heroes by using low, wide panels showing close-ups of their faces (Dixon, Grayson, et al. 2016, 275–77).

			This is a departure from the mostly vertical panel structure utilized throughout the Nightwing comics, which is especially suited for showing Nightwing’s high-speed acrobatics. Full-page panels and highly stylized pages of three side-by-side tall panels are frequently utilized throughout the run, often showing Nightwing in the technique known as simultaneous figuration (Groensteen 2013, 24; CF Gravett 2008), in which a character is depicted multiple times across the page to illustrate high-speed movement (See e.g. Dixon et al. 2014, 139). 
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							Figure 1. “Excerpt from Dixon et al 2016, 276. © DC Comics" 
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							Figure 2. “Excerpt from Dixon et al 2014, 139. © DC Comics ”

						

					


			
			This characterizes Nightwing as a dynamic character who is almost always in motion, directing the eyes of the reader as they move across the pages. He is the master of his own narrative, at least when unchallenged. The standard panel shape in the Dixon/McDaniel run, which can only be described as phallic, frames Nightwing literally as an ‘upstanding guy’, pushing the narrative forward at breakneck speed. In contrast, the horizontal panel orientation which dominates “The Boys” makes it possible for both heroes to be depicted at once, next to each other, but also brings the reader closer to them emotionally, taking part in their relationship. The intimacy of the discussion leads to Robin confessing to feeling fearful when working as a superhero, unlike Batman and Nightwing, whom he believes to be fearless (Dixon, Grayson, et al. 2016, 276). Nightwing explains that the fearlessness is a façade and that he often gets scared, “Mostly of failing. Sometimes of dying.”(Dixon, Grayson, et al. 2016, 277). But just as the sequence threatens to completely dismantle the tough and capable heroes, the team of would-be robbers shows up, giving our heroes the chance to prove their physical capability. The tension between depictions of heroism and depictions of vulnerability becomes clear through the changing panel structure and the discussions of heroism. On the one hand, vulnerability and precarity is shown to be part and parcel of being a superhero. On the other, the visual separation of emotional vulnerability and bodily hyper-capability in different panel styles suggests an incompatibility of the two.  

			Earlier in the sequence, Nightwing and Robin are forced to leap off the train when a group of teenagers throw rocks onto it. Nightwing only just manages to cling onto the carriage and a shocked Robin wants to take off his blindfold and stop the training. “NO! You can’t change the rules when the game is rough.”(Dixon, Grayson, et al. 2016, 275).

			Nightwing exclaims, to which Robin protests that they are putting themselves in mortal danger purely for training. Nightwing retorts that they put their lives on the line constantly when on duty, “So what’s so different about tonight?” (Dixon, Grayson, et al. 2016, 275). Being Nightwing always means living on the edge, no matter the circumstances. It becomes clear to the reader, in this sequence and throughout the run, that Nightwing’s hyper-capability and superheroic identity are so closely linked that one cannot exist without the other. This is further emphasized by the fact that we rarely see Grayson out of costume – and in the rare cases that we do, he is posed dynamically and usually on the move or fighting. Nightwing is always in movement and testing his limits, which is reflected in the visuals, linking his embodied masculine heterosexuality with able-bodiedness and hyper-capability. 

			Garland-Thomson argues that able-bodied people shy away from disabled bodies because they are a visual reminder of our own precarious able-bodiedness. Highlighting the unstable nature of normative embodiment can thus destabilize the permanence usually ascribed to gender and sexual identity, as they are linked to able-bodiedness (Garland-Thomson 1997, 14, 37). Peppard makes a similar argument in her reading of hyper-masculine superheroes:

			the combined rigidity and ultra-detailed partible-ness of Lee’s male superheroes advertises their (super)heroic ability to remain hard, self-contained, and ready for action amid and despite the seemingly impossible challenge of holding together hundreds of tiny, individually articulated parts that one wrong movement – or one moment of softness – might otherwise topple, or at the very least rearrange. (Peppard 2018, 10)

			The Nightwing comics foreground this cultural anxiety by making Nightwing embody it: his superhero identity is explicitly shown and described as dependent on his capability, which is neither guaranteed nor stable, but which nevertheless scaffolds his entire being. The extreme depiction of his body visualizes the extreme nature of his identity, while at the same time highlighting the shaky ground on which his identity is erected.  

			Villainous masculinity

			Having explored how Nightwing’s masculinity is explored and challenged through the visual style of the comics, it has become apparent that the comics themselves offer a critique of the mutually reinforcing standards of able-bodiedness and masculinity. This critique becomes more apparent, but is also complicated, when considering the antagonists offered as contrasts to Nightwing throughout the run. I turn now to two examples, Torque and Nite-Wing, to illustrate how their embodiments of disability and working-class youth, respectively, rehabilitate the hegemonic masculinity represented by Nightwing by disassociating it from ‘bad’ traits and linking it to heroism by contrasting it with the explicit villainy of the antagonists.

	
			
					
						[image: ]Figure 3. “Dixon, Grayson, et al. 2016, 186. © DC Comics”

					


		

			Nightwing encounters Torque in the very first issue as the corrupt police inspector Dudley ‘Deadly’ Soames. Soames is a traditional ‘dirty cop’, who both helps Nightwing and sells him out to über-villain Blockbuster (Dixon et al. 2014, 262). As Soames fails to eliminate Nightwing, Blockbuster attempts to murder Soames by applying his signature move: twisting the victim’s head around 180 degrees. Miraculously, Soames survives this attempt on his life (Dixon et al. 2015, 75), and after treatment and extensive physical therapy returns as the villain Torque, whose head is permanently fixed in a backwards position (Dixon, Beatty, et al. 2016, 76). Like his ‘creator’, Blockbuster, whose body is distorted to inhuman size and strength by advanced steroids, Torque inhabits a grotesque and impossible body. His entire identity is reoriented, literally and figuratively, by his new body; he takes the name ‘Torque’ after the force which rotates objects around their own axis, he leaves palindromic messages for his enemies, and frequently speaks in puns related to his disability. When identified as Soames by Nightwing, he replies, “That life’s behind me now. / That’s a bit o’ cripple humor.”(Dixon, Beatty, et al. 2016, 116). His wholesale embrace of this new and different form of embodiment is reflected in the page layouts, which increasingly feature Torque in circular panels, which have been a recurring feature throughout the run. These mimic the mirrors which Torque uses to navigate, connection the circular motif to him (Dixon, Grayson, et al. 2016, 186). 

			Although Torque and Nightwing may seem like opposites and are positioned antagonistically, their narratives mirror each other: as Soames leaves the police force to become the vigilante Torque, Nightwing joins the police academy to aid his vigilante work. The trope of the villain as a ‘dark mirror’ of the superhero is a staple of the genre (Coogan 2006, 103), as is the framing of disability and/or disfigurement as leading to a villainous nature (Alaniz 2014, 88). Both tropes are utilized to make a point about the fate which, according to the logic of the comic, awaits someone irreversibly disabled by their exploits: villainy and disfigurement. Torque and Blockbuster both represent exaggerated and deformed versions of masculinity, which are coded as evil and linked to a failed performance of able-bodiedness. While the disability politics of the comic, which are in line with a long-standing tradition in the genre, are not exactly progressive, they do hint at the dangers of hyper-masculinity and its entanglement with compulsory able-bodiedness by villainizing even more extreme forms than those embodied by Nightwing. 

			Another antagonist who mirrors Nightwing is Tad Ryerstad, a juvenile delinquent who is inspired to vigilantism by Nightwing, donning the moniker ‘Nite-Wing’ and employing ultra-violent street-style fighting along with very poor judgement (Dixon, Grayson, et al. 2016, 181).

			As his name suggests, he is a ‘discount version’ of the main hero; working alone and without a mentor like Batman, jumping into fights with no premeditation or investigative work, accidentally assaulting innocent passers-by, and showing little to no empathy in his work. His outfit is homemade, and, unlike Nightwing, he has no specialized equipment or training to make up for his lack of superpowers. He is quickly established as a foil to Nightwing, who must rescue him on several occasions (e.g. in Nightwing #22) and is often credited with his blunders, as police and criminals alike mistake the two for each other.

