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Resumen  Abstract 
Esta comunicación quiere explorar las razones de 
la tendencia a la trasmedialidad que se observa 
en el cine de Hollywood de la era digital a través 
del estudio del caso del cine de superhéroes. En 
la actual industria cinematográfica global son 
muy numerosas las producciones adscritas al 
género de superhéroes. No se trata de películas 
aisladas, sino que se insertan en un sistema de 
franquicias cinematográficas que domina las 
salas del todo el planeta desde hace quince 
años. Precisamente este sistema de franquicias, 
así como sus capacidades transmediáticas, han 
permitido desplegar para los superhéroes un 
universo narrativo múltiple que, en teoría, es 
infinitamente expandible. Así, la estrategia de 
producción de Marvel Studios está basada en el 
llamado Marvel Cinematic Universe, mientras que 
Warner Bros. también ha desarrollado su particular 
universo cinematográfico llamado DC Extended 
Universe. En ambos casos se trata de universos 
combinables y potencialmente infinitos que 
conectan con otros espacios narrativos 
desarrollados a través de diversos medios. Al 
analizar el funcionamiento de la actual industria 
audiovisual global y su transformación radical 
inducida por la “revolución digital”, observamos 
que la tendencia a la transmedialidad en el cine 
de Holywood, más que a una opción creativa, 
responde a la necesidad de diseñar nuevos 
modelos de negocio viables. 

 This paper aims to explore the reasons for the 
transmedia tendency observed in the Hollywood 
cinema of the digital age through the study of the 
case of superhero movies. In the current global 
film industry there are a great number of 
productions that belong to the superhero genre. 
These are not single films, but they are part of a 
film franchises system that has dominated the 
movie theatres worldwide for the last fifteen 
years. Precisely this franchises system, as well as 
their transmedia capabilities, have lead to set for 
the superheroes a multiple narrative universe 
that, in theory, is infinitely expandable. For 
instance, the Marvel Studios production strategy 
is based on the so-called Marvel Cinematic 
Universe, while Warner Bros. has also developed 
its particular cinematic universe called DC 
Extended Universe. In both cases, these are 
combinable and potentially infinite universes that 
connect with other narrative fields developed 
through other media. When analysing how the 
current global media industry works and its 
radical transformation induced by the “digital 
revolution", we observe that transmediality in 
Hollywood’s cinema, rather than a creative 
option, is due to the need to design new viable 
business models. 

   
Palabras clave  Keywords 
Superhéroe; Hollywood; Franquicia 
cinematográfica; Transmedia; Modelo de 
negocio; Industria audiovisual 

 Superhero; Hollywood; Film franchise; 
Transmedia; Business model; Film industry 
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1. Introduction 

The character of the superhero first appeared in the late 30's in the United States; and that happened in 
the field of comic books aimed at children and young. Although it is possible to find several precedents 
both inside and outside of comic books, it seems that the first superhero in history was, of course, Superman 
(Coogan, 2006: 175). Specifically, this character made his debut in 1938 in the Action Comics series of the 
publishing house Detective Comics [DC]. The authors were Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster. From that moment, 
a large number of superheroes (and also superheroines) began to appear in several comic books series, 
mainly published by the publishers DC (still existing) and Timely Comics, the predecessor of Marvel. That was 
the beginning of what is known as "The Golden Age of Comic Book", which lasted until the mid 1950s. During 
this period, characters such as Batman (1939), Human Torch (1939), Captain Marvel (1940), The Flash (1940), 
The Hawkman (1940), Wonder Woman (1941) and Captain America were born, making up a practically 
endless list. 

Almost simultaneously, several of those superheroes made the leap from comic books to film serials. In the 
1940s, film serials were very popular in the United States. The main role of those series of films was padding 
the cinemas’ programming. They were made up of 12 to 15 episodes of about 30 minutes length that 
ended always with a cliff-hanger as a kind of hook for the next chapter. While superheroes were not the 
only characters of those serials, they became the stars of a good number of them. To give some examples, 
in 1941 was released Adventures of Captain Marvel (J. English and W. Witney); in 1943, Batman (L. Hillyer); 
in 1944, Captain America (E. Clifton and J. English); and in 1948, Superman (S. Bennet and T. Carr). 

However, from the 1950s, with the rise of television and the decline of film serials, superheroes disappeared 
from the big screen and took refuge in the television. That was the case of the TV series Batman (William 
Dozier, ABC, 1966-1968) and several animated series. Thus, it was not until the late 1970s that Hollywood 
premiered the first great feature film starring a superhero, curiously the same one who had already 
pioneered in the field of comic books: Superman (Richard Donner, 1978). This film was produced by Warner 
Bros, whose multimedia conglomerate, Time Warner, had bought DC two years before. The movie was a 
huge success, as some of you may be still remember. The first Superman was followed by three sequels in 
the 80's, as well as a film adaptation of Batman by Tim Burton in 1989 and other sequels with this same 
superhero in the 1990s. 

