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“When is a man a city? When it’s Batman or when it’s 
Gotham. I’d take either answer.” – The Riddler

Is there a correlation between an actor and the space 
he acts in? Is identity shaped by space or is space 
shaped by identity? Or even both?
And then, what defines the architecture of our comic 
heroes? Which role does it take? Superhero or super-
villain?
Why is New York a continuing site in so many comic 
fictions? Why do so many heroes “live“ in New York 
City? Why is it the superhero city? And, could we 
imagine a more suitable contemporary site these 
days? Which city could be a better Gotham than New 
York is?
And if we think about comics as an experience ma-
chine - Why are people buying endless comic stuff? 
Why do thousands of people travel to comic conven-
tions? - Maybe because it‘s their kind of experience 
machine, “their second world“. They identify their life 
with the heroes‘ lives! 
But the identity of our superheroes changes through 
time - the hero itself changes and the city around him 
changes! So, if Batman changes - Gotham changes. 
And the other way round, if Gotham changes also 
Batman will change! It‘s a never ending correlation.

This book starts at the very beginning with the 
superhero culture. It explains the history, the present 
and the expectations for the future. It illustrates the 
diversity of superhero comics. Then it goes over to the 
more architectural part, and analyzes the role model 
city, New York and it‘s fictional cities like Superman‘s 

Metropolis and Batman‘s Gotham. A catalogue with 
buildings and places demonstrates patterns and 
similarities between these three cities. And a more 
contemporary site is being considered!

The book should prove that the comic stands as an 
own medium. And that the architecture of comic books 
leads as a character itself. 

And a very special part is given to Batman and his 
City, Gotham! It shows the change of both characters, 
the city and Batman - if one changes, the other one is 
immediately changing as well. It resembles a circular 
connection, in that one is always creating and per-
petuating the other. What Batman shows us, is how 
the character and it’s built environment correspond 
to each other. Just like Clark Kent aka. Superman’s 
shiny, futuristic and technology driven Metropolis. 
Utopia vs. Dystopia. 
Architectural role models for Gotham such as Hugh 
Ferriss or Giovanni Battista Piranesi give a connection 
between the fictional and the real world. 

Beyond examining the importance of architecture in 
comic books, we will gain a deeper understanding of 
action-to-action sequenced narratives. It‘s used as a 
medium of visualization. Places do not just exist be-
cause of the built - but by actions that happen there. 
The comic medium is nearly the only one, that opens 
up a world with enacted spaces!

It‘s a book that illustrates the importance of Superhe-
roes and their cities in our real world!

PREFACE
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SUPERHISTORY
ORIGIN OF 

GRAPHICAL NOVELS

People in generally like the idea of superheroes 
because they can be seen as godly figures or as an 
equal of god and man. A superhero rises his or her 
fears to obtain something amazing. They safe fanta-
size beings. But we do not only enjoy the superhero 
as a fantastic being, we also enjoy the super villain 
- at least as much as the hero. But to be a superhe-
ro - you have to have superqualities - you have to be 
fearless!
So what is a superhero? - Every decent villain thinks 
of himself as a hero - but a hero does the right thing 
and more importantly, he knows what the right thing is!
So if you want to be a superhero, your character must 
have some sort of strength and positive values - and 
you want to protect those values! And for sure a su-
perhero must have skills and abilities a normal human 
doesn’t have. And, the one thing a superhero will 
never do is - die! Superheroes are often hybrids, they 
are changing - there’s been a Superman or a Batman 
for every decade since the character was born.
Is the Superman you remember from the comic book? 
The TV series? The Films? And how do you remem-
ber Batman? We love the stories - always the same 
stories! We know what will happen - but we love it! It’s 
always the same and it always entertains us - over 
and over again - and in the end, the good will triumph 
over the evil! So, is the superhero in us - or are we in 
the superhero? (Fingeroth, 2004)
Superman’s home is Krypton - therefore he was born 
with superpowers! But Batman - he was born as a 
normal child on earth, his parents got murdered when 
he was 7 years old. So he swore to become better, 
fitter, stronger and smarter than anyone else.

People want to see powers and possibilities far 
away from those that the rest of us are able to have! 
Everything that makes your day special will stay in 
people’s mind. The whole life is about change! There-
fore also the change will get constant!
Like first said, Superman was changing from the 
beginning on until now, and he will change further. So 
Superman will never retire! He will be one Superman 
for one era, but he will always be the individual that 
came from Krypton to Earth.
We all grow older and we all will die - but our super-
hero friends will always be there! So our relationship 
with these fantasized beings will never be over! Our 
feelings, our connections can be repeated a thousand 
times!
The Superhero era started in New York. In 1912, the 
future pulp heroes were born in the “Munsey’s mag-
azine”. Edgar Rice Burroughs created - of Tarzan of 
the Apes, a science fiction pulp.  And after that, many 
other pulp magazines were introduced such as, the 
Amazing Stories or Weird Tales. 
The next big step into direction Superhero, was “The 
Funnies”, a reprint collection of newspaper strips in 
tabloid size that was published 1929.
Again some years later, in 1933, the character of Su-
perman was created by two high school students, writ-
er Jerry Siegel and artist Joe Shuster. They wrote a 
short story called “The Reign of the Superman”, which 
Siegel self-published in his fanzine, Science Fiction. 
The story of this Superbeing, was influenced by pulp 
science fiction,  adventure magazines and many 
short stories featuring characters with extraordinary 
powers. Siegel and Shuster were avid moviegoers 
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and enthusiastic readers. For inspiration they watched 
adventure films such as The Mask of Zorro and Robin 
Hood, the 1927 debuting film Metropolis by Fritz Lang 
and Popeye cartoons. 
Also, Edgar Rice Burrough’s book ‘John Carter of 
Mars’ had a very big effect on the very first Superman 
stories. The biggest influence, however, could be as-
signed to the French wirter Alfred Jerry with his sartire 
‘The Supermale’, published in 1902, a pop-novel of 
the Surreal-Farce that designed the man of the future! 
The surmale, the man of hyperpotency, the muscle 
package. But he was the absolute embodiment of 
an ordinary man, so that was just what was unusual 
about him. He actually had human qualities, but he 
was kind of a machine!
The word “Superman” was commonly used to 
describe men with great abilities, mostly athletes 
and politicians. And since 1938 it was used for just 
one single person, Clark Kent as the “Superman”. 
(Kesting, 1969) In 1938 Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster 
sold all rights of their Superman character to Detective 
Comics (DC Comics) for $130. They supposed that 
Superman would never be a success and with this 
deal they could at least see their character finally 

published. Superman debuted in National Periodical’s 
Action Comics #1 - it was an immediate hit! One year 
later in Detective Comics number 27 he was followed 
up by Batman, who was nearly that popular.
“So we can say that the pulps, the comic strips, and 
the movies of the 1930s were rivers fed by thousands 
of years of storytelling about heroes. These rivers 
flowed into the ocean of consciousness that birthed 
the comic book superhero, an entity that would grow 
and develop into a concept that, today, is one of the 
few universal fictional concepts known the world over.” 
(Fingeroth, 2004, p.40)
Superman and Batman helped to create the super-
hero archetype and established its primacy within the 
American comic book.

“Though a disguise, Kent is necessary for the [Super-
man] myth to work. This uniquely American hero has 
two identities, one based on where he comes from in 
life’s journey, one on where he’s going. One is real, 
one an illusion, and both are necessary for the myth 
of balance in the assimilation process to be complete. 
Superman’s powers make the hero capable of saving 
humanity; Kent’s total immersion in the American 

[fig. 4] History of Superman
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heartland makes him want to do it. The result is . . . an 
optimistic myth of assimilation . . .” 
(Engle, 1987, p.47 cited in Fingeroth, 2004)
Superheroes are always living with two identities. 
When Superman puts on his glasses the world thinks 
that he and Clark Kent are two different persons. So 
his glasses are his mask - his second identity. And he 
has that secret identity to protect the ones he loves 
from his enemies!
“The brilliant stroke in the conception of Superman 
- that makes the whole myth work - is the fact that 
he has two identities. The myth simply wouldn’t 
work without Clark Kent, mild-mannered newspaper 
reporter ... Adopting the white-bread image of a wimp 
is first and foremost a moral act for the Man of Steel. 
He does it to protect his parents from nefarious sorts 
who might use them to gain an edge over the powerful 
alien. Moreover, Kent adds to Superman’s powers the 
moral guidance of a Smallville upbringing. Clark Kent . 
. . is the epitome of visible invisibility, someone whose 
extraordinary ordinariness makes him disappear in 
a crowd. In a phrase, he is the consummate figure 
of total cultural assimilation, and significantly, he is 
not real. Implicit in this is the notion that mainstream 

cultural norms, however useful, are illusions.” 
(Engle, 1987, p.53 cited in Fingeroth, 2004)
So according to Engle, Superman’s dual identity is 
based on the immigration - he’s an immigrant from 
another planet! And maybe so was your grandfather 
or grandmother - an immigrant! So Superman is a 
symbol of your feelings about your roots and about 
your home! (Fingeroth, 2004)
“What makes Batman so different from Superman is 
that his character is formed by confronting a world 
which refuses to make sense. His experiences have 
taught him to be wholly cynical-yet he continues to 
risk life and limb in a one-man war against crime. All 
Batman’s most effective scripters and artists have 
understood that this madness is a part of Batman’s 
special identity, and that the protagonist’s obsessive 
character links him with his enemies in a more per-
sonal way than, say, Superman.” (Richard Reynolds, 
1994, p.67 cited in Fingeroth, 2004)
So that’s the idea, the emphasized and mythologized 
American popular culture - we are all alone. We fight 
our own battles, make our own rules. We are alone to 
succeed or fail, to triumph or succumb. We make our 
own destinies.

[fig. 5] Superman‘s 
identities
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SUPERFUTURE
EXPECTATIONS OF 

GRAPHICAL NOVELS

listen or use any other possible medium to have a 
“protector”. Every generation will redefine the super-
hero. There will be any kind of superhero, a huge 
amount of diversity - for all ethnicities and religions, 
for all the needs and desires, for every age and every 
decade, for people with disabilities and regardless of 
sex or nationality. 

Now it’s time to change! And the heroically back-
ground will always be the same - the good triumphs 
over the evil!
Superheroes changed to reflect different times. The 
time superheroes appeared was a different period with 
different cultural appreciations. Modern conceptions of 
superheroes are much more tolerant. And thankfully, 
the last few years have brought an explosion of diver-
sity in superhero comics! This diversity doesn’t only 
make a better storytelling, it makes a better end result. 
People want to read about a world that is similar to 
theirs!
Today and in future days it will take much more than 
just saving a city or saving us from criminals, like 
Superman and Batman did in early times! We will not 
only need Americanized superheroes, because the 
world we live in doesn’t resemble the ideal world of 
white Americans! Not everybody is white - there are 
minorities in every nation. 

If all of our heroes stay “White”, they are going to lose 
their audience. Maybe not today, but if we look into 
the future, this will become an inevitable fact. These 
entertainments were not created in 1960s, where 
everybody would have expected to see an all-white 

Superheroes are with us and will always be! There is 
no escaping from them! The Superhero is a perma-
nent part of everyone’s life. He’s an ideal - a cultural 
phenomenon. Reading a comic book gives you a very 
unique experience of solidarity.

So in the future, Superheroes will also stay in our 
lives. Maybe the way the stories are told will change, 
but they are still there! They might not be printed 
anymore, eventually they will just be on screen - they 
will just be digital. Screens will be the new paper!  And 
in the  near future it is going to happen, that comic 
books use movie-like soundtracks for storytelling. It 
will capture the moment - that will never rip you out of 
the experience, it will enhance your reading. It will be 
pushing the boundaries of what we think of as comics 
- it will be an adaptive audio experience. No one will 
ever have the same experience as another reader 
will have, it makes you and your comic unique! Your 
emotional bond to your Superhero will grow, that’s 
what it’s all about! 
(Karpel, 2013)

Stories of heroic superbeings will always have an 
audience. These larger-than-life characters have got 
a huge influence over our society and media! They 
reflect the increasing importance our culture is placing 
on diversity! Minority themes can make superhero 
characters richer - their identities open a range of the-
matic possibilities. Comics that raise pressing social 
issues can give readers the space to engage critically 
and dream differently. 
Everybody who needs a superhero, will read, watch, 
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superhero team because Blacks and other minorities 
were simply excluded from any form of media.
But it is really the time to do better than this! What we 
have to want, is equality and an egalitarian society 
that should be reflected in our workspaces, our streets 
and in our media! All the children of the world should 
get the opportunity to see themselves represented 
mythically, as an idealized version of themselves - the 
same way white men have been allowed to do since 
such media came into existence!