			Nite-Wings origin story, revealed in an appendix to the trade paperback Nightwing Vol. 4: Love and Bullets, contains thinly veiled references to Dr Fredric Wertham and the Comics Code controversy, setting up Tad as a young boy who flees a traumatic upbringing by reading violent comics, which in turn make him a sociopath with a distorted sense of reality (Dixon, Beatty, et al. 2016, 278). Unlike Nightwing, he has grown up poor and without the privilege of being taken in by a billionaire superhero who could act as a mentor. Nite-Wing is, essentially, Nightwing without the class privilege and is framed by the genre conventions as a ruthless antagonist. While the comic aligns the reader with Nightwing’s perspective, making it hard to read Nite-Wing sympathetically, one can identify a critique in the framing of Nite-Wing as Nightwing’s mirror. Read reparatively, Nite-Wings grossly caricatured past and blundering aggression can be understood as a comment on the role of class privilege in superheroics, where the well-to-do hero is trusted more than the do-it-yourself version. Both Nite-Wing and Torque, however, are marginalized by their choice to ‘do evil’, framed purely as a voluntary turn of events. The comics do not seriously comment on the privileges which allow Nightwing to inhabit a morally superior form of vigilantism, rather framing him as a self-made man who comes up from nothing and chooses to do good. As long as ‘evil’ is safely contained in the bodies of Torque and Nite-Wing, our hero remains safe – and, indeed, heroic. The boundaries are muddled, however, by the repeated emphasis placed on Nightwing’s similarities to these villains. He risks being ‘tainted’ by the darkness at every turn. Tying the circular panels to Torque and positioning Nite-Wing as a ‘dark twin’ infuses the narrative with the sense of precarity discussed above. The villains thus function as orientation devices in both narrative and visuals; at surface level, they safely locate non-normativity outside of the hero.

			While rehabilitating Nightwing’s privilege, Torque and Nite-Wing also function as guarantors for Nightwing’s masculinity as respectable and mature. Not only is Nightwing’s masculinity linked to his able-bodiedness and class, it is also linked to his heroism in contrast to the gendering of the villainous characters. In his study of comic book masculinity, Brown argues that the male superhero relies on the dual nature of both a strong, ‘masculine’ side – usually, the one wearing the costume – and a softer, ‘feminine’ side – usually, the ‘civilian’ identity. Comic book masculinity, Brown writes, “is ultimately premised on the inclusion of the devalued side.” (Brown 1999, 32) In other words, Nightwing’s vulnerability marks him, both in the visuals and in contrast to the antagonists, as more ‘truly’ masculine, not less. When Torque’s status as able-bodied is taken from him, his stereotypical dirty-cop masculinity turns from cocky to murderous. His tendency towards evil is characterized in part through his attitude towards women, whom he deliberately endangers and/or kills to save his own skin. He threatens Blockbuster’s elderly mother in an attempt to get the upper hand on the crime lord (Dixon et al. 2015, 69) and murders the woman doctor in charge of his rehabilitation (Dixon, Beatty, et al. 2016, 32). Similarly, Nite-Wing represents an immature and crass approach to ‘saving the day and the girl’, frequently assaulting innocent bystanders and lashing out against those who taunt him for his lack of finesse and class. Neither villain shows nuance or any sign of being in touch with any other version of masculinity than a hard-edged and ruthless reliance on physical strength and violence. Between them, Torque and Nite-Wing reveal Nightwing’s masculinity to be entangled in able-bodied and class privilege, as well as how Nightwing’s more vulnerable and less hard-edged masculinity, following Brown’s argument, is reinforced as hegemonic. In this, of course, its entanglement with other forms of privilege is essential. 

			Queering the beefcake

			Dixon and McDaniel never leave us in any doubt that Nightwing is as ‘manly’ as any traditional superhero. They do, however, stress that constantly living on the edge makes him vulnerable and means that he could lose his able-bodied and, by extension, masculine privilege at any point. Masculinity is expressed, visually and narratively, as an embodied experience of privilege, although of a fleeting kind. The spectacular nature of the hyper-masculine body can be read as reifying its dominance, but also as placing the superheroic male body in a position we usually think of as being inhabited by the feminine-coded body: that of the visual spectacle, the fetishized object, the body on display in suggestive poses. Peppard’s work on the 90s visual style argues that the excessive way in which male bodies are depicted suggests “a new permeability of the boundaries between masculinity and femininity, and/or between spectacular bodies that are ego ideals and spectacular bodies that are sexual objects.” (Peppard 2018, 7). This move, in turn, can be read in several ways: as visual dominance and a power play AND as a subversive moment which renders the hypermasculine body as bleeding into stereotypically ‘feminized’ territory. While a classic gender binary would identify invulnerability as masculine and vulnerability as feminine, as well as the active/dynamic as masculine and the passive as feminine, the hyper-masculinity represented by Nightwing is linked to vulnerability. By re-coding vulnerability and precarity as masculine, the comics turn the binary on its head, at the same time re-coding masculinity as vulnerable and precarious. The gender binary, while not deconstructed completely, is reworked. It is important, however, to keep in mind the ubiquity of this extreme visual style at the time of publication. Nightwing may appear, particularly to readers today, to be absurdly hyper-gendered. But in the context of the comics, however much they explore the vulnerability of this body, he is positioned as a heroic, rather than grotesque, embodiment of masculine strength and prowess. 

			The deconstructing move performed on the comics pages is countered in the use of villainous characters, whose function seems primarily to be to rehabilitate Nightwing’s masculinity and normative status by embodying disability, working-class crassness, and misogynistic masculinity, all of which are entangled in the villainous ‘other’. Villains like Blockbuster and Torque are framed as even more absurdly exaggerated embodiments of able-bodied masculinity, pushed to extremes that become disabling. And failed vigilantes such as Nite-Wing embody the lack of class privilege and maturity which Nightwing has transcended by growing up with a billionaire mentor/father figure. By framing Torque and Nite-Wing as more extreme, more queer, and more crass than Nightwing, the comics normalize a hero whose masculinity and capability would otherwise be understood as extreme.

			The vilification of the antagonists hints that Nightwing’s over-compensatory embodiment and identity are in danger of sliding into villainy. While it becomes clear that his privilege protects him, his precarity can thus also be read as a warning about excessive masculinity and the dangers of being at the extremes of the gender binary. The superhero body is still an idealized body and the superhero genre still frames this body and its exploits as wish-fulfillment, but the parodic extremity of the visual style and the careful attempts to rehabilitate masculinity as more than just having a lot of muscle mass also frame the superhero body and genre as a warning against one-dimensional, invulnerable masculinity. 

			The 90s ‘beefcake’ style may have been the norm at the time Dixon and McDaniel began their run on Nightwing, but read today, it is almost impossible to overlook the queer potential of the grotesque art style and the clichéd plots. Nightwing establishes an almost picture-perfect Normate, only to test and question him at every turn, even making him muse aloud about how his entire being would collapse should his body fail him. And while, at surface level, the Nightwing comics present a hypermasculine superhero who fits perfectly with the extreme aesthetics and conservative gender politics of the time, close reading reveals a more nuanced negotiation and rehabilitation of extreme masculinity – even though the extremes are ultimately vilified. The queer potential is thus never truly realized but exists as messy negotiations on the visually busy pages. Heroism, nevertheless, remains linked to a form of masculinity, which – when shored up by privileges of able-bodiedness and wealth – can encompass vulnerability. 
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			Endnotes

			
				The author wishes to thank Dr. Michael Nebeling Petersen for his help and advice on this article.

				See e.g. the 2018 special issue of American Literature, “Queer About Comics”, as well as monographs by Nama (2011), Alaniz (2014), Cocca (2016), and Fawaz (2016), to name a few. 

				I am yet to identify a piece of superhero scholarship which imagines a male-led superhero title to be aimed primarily at girls or women.

			

		

	
		
			[image: forside8.jpg]
		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

		
			“What you Remember is the Illusion” 

			The Deluded Hero, New Mythology, and Nostalgia in 	Final Fantasy VII

		

		
			David Stevenson 	is a PhD film graduate from Queen’s University, Belfast. His research interests focus on theorizing Japanese digital cultures and the application of interdisciplinary methodology and close reading to video games. Recently, David has been examining the relationship between game narratives, their aesthetics, and the industrial efforts that produce them.

		

		
		
			“No, not memories… a memory is something that is consciously recalled, right? That’s why sometimes it can be mistaken or wrong. It’s different from a memory locked deep in your heart.” 
- Tifa Lockheart, Final Fantasy VII.

