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Introduction

Not Exactly a Cowardly Lot

Gotham’s Villains

Marco Favaro and Justin F. Martin‌‌‌


Batman needs no introduction. One of the founders of the superhero genre, he is one of the most popular superheroes in comics, animation, and cinema. He is also one of the most popular superheroes academically. Educators and scholars have analyzed his psychology,1 philosophy,2 history,3 and politics.4 But it is impossible to understand Batman without understanding his rogues’ gallery. His history and evolution are also the history and evolution of his enemies. Over time, the lives of these villains have been told, retold, and reimagined in ways that highlight their complexities as individuals and their frequent roles as proxies for larger societal and philosophical themes. Multiple scholars have explored Gotham’s villains and the institutions informing their origins and subsequent decisions.5 But despite the importance of (super)villains for readers’ engagement with superhero stories, multidisciplinary villain-centered scholarship is relatively scarce. And insofar as villains are highlighted, the focus tends to be on the more popular villains (e.g., the Joker, Harley Quinn, and Catwoman) and their relationship to Batman.

Batman’s Villains and Villainesses: Multidisciplinary Perspectives on Arkham’s Souls, through centering the role of Gotham’s villains in Batman mythology, addresses these gaps in scholarship in two ways. One is through leveraging the breadth and depth of scholarly disciplines to examine Gotham’s villains as central characters within the superhero genre. The other is through highlighting the ways their multifaceted backgrounds, experiences, motivations, and behaviors allow for in-depth character analysis across varying levels of social life. The villains examined vary in terms of their popularity, physical features, motivations, place within the social hierarchy, and configuration. Arkham’s Souls thus utilizes the same analytic rigor dedicated to Batman to understand his nemeses.

John Darowski’s chapter opens the volume with an analysis of the first supervillains that Batman faced: Doctor Death, the vampiric Monk, and Professor Hugo Strange. Applying genre studies and historical analysis, Darowski traces the development of supervillain tropes from pulp magazines and comic strips through Detective Comics. Detailing the transition from “a cowardly superstitious lot” of criminals6 to supervillainy by highlighting key genre conventions that eventually led to more notable supervillains like the Joker, Darowski sets the stage for the analyses to follow.


Arkham City

Part I focuses on Gotham City, its institutions, and the people who rule it. Informed by both Rousseau’s idea that man is good but institutions are corrupting and Dostoevsky’s claim that ethical responsibility ultimately rests with the individual, Tony Spanakos and D. K. Picariello investigate whether Gotham or its citizens are to blame for villainous acts. Ian J. Drake and Matthew Lloyd further interrogate Gotham’s institutions and elected officials, implicating them in the city’s corruption and situating them as villains in their own right. According to Drake and Lloyd, less colorful villains like Rupert Thorne, Hamilton Hill, and Christopher Nakano are probably the most dangerous because they control the law and use it for corrupt ends. Therefore, the Dark Knight cannot simply restore a previous status quo; he is also forced to fight against it.

William Uricchio argues that Batman stories typically do not interrogate the inequalities that the city’s social and physical structures generate7; the stories depict trivial transgressions of the underclasses instead of confronting white-collar crime. James C. Taylor attempts to rectify this recurring oversight, analyzing a group of Gotham’s most powerful citizens—the Court of Owls—across two broad dimensions. One pertains to how the group uses secrecy and myth to maintain social control, and the other pertains to ways these methods parallel those of the Caped Crusader.



Confronting Batman

Part II moves to a more microanalysis of villainy, examining how the features of certain villains mirror or represent a direct response to those of Batman. Damien K. Picariello’s chapter analyzes the vicious Mutants, arguing that their emergence is the result of two interacting forces or influences: the failures of Gotham and the successes of Batman. He contends that in a city where violent, extralegal justice nets tangible results and local authorities and institutions create the conditions for the need for such justice while also “sanctioning” it, the Mutants are a logical extension of such societal malady.