Therefore, we will also need more superhero women 
that fight for all innocents, more superheroines like 
Vixen!
She has got the speed of a cheetah, the force of a bull 
and the ferocity of a tiger. The strengths, abilities and 
attributes of the entire animal kingdom. Mari McCabe 
as the superheroine Vixen, was the first African female 
DC superhero star— who channels these powers 
through a magical family heirloom, to battle those who 
would harm the natural world. As a child, Mari saw the 
greed and corruption that she fights against. She was 
born in a fictional African nation, in the country Zamb-
esi. She could fly like a hawk, breathe underwater like 

a fish and even strengthen her skin to the protective 
levels of a rhinoceros. Adopting the superhero name 
Vixen, Mari seeks to protect and defend all innocents, 
humans and animals alike.
She’s short-tempered and sometimes overly self-right-
eous, but Mari possesses compassion that gives her 
a strong moral. Beyond her role as a superhero, she’s 
a model and animal-rights activist. She uses both 
aspects of her life to protect those creatures unable to 
protect himself from humans. (Vixen, 2015)

Or we will need a newer, a different version of Bat-
man, someone like Batwing. 
The origin of Africa’s Batman, David Zavimbe, is really 
brutal. While Bruce Wayne’s parents were murdered, 
they left him a loving caretaker and a fortune. When 
David Zavimbe was a young boy living in the city 
Tinasha, his parents were taken by AIDS, he and his 
brother were drafted as child soldiers.
It wasn’t until he broke an order to torch a village full 
of women and children that he fled and rededicated 
his life to justice as a member of the corrupt Congo-
lese police force. All of this made him an ideal candi-
date when Batman went global, inducting new Batmen 

[fig. 7] Superheroine Vixen [fig. 8] Batwing
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all over the world, but few likely to be as enduring as 
Batwing, currently the only international Batman to be 
given his own comic book series. He is the crime-fight-
ing counterpart overseas, ‘the Batman of Africa’. With 
a technologically advanced bat-suite he fights global 
and especially African terrorists and villains and he 
wants to stop recruit child soldiers!
Batwing expands the DC Universe by taking place in 
Africa, making David Zavimbe both the first black Bat-
man and one of the few characters headlining a series 
outside the United States. (Batwing, 2018)

We are going to need more heroes that are able to 
handle offline and online problems - that know hu-
mans and machines - we need more Cyborgs!
Cyborg is a real black superhero - not one who 
changed from white to black and one of the most pop-
ular ones since his appearance in the 1980s. 
Everybody is juggling an offline and online person. But 
only one hero is a connection of technology and man. 
Half human, half machine, Victor Stone is Cyborg, a 
digital and physical tank—and a true superhero for 
our modern age. His dad was a scientist and  Victor 
became his greatest experiment. After Vic suffered a 

grave injury, his father saved his life by replacing over 
half of his body with cybernetic parts. He used him as 
a test subject for intelligence enhancement projects.
Now Cyborg is plugged into every computer on Earth, 
and no firewall—or brick wall—can keep him out. 
While his cybernetic enhancements provides superhu-
man strength, speed, flight and endurance, his internal 
computer system can interface with external comput-
ers. Other features include an electronic eye which 
replicates vision, but on a superhuman level. And his 
most used weapon is his sound amplifier, which can 
be employed at various settings either to stun the ears 
of his foes or to deliver concentrated blasts of sound 
potent enough to shatter rock or deform steel.

Cyborg has stood as a role model for self-reflec-
tion and self-acceptance. Children look and marvel 
over his amazing prosthetics. The reason they are 
mesmerized by his futuristic look is because they, too, 
are missing limbs and wearing prosthetics. They see 
Cyborg as role model and a hero because he has the 
same type of handicaps as they do. The acceptance 
from these children gives Cyborg the inspiration he 
desired for so long. He fights alongside the World’s 

[fig. 9] Cyborg
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Greatest Superheroes like the Teen Titans or the 
Justice League.  He is able to interface with practically 
any computer or piece of technology. This allows him 
to extrapolate data from anywhere, which gives him 
an enormous advantage as a hero. (Cyborg, 2012)

And indeed, we will need a teen superhero like Static 
more and more in our entire lives! 
Static is as well as the three heroes mentioned before, 
a fictional superhero! His real name is Virgil Hawkins, 
was named after a black man blocked from entry into 
University of Florida’s law school in 1949, is an aver-
age teenager, attending the Ernest Hemingway High 
School in the city Dakota. He’s kind a nerd that loves 
comic books and role-playing games! And therefore 
he was mobbed by some school colleagues. 

He was not born with superpowers - so he is a 
member of a fictional subspecies of humans with 
superhuman abilities known as metahumans! His 
abilities developed after a radioactive-chemical acci-
dent. This event enabled him to control and generate 
electromagnetic waves! He appeared first 1993, in 
the “Milestone Comics”, a coalition of African-Amer-

ican artists and writers, who believed that minorities 
were underrepresented in American comic and was a 
main character. After closing Milestone media, Static 
became a member of the Teen Titans!
He is a teeny that is often overwhelmed by the com-
bined responsibilities of his career as a superhero and 
typical adolescent problems. He fights against gangs 
and wants to keep his city Dakota safe!
So these four examples of superheroes are heroes 
we will need in near future more and more! Fighting 
for innocents and saving our worlds environment 
and animals, battling against terrorists and stopping 
recruit ment of children as soldiers, saving people in 
the virtual world and helping teens getting their way 
with becoming adults! And all this as non-white and 
non-Americanized-Superhero! 

“Superheroes display prosocial behaviour, leadership 
and a variety of positive attitudes – all of which have 
an impact on readers. Leadership is transactional – 
that is, leaders do something for the group and the 
group in return does something for the leader and 
followers look to their leaders to mould, transform and 
express who they are.” (Kraska, 2015)

[fig. 10] Static



21

And this dynamic is best shown by these superheroes 
and the cities they protect.
Cyborg is the perfect comic-book metaphor for a New 
Detroit. When DC rebooted its comic universe in 2011, 
a fictional Detroit became Cyborg’s new hometown. 
The reboot led the young hero into a new direction.
This Detroit is more than just a place where Cyborg 
lives. Just like Metropolis is an essential part of what 
defines Superman, Cyborg’s Detroit will help shape 
who he is now. Detroit is the perfect choice as his 
hometown. Detroit has got a big focus in his story and 
how he explores the human story of a black superhero 
living in the Motor City. 

“Superman does have Metropolis, and Batman has 
Gotham City. Cyborg really had nothing! He had Star 
Labs, which was just a building. And that was really 
his home base and I thought, well, that’s very strange, 
because you’ve got a black character in a major 
metropolitan city that has a huge black population 
and it would make sense that that should be a bigger 
factor in his life. Since he grew up in Detroit ... the 
city helped to shape who he is and what his whole 
approach to his life should be. So let’s explore that 
more.” 
(Semper cited in Stateside Staff, 2017)

The other mentioned heroes are very much tied to 
their cities as it infuses them with a sense of pur-
pose. That was lacking Cyborg. But since 2011 this is 
changing!
It’s said that, industry has to die to make way for 
technology, and this is deciding to the development of 
Cyborg, which has always been closely tied to futuris-
tic science-fiction aesthetic.

Every city has its own identity, its own spirit. When a 
city has gone through as much as Detroit, like corrup-
tion, destruction and now, gentrification, people start 
to worry that it might lose its soul.  And Cyborg is go-
ing through a the same crisis as Detroit. He’s always 
had the same problems with the existential question of 
whether he is machine or human. 

Cyborg is kind of a shell - similar to the gentrifica-
tion in the term “New Detroit”. New businesses are 
cropping up, tourists may be injecting new life into the 
city. But the threat is that the city thereby changes too 
fast and too substantially, as if a different place was 
created, where the original culture and residents do 
not fit anymore.
So the city’s question is, is Detroit still Detroit? And 

Cyborgs question is, am I still human or am I a 
machine? But he is going to find it out and it will be 
an interesting journey for him! He did not have this 
journey before - he will not just fight villains anymore - 
he will save his city!
Now Cyborg has got a deep association to his Detroit. 
He tries to make a fictional city come to life. He will be 
a defender of Detroit.

“Detroit is a very unique city; it’s got a wonderful 
history, it’s got music, it’s got all kind of great things. 
It’s got a large black population, and here we’re telling 
the story of a black man in Detroit. It’s also a city 
that’s in a great deal of distress, so there will be a lot 
of stories that will emanate from that. And in a way, 
Detroit will be a part of Cyborg’s identity, like Batman 
in Gotham, and Superman in Metropolis. We’re gonna 
make Cyborg a big part of Detroit.” (Semper cited in 
Marston, 2016)

In Static’s home, Dakota most people died in the Big 
Bang - but it leads Virgil getting powers, creating the 
identity of Static. He became the hero Dakota needed!

“Like any other awkward 15 year old, Virgil Hawkins 
worries about pocket money, getting beaten up, and 
drugs. But recently, he’s had even more on his mind: 
stuff like his powers, his secret identity, and drugs. 
Because, when innocents are in danger, and Virgil can 
slip away from class, the geeky youth becomes Static, 
the dashing, adventurous superhero!” 
(McDuffie cited in Hibbert-Wells, 2015)

Located in the Midwestern, fictional Dakota lies on the 
shore of Lake Dakota and west of the High Hills. The 
city was styled after Detroit. It  was home to several 
different chemical companies, such as Alva Industries 
and Ashton Biotechnics. It was also a city of social 
unrest and tensions. Unfortunately things escalated 
twice, first in the infamous riots and later with the Big 
Bang. 
Dakota is a city plagued with gang related crime and 
corrupt business. 

DC Comics announced Milestone Media—an imprint 
created by multicultural creators focusing on black 
superheroes. They wanted to part from the main-
stream and to their own stories. The creators and the 
characters, were a multicultural blend of various races 
and ethnicities. 
Milestone Media produced since 1993, a series of 
comics with the cooperation of DC Comics. “Icon”, 
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“Hardware”, “Static”, and “Blood Syndicate”, the first 
four titles, introduced Dakota, the fictional city that 
was something like Detroit. These books presented 
a world that reflected Martin Luther King Jr.’s dream, 
where the races lived together in peace. 
They came to represent an alternative model of 
black heroism and for a host of admirers, the ideal of 
masculinity.
Most of the Dakotaverse’s heroes were black, not all 
of them were of the African Race.  It aimed to feature 
various ethnic groups. They featured characters that 
were Black, Asian and Hispanic. They were black, 
white, Chinese, Korean, Latino and aliens. They were 
multicultural. 

Milestone also published books featuring gay men, 
a lesbian couple and several transvestites and 
transgendered individuals. Some are in relationships, 
others are single, some are introverted and some are 
extroverted, some are happy and others are sad, but 
they all existed.

The characters came from a variety of cultural and 
economic backgrounds. And the DC Comics charac-
ters did not interact with this self-contained universe.

The most comic book stores didn’t want to promote 
Milestone’s titles because they didn’t think that read-
ers were ready for Black or ethnically diverse comics.  
So Milestone was folded in 1997, but it would not be 
the end of all company’s characters. DC Comics ab-
sorbed the Dakotaverse into its comic universe world 
in the 2000s. 
What’s fascinating, and what Milestone didn’t get 
enough credit for, is just how forward thinking and 
revolutionary it really was! Their approach for conti-
nuity is something that both comic universes - Marvel 
and DC could learn from. Milestone’s most important 
innovation lies in its approach to a multicultural cast in 
a superhero universe. The Big Two - DC and Marvel, 
never showed the world as it was.

[fig. 11] Milestone Media 1993
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But as mentioned before, times are changing and 
the audience now wants to hear from these “minority 
superheroes”! We want to hear stories that are not just 
about the white American man! Now it’s time for the 
Milestone Comics!

Therefore, now in 2018 - there is the big revival, the 
return of Milestone - the return of Dakotaverse! The 
multicultural universe is back! It starts with Milestone 
#1 with the characters “Rocket” and “Icon” and goes 
on with “Static Shock” and with new heroes and 
villains.
It’s fantastic that DC brings the Dakota universe back! 
The next step bringing readers a more diversified 
lineup. New stories that are socially and culturally 
impactful and representative of the world in which we 
live.
Now, more than ever, with what’s going on in the 
world, is the time for these books. It’s a time for Mile-
stone heroes.

