Category: Finding Significance
Title: Superman Image Analysis
Designed by Tanja Nathanael
Lesson Objectives: To provide in-class experience with analyzing an image.  To demonstrate through the use of one iconic figure how changing expectations of cultural time period, politics, race, and gender influence the changing representations of that figure.  To connect the implications of those changes to the broader context of American identity and to critically analyze the impact of those implications.
Preparation and Materials: For this lesson, you will need a laptop and access to a smartboard or a projector.  Drawing paper and colored pencils can also be provided to the students, if you desire, or they can provide their own paper.
You will need to access this website: http://dc.wikia.com/wiki/Superman

The images are not numbered, so you should familiarize yourself with what is there and which images you would like to select for class discussion.

Introduction: You may begin by referencing image analysis in general by drawing attention to whatever text you are currently using, then direct the students' attention to the webpage as projected.  Proceed by clicking on selected images (this will enlarge the image) and use the following topics to facilitate discussion.  Again, ask the students to keep in mind the changing expectations of cultural time period, politics, race, and gender.
Changes to Note and Discuss: 

· Costume: Early design added the red shorts because it was a recognized costume of circus strong men.  Now common knowledge has forgotten this; symbol doesn't mean the same thing.  Later designs tone down the shorts or eliminate them all together.  Also, early designs use bright red and blue color scheme, colors strongly associated with America.  Later designs tone down the colors or shift to black, silver, and gray.  Superman is said to stand for "truth, justice, and the American way."  How does this color shift change our understanding of that?  Who does he belong to?  What does he stand for?
· Body image: Early Superman body type is normal athletic; later Superman is more exaggerated.  What does this say about how we perceive the "perfect" male body?  Perhaps the emphasis shifts from the "normal" -- he is "like us" -- to the exaggerated -- he is "alien."  Perhaps the exaggeration serves to illustrate he is so much stronger than normal.  Does this exaggeration of strength connect to America's image of itself?
· Tone: Early Superman smiled more; later Superman is grim, determined, frustrated, angry.  Why has he gone from being our friend to being our judge?  Or is he the one being judged?  Is he just as perplexed as we are in a world with complex issues and no clear enemies to fight?
· Light: Notice how light is used to create texture and mood.  Sunrise = Hope.  Sunset = Despair/Death.  If our hero is rising up with the sun, he is ushering in salvation.  Interestingly, the image that depicts him huddled on the edge of a cliff looking out at the sunset is part of a story in which he is dying of cancer.  If Superman was once our ideal, and representative of our ideals, what does it mean when he is dying?  Similarly, there are pictures using uplighting which create a somber, even sinister feel.  Once again, the effect is ambiguous.  Is he judging or being judged?
· Hair: Short haircuts on men have generally been associated with military, corporate, and religious America.  What does it mean when Superman wears his hair long?  Has facial hair?  What does this say about our changing views of masculinity, as well as the above mentioned institutions?  

· What if Superman was black? Or some other race?  Actor Dean Cain, who played Superman in Lois & Clark: The New Adventures of Superman (1993) is part Japanese (T.V. Guide interview).  How can he represent us if he doesn't represent all of us?
· What if Superman had arrived in a different time period (medieval, for example)?  How would that change his ideals?
· What if Superman had arrived in a different country (Britain)?  Would fighting for "truth, justice, and the British way" be any different?
Activity: Proceed from discussion to activity.  Instruct students to design a new American superhero.  Specify that in addition to creating this hero, they must justify their choices and provide evidence to support why their hero is truly representative of today's American culture and identity.  If there is time, students can be encouraged to share their work.  It can also be assigned as homework and discussion can continue on the next class day.
Conclusion: The objective for this lesson is to prepare students to analyze other images in conjunction with longer assignments in the course.  This activity can be tied to the image analysis paper in English 101 or the rhetorical analysis or a longer research project in English 102.  Asking students to articulate the importance themselves by asking, “So, why did I have you do this?” will help them to connect the implications of the discussion to the broader context of American identity and to critically analyze the impact of those implications, as well as create an understanding of the writing assignment arc for the semester. 