The Mutants, however, are not the only villains directly related to Batman. As Klock notes:

Every major member of the villain’s gallery operates as a kind of reflection of some aspect of Batman’s personality or role. [. . .] The Penguin reflects the dark side of Bruce Wayne’s millionaire capitalist playboy routine. Mr. Freeze points out [. . .] Bruce Wayne’s utter lack of emotion as Batman. [. . .] Clayface, suggests the anti-essential nature of the Batman/Bruce Wayne relationship. [. . .] Poison Ivy uses criminal activity for a good cause. The Scarecrow [. . .] recalls that the intention of the Batman persona is the edge provided by terror. The Mad Hatter’s mind control reflects the extremities of Batman’s methods of coercion. The Riddler parodies Batman’s role as the great detective. Man-Bat provides another example of a Jekyll-and-Hyde transformation.8


Jesús Jiménez-Varea asserts that one character specifically created to “doppelgänger” the Bat is Bane, who in the Knightfall saga serves as an equal to Batman capable of defeating him. Jiménez-Varea’s analysis integrates cultural mythology and popular seriality with narratological and iconographic models to create a whole (a view of Bane) greater than the sum of its parts. Specifically, he demonstrates how Bane brings together a combination of cultural legacies from reclusion narratives, city mysteries, pan-Hispanic stereotypes, and pulp-fiction super-humanity myths to result in yet another Doppelgänger version of Batman, albeit richer than it might appear at first glance.

Even outcast and parodistic characters can function as reflections of Batman. One of them, according to Jason D. DeHart, is Killer Moth. In his chapter, DeHart utilizes comparative literature to examine Killer Moth alongside another grotesque and monstrous but also occasionally satiric character: Killer Croc. In doing so, he elucidates an important duality. They both contribute to and are outcasts in a world of garish, costumed villains and heroes, as somewhat fringe characters who are either unseen or reconceptualized across narratives.



A Villainous Identity

Although often interwoven with Batman, Arkham’s villains’ and villainesses’ masked identities are multifaceted and complex. The superhero’s mask, a key element in the genre, tends to have certain features. For instance, it is typically a trauma-informed creation (e.g., from a “bad day,” as the Joker would say9), has a meaning beyond the dissimulation of identity,10 and is sacred in ways consistent with masks in tribal societies.11 Sean C. Hadley, through his interrogation of Hush and the varied implications of his mask, explores whether these features also apply to a villain’s mask. For instance, Hadley asserts that Hush’s mask, which consists of bandages hiding his face, affirms the absence of an identity rather than a villainous persona as Riddler’s or Scarecrow’s masks do.

As Marco Favaro notes, sometimes, as with Two-Face, Joker, Clayface, or Zsasz, the mask affects not only the face but the body and mind. These villains do not simply wear a mask or a costume, but their monstrous identity is carved directly into their bodies. In his chapter, Favaro focuses on the role of the body in the creation of the villains’ identity by comparing the characters’ origins with the roles of bodies and masks in primitive rituals, as described by Angelo Brelich in Le Iniziazioni.

One villainess whose identity is intertwined with the Bat but in a completely different way than the Doppelgänger Bane is Catwoman. Although Catwoman’s identity seems built on her romantic relationship with Batman, Carl Wilson contends that the representation of Catwoman as the eternal love interest for Batman is only the result of a recent retcon/reboot initiated by DC Comics. Through selecting certain Catwoman narratives to be reprinted and quoted at the expense of others, Wilson explores the implications of these decisions—both in terms of creating the false impression that Catwoman was always romantically linked to Batman and in terms of minimizing her agency. Critiquing these decisions, Wilson shows that Catwoman can never be entirely tied to a single representation.

As Killer Moth’s example showed, villainous identities—even if born from tragedy—can also be seen as parodies or representations of villains’ self-aware jokes. Nicholas T. James argues that one of the most absurd and self-aware parodistic characters is the D-tier supervillain Kite Man, who has gained growing notoriety recently thanks to the Harley Quinn series and Tom King’s Batman comic book run. Kite Man’s status as a supervillain and growing complexity—which James views as a satiric and potentially disrupting force within superheroes’ (and supervillains’) hegemonic hypermasculinity—affords opportunities to revise and reimagine the character in various ways; thus allowing the character’s transformation.