No matter who you were or what you believe in, Mile-
stone has something for you. Milestone’s driving point: 
could be something like, “We’re all people.”
And people changed, so their superheroes have to 
change as well!

“With great power, there must also come great re-
sponsibility.” 
(Fingeroth, 2004, p.172)

[fig. 12] Milestone Media 2018



[fig. 13] Hero minus Hero - C2
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[fig. 14] World‘s Fair Comics 1940 Issue
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SUPERHEROES AND 
THE BIG APPLE

It‘s about fiction! Fiction vs. Reality! So we decided to 
concentrate on the Comicuniverse of DC and not the 
one of the Marvel comic books. Marvel comics are 
based in real cities - they show the real world - Reali-
ty! But we wanted to deal with fictional cities. So it was 
clear to use the DC universe! Fiction! All superheroes 
of DC are based in cities that don‘t exist in our reality. 
They live in other versions of our world. 
(McMillan, 2016)

And one perfect example of a city that is  another 
version of our world is New York. 
New York City was given “a fictional veneer [which] 
removed the fantastic series even further from reality”. 
(Sanderson, 2007, p.9 cited in Ahrens and Meteling, 
2010)

It‘s Metropolis and Gotham City, it‘s a fictional reality, 
it‘s a Supercity!

Whatever you can imagine a city can be - New York is 
it. New York is the comic city - “it‘s Metropolis by day 
and Gotham by night“ (Frank Miller).  
This city has everything a superhero needs, a lot 
of people, possibilities, it‘s huge and contradictory, 
funny and threatening and full of crime. New York city 
provided a perfect setting for superheroic exploits! As 
a financial center, it could act as a powerful magnet 
for big criminals. As a global city it was ready for inter-
national intrigue and as a fashion center and a very 
tolerant place, it provided a social environment. 

“For generations, young people and no- so-young 
people, have migrated to New York to start their 
careers, to find fame and fortune, and even to remold 
their identities, not unlike Patsy did in donning her 
Hellcat costume. It’s why immigrants, such as the 
parents of the first generation of Super Hero comics 
creators, traditionally come and settle in New York 
City. This city has a reputation of being larger- than-
life . . . Super Heroes fit this mythic image of New 
York.The Super Hero represents the potential within 
every individual to become extraordinary“. (Sander-
son, 2007, p.17 cited in Ahrens and Meteling, 2010)

Batman‘s Gotham is “Manhattan below 14th street at 
3a.m., November 28th in a cold year“, while Super-
man‘s Metropolis is “Manhattan between 14th and 
110th Streets on the brightest, sunniest July day of the 
year“.  
(O‘Neil, 1989 cited in Ahrens and Meteling, 2010)

New York was the birthplace of comics. New York is 
the epicenter of comics. In New York, Superman and 
Batman were “born“. In the 1930s, New York needed 
a lot of heroes! At this time there was the “Great De-
pression“, New York was reeled with homelessness, 
hunger and unemployment! 

“This bleak backdrop may have been expected to 
stymie creativity, but instead it gave birth to a major 
development in American mythology: superhero comic 
books.“ 
(Bekiempis, 2015) 



28

And so the first comic books especially the Superman 
books, looked very much like New York!
The name Gotham City was very first used in Feb-
ruary 1941, in Detective Comics #48. Batman‘s city 
was a metropolis - it was “downtown Manhattan“ or 
simply - New York. Bill Finger thought about names 
like “Coast City“ or “Civic City“ for Batman‘s town, 
but then he found the name „Gotham Jewelers“ in 
a phone directory and it was the nickname for New 
York. So he chose “Gotham“ over the alternative titles. 
The reason to give Batman‘s world a fictional metrop-
olis was apparently commercial! It wasn‘t called New 
York, so everybody in every city of the world could 
identify with Gotham. It wasn‘t sedentary. But for sure 
it‘s a “mirror-world-counterpart“ of New York. And so 
is Superman‘s Metropolis! So of course, Gotham and 
Metropolis are other names for New York! 
(Brooker, 2000)
Superman‘s Metropolis is an idealized version of 
New York at its best while Batman‘s Gotham shows 
the extreme take on the city! Gotham was filled with 
long-standing gothic architecture, while Metropolis 
was filled with more recent skyscrapers that were 
reminders to look up in the sky! 

To Richard Reynolds (1992, p.19) New York is “the 
place where ... the author takes the reader in order 
that something may be made to happen. [. . .] New 
York is a sign of fictional discourse for the imminence 
of such possibilities — simultaneously a forest of 
urban signs and an endlessly wiped slate on which 
unlimited designs can be inscribed — cop shows, 
thrillers, comedies . . . and cyclical adventures of cos-
tumed heroes as diverse as Bob Kane‘s Batman and 
Alan Moore‘s Watchmen“.
Gotham is New York despite the disguise and Gotham 
is “a distillation of everything that’s dark, moody and 
frightening about New York. It’s Hell’s Kitchen. The 
Lower East Side. Bed Stuy. The South Bronx. Soho 
and Tribeca off the main thoroughfares at three in the 
morning”. (O’Neil, 1989 cited in Ahrens and Meteling, 
2010)

[fig. 15] Comic Map
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Gotham is Batman! And Batman is Gotham!
And as the Riddler once said, “When is a man a city? 
When it‘s Batman or when it‘s Gotham. I‘d take either 
answer. Batman is this city ... That‘s why we‘re here. 
That‘s why we stay. We‘re trying to survive in the city. 
It‘s huge and contradictory and dark and funny and 
threatening.“ 
(DC Comics, 1989, p.187 cited in Ahrens and Me-
teling, 2010) 

Metropolis, home of Superman is named after 
the 1926 Fritz Lang film Metropolis (a film set in a 
futuristic urban dystopia). It is known as the City of 
tomorrow, it has a lot of unique features, it‘s a global 
city that is glittery, shiny and modern. It‘s nicknamed 
as “The Big Apricot“. The architecture in Metropolis is 
a mix of the 1930s style and futuristic, glass skyscrap-
ers, it‘s an Art Deco style. The city is in very close 
proximity to Gotham City.
Metropolis is made up of six boroughs, similar to New 
York City. The largest one is New Troy and it‘s sepa-
rated from the suburban boroughs by the West River 
and Hobb’s River.
New Troy is very similar to Manhattan, it‘s a skyscrap-
er island with commerce and business! The Daily 
Planet building is the most recognizable landmark in 
Metropolis skyline. (Metropolis)

Gotham City, home of Batman is named after the 
village Gotham, Nottinghamshire in England, a place 
inhabited, according to folklore, by fools. It is a hard 
city with a more resilient, resourceful and cynical 
population. The city‘s got a very hard, monumental 
and gothic architecture with exaggerated elements of 
different styles like Art Deco and Art Nouveau. So it 
got its own “Gotham Style“. (Gotham City)

Gotham was initially built for the purpose of hous-
ing the criminally insane. And therefore it is a place 
that‘s dark and foreboding rife with crime, grime and 
corruption. But it‘s also a major economic center with 
important industries! 
Gotham, for sure is often compared with Metropolis 
and so its referred that Metropolis is the “Cinderella 
City“ and Gotham as its “ugly step-sister“. 

Both Cities are recognizable leaned on the City of 
New York - they were architecturally modeled after 
New York. They are like day and night, they are 
twincities! And therefore there are easily identifiable 
connections in all three cities, especially the notable 
landmarks and buildings.

The notable landmarks and buildings of New York and 
Metropolis and Gotham are:

Statue of Liberty New York - Statue of Liberty Metrop-
olis - Statue of Justice („Lady Gotham“)

Empire State Building - Emperor Building - Wayne 
Tower

Central Park New York - Centennial Park (Metropolis 
Park) - Robinson Park

Broadway - Bessolo Boulevard or Topaz Lane Metrop-
olis - Gotham Avenue

Chinatown New York - Chinatown Metropolis - China-
town Gotham

New York Harbor - Metropolis Harbor - Gotham Docks

Fifth Avenue New York - Fifth Avenue Metropolis - 
Fashion District Gotham

Times Square - Glenmorgan Square - Gotham Square

Macy‘s - Lacey‘s Department Store - Killinger‘s De-
partment Store

The following catalogue will show and explain the 
examples!
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Statue of Liberty New York  
Statue of Liberty 
Metropolis („Lady Liberty“)
Statue of Justice 
(„Lady Gotham“)

The Statue of Liberty is a colossal neoclassical sculp-
ture on Liberty Island in the New York Harbor. The 
copper statue, was a gift from the French to the peo-
ple of the United States. The statue should express 
the American liberty and in her right lifted hand she 
holds a torch a symbol for enlightenment!

The Statue of Liberty Metropolis is a giant Superman 
Statue that was erected in honor to Superman after 
his death in fighting Doomsday! It represents Metrop-
olis at its best and it shows how much the residents if 
the city adore Superman! (Metropolis)
The Statue of Justice — Also known as “Lady 

Gotham,“ is a monument situated off shore of the 
city, that overlooks Gotham Harbor and was modeled 
loosely on the Statue of Liberty in New York. The stat-
ue “watches“ over the whole city of Gotham.
The figure has got a blindfold over her eyes, and a 
sword and scales in her outstretched hands. (Gotham 
City)

[fig. 18] Statue of Liberty [fig. 19] Statue of Liberty Metropolis [fig. 20] Statue of Justice
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Empire State Building 
Emperor Building 
Wayne Tower
The Empire State Building is a skyscraper in Man-
hattan at the Fifth Avenue, for sure it‘s one of the 
most popular buildings world wide. Until 1972, it was 
not only the highest building of New York, it was the 
highest building of the world with 443 meters. The 102 
floors are mostly used as offices! 

The Emperor Building is the tallest and with the daily 
planet building one of the most important skyscraper 
of Metropolis. It stands in New Troy, the largest boro-
ugh in Metropolis! Resembling Manhattan, New Troy 
is the skyscraper island. (Metropolis)

The Wayne Tower is a multi-story tower located in 
Gotham City‘s Diamond district. It was the first and the 
highest skyscraper of the city! It‘s the headquarters 
office of Wayne Enterprises. (Gotham City)

[fig. 21] Empire State Building [fig. 22] Emperor Building [fig. 23] Wayne Tower
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Central Park New York 
Centennial Park Metropolis
(Metropolis Park) 
Robinson Park Gotham
The Central Park New York is an urban park in Man-
hattan, New York City. It comprises 341 ha between 
the Upper West Side and Upper East Side. The 
park is used by the inhabitants for any leisure time 
activities! 

The Centennial Park Metropolis (sometimes labeled 
as Metropolis Park) is Metropolis‘ largest city park 
stretching from the Midtown district to Downtown. It‘s 
a public recreation area. Based on New York‘s Central 
Park, its most noteworthy feature is a statue of Super-
man.  (Metropolis)

The Robinson Park Gotham is the city‘s main park 
covering an area of three hundred acres in central Go-
tham. It contains a reservoir that feeds from the Finger 

River, the park features a memorial site to many of the 
city‘s servicemen.  The park is named after the 1940s 
Batman artist and Joker co-creator Jerry Robinson. 
(Gotham City)

[fig. 24] Central Park [fig. 25] Centennial Park [fig. 26] Robinson Park
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Broadway New York
Bessolo Boulevard 
(Topaz Lane) Metropolis
Gotham Avenue
Broadway or Broadway theatre is located in the The-
ater District along Broadway in Midtown Manhattan. 
There are 41 professional theatres with each 500 or 
more seats. It‘s a very popular tourist attraction. 

Bessolo Boulevard‘s name is derived from „Adventu-
res of Superman“ lead actor George Reeves‘ middle 
name. The Boulevard is one of the most famous 
streets and the oldest thoroughfare in Metropolis. It‘s 
very similar to its role model in New York. (Metropolis)

Gotham Avenue is the city‘s main theatre district 
based on New York City‘s Broadway. It‘s one of the 
secure parts of the city. (Gotham City)

[fig. 27] Broadway [fig. 28] Bessolo Boulevard [fig. 29] Gotham Lane
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Chinatown New York 
Chinatown Metropolis 
Chinatown Gotham
Chinatown is located in Manhattan, New York. The 
neighborhood is home to the highest concentration 
of Chinese people in the Western Hemisphere. The 
Manhattan Chinatown remains a dominant cultural 
force for the Chinese Diaspora. It is a residential and 
commercial area! 