			Abstract 

			Typically, critical writing on the topic has emphasised the hero / protagonist figure as the primary vector of player agency. However, the hero(es) of Final Fantasy VII (Finaru Fantashii VII, 1998) exhibit psychological depth in which party characters confront their self-delusion. This is particularly apt with Cloud who experiences an introspective reckoning while comatose that prefigures the game’s denouement. Beyond the narrative function of self-discovery, this essay argues that this process exists to reconcile the player with the JRPG ‘world’, a pan-mythological territory often reliant on signs, symbols and archetypes as exposition of an intricate and alien place. Through close reading of FFVII’s aesthetic and gameplay design, I aim to demonstrate that the protagonist is the nexus of player discovery, psychological characterisation and ‘lore’, and the significance of this model in the reframing and reinvention of the past common to the JRPG genre.

			Keywords: video game, cultural studies, JRPG, narrative, genre


			To say that Final Fantasy VII is an exceptional game is no exaggeration. It was produced in a period of significant transformation in the video game industry which saw the introduction of CD-ROM, Sony’s first entry into the console market, and the formative steps towards 3D graphics on domestic gaming hardware. Squaresoft mortgaged their company in partnering with the unproven Sony following an (allegedly) fractious relationship with Nintendo1. Tens of millions were invested in costly Silicon Graphics workstations in an effort towards producing a game of unparalleled graphical quality. Sony, too, had bet significantly on Square, agreeing to finance the marketing for FFVII on a global scale, where the game was anticipated to penetrate Western territories where interest in the ‘Japanese Role-Playing Game’ had prior been marginal2. A vast stake on both parties had been placed on a new business partnership, a new console, and new technology. As lifetime sales of FFVII reportedly surpass 12.6M across multiple platforms, its continued availability on modern consoles, and the recent launch of the remake (Final Fantasy VII: Remake, 2020), makes it evident that the FFVII’s impact has outlived the boundaries of its origin on the PSX, now presented as an epochal game3.

			The ubiquity of FFVII’s production appears embedded in the game itself; as it begins in the techno-dystopia of Midgar where the protagonist, Cloud Strife, participates as part of an eco-terrorist cell that successfully destroys a major power plant to prevent Shinra’s exploitative harvesting of the planet’s spiritual energy; the Life­stream4. The opening hours of the game surpasses the neo-medieval ‘lost continents’ of previous Final Fantasy titles towards a ‘modernized’ fable where it would appear that corporate greed is the true enemy of humanity. The scale of FFVII’s opening, which sees the player control Cloud through an act of extreme industrial terrorism, establishes the tone of high drama and moral ambiguity that persists throughout the narrative. As the game progresses, the personal history and intimate recollections of Cloud are consistently interrogated and often delusional.

			The task of summarizing what a ‘Japanese Role-Playing Game’ (JRPG) is remains something considered nebulous even in recent discourse on the topic, but some explanation is warranted. The JRPG is a loosely-defined genre, reasoned through a taxonomy of scale, gameplay system, and place of origin (Japan). Attempts have been made to quantify the taxonomy of the ‘JRPG’ based on gaming websites and imageboards (Pelletier-Gagnon, 2018; Mallindine 2016) but this research has yet to produce a definitive term. Schules (2015) presents a distinctive reading of the ‘JRPG’ as construed more through media interrelation than ludology, stating that:

			…One way to understand the Japanese qualifier of JRPGs is through its position in a larger framework of creative media brought together under the aegis of soft power. Despite soft political discourse to the contrary, JRPGs are Japanese not because of any intrinsic quality they possess; rather, they are Japanese by virtue of their relation to other creative media. (https://www.kinephanos.ca/2015/kawaii-japan/)
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					Fig. 1: FFVII’s ‘Battle View’. Cloud, Barret and Tifa shown fighting 	a dragon.

				


			Schules’ reading posits the difficulty of a JRPG being interpreted in isolation. Further, FFVII comports well with Schules’ model of interrelation, given that the game is mechanically consistent as a product of the Final Fantasy series of games, and shares thematic parallels with other anime of the time. Of particular note is Neon Genesis Evangelion (1995-1996) in which humanity is similarly pitched against a dominant extraterrestrial force, and The Vision of Escaflowne (1996) which similarly reimagines the mythological realm of Gaia/Gaea and questions both the personal history and intent of its protagonists5. In addition, the overpopulated and inorganic dystopia of Midgar is resonant with Otomo’s Neo-Tokyo in Akira (1988), to the extent that Cloud, like Kaneda, battles his opponents on a techno-chic motorbike in his attempt to escape the city.

			The general principles of a JRPG is that they are epic, long-form games that demand a significant time investment. In the case of FFVII, first-time players could expect the game to require roughly 60 hours from beginning to end, with many more hours necessary to discover the vast optional content hidden in the game. The figure provided above demonstrates how the game’s battle system is presented. In the image, the ‘party’ of Cloud, Barret and Tifa square off against a dragon, placed in opposition at the margins of the frame. A common feature of the JRPG is turn-based combat, in which the heroes exchange strikes with the enemy in sequential order. In the figure, a sub-menu is highlighted that presents abilities for the player to select in combat. The player will pick an appropriate command that the character will execute without further input. The metrics of combat (e.g. damage given, damage received), are determined by each character’s statistics (stats), where numerical values are given to reflect their proficiency in certain combat tasks. The design of a JRPG typically eschews ‘skill-based’ input for a more tactical approach to gameplay. With FFVII, ease of progress will be determined by making prudent choices during combat, and tailoring the characters beforehand through allocated equipment and ‘materia’, mako-infused gemstones that enhance the characters with a suite of additional combat abilities. In a broader case, the appeal of a JRPG is that it presents a grand narrative that incorporates story events, exploration of the game-world, and a significant amount of combat. Progress for the player is rewarded both by the continuation of the narrative and new places to see, as well as observing the increasing proficiency of characters in combat. FFVII fulfills the ludic expectations of the JRPG in this regard. It should be stressed that, as a text-heavy game, that the player’s continuing interest in the game is contingent on identifying with both the sprawling storyline and the characters therein.

			In terms of scholarship, much has been done in terms of covering FFVII’s specific relevance to its Japanese audience, with Hutchinson (2017) presenting an intricate reading of the game’s anti-nuclear discourse. This is seen most clearly in the definition of ‘Mako energy’ as a power source harnessed from the planet’s spiritual energy; highly efficient, but with a disastrous ecological toll. Mako is similarly catastrophic to humans exposed directly to it, prompting instances of physical mutation, loss of motor skills, amnesia, and death. The protagonist, Cloud, is himself a victim of exposure, which is reckoned with throughout the story. Central to Hutchinson’s argument is that

			Player agency and character identification are manipulated and disrupted by the designers, creating a self-reflexive environment where players are forced to draw connections between the gameworld and the real world.(2017: 72)

			Where FFVII is most consistent is in the theme of delusion, and the extent to which the party character’s beliefs and motives are founded on falsehoods. The ‘Cloud’ presented to the player at the game’s opening - initially named ‘EX-SOLDIER’ [sic] is in fact neither a distinguished hero or indeed a member of SOLDIER in the first place6. Cloud’s delusion comes as a result from Mako poisoning after his confrontation with Sephiroth in events set prior to the game’s beginning. After plunging Sephiroth into the core of Nibelheim’s reactor, Cloud falls unconscious, only to be abducted by Shinra under the malign experiments of Professor Hojo.. Cloud’s identity has been refactored by the implantation of Jenova cells by Professor Hojo as part of a project to produce obedient clones of the legendary Sephiroth. Cloud’s personality at the outset of the game is an amalgam of Zack (an actual member of SOLDIER whose sword Cloud now wields) and the retention of childhood memories that support this fragile identity as an elite mercenary. 

			Tifa is similarly deluded; she reminds him of a childhood event where Cloud vows to become a member of SOLDIER. Tifa recalls that Cloud was her closest friend in childhood, but the memories shown later in Cloud’s subconscious proves that this impression is far from the truth. Beyond the entwined delusion of Cloud and Tifa, Barrett blames himself for the destruction of Corel and the loss of his best friend Dyne, yet he is found alive in the course of the story. Red XIII believes his father died a coward, Cait Sith is a Shinra spy, Yuffie presents herself as a legendary ninja and is in fact the runaway princess of the kingdom of Wutai. Where this dissonance between the projected self and reality is a consistent motif, they present each character a salient motive for joining Cloud on his quest.