Dangerous Women

After the Joker, the most successful Batman foe is probably Harley Quinn. Similar to Kite Man, Harley is an exaggerated, absurd, and parodistic character who criticizes and satirizes the superhero male-hegemonic universe. Through exploring Harley’s history as a morally complex character, Nathan Miczo highlights the myriad ways her status as an antiheroine and disruptor of superhero genre conventions invites us to think critically about what it means to live communally with others. Another morally complex character is Talia al Ghul, the mother of Damian Wayne, Batman’s son. Tosha R. Taylor examines the evolution, nuances within, and varied nature of her depictions over the decades, arguing that due to her competing (and often inconsistent) characterizations, Talia, as a liminal figure, cannot truly be understood as a villainess or an antiheroine. Similar to Harley and Talia, portrayals of Poison Ivy have also varied considerably. Christina M. Knopf explores Ivy’s rich history within the Batman Universe to discuss her development from forgettable rogue to hypersexualized femme fatale to eco-terrorist to antihero and how these roles reflect the double binds of women in the public sphere. To label Poison Ivy as an eco-terrorist rather than as an ecofeminist is, asserts Knopf, to exemplify the very misogyny to which her character stands in opposition.

Two chapters interrogate a narrative feature often shared by Arkham’s villainesses and superwomen in general: victimhood. Sean Travers examines the representation of Selina Kyle in terms of trauma, comparing the character’s trauma representation in a selection of texts across a range of media. Through comparative analysis and from an existentialist perspective, Favaro examines the role of the body in the representations of Harley Quinn, Poison Ivy, and Catwoman. Drawing on the philosophy of Simone De Beavour and Jean-Paul Sartre, he elucidates the meaning behind female representations that are strongly linked to the body and the natural sphere and their implications for freedom from patriarchal control.



We Are What We Believe

The last section explores the ethical and theological motivations of Arkham’s villains, highlighting characters who are “evil” in the more traditional sense as well as those with more multifaceted motivations. Daniel Goff opens the section by interrogating The Demon’s Head and Talia’s father, Ra’s al Ghul, according to traditional Just War Theory criteria. Goff, through examining the relationship between Ra’s’s means and ends, contends that he is not merely an Ecoterrorist. He instead represents the tensions of the Anthropocene and challenges conventional morality to help bring about a necessary cleansing of the world, albeit with great cost and suffering. Francisco Miguel Ortiz also draws on a specific ethical perspective in his analysis of Scarecrow. According to Stoicism, Ortiz asserts, Dr. Jonathan Crane is the most anti-virtuous Batman villain because, by using his fear gas on others, he causes the most fundamental harm, preventing them from being virtuous. Utilizing two related yet distinct perspectives concerning individuals’ moral understanding, Justin F. Martin discusses the implications of Mr. Freeze’s formative experiences for comparing different constructivist approaches to moral development. He contends that Mr. Freeze, through his tangible and multifaceted experiences with harm and unfairness, affords opportunities to reflect on how individuals construe and apply moral principles across development.

In section one, Gotham City and its institutions were described as villainous, with Batman often fighting against various forms of corruption and, in the process, becoming more antiheroic than his “pure” counterparts like Superman. Eduardo Veteri and Fernando Gabriel Pagnoni Berns further unpack this dynamic, using Lonnie Machin, aka Anarky, to critique both the Dark Knight and the status quo he swears to protect. Distinguishing himself from many of Gotham’s villains, Anarky advocates for equality and the improvement of social conditions by overthrowing all forms of government and its authorities. Through analyzing the features of his political philosophy and the inherent challenges in bringing it to fruition, Veteri and Pagoni Berns explore the tensions between anarchist philosophy and the conservative nature of the superhero mission. To conclude the volume, Matthew Brake takes a deep dive into the motivations of Dr. Hurt, who Brake argues is eviler than the Joker. Specifically, he weaves together various sources within and outside the character’s narrative text to investigate whether Hurt is the Devil or a devil. In the process, Brake elucidates the cultural and theological significance of Hurt and his relationship to both Batman and other villains.



One Absence and Three Hopes

The great absentee of the volume is the Joker. While the reader can find numerous “cameos” of the Clown Prince of Crime in the volume (e.g., in chapters discussing Anarky, Harley Quinn, Killer Moth, Scarecrow, and Arkham Asylum), there is no chapter dedicated to him. This is deliberate, as we wanted to give space to the characters less represented in scholarship. Similarly, the decision to dedicate more than one chapter—in part or whole—to some characters (e.g., Catwoman and Poison Ivy) is justified on the grounds of highlighting, in the spirit of multidisciplinarity, how the same character can be analyzed through different scholarly perspectives and their underlying disciplinary assumptions.