Despite this long history, it has been recently when superhero movies have become usual in theatres all 
over the world. Taking as starting points the first instalment of the X-Men series (Bryan Singer, 2000) and 
Spider-Man (Sam Raimi, 2002), it can be observed how over the last fifteen years several series of superhero 
films have garnered a blockbuster success and, as a result, Hollywood has not stopped increasing its 
commitment to the genre in all this time. According to the Internet Movie Database (IMDb, 2017) between 
2000 and 2016, more than 60 titles belonging to the superhero genre and produced in the United States 
have been released in cinema. And this is without counting animation films, short films, telefilms, TV series 
and direct to video releases, as well as several comic book-based feature films that could be considered 
close to the superhero topic. 

 

2. Superhero Franchises 

Superhero movies are not in any case single or independent products. They are always integrated in a type 
of series, generally long and sometimes cross over, known as film franchises. It is worth focusing on this 
concept. Although it is not a new phenomenon—for example, the James Bond series goes back to the 
early 60's—film franchises have become an absolutely predominant trend in the global movie listings. As 
Matthew Garrahan (2014) explains, "If it seems like there are more franchise movies around these days, that 
is because there are: seven of the 10 top- grossing movies globally in 2014 were sequels. Compare this with 
the year-end box office tally 20 years ago when only one of the top 10 was a sequel”. In fact, if we look at 
the most viewed films worldwide over the last ten years, it is difficult to find in the top twenty a title that is 
not part of a franchise (Box Office Mojo, 2016a). The most consumed cinema today (in theatres) is mostly 
integrated into a franchise system, thus replicating the phenomenon that has been occurring in other 
sectors, such as restaurants, coffee shops, fashion, etc. Focusing only on superhero franchises, if seeking 
global box office data for the period 2012-2016 in the Box Office Mojo website, we find the following results: 

A) In 2012, Marvel's The Avengers was the most viewed film of the year and raised, only in cinemas, 1519 
million dollar worldwide; in third position was The Dark Knight Rises, taking $ 1085 million; and in seventh 
place was The Amazing Spider-Man (Box Office Mojo, 2016b). 

B) In 2013, Iron Man 3, grossing 1215 million dollar, was the second most viewed film of the year; Man of 
Steel, the ninth; Thor: The Dark World, the tenth; and The Wolverine, the fifteenth (Box Office Mojo, 2016c). 
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C) In 2014, Guardians of the Galaxy was in third place; while X-Men: Days of Future Past did it in sixth position; 
Captain America: The Winter Soldier, in seventh; and The Amazing Spider-Man 2, in ninth place (Box Office 
Mojo, 2016d). 

D) In 2015—the year of Star Wars: The Force Awakens, another famous franchise, in this case of science 
fiction—the fourth most viewed film was Avengers: Age of Ultron, produced by Marvel Studios for Disney, 
with 1405 million dollars grossing. In the fourteenth position appears Ant-Man; and much more back 
Fantastic Four, ranked forty-three (Box Office Mojo, 2016e). 

E) In 2016, the most viewed film in the world has been Captain America: Civil War, again produced by 
Marvel Studios for Disney, with a budget of 250 million dollars and that has grossed above 1150 million. Other 
superhero movies of this year have been Batman vs. Superman: Dawn of Justice, which appears as the 
sixth most viewed; Deadpool in seventh place; Suicide Squad, the ninth; Doctor Strange, the eleventh; and 
X-Men: Apocalypse, the thirteenth (Box Office Mojo, 2017). 

F) In the current year, Spider-Man: Homecoming has been the fourth most viewed movie worldwide; 
Guardians of the Galaxy Vol. 2 appears as the sixth most viewed; Wonder Woman, in seventh place; Logan 
(linked to the X-Men series), in the tenth; and Thor: Ragnarok, in the sixteenth (Box Office Mojo, 2017). 

As we can see, the last five years have been very productive for superhero movies. Although this flourishing 
has not only occurred on the big screen, since several television series have been released simultaneously—
for example, Agents of S.H.I.E.L.D. and Arrow—as well as animation series and videogames based on the 
same characters. Besides, major Hollywood studios have announced a huge number of titles for the coming 
years: up to thirty superhero movies are due to be released between 2017 and 2020, most of which are 
new statements of existing franchises. 