			Within the bounds of FFVII, the idea of heroism remains inaccessible and largely abstract. The two major heroes of Gaia are Zack and Sephiroth. The character of Zack is only directly addressed in the optional ‘secret cinema’ event towards the close of the game, and Sephiroth is dead by the events of FFVII, having been plunged into Nibelheim’s mako reactor through Cloud’s reckless assault; what remains is a deranged puppet acting in Jenova’s best interests. Zack is an ideal mirrored unknowingly by Cloud, where Zack - the displaced and disappeared hero of SOLDIER, remains elusive. Given that the events of Cloud and the party in FFVII are largely obeying a narrative engineered by Jenova, i.e. for Cloud to uncover the Black Materia on Sephiroth’s behalf, the path of heroism is only accessible to the characters once they have reconciled with the falsehoods that motivated their beginning.
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				Fig 2.1  Cloud’s recollection of the photograph taken at Nibelheim. 


				Fig 2.2. The photograph presented to Cloud in his vision of Sephiroth.


				
			
			

	
			Cloud recalls the events that led him to leave SOLDIER. Fig 2.1 shows a flashback of Cloud’s triumphant return to his hometown, Nibelheim, as a proud member of SOLDIER and Sephiroth’s trusted underling. In the image, Cloud is preparing to venture to the Mount Nibel reactor to exterminate monsters terrorizing the townsfolk. A photograph is taken to inaugurate the event, with Cloud, Tifa and Sephiroth placed side by side. Cloud proceeds to detail the events at the reactor, including the ensuing destruction of Nibelheim by Sephiroth and their dramatic confrontation. The detail of these events appear to be a satisfactory recollection to both player and party, leaving only Tifa to make a stoic inquiry into Cloud’s story7. This memory unravels later in the game when Cloud experiences a vision of Sephiroth. The photograph taken in Nibelheim is presented to Cloud, but he is nowhere to be seen. In the second image, Zack appears to be Cloud’s imposter, individuated only by hair colour. Following these events, Tifa and Cloud are both engulfed in the lifestream, swallowed by a fracture to the planet’s core. Tifa exists as a spectator in Cloud’s consciousness, and begins to revisit Cloud’s accounts of the past. Significantly, Tifa now mediates these memories and confronts the inconsistencies present in Cloud’s account of his memories. The first revelation is that Tifa never saw Cloud at the fall of Nibelheim; Zack now occupies Cloud’s place in his recollection. Cloud’s second memory is the promise Cloud made to Tifa in childhood - the defining memory that made him stay in AVALANCHE. Cloud and Zack’s likeness to one another reveal the extent to which Cloud has emulated a hero past, now absent from the narrative.

			Tifa encourages him to mentally revisit the memory of Nibelheim. Here, Tifa questions the approach of conscious memories as something that can be replicated, and so the probing turns to far more foundational concepts, such as his reasoning for joining SOLDIER. To define himself, Cloud reveals a ‘secret’ memory never divulged - that Tifa was part of a clique that excluded him. His memory of following Tifa, until the two fell off a perilous mountain bridge, formed a defining moment where he identified his weakness and forged a desire for strength; as a means to be noticed and included. The final memory of the ‘Nibelheim incident’ reveals Cloud as a spectator to the events he’s recalled, but in the role of an anonymous Shinra guard. Cloud is at Nibelheim as seen in fig 2.1, but is one of the two generic Shinra guards cloaked in deep blue fatigues to the right of the image. Once Cloud is able to accept his incidental role at Nibelheim, he admits that his identity is a creation of “Jenova cells, Sephiroth’s will, and my own weaknesses”.

			What differentiates Cloud’s story from other Final Fantasy protagonists is the inversion of the hero’s journey. Rather than ascend to the role of a legendary hero, the game begins with Cloud as an exceptional mercenary until the inconsistencies in his story, and accusations of being a failed replica of Sephiroth, causes a psychic fracture. What liberates Cloud is not the recovery of a hidden inner strength, but instead the acceptance of his own weakness. Cloud’s weakness refers both to his literal lack of physical strength in childhood, but more aptly refers to his urge to be ‘noticed’ by others, providing an explanation to how easily he succumbs to the illusory narrative that Sephiroth provides him. The events revealed in Cloud’s coma scene radically alter the perception of the narrative; the original duality between Cloud and Sephiroth is now one between Zack and Sephiroth, where Cloud has been displaced of the motives that have guided him thus far. 

			Cloud’s gesture of self-acceptance sets an optimistic tone as the game moves towards its concluding hours; that having no destined place within FFVII’s grand narrative is reason to persevere. In this sense, the narrative forgoes the typical moral dualism of heroic conflict, opting instead to place the awakened Cloud as an outsider, clearing up the residue of events which occurred seven years before the game’s beginning. This awakening marks a significant shift in FFVII as the narrative escalates to a mythic level as the party travels through to the centre of the planet to confront Jenova; a fight that culminates in a confrontation with the final, angelic incarnation of Sephiroth.

			This restructuring of the classic heroic narrative is indebted to the implementation of dialogue in-game. Greg Smith’s (2002) formalist analysis of FFVII’s ‘cinematic dialogue’ explores how text within the game first appropriates cinematic form, then diverts from it. Much like a filmic narrative, FFVII sets up the motivations and goals of its key character (Cloud), at the outset, but the interactive nature of the game’s combat serves the narrative function often left to film dialogue. Thus, FFVII’s dialogue performs another task, as Smith notes that ‘many of the key lines of FFVII are there to fill us in on the past, not to point us toward the future’. Smith’s study demonstrates that FFVII’s preoccupation with the past is a definitive example of game dialogue serving a function beyond the emulation of film dialogue; however, this interrogation of the past also suggests a desire to reconcile modernity to myth.

			FFVII, at the very least, appropriates thematic elements from Evangelion, an anime in which teenage mecha pilots spar with ‘Angels’ intent on eradicating humanity8. The visual motif of a battle against an angelic figure is most distinctly seen in the confrontation with Sephiroth at the end of the game. Sephiroth’s form taken in FFVII’s final battle is deliberately angelic; beyond this, he is also capable of attacking the party using the entire cosmos9. Tellingly, the game Xenogears (1998), released after FFVII, culminates with the protagonist and his accomplices destroying a cruel and unfair god. Xenogears was created from a story initially proposed by Tetsuya Takahashi and Kaori Tanaka  as the basis for FFVII, but turned into a new and separate IP, allegedly deemed “too dark and complicated” for one of Square’s mainline titles (Yip, 2010). Soraya Saga, a freelance writer, illustrator, and partner to Takahashi, concedes that the works of Nietzsche, Freud and Jung in particular were influential in the writing of Xenogears, motivated by the question of identity: “where do we come from, what are we, where are we going?”. The motif of recollecting the self plainly reappears in Xenogears; the protagonist, Fei Fong Wong, is a construct of a ‘monster’, a ‘coward’, and the false persona of ‘Fei’. Fei’s bifurcated identity neatly overlays with Freud’s model of the psyche (his monstrous self is literally named ‘Id’), while the imagined persona of ‘Fei’ shields him from the truth - that he is, in fact, the reincarnation of a deity known as ‘Abel’.  This particular synthesis between character interiority and cosmic horror, mediated through psychology and spiritual intertext is a congruent element through FFVII, Xenogears and Evangelion.

			In this sense, FFVII exists in a gulf where it mirrors the religious anxieties of Evangelion, develops the continuity of the Final Fantasy series, and establishes the major theme of identity then explored with the release of Xenogears. All of these texts engage in the miniaturisation of humanity through an ever-increasing scale. This structural shift reorients the hero narrative from the horizontal conflict of hero and villain towards a ‘vertical’ narrative in which humanity lingers at the bottom rung of a totalizing mythic order. As stated prior, Cloud’s psychological growth is significant on a narrative level, and arguably gratifying to the player, but it remains that the outcome of the hero’s success (in destroying Sephiroth / Jenova) is ambiguous with regards to humanity’s long-term survival. The motifs of apocalypse and destruction is a common and long-running motif of Japanese media, but FFVII builds these elements into a narrative in which the hero must first remember himself before passing through the crucible.