After reading Arkham’s Souls, we hope you take away three broad implications concerning the role of Gotham’s villains in Batman and Gotham mythology. One pertains to the importance of knowledge from various disciplines combining to create a whole greater than the sum of its parts. The second concerns the potential pedagogical and scholarly opportunities such an analysis affords and the interdisciplinary collaborations it can engender. Lastly, we hope that the volume encourages thoughtful, good-faith reflections and discussions concerning what it means to live meaningfully in a society with others. If even one of these implications eventually results in us being better off tomorrow than we are today, then maybe these villains are not so bad after all.
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Chapter 1

Death, Monk, and Strange

The Precursors to the Supervillain in Detective Comics

John Darowski


The cover of Detective Comics #1, drawn by series editor Vincent “Vin” Sullivan,1 features an image in the style of English novelist Sax Rohmer’s criminal mastermind Dr. Fu Manchu—a racist caricature of the Yellow Peril recognizable by the eponymous mustache. The last title published by Major Malcolm Wheeler-Nicholson,2 Detective Comics was envisioned as the comic book equivalent of the pulp magazines devoted to a single genre, namely hard-boiled detective fiction. Featuring a villain on the first cover, as well as several subsequent ones, underscores the importance of the antagonist to genre fiction. Villains not only contrast and thereby highlight the heroes’—and by extension society’s—values, they often drive the narrative. It is the villains’ actions which force the heroes to react to restore order and the status quo.


Superman, Batman, and the Origin of a Genre

Sixteen months after Detective Comics #1, the trajectory of the still nascent comic book industry was transformed by the publication of Action Comics #1,3 featuring the first appearance of Superman by writer Jerome “Jerry” Siegel and artist Joseph “Joe” Shuster. This has retrospectively been recognized as the beginning of the superhero genre as it contained almost all of the key generic components. Comic book writer Kurt Busiek identifies these conventions as: superpowers, costume, code name, secret identity, heroic ongoing mission, and superhero milieu.4 Each element, except the superhero milieu, had recently appeared in American popular culture in films starring Zorro; pulp magazines featuring The Shadow, The Spider, and others; radio shows like The Shadow and The Green Hornet; and comic strips such as The Phantom.5 But the combination of these conventions in the comic book medium was unique and pioneering. A new term was needed to describe this revelatory archetype: the superhero.

While Superman was innovative, he alone did not establish a genre. At first, Superman was merely a novel science fiction concept: an alien with innate powers who was raised on Earth and became a “champion of the oppressed!” by battling social ills.6 For the superhero to become its own genre, it needed a taxonomy of set conventions (character types, settings, narrative patterns, themes, and visuals) and historically stable shared characteristics which could stand apart from other genres. Said conventions and characteristics must be imitable with variation and can only be considered stable when there is a critical mass of such characters. As Busiek states: “These conventions need to be presented as legitimate options for the characters within the narrative. [. . .] it’s that ‘functioning genre element’ aspect that’s important.”7 Dressing up in a costume to fight crime is certainly a legitimate option when there are enough such characters to form their own team, the first being the Justice Society of America in All-Star Comics #3.8 Or perhaps it’s sufficient if they share the same story world, as illustrated when the android Human Torch fought Namor the Sub-Mariner in Marvel Mystery Comics #8.9 It then becomes possible to trace the development of the superhero into its own genre, including the introduction of sidekicks, allies, supervillains, and stock supporting characters, across the two years between the first appearance of Superman in the spring of 1938 and the critical mass of superheroes by spring 1940.

While the term “superhero” described Superman, it quickly became prescriptive as every publisher wanted their own costumed and powered hero following the meteoric success of Action Comics.10 For Vin Sullivan, however, such a character would have to conform to the detective genre. Artist Robert “Bob” Kane (née Kahn) with writer Milton “Bill” Finger envisioned an “eerie figure of the night,”11 a mystery-solver who dressed as a stylized giant bat. First appearing almost a year after Superman in Detective Comics #27, Batman proved the superhero concept was imitable with variation.12 But Superman and Batman were not created with longevity in mind. The genre would not have lasted with the superpowered Man of Steel punching down at corrupt businessmen and politicians and the Caped Crusader battling “a superstitious cowardly lot” of criminals.13 For the superhero to become its own stable genre, it needed not only imitable character types but a sustainable narrative pattern to elucidate the Golden Age (1938–1954) theme of good versus evil. And it would be much better narratively if the hero was an underdog overcoming adversity to triumph over nefarious wickedness. This required an equal, if not superior, opposite: the supervillain.



