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Introduction

Since its inception, Gotham City has become the embodiment of the archetypal American city under threat. Within the Batman franchise, artists and filmmakers have imagined a depraved geography for the condition of America. Gotham City, though not directly based on a specific city,1 represents any American city. Gotham also has the malleability to represent any temporal moment so that it may reflect real-world concerns and threats. The various depictions of Gotham City throughout the Batman franchise effectively tap into present-day cultural anxieties, and, through time, the franchise has notably represented particular cultural and historical moments.2 In order to do this successfully, the city’s social structures also reflect American society, making the social fabric of the city recognizable to readers and viewers. While each creative team may take a unique approach, the franchise has, over time, often delivered messages promoting social progress. Social, political, and economic tensions are exacerbated through the criminal activity within the city, and Batman, in offering his services to Gotham, also provides hope for continued progress in urban America.

In order to create an iconic, lasting hero, Batman creators Bob Kane and Bill Finger first had to establish some ground rules for their character. Batman first appeared in Detective Comics #27 in 1939, and Gotham City was created as Batman’s home in Batman #4 in 1940. Early on, the city existed as a backdrop for crime, and the comics mainly focused on Batman’s detective skills and crime fighting. Amid Second World War anxieties, Batman provided an outlet for an audience that was consumed by wartime propaganda (Brooker 2001, 84). As Batman grew in popularity, the parallels to particular historical moments and cultural values increased. The 1950s brought pressures to create content deemed appropriate for the target youth audience. The Space Age also greatly influenced the comics, resulting in an influx of science-fiction storylines in the Batman comics (Weldon 2016, 57–8). Then in the 1960s, Batman became defined by the campy television series Batman, which was playful and tongue-in-cheek. This set a tone that the comics of the 1970s worked to move away from (Weldon 2016, 112–13).

Glen Weldon (2016, 67) compares early depictions of Gotham City to “a studio back lot.” In the 1960s, though, he argues that it “grew into a larger and more idiosyncratic metropolis that for the first time evinced a grubby, lived-in character.” A pivotal transition to the franchise came in the 1980s. Frank Miller’s iconic graphic novels The Dark Knight Returns (illustrated by Klaus Janson [1986] 2002) and Batman: Year One (illustrated by David Mazzucchelli [1987] 2005) reimagined the Batman franchise through a Gothic approach using tropes such as darkness, uncertainty, and the intrusion of the past on the present. Terrence R. Wandtke (2007, 91) notes, “Miller portrays the city as truly Gothic in appearance and the series is colored in a way that accentuates the bleak desperation.” The city itself has become a harbinger of evil. Critics also find The Dark Knight Returns deeply concerned with US politics, particularly Reaganism amid the Cold War. For Richard A. Iadonisi (2013), the graphic novel is “an enactment of the Reagan mythos” and mocks “soft body” politicians (75), likening Batman to a “Reaganite Hard Body” (78). Wandtke (2007, 94) further considers the problems of the city as lying with the people: “The Dark Knight Returns works as a social commentary about a society that won’t acknowledge its own shortcomings and inconsistencies.” Miller’s social and political statements make for a much more serious text than its predecessors. It uses the darkness of the Gothic to expose problems in urban America.

Miller and Janson’s ([1986] 2002) graphic novel is also deeply concerned with the layers of vigilantism and different perspectives of criminal versus heroic behavior. In The Dark Knight Returns, Batman is “the good kind of criminal, the kind needed to restore order to the chaos that is America” (Iadonisi 2013, 79). However, due to the overarching political implications, Batman’s actions become increasingly complicated, especially in the way he contrasts with national authority. For Mike S. Dubose (2007, 922), “Batman is a political liability because his morality is fiercely independent. He only fights those he (not the government) believes are wrong and is consequently treated as a vigilante—vigilante being the key term for those who will not fall in line to authority’s domination.” Batman is not only a powerful figure in this DC universe but also an authority in the readers’ eyes, which makes his efforts and intentions impactful in the real world. Regarding The Dark Knight Returns, Wandtke (2007, 95) notes that Batman “is publicly embarrassing the president by bringing the decay of Gotham and in turn, the president’s misguided domestic policy, to light.” Batman exposes the social and class problems in Gotham City, which reflect the failings of this universe’s American government. In doing so, Miller and Janson’s work also invites readers to reflect on their own social and class structures and the effectiveness of federal action in real-world America.