Chinatown in Metropolis is a big area in New Troy. 
Chinatown and Little Bohemia are the art capitals of 
Superman‘s city! It‘s the Asian district, featuring Asian 
architectural buildings and markets. It is haven for 
magic-oriented groups and forces. (Metropolis)

Chinatown in Gotham is the city’s primary Asian dis-
trict and home to the traditional Chinese community. 
It is located to the west of Diamond District and Old 
Gotham district. Known for its restaurants and Oriental 
markets, Chinatown residents seem to consider them-

selves a self-contained community and neither ask for 
nor feel that they require assistance from “outsiders“. 
It‘s not an area to walk alone at night! (Gotham City)

[fig. 30] Chinatown New York [fig. 31] Chinatown Metropolis [fig. 32] Chinatown Gotham
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New York Harbor 
Metropolis Harbor 
Gotham Docks
New York Harbor is at the mouth of the Hudson River. 
It is one of the largest natural harbors in the world! It 
is of great historical, governmental, commercial and 
ecological importance.

The Metropolis Harbor hosts the giant Statue of 
Liberty - the giant Superman statue. It‘s an area that is 
taken with enemies! It‘s a spot where Superman has a 
lot to do. (Metropolis)

Gotham Docks is one of the city‘s primary freight 
docks located at the mouth of Miller Harbor in Cape 
Carmine; the southern peninsula of the city‘s East End 
district. Gotham Docks is a territory of the Gotham 
City Organized Crime Family and as such the docks 
are used for bringing in illicit materials and other illegal 
substances. (Gotham City)

[fig. 33] New York Harbor [fig. 34] Metropolis Harbor [fig. 35] Gotham Docks



[fig. 36] Hero minus Hero - C3
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DOES IT FIT? 
NEW YORK IN A 

CONTEMPORARY 
PERSPECTIVE

Gotham is dark, urban, with plenty of back alleys, 
sweeping stylized skyscrapers and interesting little 
locations to set every kind of super-tale! It‘s a danger-
ous town full of degenerates, corrupts and criminals. 
It‘s a crime-ridden city! But the city has Batman - its 
own Superhero - its own savior. Batman is the hero 
Gotham deserves! 
Gotham is a town full of good people trying to exist in 
these city of decay, caught in a spiral of corruption that 
has lamed the place for generations. 
Batman is a creature of Gotham, a product of its 
streets. He has been the trigger for Gotham’s change, 
for violent revolt and criminal events. He is as much 
a part of the cycle of Gotham as its urban structures. 
Gotham has the Joker killing randomly and Gotham 
has Batman stopping the slaughter. So is the cycle of 
Batman and his Gotham stories. 

If Batman wouldn‘t be in Gotham anymore nothing 
would become better! The city would even be more in 
chaos than before. Because Gotham an Batman are 
inexplicably linked to each other. Batman holds the 
balance between the madness and the city. Gotham 
can‘t be without Batman (Kessock, 2012)

“Yet, like the criminals, Gotham is largely removed 
from a socio-economic context. The narratives deal 
with the crime rate; they deal with criminal brutality, 
but not the brutalizing slum landlords; they deal with 
the greed of petty theft but not poverty and hopeless-
ness – in short, they deal with the transgressions of 
the underclasses but not the conditions that give rise 
to these transgressions”.  (Uricchio and Pearson, 

1991, p.206 cited in Ahrens and Meteling, 2010)

During these troubled times now, New York - Gotham, 
isn‘t the only city who needs a Superhero like Batman. 
New York does not really need a superhero anymore, 
because the circumstances regarding violence, home-
lessness or safety have turned strongly positive since 
the 1930‘s when Batman appeared. But really a lot of 
other great cities of the world are at risk of becoming 
modern-day Gothams! But if these cities could get a 
bit super-help they could become shiny Metropolis‘ 
again!

If a city believes that it is in need of a superhero, it has 
to fulfill some certain parameters so that a superhero 
could survive at all! These parameters are essential 
for the daily life of a superhero.

There are seven parameters to fulfill that a city is a 
modern-day Gotham: the amount of criminals in the 
city and how insane they might be, if the city is run by 
gangs, how safe residents can move around (at day 
and nighttime), if there is a high corruption rate and 
if inhabitants get influenced through that, how many 
homeless people live there and in case it is high - if 
slums resulted, lots of social underclass people and 
for sure the general environment! 

Cities that comply with some of these parameters 
could become modern-day Gotham‘s in the near fu-
ture, if nothing will change positive. New Orleans, St. 
Louis, Detroit and Caracas are candidates to become 
“hells on earth“!
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New Orleans, Louisiana

The city is one of the most dangerous cities in 
America, therefore it‘s in dire need of a real-life hero. 
There‘s a real high crime rate. Unfortunately there are 
a lot of gun-point robberies, and a lot of murders in 
the largest city of Louisiana. It‘s the US city with the 
highest homicide rate. There are a lot of poor people 
in New Orleans, which leads to desperate measures, 
like pick pocking. 

Violent crime in New Orleans has spiraled out of con-
trol with a non-efficient police force that has not been 
able to handle the growing crime problem.
It has lots of nearby nuclear power facilities and it is 
always at risk for hurricanes and other natural disas-
ters. People are always living within fear of the next 
catastrophe. 

And the state Louisiana  has an active mafia and plen-
tiful government corruption to fight! But at least the 
city has not got a real problem with gangs and slums. 
There are homeless people but not that much that the 
city is getting a slum.

St. Louis, Missouri

St. Louis shows up second as US city on recent lists 
of the Most Dangerous Cities of the world. It‘s got a 
too high murder rate, an active mafia, plenty of gang 
violence, multiple shootings and racial unrest. The-
refore this crime-ridden city has plenty of needs for 
someone to come and save the day. 

The city has also got an unusually high risk of earth-
quakes, a too high share of tornadoes and floods and 
really hard winters when the city is covered under 
meters of snow.
There are organized crimes syndicates, proximity to 
nuclear power plants, risk for terrorist attacks and 
local populations most likely to become super-villains, 
namely millionaires and scientists. 

When it comes to the economy, St. Louis isn’t much 
better. The city’s poverty rate is about double than the 
U.S. average poverty rate. The median household in-
come is really low and the unemployment rate should 
drop fast to help the city. 

[fig. 38] New Orleans [fig. 39] St. Louis
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Detroit, Michigan

It‘s the most dangerous American city and really high 
ranked in world lists. It‘s a city that has lost half its 
population since 1960 because of big companies that 
relocated themselves to „better“ places. The city is 
bankrupt, the economy is in tatters. If any city could 
use some superhero help, Detroit is a top candida-
te. The job is open and it has a lot of requirements: 
catching polluters, uncovering government corruption, 
stopping homicides, confronting organized crime, 
destroying fear, protecting the innocent. 

Over the last five years the homicide rate raised that 
high, that it got the second highest in the US after 
New Orleans. The cause of this are the many mass 
shootings that covered the city the last few years.

One reason behind the violence in this cities is weak 
police-community relationships. Detroit’s poverty rate 
and income levels are the worst in the country.

A dream of a city for a superhero like Batman. 
(Nickum, 2017)

Caracas, Venezuela

The most dangerous city in the world has been re-
vealed - the city Caracas has made it to the top of the 
list. Numbers of homicides have increased over the 
years. In Venezuela crime has always been seen as 
a middle-class problem, and this is why murders are 
that high there. 

The huge amount of poverty in the country, political 
protests, and drug distribution gangs all add to why 
it‘s been revealed as the most dangerous country in 
the world. 

The city needs help - the inhabitants could use a hero 
to make them feel save again, to let the children‘s go 
out and to know that they will come home again. The 
offender are not a bit insane, they are just brutal.

Batman would have to deal with daily killings - not with 
his actual, rather minor offenses. He would have his 
hands full but would probably be overtaxed over time 
and secretly disappear.
A nightmare-city for residents and heroes.

[fig. 40] Detroit [fig. 41] Caracas
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And a city that fulfills all the Superhero-parameters is 
the Modern-day Gotham! It‘s the dream for a super-
hero like Batman. And according to information from 
Vedant Das Swain, Delhi in India is the number one 
pretender who needs a superhero and his “superhelp“!

So, what are the parameters that Delhi has in 
common with Gotham? And what makes Delhi that 
suitable for Batman?

1. Criminals: Tihar Jail - Blackgate Prison: Delhi 
hosts an incredible amount of criminals all over the 
city, including all kinds from pick pocking to murder.  
In Batman, the criminals who are not insane go to 
“Blackgate Prison“. Blackgate is the largest fictional 
prison and it probably houses the most dangerous 
fictional criminals! Similar is “Tihar Jail“, it‘s probably 
one of the largest prisons in Asia with all criminals you 
to think off. 
2. Insane: Agra Lunatic Asylum - Arkham Asylum: 
Many insane criminals have to be arrested in a differ-
ent way. Arkham is where most of Batman‘s crimi-
nally insane villains spend their time. It‘s generally 
considered to be outside the city, and is clearly one of 

the characteristics of Gotham. Now, known as Institute 
for Mental Health, Agra Lunatic Asylum was setup 
in the mid 19th century by the British. In pop culture 
it‘s probably the most popular mental asylum in the 
country. Since, Agra is technically outside the city and 
very close to Delhi, it fits perfect.
3. Gangs: Gotham is infested with gangs, some might 
say even run by them. Every major villain has a bunch 
of thugs and almost all of them are involved in turf 
wars. Delhi has always been home to for the Indian 
Mafia and for several different gangs. Street fighting is 
the order of the day. 
4. Safety: Delhi is a city with a high level of crimes. 
According to reports and general social atmosphere, 
Delhi is a more „dangerous“ city than the average 
urban cities. It‘s not really a good idea to venture 
alone in nighttime. Delhi is the national capital, 
witnesses a lot of law and order problems because 
people from all states live here and are not yet really 
immigrated! Everybody will easily get a scam victim. 
Pick-Pocketing and bag snatching is everywhere! 
The city and whole India has a high terrorism risk. It 
continues to experience terrorist and insurgent activ-
ities. Anti-Western terrorist groups are active in India, 

[fig. 42] New Delhi
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including Islamist extremist groups. And also sexual 
assaults do occur very frequently both day and night. 
5. & 6. Corruption and its influence: Some might argue 
that every big city  faces this problem, but Delhi does 
so in particularly and there is no hope for improving 
until now. Especially because of the central govern-
ment bodies being situated here. And the corruption 
trickles down to through the levels here. Just like 
Gotham. Now there are movements that are fighting 
for an independent anti-corruption agency to be put in 
place to police the government of Delhi.
7.& 8. Homelessness and Slums: Inspite of its com-
mercial progress, Gotham houses many homeless 
people. The homeless, are a part of Gotham that is 
particularly known to house criminals and underprivi-
leged individuals. Delhi also reflects a similar diversity 
between the rich and the poor with it‘s extremely large 
slum areas. Poverty is the reason for the big slums 
and the huge amount of homeless people. The slums 
have become a big part of Delhi. The city-slums are 
areas resided unsuited for human habitation. These 
places are unfit since they are a hazard to human 
health and safety due to lack of space, ventilation, 
cleanliness and other factors.

9. Social underclass: There is very little culture of re-
sentment. Delhi’s people are India’s richest. But Delhi  
has a vast, striving and frustrated underclass, which 
now appears to be firmly in the camp. The underclass 
will never get the chance to get out and get to the 
middle class! 
10. Environment: The city has got a very high natural 
disaster risk, it‘s very exposed to natural dangers. 
Earthquakes, flooding and severe storms are the 
main perils. Delhi is damn polluted. You only get to 
know how much when you step out of it. There‘s this 
perpetual smog blanketing the skies. It‘s physically a 
very dark city.  (Das Swain, 2015)

Through the exact amount of matching factors, it 
get‘s clear that Delhi is much more in need to have 
a Superhero than New York or Gotham is anymore! 
New York managed to get back to be a Metropolis and 
Delhi is on its way to become the next Gotham! 

So Batman could call Delhi his next home.

If anybody ever dreamed of being an admirable Su-
perhero, Delhi could urgently need your super-help!