Super Villains and the Development of a Genre

In Superhero: The Secret Origin of a Genre, Peter Coogan makes a clear distinction between a super hero as a hero who is superior within their field and a superhero as the protagonist of the superhero genre, with a costume, powers, and mission.14 Several pulp, radio, and comic strip heroes are above-average human beings who operate with code names and secret identities but do not possess superpowers and whose costumes lack distinctive iconography. Pulp hero The Spider (Richard Wentworth)—who fought the bizarre menace of The Bat Man, who dresses in a realistic-looking flying bat costume and commands a legion of poisonous vampire bats, in 1935’s Death Reign of the Vampire King by Grant Stockbridge—is drawn with a cape, domino mask, slouch hat, and occasional vampire fangs, but he does not have spider-like powers and the business suit and tie which complete his ensemble lack any visual motif; he would mark his defeated foes with a red spider emblem. While The Spider is a super hero, Batman, though he lacks powers, is a superhero because he has a skin-tight costume with repeated bat iconography (cape and cowl, chest emblem, and later various bat-gadgets), code name, secret identity, pro-social mission, and exists in what would develop into the superhero milieu. Of these conventions, the superhero milieu, which is in part defined by the existence of supervillains, is perhaps the most important. However, Coogan offers no distinction between a supervillain and a super villain, instead grouping all genre antagonists as supervillains.15 There should be a corollary of a super villain as a villain who is super, such as Dr. Fu Manchu, and a supervillain as the antagonist of the superhero genre, complete with costumed identity and powers but inverting the moral polarity of their mission to be egomaniacally selfish or unrestrainedly destructive.

It is an important distinction to make in order to trace the development of comic book antagonists from villain to returning super villain to regularly recurring supervillain. The move from returning—appearing in two, frequently sequential, issues—to recurring—appearing in several separate stories—is significant because it indicates an investment in the longevity of superhero storytelling. There was an expectation that readers would remember characters from previous stories separated by months or even years. This evolution from returning super villain to recurring supervillain is made clear in the early adventures of Batman in Detective Comics, particularly the six issues penned by Gardner Fox (#29–34) which expand Batman’s adventures beyond the detective genre, through the antagonists Doctor Death, the Monk, and Professor Hugo Strange, before the first appearance of the hero’s archenemy the Joker in Batman #1.16

There are predecessors to the supervillain in popular culture—costumed villains with code names who frequently utilized super science—but rarely did these foes make a second appearance. This was in part due to the nature of their media. Comic strips and radio shows could take months to tell a story, meaning that there could likely be years between possible repeat appearances. The visuals of the pulps, sporadic and limited to black-and-white as they were, and comic strips meant that their super villains could have impactful visual motifs, but without regularly repeated reinforcement they could not become iconic.

The first recurring super villain of the superhero age was the Ultra-Humanite, appearing a year into Superman’s run in Action Comics #13.17 The polar opposite of Superman, Ultra (as he is sometimes referred to) is a paraplegic old man granted extraordinary intelligence through an unknown scientific process.18 Possessing superior intelligence, a code name, and a criminal mission—as he declares: “Unfortunately for mankind, I prefer to use my great intellect for crime. My goal? Domination of the world!!”19—the Ultra-Humanite lacks a costume (he wears a lab coat) and a secret identity. It could be argued that he gains a secret identity when his mind is transferred into the body of Hollywood starlet Dolores Winters, but he rarely hides behind this new female identity.20 He therefore does not add to a superhero milieu but rather perpetuates Superman’s position as science fiction by fulfilling the role of the mad scientist, adding the theme of brain versus brawn to the narrative of good versus evil. Ultra’s plots are usually schemes to attain money in order to fund his subversive activities: racketeering,21 graft,22 sabotage,23 and kidnapping for ransom.24 How these plans contribute to his goal of world domination is unclear. He reserves his super science for his attempts to stop Superman, such as encasing the hero in crystal25 or behind transparent metal.26 Superman invariably escapes to thwart the Ultra-Humanite. Ultra’s single plan for world domination is releasing a deadly Purple Plague while Superman protects the doctor developing a cure.27 After six appearances, the Ultra-Humanite last appears in Action Comics #21,28 soon to be replaced by new archenemy, Lex Luthor, in Action Comics #23.29