			Finally, the heroism that Cloud projects to the player in FFVII is just like Cloud himself. Shaped by preconceptions of what heroes are, how they start, and what they go through to become legend incarnate. The revelation is that Cloud has merely been trying his best to meet the caricature of his own hero, Zack. is not the role as one expects in the archetype of the hero’s journey; led astray by the valor of his implanted past, and in shedding that past begins to fulfill the protagonist’s role in earnest. The heroism that he is believed to hold at the outset is found to be false; true heroism is the acknowledgement that he is not the exceptional nor the chosen, but who will fight due to his newfound belief in the truth. Now, authenticity replaces deed in what makes a hero.
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			Notes

			
				Hinrobu Sakaguchi, producer of FFVII, recalls the meeting with Hiroshi Yamauchi (then-President of Nintendo Japan) to officiate Square’s dissolution with Nintendo, and the ‘very warm welcome’ extended by Nintendo. Hiroshi Kawai, lead character designer on FFVII, curtly responds to Sakaguchi’s version of events: “What I heard was Nintendo said, ‘if you’re leaving us, never come back.’” (Leone, 2018: 70).

				‘Japanese Role-Playing Game’ is commonly expressed in the shorthand of ‘JRPG’.

				https://www.famitsu.com/news/202004/21197153.html [Accessed 05/05/2020]

				The ‘Lifestream’ is known as ‘Mako’, when converted by industrial process to an energy source. Shinra is the villainous corporation that Cloud battles throughout FFVII as their reckless search for Mako now threatens the life of the planet.

				In Escaflowne’s Gaea, destiny itself is a physical property that can be observed with scientific apparatus, much like a photon or magnetic field. The protagonist, Hitomi, believes she is capable of using her grandmother’s necklace to predict the future - in reality, the necklace is an apparatus that allows her to alter fate. The villain, Emperor Dornkirk, similarly uses a ‘fate alteration machine’ to transform his enemies, who remain unaware of this cosmic transformation.

				The terms ‘SOLDIER’ (Shinra corporations’ elite task force), ‘EX-SOLDIER’ and ‘AVALANCHE’ are represented in all-capitals in the English translation. This convention is likely due to the original terms having been distinguished in katakana script and given additional emphasis when transcribed.

				After Cloud has recounted the events at Nibelheim, Tifa asks “Cloud? How badly was I injured when Sephiroth cut me?”. This is because, to Tifa’s knowledge, he never returned to Nibelheim.

				The Angels in Evangelion arrive according to the written prophecy of a classified, in-universe version of the Dead Sea Scrolls. The design of the Angels closely mirror the historical depictions of Ophanim and Seraphim.

				This attack in particular was altered to look much more spectacular for the Western release of FFVII. This version was eventually relaunched in Japan as ‘Final Fantasy VII: International’, in October 1997.
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			Abstract

			In the post-war period, life was challenging and required people to stand up for the community. In the two German states, however, different views of community were propagated by the media. In the 1950s and 1960s, film coverage of the cinema newsreels offered moving images for people who had no access to television. Reports underscored by music and commentary allowed political interpretations. In the GDR, persons and groups were honoured by the narrative of the newsreel Der Augenzeuge: for example, when students and administrative staff helped the farmers during harvest time. In this way, a ‘heroic sense of community’ was transferred to all ‘labourers’ in the community. In the West German newsreels, heroes took action in traffic or at work in dicey situations. They are role models too, but they are not meant to instigate the communities’ imitation but serve education. The article aims to show the patterns and intentions of the filmic presentation of ‘normal people’ as heroes in Germany.

			Keywords: Newsreels, Germany, 1950s/1960s, Cold War, Memory

			Introduction

			Heroes are needed when and for as long as social or political unrest prevails (cf. Lehmann 2009, 772). They hold up the mirror to society: Where others look the other way or seem uninvolved, these individuals or groups intervene in a selfless way. Even in the post-war period, when most people had very little, and everything had to be rebuilt, there were helpers and supporting institutions, e.g. for uprooted refugees, disoriented young people or marginalised people who had been disabled as a result of war. The circumstances dictated that everyone needed to work on the behalf of marginalised groups and the community as a whole. In the two German states, however, different ideas about community and ‘heroic’ action were propagated by the media. 

			In the 1950s and 1960s, the cinema newsreel was an important part of the media system. The film coverage that was shown as the ‘news part’ of the pre-program in cinemas, offered moving images from Germany and all over the world for those who did not yet have access to television.1 Diverse visual (film, photo, graphics) and acoustic elements (music, sound, speech) were used to attract the attention of the audience. Image and sound enabled an authentic, but also strategically designed presentation of personalities and their achievements – embedded in current contexts or flashbacks. Of particular interest is the comparison between East and West German newsreels, which reveals the contrasting state models of capitalism and socialism and raises the question of how the two states differed in their representation and attribution of meaning for the concept of ‘heroism’ (in terms of attitude or behaviour). By definition, ‘heroes’ are distinguished by special deeds in daily life (Reichholf 2009, 836). According to Allison and Goethals they have eight essential qualities (“The Great Eight”): “[...] being Caring, Selfless, and Inspiring” [...], Resilient, Reliable, Charismatic, Smart, and Strong” (Allison and Goethals 2011, 63). Not all of these traits can be assumed, but only some – and some can be stronger or weaker than others. Due to their special status, heroes can polarise or become polarised in discourse. The hero figure stands out and can therefore be either admired or mocked. Thus, heroism is to a certain extent a phenomenon of attribution and interpretation: individual or collective expectations want to be fulfilled. 

			I will reveal how the cinema newsreel contributed to the cultivation of ‘heroic stories’. The differentiated (re-)presentation of extraordinary people and their achievements in everyday contexts will be shown in exemplary newsreels.2 The selection of topics, presentation (of current events) and representation (of past events) show the different ‘types of heroes’ formed by the newsreel. Examples from the 1950s to 1965 (presentation) and one each from the East and the West from 1948, which were apparently also taken up in the following decade and had high relevance (representation), are used for this purpose. 

			The analysis follows the theoretical approach Visual History by Gerhard Paul (2012). According to Paul it is not a method, but an scientific attitude: Paul understands images (including film) not only as sources, but also as research objects – not only their content should be considered, but also their design – so I will deal with the aesthetics of the reports. Secondly, I refer to the approach New Film History by Robert C. Allen and Douglas Gomery (1985), which highlights the various influences on film: e.g. economy, technology, and sociology. In this sense, not only were the films used for the studies, but also various contextual material – for example reports about cinematographers, film reviews, letters from viewers, and magazine articles, which embed the visual sources into a cultural discourse. However, the methodology of film analysis is mainly hermeneutic whereby for exemplary interpretation, the filmic elements and their interaction in narrative strategies must be considered in the context of the history of film and newsreels (cf. Hickethier 2012, 32-35).3 Following, the establishment of post-war newsreels is explained.

			Characteristics of the post-war newsreel

			After the Second World War, the Western Allies and the Soviet Union set up newsreels in their occupation zones according to their own specifications in order to re-educate the German population. The Germans had lost their ‘war heroes’, something which was brought to their attention by the British-American newsreel Welt im Film.4 The Federal government, however, wanted to present the situation in Germany, to Germany and abroad, in a way that was independent of Allied influence. The Neue Deutsche Wochenschau (NDW) was produced in Hamburg from 1950 onwards – in the first issue the narrator clarified the newsreel’s claim: 

			We want to be interesting by presenting not only current events and sensations but also a picture of the deep seriousness of our lives and our centuries-old culture. We want to be up-to-date by making the present real and true to life according to the classical laws of our European tradition.5

			The aim was to bring the audience not only closer to successes, but also to the everyday through forging connections with familiar culture. The Welt im Film and the Blick in die Welt (a newsreel influenced by France) continued to exist after 1949, then under German control. Competition on the West German newsreel market was further intensified by the fast cut American Fox Tönende Wochenschau. In order to ensure that the NDW was accepted by the public and cinema owners,6 it was essential to avoid any heroic pathos in the reports that was all too familiar from the propaganda instrument Deutsche Wochenschau in war times and therefore not seen as credible. In the 1950s, West German viewers clearly articulated in letters their aversion to having to deal with political issues in the cinema: At best, a little politics at the beginning of the newsreel was acceptable.7 Nevertheless, Heinz Wiers, managing director of the NDW, assumed that the newsreels had “political significance in every respect”, that they were “potentially truly dangerous tools”. It depends “on personality, character and moral attitude”, on the “awareness of the obligation within a social community and towards other peoples” – which applies to newsreel producers especially (Wiers 1954, 38).  