[fig. 43] Indian Batman



[fig. 44] Hero minus Hero - C4



SUPER-
ARCHI-

TECTURE



Neal Adams, Dannis O’Neil

1939

Detective Comics 
Vol 1 #27

1970

Detective Comics 
Vol 1 #395

Bill Finger, Bob Kane



1986

Batman: The Dark 
Knight Returns 

Vol 1 #1

1988

Batman: Year one
#404

Frank Miller

Frank Miller

1992

Batman: The 
Destroyer

Batman #474

Alan Grant, Dennis O’Neil



50

[fig. 45] Hero minus Hero (1)



51

HERO 
MINUS 
HERO

Just what is it that makes the Superarchitecture so 
different, so appealing? 

Dan Walsh’s book Garfield minus Garfield published 
in 2008 consists of a manipulation of the original 
Garfield strips, in which all the characters except Gar-
field’s owner Jon Arbuckle have been removed. By its 
reduction of content, the strip leads to a focus on the 
single character interacting with himself, rather than 
with his pet cat and accomplishes “a journey deep into 
the mind of an isolated young everyman as he fights 
a losing battle against loneliness and depression in a 
quiet American suburb”. 
(Walsh, 2008)

Walsh’s reductive method offers the opportunity to be 
repurposed as an analytical tool for studying specific 
content in a complex aggregation. Needless to say, 
architecture in comic books can be seen as such and 
therefore isolation will lead to architecture speaking as 
a character itself. The resulting catalogue Hero minus 
Hero vets urban space in comic strips in order to crys-
talize key features of the architecture of superheroes. 
Is there a correlation between actor and the space 
he acts in? Is identity shaped by space or is space 
shaped by identity? Or even both? What defines the 
architecture of our comic heroes? Which role does it 
take? Superhero or supervillain?

[fig. 45] Hero minus Hero (1)



[fig. 46] Hero minus Hero (2)



[fig. 47] Hero minus Hero (3)



54[fig. 48] Frank Miller - The Dark Knight Poster
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OF BATMAN 
AND GOTHAM

By briefly scanning through the catalogue, one will im-
mediately notice a change in style of illustration from 
back in the late 1930s to nowadays. Indeed, a change 
might not be much of a surprise when thinking of the 
duration of more than 75 years from the first release 
of Detective Comics in 1937. What still remains as a 
point of interest is the force which causes the change.

Especially the Batman series underwent such a dras-
tic process of numerous redesigns. It is a particularly 
suitable example on how intrinsically linked the char-
acter is to his city, where the city itself “serves not only 
as a background but as a condition for the iterative 
generation of endless stories.” 
(Uricchio, 1991, p.125 cited in Ahrens and Meteling, 
2010)

The origin story of Batman is defining forever the 
nature of Gotham, as a darkly lit, crime-ridden city, 
creating a stage for birth of the Batman itself. It shows 
the inseparable connection between Batman and 
Gotham, where one is always perpetuating and (re-)
producing the other or as the Riddler puts it 

“When is a man a city? When it‘s Batman or when it‘s 
Gotham. I‘d take either answer. Batman is this city . 
. . That‘s why we‘re here. That‘s why we stay. We‘re 
trying to survive in the city. It‘s huge and contradictory 
and dark and funny and threatening.” 
(Gaiman, 1989, p. 49 cited in Brooker, 2000)
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But Gotham has not always been flushed in darkened 
skyscrapers, urban canyons and lonely streets. After 
the commercial tidal wave of sales during World War 
II, the superhero genre experienced a serve downturn 
that washed away many heroes. The Batman series 
has been pushed away from the crime genre it has 
been known for in a more campy and gregarious 
direction, not without blaming editor Julius Schwartz, 
who cemented the big shift, resulting in a television 
series, first broadcasted in 1966 by ABC, that relied 
more on the comedic aspects of the comic book hero 
than the darker roots of his origin, enhancing following 
comics on its campy route, all colourful and vivid.

Frank Miller was true when he said: “Batman only 
really works as a character if the world is essentially a 
malevolent, frightening place”. 
(Miller, 1986, p.125 cited in Ahrens and Meteling, 
2010)

[fig. 49] Batman Comic Strip [fig. 50] Scene - Batman Year One
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 The Adam West TV series failed, resulting in being 
cancelled in 1968. The demise of the TV series was 
consequently followed by a near downfall of the comic 
books’ success. This threat initiated a rethinking about 
the character and the space he acts in, resulting in 
an interwoven dependence between them, letting the 
Batman writers respond with introducing a darker, 
gloomier tone to the stories. 
A reorientation can be first seen when artist Dennis 
O’Neil and writer Neal Adams navigated the nature 
of Batman back to his actual dark, dull origin in the 
Detective Comics #395 debuted in 1970.  Gone were 
the colourful aesthetics of its predecessors, and in 
were the blacks and blues paired with high contrasts 
and strong shadows. The new aesthetics correlated to 
the characters nature. Under the watch of O’Neil and 
Adams, Bruce Wayne was a dark and broody figure, 
acting as a flipside to the All-American hero Super-
man.

[fig. 51] Greatbatman



58[fig. 52] Destroyer
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This run of dark comics culminated in 1986’s Bat-
man: The Dark Knight Returns and going through 
to Batman: Year One two years later, where Frank 
Miller established a look that plumbed the obsessive 
tortured psyche of Batman, finally making the knight 
become dark.
As a consequence, he found a counterpoint to the 
troubled mind in the deceased, frightening and crime 
ridden Streets of Gotham. Continuity aided individual 
locations gaining more importance, creating sites of 
danger within Gotham, such as Crime Alley, which will 
appear constantly in the upcoming strips and the city 
itself started to breathe as a character.

The immense interdependence between the char-
acter and the city takes its climax in a storyline titled 
Destroyer published in 1992. The Mad Bomber, a 
disgruntled architecture historian bombs “soulless 
concrete” buildings that obscure a neo-gothic archi-
tecture, revealing “an older city, of improbable curves 
and angles – a city forgotten, that had been overshad-
owed and buried, suffocated by the towers of the 20th 
century.” (Grant, 1992 cited in Stamp, 2009)

The act of bombing and as a result the revealing of an 
older, more gothic/darker city hidden in the deepest 
inside of Gotham clearly acts as a citation on the 
reorientation to the origin that Batman underwent.
The city itself is literally forced to drop its modernist, 
representative façades, which could be understood as 
a correlation to the failure represented by the following 
downturn of the campy route the comic has taken in 
the 60s. It reveals a darker, deeper psyche character-
ized by the improbable curves and angles, the gothic 
vaults running in Esher-like mazes and overwhelming 
monumentality and even exerts critique on modern-
ism: 
“Live in a box, shop in a box, die in a box. Robots, 
that’s what they want. Not people. Robots that con-
sume. Straight lines – sharp angles – square boxes. 
No wonder the city’s gone mad.” (Grant, 1992 cited in 
Stamp, 2009)

As a result, not only Batman underwent a reorien-
tation back to his origin, but the city itself becomes 
a dark and groom Gotham or as Sam Hamm, writer 
of the screenplay, on which drawings the Destroyer 
series are based on, puts it “as if hell erupted through 
the sidewalks and kept on growing.” 
(Hamm, 1986, cited in Dailyscript)

The mutual definition of the character and the city 
can also be seen by examining the influence the city 
takes on its characters. Hugh Ferriss describes the 
emotional and behavioural influence of architecture in 
Metropolis of Tomorrow 1929, when he says: 

“It has been our habit to assume that a building is a 
complete success if it provides for the utility, conveni-
ence and health of its occupants and, in addition, pre-
sents a pleasing exterior.  But this frame of mind fails 
to appreciate that architectural forms necessarily have 
other values than the utilitarian or even others than 
those which we vaguely call the aesthetic. Without any 
doubt, these same forms quite specifically influence 
both the emotional and the mental life of the onlooker. 
Designers have generally come to realize the impor-
tance of the principle stated by the late Louis Sullivan, 
“Form follows Function.”  The axiom is not weakened 
by the further realization that Effect follows Form.”

Ferris pledges for focusing on the immaterial, the vir-
tual qualities of architecture. Understanding the power 
the cities and buildings have to affect the conscious-
ness of its inhabitants. Therefore, the dystopian night-
mare of the Gotham Style, with its darkly lit streets 
and black silhouettes of monumental skyscrapers 
ornamented with ubiquitous gargoyles, was intended 
to frighten people onto the path of righteousness. In 
that case Batman himself can be seen as no other 
than the living manifestation of the cities gargoyles, 
cloaked in shadows, shaped by gothic vaults and 
monstrous sculptures. He is the one who frightens the 
citizens to the path of righteousness, together with the 
city he protects.

This inseparable connection between the character 
and the space he acts in, with one always perpetuat-
ing, (re)producing and shaping the other, where one 
could not exist without the correlating other, is linked 
by the characters origin story, which sets the terms 
for the narrative’s endless iteration. The crime-ridden 
streets of Gotham set the stage for birth and “provide 
the locus, condition and cause for Batman’s obses-
sive battle with crime.” (Uricchio, 1991, p.120 cited in 
Ahrens and Meteling, 2010)



60

1745

Giovanni Battista 
Piranesi
Carceri

1927

Hugh Ferriss
The Metropolis of 

Tomorrow
1927

Fritz Lang
Metropolis



61

1992

Alan Grant
Dennis O’Neil

Batman: The Destroyer
1989

Anton Furst
Batman



62

[fig. 53]  Gotham River (Comic)

[fig. 54] Gotham River (Drawing)
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ARCHITECTURAL 
HEROES

Every city - real or fictional - has a unique character 
that is shaped by history, geography and it‘s role 
models! The consciousness of a resident of a city is 
influenced day by day, as long as you become part of 
the urban structure, an embodiment of the city itself! 
Perhaps more than any other real or fictional person, 
Batman is linked to his Gotham! 
So Gotham, for sure was shaped by Batman! But the 
city was also shaped by its role models like Hugh Fer-
riss and Giovanni Battista Piranesi! It is a retro-futurist 
nightmare, an conflation of Ferris and Piranesi meets 
Aliens.

Giovanni Battista Piranesi‘s bizarre-labyrinthine 
architectural images are today often understood as an 
illustration of disturbed soul landscapes. They‘re from 
the 18th century, but they continue untill today. With 
his enormous graphic work for significant “moments of 
disturbance“ he caused a stir in the cultural and intel-
lectual history of Europe and America. Hallucinatory 
etchings on infinite spaces, huge domes, strange ma-
chines, stairs that lead out of nowhere to nothingness, 
subterranean urbanizations populated by strange 
creatures, bodies and figures in the space lost in the 
vague and distant, set in a non-time of antiquity and 
wild rationalism. An “aesthetic potentiation of horror“. 
Autonomy of art, counter-enlightenment, delimitation, 
psychologization, gothic, the occult, the evil and other 
“positions of negativity“ were Piranesi‘s engravings. 
His landscapes of ruins, his bizarre, fantastic and 
at the same time detail-obsolete reconstructions of 
antiquity, his fantastic worlds are the illustrations of 
permanent counter-image. (Ficacci, 2011)

“I need to produce great ideas, and I believe that if I 
were commissioned to design a new universe, I would 
be mad enough to undertake it.“ (Piranesi)

Piranesi provided with this graphic illustrations of the 
feverish imagination that underpins the Gothic experi-
ence. He draw us to toward mysteries which drag the 
subject into its abyss and do violence to the imagi-
nation. And his „Gothic“ is in a wider sense than that 
of a mere imitation of style because his spiral stairs 
become the symbol of an anxiety with no possible to 
escape. (Punter, 2012)

Many artists - architects and painters were inspired by 
the works of Piranesi. His etchings still have impact 
and power to continue over time. Therefore, also 
Anton Furst took inspiration from the etchings of the 
eighteenth-century Italian painter Piranesi, to intend 
the experience of an “imaginary prison“. The whole 
city is framed by Piranesian architecture! He had to 
bring these architectural fantasies to Gotham!

Hugh Ferriss was an American delineator and archi-
tect. Ferriss never designed a single noteworthy build-
ing. But, “He influenced my generation of architects 
more than any other man“, said  a colleague after his 
death. With his book, “The Metropolis of Tomorrow”, 
it’s easy to see why. It‘s beautiful how he expresses 
his ideas with idealistic and poetic backgrounds about 
the then current state of urban architecture. He puts 
human experience and emotional response before 
capitalistic considerations.
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“Buildings like crystal.
Walls of translucent glass.

Sheer glass blocks sheeting a steel grill.
No Gothic branch.
No Acanthus leaf.

No recollections of the plant world.
A mineral kingdom.