In order to highlight the economic significance of superhero movies for Hollywood today, it is sufficient to 
point out that in 2009 The Walt Disney Company purchased Marvel Entertainment—including Marvel 
Studios, among many other subsidiaries—for 4 billion dollars (Bond, 2009). Obviously, the main target of this 
investment was securing an almost inexhaustible supply for future productions. As we saw earlier, DC had 
already been absorbed by other causes by Time Warner in 1976. During the last years, all major Hollywood 
studios have tried to get comic book characters copyrights with the aim of adapting them to film and other 
media. It is striking that in the mid 90s—before the superhero movies boom—a Marvel on the brink of 
bankruptcy had to sell the rights of several of its superheroes to different Hollywood studios in return for a 
rather modest income. For instance, Spider-Man copyrights ended up in the hands of Sony-Columbia, while 
those of X-Men landed in 20th Century Fox. Two decades later, the picture has changed substantially, and 
now everybody knows full well the moneymaking potential of those copyrights. 

As has been pointed out before, the single superhero movie doesn’t exist. Series is inherent to superhero: 
from its beginnings in comic books in the 30s, through serial films in the 40s, TV series in the 60s and 70s, film 
sequels in the 80s and 90s, and finally the current film franchises. Superhero stories are stories without a 
proper ending, episodes that follow one to another without a conclusion, always waiting for a new 
instalment. At the same time, as happens in comic books, superhero movies are easily combinable, both 
with other movies and with other products, which makes them suitable for being part of a transmedia 
storytelling universe. According to Jenkins (2006: 95-96) a transmedia story is developed across multiple 
media platforms, and each new text makes a specific and valuable contribution to the whole. Thus, one 
superhero simultaneously performs—in a way that is fragmentary and linked at the same time—in various 
media: comic, cinema, television, web site content and video games. The franchise system and transmedia 
storytelling allow making up for superheroes a multiple narrative universe that, at least in theory, can 
expand infinitely. And I am not using here a metaphor: Marvel Studios' film production strategy is based on 
what they call the Marvel Cinematic Universe—which includes, among others, Iron Man, Captain America, 
Hulk, Thor and Guardians of the Galaxy—and which they explicitly define as multiverse, that is, composed 
of several distinct universes. Warner Bros. has also created a particular film universe called DC Extended 
Universe—with Superman, Wonder Woman and Batman, among others—while has developed another 
universe for television called The Arrowverse. In both cases they are combinable and virtually infinite 
universes that connect with other narrative spaces developed through comics, television series, video 
games and web content. 

 

3. Hollywood Reasons 

The question now is: why superhero movies? Why Hollywood is so interested on them? From 2000, a new 
wave of the so-called Digital Revolution has triggered a deep change in the film industry. The advent of 
the Internet has been a disruptive innovation—to express it through the well-known concept of Clayton 
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Christensen (1997)—which has called into question Hollywood’s business model and the rest of the world's 
cinema. On the one hand, the media landscape has seen a huge fragmentation of both the media itself 
and the audiences (Napoli, 2011: 55-58). On the other hand, the ways in which film and media products 
reach audiences have been radically altered. In 2001 was launched the first version of BitTorrent, the 
protocol of peer-to-peer file sharing. In 2005 YouTube appeared. In 2007 Netflix began its online activity in 
the United States. Both peer-to-peer and streaming services have been a major challenge for film 
distribution and exhibition, and obviously that directly affects the way in which film productions are made 
profitable. However, the Hollywood industry has not remained unmoved by these changes and has been 
making adjustments in its business model and especially in the characteristics of the products it puts on the 
market. 

As can be seen from the review of global box office results, the type of spectacle that currently succeeds 
in cinemas all over the world is based on taking advantage of the visual and aural attraction aroused by 
action and digital effects. Usually this involves a good amount of chases, clashes, violent bangs and 
tremendous destruction. The genres especially favourable to contain those ingredients—science fiction, 
fantasy, action, and superhero—have become predominant, pushing the rest of genres into a rather 
secondary role in most cinemas. If one seeks the genre of the twenty highest grossing films since 2000, the 
following results are obtained according to Box Office Mojo (2016a): 

A) Four are superhero movies: Avengers: Age of Ultron, Iron Man 3, Captain America: Civil War, Marvel's 
The Avengers and The Dark Knight Rises. 

B) Four are films waving between science fiction, adventure and action: Avatar, Jurassic World, 
Transformers: Dark of the Moon and Transformers: Age of Extinction. 

C) Four are animation films. In one of them we find musical, adventure and fantasy: Frozen. While in the 
remaining three we find comedy, adventure and action: Minions, Toy Story 3 and Finding Dory. 