After two stories of Batman facing normal villains like a corrupt businessman30 and jewel thieves,31 writer Gardner Fox was brought on to help keep the series on schedule, beginning with a two-parter in Detective Comics #29–30.32 As Doctor Death, Karl Hellfern develops a deadly pollen extract and plans to extort the world’s wealthy. Batman’s first returning super villain is similar to the Ultra-Humanite: both are mad scientists dressed in lab coats with code names, though Doctor Death also has a secret identity. But whereas Ultra would wait for Superman to appear, Doctor Death recognizes the threat of Batman and sets a trap. The trap fails and Batman is able to track the doctor to his lab, where their confrontation results in the doctor’s apparent death by fire.33 However, there is no body found. When a subsequent strange death occurs in the next issue, Bruce Wayne believes Doctor Death is behind it. His investigation as Batman leads to a new hideout where, upon his capture, the doctor is revealed to now possess a green, skull-like visage.34 The combination of mad scientist and detective story was not original, but the final twist pushes the superhero genre in a new direction. Doctor Death’s transformation into a grotesque adds a layer of horror, making his appearance match his morality. This kind of deformity, setting the antagonist apart from normality, becomes a trope of the supervillain beginning with the Joker and cemented by Captain America’s archenemy the Red Skull, first appearing in Captain America Comics #1.35

Gardner Fox’s next two-part story departs from the detective genre for horror as Batman faces the vampiric Monk in a tale likely inspired by the Universal Studio’s monster movies of the era.36 The introduction to Detective Comics #31 describes this foe as: “A strange creature, cowled like a monk, but possessing the powers of Satan!”37 Batman cannot rely on his special knowledge of the criminal mind but instead must venture into the realm of the supernatural. When Bruce Wayne’s fiancée, Julie Madison, is found by Batman wandering in a hypnotic fugue, their doctor (also hypnotized) recommends a journey to Hungary, “the land of werewolves.”38 Bruce watches over Julie’s journey as Batman, first protecting her from the Monk and then battling a giant ape to rescue her.39 In the second part (Detective Comics #32), Batman and Julie are led by the Monk’s assistant, Dala, to the vampire’s castle. Batman escapes from a pack of wolves and then shoots the Monk and Dala with silver bullets, killing them.40 The Monk dresses in red robes and a hood with a skull and crossbones emblem; a costume, but too generic to be iconic. He also lacks a code name and secret identity; as Richard Reynolds explains: “the Monk/Vampire [. . .] is not properly distinguished from the order from which he takes his name. That is to say, he might simply be a monk, not a costumed character who has taken that name and its concomitant attributes.”41 And unlike Doctor Death, the Monk does not belong to the same metropolitan setting as Batman, despite their implied parallels. No reason is given as to why Julie Madison was specifically targeted and even the motivation changes from being fed to the Monk’s werewolves42 to turning her into a werewolf.43 However, the introduction of superpowers, especially supernatural ones like vampirism and lycanthropy, is a new wrinkle which expands the potential of the superhero genre while taking another step towards the supervillain.

Though Fox’s last two stories do not feature returning super villains, it would be remiss not to mention them for their contributions to the genre. Detective Comics #33 is best known for its two-page origin of Batman by Finger and Kane, revealing how Bruce Wayne’s parents were shot by a mugger, how he then dedicated his life to “warring on all criminals,” and how his costumed persona was inspired by a bat flying through his window.44 The main story, “Batman Wars Against the Dirigible of Doom,” sees Batman battle Dr. Carl Kruger, a mad scientist with a Napoleon complex who has built a dirigible-born death ray in order to become dictator of the world.45 Though another mad scientist tale, Dr. Kruger and his Scarlet Horde’s military uniforms add a political theme not seen before. It is impossible not to draw parallels to Adolf Hitler’s militarization
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