Gleaming stalagmites.
Forms as cold as ice.

Mathematics.
Night in the Science zone.“ 

(Ferriss, 1929, p.116)

Ferriss didn‘t just influence a generation of architects - 
he influenced popular culture and he virtually invented 
the image of Batman‘s Gotham Citiy and its cityscape. 
He developed his own “moody style”, frequently 
presenting the building at night, light it up by spotlights 
or in a fog. The shadows around the buildings were as 
important as the revealed surfaces! 
Somehow he managed it to develop a style that would 
elicit emotional responses from the viewer. 

As Michael Mallow puts it:
“By the mid-twenties, renderings by Ferriss had 
become almost de rigeur for successful competition 
projects; countless skyscrapers waited their turn to 
be bathed in the dark monumentality emanating from 
his drafting table. In these works a blasé depart-
ment store appears as a giant lording over its block. 
Stodgy hotels cease to be stodgy hotels and become 
looming silhouettes emerging from the urban haze 
like shipwrecks. Ferriss went to grand new lengths 
in suppressing detail for mood, and clients loved it.”  
(cited in Morrison, 2006)

In Batman‘s comic story line “Destroyer“ published in 
1992, every cover of the series features a traditionally 
drawn Batman swinging in front of black and white 
charcoal drawings of his Gotham City. These drawings 
immediately show the spirit of the famous architectural 
delineator Hugh Ferriss, that were processed through 
the Carcerci etchings of Piranesi! Where Ferriss tried 
to avoid detail for monumentality, Anton Furst added 
chiaroscuro details that put the “goth“ in Gotham! He 
created a distinctive Burtonesque world - shadowy 
Neogothic spires dripping with gargoyles and danger.

[fig. 55] Gotham City
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Since the inception, Gotham City has been present-
ed as the embodiment of the urban fears. Gotham 
has always been a dark city, full of steam and crime! 
Gotham is a nightmare, a distorted metropolis that 
corrupts the souls of good men. 

“Once you get out in the night, there is a sense 
that civilization is gone. All the stores are closed, 
everything is dark and it’s a different feeling. You start 
to realize that the city is just a superimposed man-
made convention and that the real thing that you’re 
living on is a planet. It’s a wild thing in nature. All the 
civilization that protects you and enables you to lie 
to yourself about life is all man-made and superim-
posed.” 
(Allen, 2005 cited in Stamp, 2009)

In other words, civilization ends at night - and in 
Gotham City, it‘s always night!
The consciousness of a city resident is influenced day 
by day, as long as you become part of the urban struc-
ture, an embodiment of the city itself! The omnipresent 
gargoyles of the “Gotham Style”! were intended to 
frighten people on the path of righteousness! 

Hugh Ferriss confirmed such emotional and behav-
ioral effects of architecture, writing in his book The 
Metropolis of Tomorrow: 

“it has been our habit to assume that a building is a 
complete success if it provides for the utility, conven-
ience and health of its occupants and, in addition, 
presents a pleasing exterior. But this frame of mind 
fails to appreciate that architectural forms necessarily 
have other values than the utilitarian or even others 
than those which we vaguely call the aesthetic. With-
out any doubt, these same forms quite specifically 
influence both the emotional and the mental life of the 
onlooker. Designers have generally come to realize 
the importance of the principle stated by the late Louis 
Sullivan, ‘Form follows Function.’ The axiom is not 
weakened by the further realization that Effect follows 
Form.” (Ferriss, 1929, p.59)

Ferriss‘ iconic renderings were not designed to 
communicate what the buildings are. They especially 
wanted to show the emotional influence of architec-
ture and what power a building can have! 
Batman is seen as one of the demons corrupting the 

[fig. 56] Hugh Ferriss Characoal Drawing



66[fig. 57] Anton Furst Gotham Police Department
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[fig. 58] Piranesi Carceri
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city. Indeed Batman is a kind of expressionist demon 
- cloaked in shadows and violent movement. But is 
he a demon or a living manifestation of Gotham‘s gar-
goyles? Of its stone protectors? A man who, like the 
city he protects, frightens the citizens onto the path of 
righteousness. (Stamp, 2009)

The city of Metropolis is a staple in the Superman 
mythos. The city is as iconic as Superman himself, 
they go hand in hand the same way as Batman and 
Gotham. You can’t have one without the other. And 
therefore also Superman’s Metropolis plays with this 
relationship, by experimenting with the city itself.
The role model for Superman‘s Metropolis takes its 
lead and plot from Fritz Lang‘s classic film “Metropo-
lis”.

A story that is set in 2026, the city of Metropolis is 
ruled by the wealthy industrialists while the working 
and lower class operate the machinery underground, 
out of sight.
Superman’s Metropolis tells a very similar story, 
though takes the ‘savior’ metaphor of Metropolis 
and makes a more direct connection with Superman 

himself. Superman’s Metropolis continues the film’s 
spirit in its use of art. The early German film heavily 
used both Cubism and Futurism imagery to further 
its futuristic feel. Both movements began in the early 
1900s. (Laird, 2018)

“Among modernist movements futurism was excep-
tionally vehement in its denunciation of the past. 
Futurist Painting used elements of neo-impressionism 
and cubism to create compositions that expressed the 
idea of the dynamism, the energy and movement of 
modern life“. (Tate, 2018 cited in Laird, 2018)

A closing quote from Hugh Ferris seems appropriate: 

“The contemplation of the actual Metropolis as a 
whole cannot but lead us at last to the realization of 
a human population unconsciously reacting to forms 
which came into existence without conscious design. 
A hope, however, may begin to define itself in our 
minds. May there not yet arise, perhaps in another 
generation, architects who, appreciating the influence 
unconsciously received, will learn consciously to direct 
it?” (Ferriss, 1929, p.14)

[fig. 59] Metropolis - Fritz Lang [fig. 60] Metropolis - Superman
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[fig. 61] ComicCon
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FICTION AS 
EXPERIENCE 

MACHINE

On the one hand, many aspects of modern live are 
mirrored in comic book strips, which adopt its formal 
aesthetics and cultural prerequisites; whether by turn-
ing real life sites into fiction or responding to dynamic 
changes in cultural conventions.
On the other hand, fictional cities, such as Metropolis 
or Gotham, have found their way into global cultural 
memory, showing that comics have the competence 
to influence people’s perception of cultural and social 
patterns. In that case, comic book heroes form pop-
ular culture mythologies and fictional heroes such as 
Superman and Batman stand side by side to mythical 
heroes of ancient Greece and Rome, which “[…] 
produced a new pantheon and spawned a modern 
mythology” (Packer, 2010, p.46) being “[…]considered 
as the most popular and most iconic characters in the 
Western hemisphere”.
(Ahrens and Meteling, 2010, p.3)

When examining the power of comic book heroes 
to actually influence people’s perception one should 
consider Roland Barthes use of the term mythologies. 
Barthes extends the semiotic model introduced by 
Ferdinand de Saussure by describing the myth as a 
second-order semiological system, a second class 
of signification, where the myth bears meaning. For 
Barthes, every cultural product has meaning and 
meaning is conditioned by ideology. Cultural mani-
festations, or mythologies according to Barthes, are 
characterised as being natural. They are portrayed 
as conventional and therefore aren’t scrutinized 
anymore. As a result, mythologies turn into common 
sense.

With Roland Barthes description of mythologies in 
mind, Superheroes are an example par excellence 
to demonstrate the creation of myth. Especially the 
iconic figure of Superman would be a particularly suit-
able example. The white handsome man, muscular 
with a skinny tight suite, a pompadour and enormous 
strength. This is the sign of superman in the primary 
linguistic system. This meaning, as Barthes calls the 
final stage of the sign in the primary system, turns into 
a signifier, a physical form of a sign, in the secondary, 
mythological system. This transformation from the 
primary sign, the meaning, into form by becoming a 
signifier formulates what Barthes calls Myth.
But what does Superman stand for? How has he been 
depicted in popular culture and what does his iconic 
image represent? In the second mythological system 
a signified, a concept that a signifier refers to, in this 
case the ideal of mankind, will load up the form with 
ideology, as Barthes states, and together creates the 
final signification of Superman. 

“It points out and it notifies, it makes us understand 
something and it imposes it on us.” (Barthes, 1957, 
p.115)

Through applying the ideological concept, the figure 
Superman becomes a natural, cultural manifestation, 
a myth; symbolizing the ideal of mankind, the perfect 
man, the super man. Thus, it deeply influences 
people’s perception of social patterns and cultural 
conventions.
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[fig. 62] Modernday Mythologies
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[fig. 63] Understanding Comic
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But still, what are the reasons for the continuing popu-
larity? Why has it become so popular?
This tremendous influence may be explained with the 
immersive nature of the medium. Marshall McLuhan 
identified two popular media as cool media, media in 
which “the viewer, or reader, is compelled to partici-
pate in completing and interpreting the few hints pro-
vided by the bounding lines.” (McLuhan, p.179, 1964).

One cool media, as described by McLuhan, is the 
television; the other is the comic. It is media, which 
commands audience evolvement through iconic 
forms. And these simplified images, these icons as 
McCloud describes it, demand our participation to 
make them work.
Through the mind’s ability of closure, observing 
the parts but perceiving the whole, the comic book 
invokes the reader’s participation, no longer being 
an innocent bystander but actively being part of the 
narrative. The reader is the one who fills the gap be-
tween two panels; he is the one who connects the dot 
between two actions. Or, how Scott McCloud claims: 
when an axe is raised above a head in one panel 
and a scream racked with pain in the next, the only 
person who committed the crime is: you, the reader. 
(McCloud, 1993)

A fundamental indicator of audience involvement 
in storytelling is the degree to which the audience 
identifies with the story’s characters. This capability of 
identification is strongly linked to aesthetics. When im-
agining of one’s self, the awareness of the biological 
self is portrayed as a conceptualized and simplified 
version, less realistic in appearance, reduced to its 
rudimentary basis.
The comic book style is characterized by its cartoon-
ish aesthetics, a simplified and abstracted version, 
focusing more on the idea, the content and the 
concept, than realism. This accordance between the 
image of self-awareness and the cartoon opens there-
fore the possibility to easily extend one’s mind by the 
mind of the fictions character, broaden the non-visual 
self-awareness, with an inanimate object and there-
fore breathes life into the character. While seeing a 
face of another by examining a photograph or realistic 
drawing of a face, you’ll see yourself within the world 
of the cartoon. (McCloud, 1993)

The reduced and simplified abstraction of the face 
creates a sense of shape, a sense of general place-
ment, which is familiar to everyones own mind-picture 
of oneself. Both, the self identity and the icon, the 

simplified image, focus on the content rather than re-
alism, belonging permanently to the conceptual world. 
(McCloud, 1993)
This familiarity thus assists the transfer of becoming 
an extended identity. McCloud summarizes it, when 
stating, “The cartoon is a vacuum into which our 
identity and awareness are pulled, an empty shell that 
we inhabit which enables us to travel in another realm. 
We don’t just observe the cartoon, we become it!” 
(McCloud, 1993, p.36)

It is this immersive nature of the media, which lets the 
reader dive into fiction, indentify with the characters 
and finally become a part of it. The immense identifi-
cation takes its climax, when thousands of part-time 
heroes meet every year at San Diego Comic Con In-
ternational or similar cosplay conventions, dressing up 
like their most iconic heroes, posing like in costumes, 
not only stepping into the footsteps, but actually be 
their hero for one day.
Comics act indisputably as, what Robert Nozick calls 
in his thought experience, an local experience ma-
chine. Through the experience of another, one dreams 
about an alternate reality. 
But are these false experiences unconnected to the 
real world preferable, if they are more enjoyable? 
Nozick makes a crucial conclusion, when saying 
“Plugging into the machine is a kind of suicide.” 
(Nozick, 1975,  p.43,)

Still, recent studies argue the ability of fiction to influ-
ence people’s behaviour in reality. 
Learn from fiction and find therefore another way into 
reality. 

This imense identification with the fictions character 
takes its climax by thousands of part-time heroes 
gathering every year at San Diego Comic-Con Inter-
national. 