			In East Germany, from 1946, the newsreel Der Augenzeuge was produced by the state film production company DEFA (Deutsche Film AG) (cf. Jordan 1996, 275). The claim of the first editor-in-chief was that this production should act as an “educator of the people” (Jordan 1990, 102). The newsreel productions were in a worldwide exchange; West and East German newsreels also exchanged film material8 – but mostly in order to present each other’s political and economic systems as unsuitable for a united Germany. Due to the common film and newsreel tradition (since the 1910s/1920s), the East and West German newsreels did not differ significantly in their structure i.e. they both consisted of about eight to 15 reports, which had a total length of about ten minutes (300 m film). Each newsreel production had a trademark: a specific melodic underscored picture at the beginning and at the end of a weekly issue. The reports within an issue were intentionally positioned and often linked by linguistic, pictorial or musical associations. Like the ‘lead story’ of a newspaper is given special significance in the first report, for example. The topics ranged from politics, economics, culture, fashion to animal stories to sports.  

			The role of the newsreel for hero mediation

			With the beginning of public film screenings in 1895, the theatre was not the only place that heroic stories were told – this meant heroes, both fictional and real, began to be presented to a wider public. Film, as a component of collective memory (Maurice Halbwachs 1985),9 illustrates excerpts from the past and the present which means that the structures of meaning for different discourses can be explored (cf. Finke 2007, 602). This also applies to the weekly newsreel. Before the establishment of television, film reports had an even higher potential of impressing the viewer with their moving image on a big screen – they complemented newspapers, magazines and radio. Heroic stories could be conveyed in various forms of reporting, not only in personal portraits, but also in reports or interviews. The editing made it possible to create a variety of designs – e.g. ellipses (omissions) to trace a life in one or two minutes, and close-ups to emphasize the hero’s humanity. The identification with an exemplary person or group was controlled by the montage, because it makes one forget that the film is not an “image” but a “narrative about reality” (Finke 2007, 582-583). 

			The pathos of the heroic soldier as conveyed in the media during the National Socialist era has made the term ‘hero’ almost unspeakable from a moral point of view (cf. e.g. Lehmann 2009, 772). According to Ulrich Bröckling, Sociologist of University of Freiburg, Germany, the war hero was “totalized” in National Socialism. “All Germans should become heroic in this sense, be prepared to make sacrifices until death, until their downfall if necessary” (Leusch 2016). While in the GDR the ‘label’ of hero was still in use (e.g. for awards and honorary titles), and newsreel reports on ‘heroic’ sacrifices for the socialist state were intended to guide workers to increase production, in the West German newsreels ‘heroism’ was conveyed in a more subtle, even humorous, way. In the West German newsreels, for example, there are people in ‘precarious’ or challenging situations in traffic or at work who are trying to work their way through. They, too, are role models, but are not always meant to be seen as heroes, but to serve educational purposes and show viewers ‘how to do better’. 

			As was to be expected, research in content indexes and narrative texts in the archive has revealed that the term ‘hero’ is found sparsely in Western newsreel productions and if heroes are mentioned then it’s often in connection with sporting performances, bullfights and ironic linguistic or pictorial twists, which makes the clear and precise identification and definition of ‘heroes’ difficult. On both sides (East and West), however, entire parts of the world’s population were stylised as heroic – especially in the context of the Cold War. 

			Types of heroes in the newsreels

			Newsreels do not define the ‘hero’, they do not set up generally valid criteria for ‘heroes’, but heroes are ‘made’ by the media (possibly repeated and always told in the same way), by offering the recipient interpretation or suggesting a certain interpretation. The collectively identical interpretation results in a collective attribution (von den Hoff et al. 2013, 8). Just like authenticity (Weixler 2012, 1-32) heroism becomes an attribution phenomenon. The definition of what a hero is, is the result of an interplay of media mediation and interpretation by the recipient, who, for example, is also looking for possibilities of identification or orientation (von den Hoff et al. 2013, 9). 

			The ideology of the GDR, the myth of the communist working hero found its way into this ideology in order to encourage people to join the ranks and secure Soviet support for the establishment of a socialist state. The types ‘collective hero’ and the positively connotated ‘work hero’ emerged (cf. Immer and van Marwyck 2013, 18). With regard to West Germany however, one can rather speak of  ‘economic heroes’, whose companies played decisive roles in improving the social market economy. They invested time, original ideas and private energy to improve life in post-war Germany, e.g. mail-order companies were set up that brought low-priced products to remote places (cf. Hank 2009, 827). The young Federal Republic of Germany needed a ‘clean’ image in order to establish itself as a market power and to join the Western world – marking an explicit departure from media propaganda10.

			Basically, two types of ‘heroes’ can be identified in the newsreel reports: ‘normal’ citizens, whose exemplary behaviour is presented in everyday life, and personalities who use their special abilities, skills, talent and knowledge on a public stage or to fulfil a certain mission, such as sportsmen and politicians or scientists and astronauts. The image of both groups was of great political, social and economic benefit, as these people were also recognized abroad, and their deeds were reflected in the entire state (at least in the Western or Eastern part). Types of everyday heroes, on the other hand, stood for social values and norms, the fulfilment of which was regarded as exemplary in the 1950s and 1960s. At the same time, social vacancies in society and the needs of the population were revealed. So, what distinguishes a depiction of heroes in the East German and West German newsreels? According to the observations and analysis of the newsreel editions from both West and East, the focus is on performance and supply, security and identity, as well as self-confidence and courage to (politically) resist. The latter, the political resistance, is in conformity with the respective concept of the state, i.e. the East German newsreel is about resistance against a postulated ‘neo-fascism’ and ‘imperialism’ of the West and for the West German newsreel it’s about the defence against the communism and socialism of the East. These are complicated constructs, but the complexity could be reduced with the help of living models, i.e. heroes. 

			The industrious hero of the working world

			The number of awards for work heroes in the GDR grew inflationary.11 Newsreel reports not only show the ceremony by heads of state and the presents for the workers – the tenor of the entire staging rather certifies that they contributed to the construction of socialism and took responsibility for progress. But these were incentives for increasing productivity with the aim of alleviating the shortage of daily consumer goods among the population. The understanding of classical heroism was used to motivate all ‘working people’, i.e. the cinema-goers – people, who were watching the newsreel at that moment (cf. Frevert 2009, 810). 

			The miner Adolf Hennecke, who exceeded the standard for coal production by more than 300 percent in one shift on 13 October 1948, is a ‘phenomenon’ already described in detail in the literature. The (well-prepared) performance of the activist could not be communicated other than by the media12: A simple worker became a hero. Especially for the following generations, who were further away from his history (cf. Finke 2007, 623-624), he shows that anyone can become a hero. In keeping with this myth, miners were also the focus of reporting in the following years – they were stylized as the ‘engine’ of coal supply and thus of industry in the socialist economy. The East German newsreel Der Augenzeuge No. 28 from July 1952 shows miners who come out of the pit cage with blackened faces after their shift.13 One of them is presented as Hanns Kramer, who was awarded the title ‘Merited Miner’, as the commentary explains. The scene is embedded in photographs of a ceremony held in honour of all miners of the GDR. In his speech in the festival hall, Prime Minister Otto Grotewohl praised the great achievements of “our miners”, as the commentary paraphrases. For seconds, the camera lens focuses on Adolf Hennecke, who was always present at such ceremonial acts as a representative symbolic figure. The report also shows a woman operating a conveyor cage machine, introduced by Ruth Dombrowski. She also received an award, as the commentary says, which suggests an apparent equality of working women in the GDR14. Kramer was appointed head of the “Kollektivbrigade Fortschritt” (brigade “Progress”), which had “undertaken numerous commitments in honour of the second party conference of the SED [...]” – this commitment is said to have given new impetus to the shaft’s workforce. Only later does it become clear that Kramer served the purpose of personification, as 30 miners were honoured on the stage of the festival hall. At this point, the traditional march Glück auf or Steigerlied, which is used to underscore this report, becomes more prominent. The efforts of all miners to accomplish further goals are emphasised – “in the struggle for unity and peace” and “in close friendship” with Soviet miners. Thus, it becomes obvious that this is about the ‘Kollektiv’ (collective of working people) – whereby the worker is the ‘emissary’ that enters the politicised stage of the event.

			Der Augenzeuge No. 6 of February 1950 proceeds similarly – but the dramaturgy is less sophisticated. The report about the awards for doctors begins with a long shot of the building and the banqueting hall, both of which are dominated by a banner with the inscription “Merited Doctor of the People” – the ‘monument’ that is set to be erected here is announced in this way. The female commentary voice emphasises the considerable number of 25 doctors receiving the award and documents the international attention through stating the number of guests coming from other socialist countries. The pictures, which show the audience in a long shot and the award itself in a close-up, are accompanied by the original sound of President Wilhelm Pieck’s speech. The physicians are introduced by name and the female speaker announces their specialty. The speaker also explicitly mentions the government’s financial support for public health. It follows from this that medical care is only possible if and as long as the government supported it. This implies that the workers should therefore be grateful to both the government and the collective of doctors. The cut-in orchestral music is not a march, as in the report about the miners, but a festive violin piece in keeping with the occasion and Intelligence portrayed on screen. The medal, which the camera captures with a close-up, adorns the profile of Robert Koch. In this way, a caring hero of the past is connected with current ‘medical heroes’ of the GDR.