D) Three are fantasy films. One linked to science fiction: Star Wars: The Force Awakens. One to magic: Harry 
Potter and the Deathly Hallows Part 2. And another one to a legendary and epic universe: The Lord of the 
Rings: The Return of the King. 

E) Two are action movies: Furious 7 and Skyfall. 

F) And two are part of the same adventure, action and fantasy franchise: The Pirates of the Caribbean: 
Dead Man's Chest and Pirates of the Caribbean: On Stranger Tides. 

Besides animation, two of the mentioned genres, fantasy and superheroes, are very convenient for children 
and young audiences, at least in the opinion of those who produce the movies and those who guide the 
children's film consumption, including parents. Focusing on the case of superhero movies, let's see what are 
the supposed advantages of a movie of this kind. First, the plot of a superhero movie can easily 
accommodate political correctness and stay away from controversial aspects in virtually anywhere in the 
world. Second, dialogues are simple and easily understandable. Finally, the plot can afford very few 
interruptions in the fast-paced action, which fits with an audience that is also a massive consumer of video 
games and, therefore, is used to the frenetic cadence of many of those products. According to the latest 
annual report by the trade association of the video game industry in the United States, The Entertainment 
Software Association, (ESA, 2016: 2) “63% of U.S. households are home to at least one person who plays 
video games regularly (3 hours or more per week)”. Already in 2011 an NPD Group report (cit. in Granic, 
Lobel, & Engels, 2013: 66) estimated that in the United States 91% of the population aged 2 to 17 played 
video games. Regarding the genre of those products, in 2015, 22.9% of the best-selling videogames in the 
United States were Action games, while 24.5% were shooter games, which is actually a subgenre of action 
(ESA, 2016: 10). Thus, the two best-selling genres were directly linked to action, and that gives an idea of 
their popularity. 

In any recent superhero movie the scenes of struggle and destruction follow one another in a sort of 
crescendo until reaching a peak that, more than an ending, means a provisional pause until the next 
instalment of the franchise. Superhero cinema recreates a fantasy world far from realism but at the same 
time linked with contemporary "reality", creating an ideal environment for an "attractive" display of action 
and destruction on elements and places that are close to the viewer: vehicles, buildings, streets, cities and 
even entire regions. Such a display, besides being justified by genre codes, is generally judged to be 
harmless to the child audience, because in theory it works on a fantasy level. On the other hand, this 
cinema establishes some limits in the representation of violence, avoiding gore and graphic violence. 
Although those restrictions are in a way balanced by the spectacular nature of the violent actions that are 
shown. Of course, the type of audience to which it is directed explains the limits. Virtually all superhero 
movies are rated PG or PG-13 according to the Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA) system, 
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which means not recommended for children under 7 or 12 in Spain, and similar in the UK. Such a rating 
means that, in practice, these films are perceived as suitable for almost any children's audience. 

I think that the reasons for the expansion of this genre lie mainly in the new configuration of the film industry. 
The guideline in Hollywood today is producing movies that claim to be seen in cinemas, that is, on a large 
screen, with surround sound and a 3D system if that were the case. Threatened by the Internet and its many 
possibilities—including the so-called "internet piracy"—the Hollywood industry has focused in recent years 
on making films whose hypertrophied technical, visual and sound features justifies in front of the viewer 
paying for a ticket. When this same viewer has the possibility of consume films and fiction products through 
other channels. In addition to this strategy a number of trends than led to the same point can be seen in 
the current global film market. Hollywood has become more global than ever: the region with the highest 
audience growth is now Asia-Pacific, clearly ahead of US-Canada and Europe in terms of revenue, with 
China being from a few years ago the first international market for Hollywood (MPAA, 2015: 5). The 
audience attending cinemas is predominantly young: for example, in the USA-Canada, the age group 
from 12 to 17 and from 18 to 24 years are the only ones clearly oversampled among frequent moviegoers 
(MPAA, 2016: 12). Going to the cinema has become a leisure activity focused largely on young people 
and families with children who come to the mall. Finally, the expansion of digital formats, 3D and surround 
sound has been confirmed: in 2015, 93% of the world's cinema screens were digital, while in 2011 they were 
just over 50 % (MPAA, 2012: 6). Currently 53% of the digital screens in the world are also 3D, a figure that 
rises to 74% in the Asia-Pacific region (MPAA, 2016: 7). To sum up, it can be said that most of the cinema 
that is seen today in movie theatres is, rather than a storytelling experience, a powerful audio-visual 
attraction. It seems clear that superhero cinema fits perfectly in this context. 
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