76[fig. 64] Crime Alley
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ENACTED 
SPACE

All great media has received critical examination. Still, 
it took some time to find a general solution for dealing 
with such a hybrid media as the comic. On the surface 
the comic appears to be easy comprehensible, though 
its examination is quite complex. The interdisciplinary 
medium is constantly treated in the framework of 
graphical art, literary, cultural or media studies and 
has the extraordinary ability to bring these disciplines 
in dialogue. Therefore, concepts relating to the study 
of literature, graphic art and architecture are required 
for the analysis of the medium.
The medium itself acts as a unique hybrid that 
combines text and picture in a spatial sequence. A 
combination of codes interacting in space. It offers an 
else unseen look on how to represent a span of time 
in a single image, which cannot be seen in any other 
art form. Time and space are intrinsically intertwined, 
leading to perceive time spatially. Evenmore, “[…] for 
in the world of comics, time and space are one and 
the same.” (McCloud, 1993, p. 100)

McCloud argues the connection between the panels’ 
dimension and the perception of duration. The expan-
sion of space occupied by a single panel, for instance, 
will awake the perception of time passing by. More 
space equals more time. Furthermore, the panel, de-
scribed as the most important icon in comics, has the 
ability to act as an indicator for time or space being 
divided. It separates different actions and juxtaposes it 
spatially in sequence. 
The human eye has been trained through pho-
tography and representational art to read any single 
continuous image as a single instant of time. But in 

the world of comics, one panel may represent multiple 
values of time creating a continuous timeline spanning 
from the left side to the right. Different moments and 
actions require different time values, which are cap-
tured and portrait in a single image. A single panel can 
“represent a span of time through pictures.” 
(McCloud, 1993, p. 110)

This unique, unconventional way of representation is 
unfamiliar to our understanding of a static medium.
In the previous chapter the effect of the simplified, 
conceptualized image caused the readers’ partici-
pation and involvement. Yet, the abstraction does 
additionally implicate another effect. It gives the ability 
to focus our attention on an idea. “By de-emphasising 
the appearance of the physical world in favour of the 
idea of form the cartoon places itself in the world of 
concept.” (McCloud, 1993, p. 41)

It concentrates on the idea, the concept rather than 
realistic representation of the physical world. The 
immaterial, virtual qualities become the focus of atten-
tion. These are qualities that define atmosphere. The 
representational intention changes from a descriptive 
character to a conceptual one. Or how McCloud points 
out, “[…] if who I am matters less, maybe what I say 
will matter more.” (McCloud, 1993, p. 37)

Focusing on its content, the comic can be seen as an 
arrangement of narrative space organized in grids of 
images. Consequently, it is an accumulation of enact-
ed space, of landmarks, buildings and streets brought 
to life through action, events and minds that create 



78
[fig. 65] Enacted Space
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ARCHITECTURE’S UNIQUE QUALITY IS THAT THE MEANS THROUGH 

WHICH IT MATERIALIZES IT’S CONCEPTS ARE ALSO THE MEANS TH-

ROUGH WHICH IT EXPRESSES ITSELF VISUALLY AND SOCIALLY. (...) 

ARCHITECTURE’S IS LINKED TO EVENTS IN THE SAME WAY THAT THE  

GUARD IS LINKED TO THE PRISONER, THE POLICEMAN TO THE CRI-

MINAL, THE DOCTOR TO THE PATIENT, ORDER TO CHAOS. THIS ALSO 

SUGGESTS THAT ACTIONS QUALIFY SPACES AS MUCH AS SPACES 

QUALIFY ACTIONS. (...) ARCHITECTURE AND EVENTS CONSTANTLY 

TRANSGRESS EACH OTHER’S RULES, WHETHER EXPLICITLY OR IM-

PLICITLY. THESE RULES, THESE ORGANIZED COMPOSITIONS, MAY 

BE QUESTIONED, BUT THEY ALWAYS REMAIN POINTS OF REFEREN-

CE. A BUILDING IS A POINT OF REFERENCE FOR THE ACTIVITIES SET 

TO NEGATE IT. A THEORY OF ARCHITECTURE IS A THEORY OF ORDER 

THREATENED BY THE VERY USE IT PERMITS. AND VICE VERSA. (...) 

BODIES VIOLATING SPACE; FIRST, THERE IS THE VIOLENCE THAT ALL  

INDIVIDUALS INFLICT ON SPACES BY THEIR VERY PRESENCE, BY THEIR IN-

TRUSION INTO THE CONTROLLED ORDER OF ARCHITECTURE. ENTERING 

A BUILDING MAY BE A DELICATE ACT, BUT IT VIOLATES THE BALANCE OF 

A PRECISELY ORDERED GEOMETRY. (DO ARCHITECTURAL PHOTOGRA-

PHS EVER INCLUDE RUNNERS, FIGHTERS, LOVERS?) ARCHITECTURE, 

THEN, IS ONLY AN ORGANISM PASSIVELY ENGAGED IN CONSTANT INTER-

COURSE WITH USERS, WHOSE BODIES RUSH AGAINST THE CAREFUL-

LY ESTABLISHED RULES OF ARCHITECTURAL THOUGHT. FEW REGIMES 

WOULD SURVIVE IF ARCHITECTS WERE TO PROGRAM EVERY SINGLE  

MOVEMENT OF INDIVIDUAL AND SOCIETY IN A KIND OF BALLET  

MÉCANIQUE OF ARCHITECTURE. (TSCHUMI, 1979 CITED IN HARTWELL, 2013)
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them: Crime Alley, Arkham Asylum, Wayne Tower, Old 
Gotham and many other locations are deeply integrat-
ed in our virtual map of these fictions. This virtual map 
is organized and created by actions, moments and 
events that take place. It is more likely to be enacted 
rather than objective space. (Uricchio,1991, cited in 
Ahrens and Meteling, 2010)

This shift offers the opportunity to rethink urban 
cartographies; from a largely technical, objective 
representation, with behavioralist character to “[…] 
an alternate mapping systems more sensitive to the 
needs of social formation and more responsive to 
the transient and dynamic character of social space”. 
(Uricchio,1991, p.129 cited in Ahrens and Meteling, 
2010)

These strategies of enacted, performative space have 
been depicted in the non representational theory. It 
examines the “geography of what happens, that is, 
how life, cities, the economy, landscapes and so on 
are continually reproduced and modified in ordinary 
actions.” (Uricchio,1991, p.130 cited in Ahrens and 
Meteling, 2010)

This performative way of examining space enables 
space being characterized as being processual rather 
than representational. 
An example on how this idea of the enacted space, 
a space produced by events, is transferred into 
architectural context can be seen in Bernard Tschumis 
Manhattan Transcribts. In comic definition Tschumi 
uses panels with icons in sequence, to transcribe an 
architectural interpretation of reality in his experimen-
tal drawings. Activities can thus be seen as program. 

“Their (the transcripts) explicit purpose is to transcribe 
things normally removed from conventional architec-
tural representation, namely the complex relationship 
between spaces and their use; between the set and 
the script; between ‚type‘ and ‚program‘; between 
objects and events. Ultimately, the Transcripts try to 
offer a different reading of architecture in which space, 
movement and events are independent, yet stand in a 
new relation to one another.“ (Tschumi, 1981, p.7)

They transcribe what Uricchio stated before as enact-
ed space. A space produced by its’ use and actions, a 
non representational cartography. Space is therefore 
defined by actions and performances, no longer be-
longing in the realm of the objective, representational 
but rather extending into the processual and virtual. It 

is described, transcribed by dynamic, social forma-
tions generating an accumulation of enacted space.
To fulfil the circle, Tschumi was highly influenced by 
Sergei Eisenstein’s theories in cinematography, which 
were as well strongly bound to Piranesi’s work.
In numerous contemporary products of culture - such 
as comics or computer games - we can find echoes 
of the poetics from the interiors of imaginary prisons, 
an archetype of a monumental architectural space 
- multilevel, dangerous, murky, closed and endless 
at the time! The strong fascination of Piranesi‘s work 
can be noticed in the works of the Belgian comic artist 
Francois Schuiten, as mentioned before - in the draw-
ings of Anton Furst and in the visions of the filmmaker 
Sergei Eisenstein. His film Battleship Potemkin, has 
been using Piranesi‘s spatial visions and the structure 
of his etchings. 
In an article from 1946, he even analyzed and 
described an imaginary film sequence between two 
engravings by Piranesi: the Carcere Oscura of 1743 
and Plate XIV of the Carceri d’Invenzione of 1761.
Sergei Eisenstein believed that the introduction of 
discontinuity in his montage would force the viewer to 
engage an internal work of interpretation and thinking, 
to push him into active thinking. He defined the term 
“montage” and was its most passionate defender, 
practiced what is known as dialectical montage. The 
shots appear to collide forcing the viewer to engage 
their powers of reason to create the necessary con-
nections. Eisenstein clearly believed that this passivity 
could be disturbed through the permanent interruption 
of discontinuous imagery forcing the spectator to 
“mount” each successive shot. So for him, montage is 
not simply the technique of cutting shots together, it is 
a dynamic system for the expression of ideas.

These theories of the Russian cinematographer were 
a big influence on Bernard Tschumi’s work. He adapt-
ed Eisenstein‘s diagrammatic methodology in his in-
vestigations to exploit the interstitial condition between 
the elements of which a system is made of - space, 
event and movement. Film as a medium encompass-
ing space and event had a great impact especially on 
his early architectural work. (Hartwell, 2013)

“To really appreciate architecture, you may even need 
to commit a murder. Architecture is defined by the 
actions it witnesses as much as by the enclosure of its 
walls. Murder in the Street differs from Murder in the 
Cathedral in the same way as love in the street differs 
from the Street of Love. Radically.“ 
(Tschumi,1978 cited in Hartwell, 2013)



[fig. 66] Hero minus Hero - C5



CONCLUSION



84[fig. 67] Fantastic Arcman Sequence



85

CONCLUSION

It’s all about getting from reality to fiction - and then 
getting back from fiction to reality. It’s a circulation that 
we’re not able to break through.

Fictional cities that appeared from real life role model 
cities, should stand side by side to great real cities. 
As well as fictional superhero characters should stand 
next to our real life heroes, because they influence 
our lives since childhood. So comic book heroes can 
be seen as pop culture and fictional heroes such as 
Superman and Batman stand side by side to mythical 
heroes of ancient Greece and Rome.

Our reality - our real world has to show way more 
interest in these fictional places and learn from it. 
Fiction and especially comic, is a medium that acts as 
a unique hybrid. Comic combines text and picture and 
feelings and actions in a spatial sequence to show 
time. Focusing on its content, the comic can be seen 
as an arrangement of narrative space organized in 
grids of images.
This unconventional way can’t be seen in any other 
artform and is unfamiliar to our understanding of a 
static medium. 
It is a highly adaptive medium where contemporary 
movements and aspects of modern life get rapidly 
involved and formulated by aesthetics, based on real 
cities and archeheroes.
And there is this inseparable connection between the 
character and the space he lives in. Where one is 
always reproducing an perpetuating the other. To cite 
Ferriss, “Effect follows Form” can then be expanded 
by  “Form follows Effect”. 

Every city itself starts to breath as an own charac-
ter that should not just be defined by its buildings, 
but also by its events and actions that happen in 
there. The immaterial, the virtual qualities of archi-
tecture should get way more attention. It’s not just to 
transcribe architecture normally, but removed from 
conventional architectural representation. We have to 
consider complex relationship between spaces and 
their use, between types and programs and between 
objects and events. Enacted spaces could help us to 
see architecture differently and to be more sensitive 
about the needs of social formation! We have to un-
derstand the power cities have to effect the conscious-
ness of inhabitants.

Not just buildings are architecture - everything that 
happens is architecture!

So, Gotham is an accumulation of enacted spaces, 
of landmarks and buildings and streets brought to life 
through actions, events and minds that create them. It 
is enacted rather than objective space. 

This book should show a very different way to look 
at the particular architectural problems we’ve got 
today and the ones we will get. And therefore fiction 
and comics, and superheroes and their cities, could 
point to a totally different, but a very special and new 
approach to solve problems. It opens up a new way 
of thinking about space, buildings and actions. And it 
offers an opportunity to rethink urban cartographies.



[fig. 68] The Fantastic Arcman - The Vision
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SUPERHEROISM
THE ADVENTURES OF THE FANTASTIC ARCMAN

Screenplay by 

Bernadette Hofer
Stefan Maier

CHAPTERS:
THE PRESENTATION
IN THE COMIC BOOK STORE
WELCOME TO DILLI
THE CHANGE
THE RESPONDE
THE CHASE
THE NIGHTMARE
THE RETURN

FADE IN:
CHAPTER 1 - THE PRESENTATION

INT. APARTMENT IN NEW YORK – NIGHT

Late night day before deadline - a desk full of books, old cof-
fee cups, models, site plans and drawing utensils. The only light 
is coming from a standard lamp standing on the left hand side of 
the table, cloaking the scene in hard shadows. Else in the room: a 
clock on the wall showing 01:50, shelves, bed, above a poster of a 
Superhero.