			The hero in times of deprivation

			At the time of the blockade of the land route to West Berlin by the Soviet Union in 1948/1949, British and American pilots became ‘heroes of the Airlift’. The narrative of the strong ‘Berliners’ was also supported. The Welt im Film shows the continuous use of airplanes to the supply the sealed off West Berlin. Pilots are honoured with publicity, as in Welt im Film No. 166 of 30 July 1948. One of the British pilots, without being named, receives a bouquet of flowers from a young woman – presented as a token of gratitude. But this is only an interruption of routine, as the commentary says – and it makes clear that the heroes continue to fly without interruption, and that their help will not stop. More than ten years later, during the construction of the Berlin Wall, the ‘Heroes of the Airlift’ were celebrated again. The Ufa-Wochenschau15 No. 265 of 23 August 1961 shows how John F. Kennedy’s vice President Lyndon B. Johnson came to Berlin. After his speech, in which he assures the West Berliners’ sovereignty, he pushes the initiator of the Airlift, Lucius B. Clay, into the foreground on the balcony of the Schöneberg City Hall. Clay thus acts as a representative and confidante – a kind of guarantor of West Berlin’s independence and freedom. The heroism of Clay is expressed just implicitly.

			Whereas the ‘Hero of Labour’ medal was awarded16 in the GDR, the ‘Federal Cross of Merit’ was shown in the West German newsreel. In NDW No. 87 of 25 September 1951 the first bearer, a young miner received the award for rescuing colleagues, is shown in the third report (i.e. without special placement). The report has a length of less than one minute and shows first the Order and then the ceremony by Federal President Theodor Heuss. The commentary explains that the award should be presented in the future for “extraordinary achievement”. In contrast to the reports of the East German newsreel, no heroic pathos can be perceived. The award-winner is named by name, but not exuberantly praised. No mention was made of any significance of his achievement for the nation. The NDW No. 208 of 19 January 1954 reports on a doctor who had voluntarily remained in captivity in Stalingrad (Russia) in the Second World War to help fellow prisoners. This was only a short report and stood in fourth place of the edition, i.e. apparently without special meaning due to its length or positioning in the report. Just like the awards of the first Order, the report begins with a picture of the Cross of Merit; accompanied by a festive polonaise, the Federal President places the order on a ribbon around Dr Ottmar Kohler’s neck. The commentary also mentions that Kohler was called the “Angel of Stalingrad”, thus linking the deeds to a Christian value – instead of heroism.

			The hero of the (political) resistance 

			In the East German newsreel, border police officers were given hero status solely for their job, especially if they died during their deployment. Der Augenzeuge No. 3 of 1953 reports on Helmut Just, who was shot at the sector border on 30 December 1952. The rally is monstrous and reminiscent of a state funeral. A huge portrait of the 19-year-old is emblazoned above the grandstand of the Schauspielhaus in Berlin, above it the slogan “The murder of the People’s Police officer warns us to: Strengthen the willingness to defend the homeland” (cf. Fig. 1). In front of the building a crowd had gathered with flags, flames blazed in a bowl on a column, soldiers salute.
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						Fig. 1: Hero worship for a GDR border police officer

					


			The commentary complains that the Volkspolizist (People’s Police officer) was murdered by “fascist bandits” (although the perpetrators could never be identified, cf. Sälter, Dietrich and Kuhn 2016, 263). The camera pans from the grandstand over the crowd onto an army vehicle with the coffin of the dead border guard on the loading area. The commentator just refers to the dead soldier as a “young patriot”, which illustrates the dead hero’s importance for the state.

			The West German newsreel also shows the heroes of the resistance. In connection with the workers’ uprising on 17 June 1953, the group of GDR citizens became heroes who opposed the Soviet tanks. The NDW No. 177 of 16 June 1953 was delivered with an additional piece of film called “Sonderdienst” (special service)17. This film shows the “Hexenkessel” (witch’s cauldron) in East Berlin, where after a demonstration by construction workers against “Normerhöhungen” (increases of working standards) in front of the government building, there was a clash between “SED functionaries and workers”.18 The crowd is said to have proclaimed the “general strike” in order not to be “slaves”, as the commentary explains. His voice and the music with fanfares sounds dramatic. The pictures show burning parts of buildings and a large number of people standing by, apparently watching the hustle and bustle and appearing disoriented. The commentary identifies the counter-power as “Russen” (Russians) and “Volkspolizei” (People’s Police) ready to fire; the tanks, that have been driven up, illustrate the dangerous nature of the situation. Gun salvos can be heard as people walk across the square. The pictures of stone throwers against the tanks, which are still often shown today on commemoration days on television, express the fight of ‘David’ against ‘Goliath’.  

			“The Hungarians” are depicted as similarly brave, who are reported about in the Ufa-Wochenschau No. 15 of 7 November 1956. The report as a lead story begins with protests in America and other western countries. With banners in English: “Hungarian Heroes who died for freedom” – women and men demonstrated against the intervention of the Soviet Union in the conflict. The speaker explains how a student protest rally in Hungary developed into a revolt against communism – also supported by parts of the Hungarian army that had joined the revolutionaries. In the film, which is composed of reports from several international newsreels, the perspective of the shooters is taken, among others, so that the danger was felt by the viewers. Although there were Soviets among the dead, the Hungarians were assigned heroic status. The pictures show how the insignia of power – the Soviet stars – were removed from buildings. The fronts are thus clarified – especially, since the report shows, through a leap in time, that the Soviet army again stood against the revolutionaries ten days after the revolt and how the population fled. It’s the refugees who are shown as the suffering heroes. The music changes from whipping trombones and fanfares to violins that convey a sad mood. In contrast to the fighters, the refugees – especially women and children – are shown in emotionally charged close-ups.

			The preserving and supporting Hero 

			In order to rule out times of deprivation in the GDR, to secure supplies and to replace workers who had fled – students, administrative staff and Volkspolizei troops, amongst others, were called upon to help the farmers during harvest times. Der Augenzeuge No. A69 of 1958 reports on how these individuals coming from other professions responded to the call of the government and the Nationale Front (National Front)19. The enthusiasm of the people who collected the crops and transported them on conveyor belts for loading the harvest wagons is shown in the film. The commentary explains the alleged reason: Due to unfavourable weather conditions, the rural population had fallen behind, the “rich harvest” had to be reaped and “bread for all” had to be secured – so everyone was helping. The music is reminiscent of traditional dances, light-footed and driving. The camera captures the entire process, from the crops to the grain sacks – this acceleration of time suggests that the work is done quickly. The report’s design supported the presentation of the heroic helping hands. 
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						Fig. 2: Sister Bertha praying with homeless people 

					



			In West Germany, too, the labour force was scarce in the 1960s – but this was a result of the flourishing economy. Although she was committed to the homeless, a marginalised group in society, Sister Bertha Kaiser, founder of the Street Mission in Hamburg, was only implicitly honoured in NDW No. 688 of 5 April 1963. Due to the high demand for labour, there was apparently a lack of understanding both for the unemployed and the homeless and for their helpers. The report is the first in the edition and thus receives outstanding significance as a ‘lead story’. The commentary of the report sounds pejorative and cynical: The mission is described as a “curiosity of Christian charity”. The homeless would come to the mission “to sing, to pray and sometimes to repent”. The “reward” for praying is a warm meal. The commitment of the 94-year-old Sister Bertha would indeed do justice to the need, but hardly correspond to the “Sozialpädagogik” (social pedagogy), because normally many of the mission guests “could and should” work for the bread they receive. 

			Only at the end of the report did Sister Bertha (cf. Fig. 2, centre) receive some recognition as an “extraordinary woman”. She is described as having the “tenacity and steadfastness of a person who believes” and realizes “the word of love for one’s fellow man” – whether they deserve it or bought it through prayers. A heroic status was not assigned to her in this way.