CHARLIE(ref. Le Corbusier Charles-Édouard Jeanneret-Gris), a young 
(about 24 years old) architect works in his first big studio, com-
pletely overwhelmed by the pressure of time, classical working 
machine, a no one, an underdog with love for fiction of comics.
He‘s sitting, leaning over his un-built model as nighttime goes 
by.

CHARLIE
(mad)

This is going to be really bad.

CHARLIE
(positively thinking)

Ok... I think that this will actually work! Finally!

MORNING

Charlie is waking up on desk, getting ready for presentation - 
he‘s late.
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INT. STUDIO IN NEW YORK – MORNING

Charlie is waiting with others before a closed door with his model 
and plans in his hands. The door opens and he is told to enter. 
The Jurors lurking like bloodthirsty dogs. All eyes glare on the 
young architect. He takes a moment to clear his throat.

CHARLIE 
(with shakily voice)

Yes, this is my project. (ref. Understanding Comics pp. 138/9)

JUROR
What can you tell us about your design, Charles?

CHARLIE 
(still stumbling)

Well, uh.. It is shaped like this ‚cause.. ‚cause, uh..
I liked it - it looks nice. And it got one of these things.

He points at arc. 

CHARLIE
It’s this thing and if you pull it, it goes like this.

JUROR

Aha.. So, the facade flips back! And where are the restrooms and 
infrastructures? 

CHARLIE
…? Yeah. hmmm..

CHARLIE
And.. And if you have a close look at this plan you‘ll see.

Oh sorry, that’s the wrong section. Wait..
.. Look and it can also be used as a seat!

Charlie‘s Boss raises from his bossy chair and walks towards Char-
lie. He takes the Model and breaks it into a thousand pieces!

BOSS
(grumpy)

You know nothing Charles Gris!!

Charles rushes out the room near to tears.

CHAPTER 2 - IN THE COMIC BOOK STORE

THE COMICBOOK STORE – AFTERNOON

Rainy, car splashes water onto sidewalk, around the corner. He 
enters the comic book store upset. The store is cosy, with dark 
heavy shelves lit by an old industrial lamp that‘s hanging from 
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the centre, creating a warmish tone. One old worn, leather chair, 
dark brown is standing on the right side next to a big shelf. The 
counter stands in front, it‘s raised by a one step podium full 
with books and pages. Behind it, on top of a ladder, there is the 
shop owner rummaging in the overloaded bookshelf -searching. The 
door opens with a ring. Charlie enters.

Book Store Owner (ref. Uncle Ben from Spiderman/Ollivander from 
Harry Potter) a elderly man with white shoulder long hair, cranky 
looking wide hearted, believing in the good.

BOOK STORE OWNER
(still rummaging in the shelf)

Ah hey Charlie..
CHARLIE

...

BOOK STORE OWNER
(noticing and climbing down the ladder)

Oh man, had a bad day, huh? 
Come take a seat I have a surprise for ya!

Charlie takes a seat in the worn old looking leather chair. 
He hands him a brand new original sealed comic book of his favou-
rite hero, which will go on sale the next day. 

BOOK STORE OWNER
(encouragingly) 

Take your time - I got to pick up the new arrivals. 
Wouldn‘t take a while! 

You’re still here then, right? 
You gotta tell me how you like the new issue!

Charlie not even recognizing, simply nods in approval absorbed by 
the new comic book. He quickly rips off the sealed packaging and 
throws it into the nearby trashcan - missed!

CHARLIE
..oh man!!

Frustrated even more to not even success simplest actions he 
stands up, walking to the trashcan to pick up the packaging. As he 
notices an old oddly looking facemask laying beside paperwork and 
other trash. Attracted by its appearance he pulls it out of the 
basket. Having a fast check if nobody is watching, he slowly puts 
on the all black, creased face mask. And as he looks through, the 
world around him appears different, fictional. He winces. 

CHARLIE
(paralysed)

Whaaaat?.. What did just happen?
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He gives it a second try, carefully putting on the facemask and 
slowly opening the eyes.

CHAPTER 3 - WELCOME TO DILLI 

DILLI (ref. to a fictional New Delhi) – NOON

Charlie is surrounded by old barrels and tires. An old plate and a 
few blankets hanging from above beside furious organized cables. 
Mud and trash cover the ground. A rusted metal plate with - Wel-
come to Dilli - on it leans in the corner. While scanning through 
the scene Charlie notices, he himself in a puddle that creates a 
reflection; His appearance has completely changed. He is much tal-
ler, muscular and good looking. He wears a tight, black suit and 
round glasses.

A blanket hanging from above covers a opening from which he recog-
nizes children laughter. He follows the sound and notices a calm, 
warm voice. He carefully pulls back the blanket and finds a group 
of children sitting in a circle around an old man, who is telling 
them a story. Through a hole on the temporary ceiling, made out of 
blanks, plates and blankets sun is shining on the narrator as the 
only light source, filling the small room with warm light. 

NARRATOR
(telling the origin story of the city)

Everyone lived in harmony… as the darknest raised…
But perhaps the saviour is right in front of me?

Narrator recognizes Charlie. 

NARRATOR
Ok kids, now hurry up. See you next week.

Hop hop, let‘s go now..

The children are leaving. The Narrator signals Charlie to come 
closer. With slow and careful steps he enters the room.

NARRATOR
Close your Eyes! And dream!

CHARLIE
(stunned)

NARRATOR
Now!

Could you imagine a different, an alternate world. One better than 
this? 

Charlie closes his eyes and starts to imagine. Replacing the bro-
ken roof. Fixing the water draining from the wall ...
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NARRATOR
Ok, now open your eyes again!

Charlie now stands in the space he imagined before.

NARRATOR
Welcome to Dilli, Arcman!

CHAPTER 4 - THE CHANGE 

DILLI HILLS - A FEW DAYS LATER - NOON

It‘s a bright, sunny and warm day! Arcman and the Narrator are 
standing on a hill above the city of Dilli, looking down and 
watching the scene! Some trees are around them and direct in front 
of the two there is a wooden fence. The Narrator wants Arcman to 
imagine a „better“, a more organized and strict Dilli. They are 
talking to each other.

NARRATOR
Ok Charlie - Just think about this Dilli we were talking about! 

You are ready now, I know you can do it!

Charlie closes his eyes and begins to think and he sees a „cle-
aned“ Dilli - with a grid laid over the whole city. He wants to 
make life easier for the inhabitants. Shorter distances, easier 
walks. Higher buildings, more modernity - in his mind there is a 
complete different city...  

He opens his eyes - and everything he thought about is now here, 
in front of him! It became reality. 

CHARLIE
(proud)

Wooooow!!! It‘s fantastic! I‘m the  fantastic Arcman! 
All of the residents will love it! 

The city looks great now!

The Narrator just watches everything what‘s happening carefully. 
He hopes that everything will get fine.

NARRATOR
(thoughtful)

...hopefully this is what the people want! 
A city with a grid that should bring order?
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CHAPTER 5 - THE RESPOND 

DILLI STREETS - TOWARDS EVENING

It‘s getting dark outside. The sun is going down, the streetlamps 
turning on their lights. Clouds are coming, it seems that it will 
start to rain soon. Cars, bicycles and rickshaws driving and pe-
destrian walking by. Still a messy city - rubbish, cans, papers... 
laying around at the sidewalk and the street. The Arcman and the 
Narrator are walking through the city - along a big traffic way, to 
see how life has changed so far. If the people like their new town 
and if they accept the change. Arcman looks happy, he thinks that 
he is the saviour of Dilli. The Narrator walking next to him is 
looking sceptical. 

NARRATOR
I‘m hoping you imagined everything in the right way. It is more 

important to make the residents happy rather than yourself.

CHARLIE
(self-confident)

I know that I did the best for Dilli. 
This place is now much better than before. 

The people have to love it!

NARRATOR
(very calm)

Don‘t be too sure of yourself! Stay humble! 
And change the city carefully! 

CHARLIE
(like a „know-it-all“)
Yeeah, I have it - OK!!

Charlie twists his eyes - he is sure that he knows better than 
this old man! 

The two men walk further and cross into a smaller alley. On both 
sides homes. Kids playing on the alley. The adults sitting outs-
ide drinking tea, chattering, let the evening come. But everybo-
dy looks a bit confused - they don‘t know how to handle with the 
new grid. They are lost in their city. „Uncle Ben“ looks down, is 
frustrated - afraid that Charlie doesn‘t know how to handle this 
great power! And Charlie, one step ahead - snooty as a „know-it-
better“.

The scene is changing, everything‘s going to be darker!
As walking some meters further, suddenly a all over covered man 
runs to them - stealing some papers out of the Narrators pocket. 
The pickpocker is pushing the Narrator. Charlie watches what hap-
pens, but doesn‘t do anything! He is paralyzed. He didn‘t want to 
help the Narrator in this moment. But he immediately recognized 
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that his was a real big mistake. Looking down on the ground seeing 
„Uncle Ben“ laying there - he‘s sad, he knows he was wrong. He‘s 
sorry! The Narrator looks forgivingly. 

NARRATOR
(weak)

Run Arcman - catch him! Fetch my sketches!
Protect your city!

Ruuuuun..!
... with great power, comes great responsibility!

Narrator keeps laying on the ground, he has not got enough pow-
er to stand up. He watches Charlie running after this mysterious 
pickpocker. 

CHAPTER 6 - THE CHASE 

DILLIS SLUMS - NIGHT

Everything is dark. It‘s raining - it‘s a very bad atmosphere out-
side.Arcman runs behind this „black guy“. He wants to stop him and 
wants to set up traps. He thinks about stairs - countless stairs 
so that he walks up and down! Obstacles like walls, higher buil-
ding, fences... (ref. Piranesian style) that he has to climb over! 
He doesn‘t want to lose him. The scene is getting dystopian. It 
rains, it‘s foggy. Unclear to see where to go.

CHAPTER 7 - THE NIGHTMARE

DILLIS SLUMS - NIGHT

In the end of the chase - Charlie sees the pickpocker climbing up 
a huge, tall, monumental skyscraper. Up there stands Piranesi as 
the story‘s Supervillain. Piranesi laughing loud and mad. He knew 
what will happen and this was his plan...

PIRANESI
(laughing)

Ha Ha Haaaaa!!

Charlie‘s world collapses. He did it again! Everything went wrong. 
The city looks like a dystopian nightmare. Too high buildings, 
gargoyles everywhere, stairs going up and down - no sense where 
to go to and the people falling down from them!! He created a new 
Gotham!

Charlie falls down on his knees, not knowing what to do! Crying - 
his tears dropping into a puddle. All over wet from the rain! and 
Piranesi looking down on him as the winner! 
But in the next moment, Charlie thinks back to the words from the 



95

Narrator - with great power, comes great responsibility! 
There is just one thing he can do, to save the city! He has to le-
ave Dilli! He has to put the mask down and go back to his reality. 
He looks up - pointing at Piranesi.

CHARLIE 
You will never win!

One streetlamp shining on him, it‘s still raining. He stands up, 
turns around, showing Piranesi his back - and slowly puts his mask 
off!

The mask flies away with the wind...

CHAPTER 8 - THE RETURN 

COMIC BOOK STORE - NEW YORK - LATE AFTERNOON

Opening his eyes. He‘s back! He‘s back in his cosy and warm comic 
book store. He‘s glad. With no power anymore and the mask in his 
hands he lets himself fall down into his beloved brown old used 
leather chair. Breathing deeply - facilitated. He rests some se-
conds in the chair, the Owner comes back. Charlie is glad to see 
him!

BOOK STORE OWNER
Hey Charlie, I‘m back - Everything worked?

CHARLIE
Yeah, everything‘s fine again..

BOOK STORE OWNER
I knew you could handle that!

Come over, help me with the arrivals! 
But mind the stairs ;)

The next morning, Charlie goes to work with a totally different, 
new model. It‘s a bright day - the sun is shining. And also Char-
lie is shining.
The model know looks gorgeous! It‘s something his Boss dreamed 
about!

FADE OUT:
The Boss and Charlie are cutting a ribbon in front of a finished 
building.



[fig. 69] Hero minus Hero - C7
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