			Heroes and Antiheroes

			The West German newsreel also explains when it’s better not to be a hero. In road traffic or at work, role models appear in dangerous situations. In an obviously staged scene in NDW No. 194 of 14 October 1953, pedestrian Florian Beyer makes his way to the office in the morning and hands over his will to his wife and child. Through film trick, he comes out as a ‘knight’ in armour behind an advertising pillar and has to get through the inhumanly confusing and dangerous traffic. With difficulty he saves himself by getting onto a traffic island where he finds himself at the feet of a policeman. Subsequently, real documentary footage was used to illustrate the dramatic consequences of increasing traffic. The report ends with a warning to order the traffic fatalities to ‘stop’ – without, however, clarifying how this could be achieved. 

			In the series “Clever und Schussel” (“Clever and Scatterbrain”), which was produced on behalf of the Worker’s Compensation Board and was inserted in newsreel editions in the years 1956 to 1958 and 1960, two protagonists can be seen in sketches: one is the antihero (“Scatterbrain”), who despite warnings puts himself in danger, and the other is the hero (“Clever”), who can always prevent serious consequences and explains his behaviour to the antihero. In “Scatterbrain” the viewer should possibly recognize himself from case to case and seek to develop into “Clever”. Der Augenzeuge, on the other hand, does not show misadventures, but rather satiric short films by the DEFA production group “Das Stacheltier” (“The Hedgehog”) gave negative examples as guidelines for behaviour of each individual in public and socialist society such as the ruthless behaviour of pedestrians towards car drivers, rubbish being left in train compartments or harassment due to transporting bulky objects in the subway. The presentation of Anti-heroes in West and East German newsreels is purely entertaining – but the essential qualities are recognizable as well as they are with serious heroes.

			Conclusion

			The characteristics of the western and eastern hero as offered to the newsreel viewers reflect the different views of community and thus the relationship of the individual hero figure to the collective. Two orientations can be observed. The western hero is usually conveyed as a lone warrior and serves as a role model to spur on further individual commitment, which is supposed to drive the economy. The East German hero is emphasized as an individual who embodies the socialist collective, which is considered with every achievement, serves the state’s demands and exceeds fixed labour standards as far as possible. The state or ‘the party’ is the judging authority, even the authority for which a great achievement was performed as a ‘favour’ and as a gift. It’s also here that the ‘work hero’ is celebrated who is missing entirely in the West German newsreel. Although the market economy is based on the earning intentions of each individual through decentralisation, NDW and Ufa-Wochenschau usually show working people as a mass or surrounding large group (e.g. during factory visits by politicians) – without emphasising any one of them. 

			The propagation of the socialist work hero is necessarily linked to the conveyance of optimism (cf. Finke 2007, 582), i.e. the heroes and their deeds justify an optimistic view of economic conditions in the GDR. This optimism would be contradicted by the portrayal of the plight of one’s own population. The existence of rescuers, however, presupposes the existence of a certain deficit, which is publicly articulated. The ‘rescuing hero in times of privation’ can be observed in the West German newsreel – but there are no superhumans. It is fitting that the West German newsreel allows the game between strong heroes and weak antiheroes. The contrast to the antihero makes clear that heroes can also be charismatic, inspiring and “smart” (cf. Allison and Goethals 2011, 63). 

			In the West as in the East, there are reports of ‘supporting heroes’ who working for the community in the sense of long-term economic or social benefits. The “Great Eight” (cf. Allison and Goethals 2011, 63) particularly attribute the caring and selfless qualities of the preserving, supporting and saving heroes. Also to be found on both sides, are the ‘heroes of political resistance’ – they reflect the Cold War particularly clearly. As fighters and at the same time victims, they embody the self-assertion of the respective German state in a world divided by superpowers. The resistance hero shows great resilience and strength in the film coverage. These heroes were obviously particularly important for the political influence of public opinion in the Cold War. The topic of heroes reveals that newsreel films should not only be read as pictorial media but should also be regarded as research objects in the sense of the Visual History approach through their characteristics. Depending on the degree of sensation, curiosity or severity of the consequences, heroic stories were not only edited once in the weekly newsreel, but actually return in annual reviews, too. Then as now, the memory of ‘great heroic deeds’ also takes place as part of a commemorative culture on anniversaries in television documentaries – often by using materials from newsreels (e.g. about the uprising of workers on 17 June 1952 in the GDR). The pronounced ‘heroes of everyday life’, i.e. achievements in daily life, are hardly emphasized in this way – their deeds may only be rediscovered by chance through the media. Film and television ensure that the memory of a hero remains alive – but if he is no longer mentioned, he is forgotten.
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			Endnotes

			
				It was not until 1957 that the number of one million television subscribers was reached. Those who did not have their own television set watched at friends’ or neighbours’ homes or in restaurants or in front of the shop windows of equipment dealers.

				Research for the period from 1950 to 1965 in online film libraries: For the West German productions Welt im Film, Welt im Bild, Neue Deutsche Wochenschau, Ufa-Wochenschau and Zeitlupe: www.filmothek.bundesarchiv.de; for the East German production Der Augenzeuge: https://progress.film/. In addition to ‘Held’, other catchwords were used: Patriot, resister, helper, fighter, leader, liberator, benefactor, patron, protector, donor, supporter, rescuer, better, award winner, defender.

				Hermeneutic film analysis is intended to uncover certain principles (also patterns, frames) by way of example. Behind the “semblance of comprehensibility” of the film, the structures of the design are to be emphasized and the levels of meaning as well as potential for meaning are to be uncovered. The ambiguity of the cinematic works becomes apparent. It is a circular process that allows for a variety of connections, in which the text of the film is questioned and confronted with individual findings and interpretation results.

				Welt im Film No. 6 of 22 June 1945 shows how officers are first searched for poison and taken away. They cross their hands behind their heads. The commentary states that they fought a hopeless battle until Germany lay in ruins.

				Neue Deutsche Wochenschau Nr. 1 from 30.01.1950. BArch Bestand Film. https://www.filmothek.bundesarchiv.de/video/585897.

				The cinema owners booked the newsreel with a film distributor. In the choice of the newsreel, the cinema owners were relatively free and were partly guided by audience criticism.

				Spectators apparently spoke out against the cinema owners, who in turn complained to the distributor or directly to the NDW editorial staff, cf. questionnaires for cinema owners and correspondence, archived in files Beurteilungen bis 1952, NDW Bestand, Film- und Fernsehmuseum Hamburg.

				Already in 1948, a contract with the Blick in die Welt was concluded, was stopped, and was renewed in 1953, in 1954 a contract with the NDW (cf. Jordan 1996, 283).

				“Social thinking” is a memory that consists only of “collective memories,” but of which only that remains “which society can reconstruct in every epoch with its present frame of reference” (Halbwachs 1985, 360).

				In the sense of intended political persuasion and agitation: “Propaganda is aimed at generating, confirming, strengthening or weakening, shaping or transforming opinions, attitudes, attitudes, value architectures, ways of perception and interpretation, long-term behaviour or action (or omission)” (Zywietz 2018).

				The Mitteldeutscher Rundfunk (MDR) has compiled a list of awards. Accessed February 27, 2019. https://www.mdr.de/zeitreise/artikel75686.html. 

				Hennecke arrived one hour earlier than usual at work, had selected the best tools and the site before (cf. Gries and Satjukow 2002, 41-42).

				In the following example analyses, quotations are taken from the newsreels cited or from the formal information in the online film libraries (see Note 8).

				In the GDR, women had to work and were therefore more autonomous, but not completely equal, although this was claimed by the SED and presented accordingly in the Wochenschau (cf. Würz 2016).

				British-American newsreel Welt im Film became in 1952 the Welt im Bild under German responsible management and in 1956 it became the Ufa-Wochenschau.

				Awarded up to 60 people each year of the 1950s, cf. Verleihungsliste zum Ehrentitel „Held der Arbeit“ der DDR von 1950 bis 1989, by Dirk Hubrich. 2013. Accessed November 24, 2019. https://www.deutsche-gesellschaft-fuer-ordenskunde.de/DGOWP/wp-content/uploads/2013/06/HdA-1950-1989.pdf.

				It was a film that was attached to the normal weekly film reel, as the report could no longer be integrated into the current issue after the editorial deadline. However, the event was so significant that the effort for a “Sonderdienst” was unavoidable.

				In fact, units of the Kasernierte Volkspolizei (KVP) and Soviet military (cf. Grau et al. 2016) participated in the operation against the insurgent workers.

				The National Front was a mass organization and union of different parties.
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