When Gotham City was brought to the big screen, audiences were given access to navigate the city with a new kind of visual and auditory mobility that offers fresh perspectives of the urban environment. While the comic books have reflected the social structures within urban America and continue to do so, the films have been most successful in creating a visual space that viewers will recognize and relate to as representative of the American cityscape. The film representations speak to viewers, reminding us that Gotham City exists in our own world through our conscious analogizing. Tim Burton’s films Batman (1989) and Batman Returns (1992) include a Gotham City that, following Miller and Janson’s lead, is visibly Gothic in its darkness and architecture while increasingly inciting fear and encouraging the uncanny. In terms of crime in society, the films turn away from more global concerns to focus on the threat of gangsters in Batman and the corporate body in Batman Returns. Marc DiPaolo (2011, 67) notes that in Batman Returns, “white-collar, corporate criminals are the most dangerous after all, and the most in need of being brought to justice by any means necessary.” In these films, the citizens of Gotham need to look inward to find the corruption within their city’s walls.

The subsequent Joel Schumacher films Batman Forever (1995) and Batman and Robin (1997) return to some of the campiness of the 1960s TV series and are often negatively critiqued by both fans and critics. They show an eclectic, garish side of Gotham, which can be added to a catalog of its iterations throughout the franchise. This Gotham is a visible representation of excess and showmanship. Christopher Nolan’s reboot in 2005 marked a new era of Batman, concerned with post-9/11 fears and set in a Gotham City that has the visual likeness of several twenty-first-century American cities (DiPaolo 2011, 51). DiPaolo notes that in Batman Begins, Gotham’s “overall feel is certainly inspired, in part, by the archetypal ‘corrupt’ New York of the 1970s … But Batman Begins blends the visual feel of the dirty, overtly ‘immoral’ New York with the more subtle corruption that infests the cleaner, tourist friendly New York of today” (51). The threat of corruption within a recognizable, safe space is a technique of the Romantic Gothic in the domestic space that Nolan has brought into the urban environment. Nolan’s use of the Gothic may also be found through the power of terror over the imagination, what Douglas Kellner (2013, 164) calls “spectacles of terror,” which, he says, “are so powerful in Nolan’s trilogy that it is possible for audiences to identify with some of the terrorist characters and their acts of destruction.” The infiltration of the terroristic Other also arouses Gothic fear. Dan Hassler-Forest (2011, 144) argues, “this break with tradition, relocating the main threat from inside Gotham to a sectarian rebel militia in the Far East, is the first element that connects Batman Begins with post-9/11 discourse.” Critics of Nolan’s trilogy find a similar anxiety present in The Dark Knight and The Dark Knight Rises.3 Like Miller’s graphic novels, Nolan’s films have been argued as politically imbued: “Nolan’s The Dark Knight and The Dark Knight Rises present a critical allegory about the corruption, violence, and nihilism of the Bush/Cheney era” (Kellner 2013, 163). Social, political, and terroristic threats may all be found in the films and may resonate with audience members with similar concerns for real-world America. On the other hand, viewers may also find the films illustrative of showing a darker, more corrupt potential for America.

Nolan’s Batman Begins and Bruno Heller’s TV series Gotham (2014–19), both of which show the condition of the city before Bruce Wayne becomes Batman, illustrate a dilapidated environment rampant with criminal activity. Even the police department is laced with deeply rooted corruption. The arrival of Batman actually allows for the cyclical pattern of depravity in the city, where Batman removes a criminal threat just before another arrives. While William Uricchio (2010) argues that the franchise is rooted in Batman’s origin story, I argue that the origin story provides psychological explanation and motivation for his donning the mask but does not explain the roots of crime-ridden Gotham City. Embedded pathological depravity is inherent to the city and must be viewed as always already part of the metropolitan social fabric.

The impact and success of Gotham as representative of urban America greatly depends upon its visual depiction. In many film and television representations, Gotham is the amalgamation of multiple American cities. New York City is a frequent filming location but altered in order to illustrate a unique metropolis. Schumacher describes his Gotham as “Manhattan on steroids” (qtd. in Natale 1995). Heller’s Gotham was filmed on New York City’s streets, but its skyline is a composite of New York City and computer-generated imagery (CGI) buildings with added gargoyles. According to Gotham’s visual effects supervisor, Tom Mahoney, the show’s Gotham City is “a blend of neo-Gothic, art deco and beaux arts elements” with sky replacements to create the appearance that “there’s always a storm brewing over Gotham” (qtd. in CoSA VFX 2014). The various point-of-view shots and angles provide the audience with a constructed Gotham, a visual creation that is itself an art piece. These visual effects reflect the Gothic atmosphere of which the city thrives.

Nolan’s (2008) The Dark Knight was filmed mostly in Chicago with recognizable buildings used in several scenes. In The Dark Knight Rises, Nolan (2012) further “builds a familiar setting for his film” (Ioannidou 2013, 235). Filming for The Dark Knight Rises took place mainly in New York City and Pittsburgh and included scenes at recognizable landmarks, such as the Queensboro Bridge and 23 Wall Street in New York City and Heinz Field, PPG Place, and Carnegie Mellon University in Pittsburgh. Using a combination of landmarks makes this Gotham City the amalgamation of urban America. The terrorism brought to Gotham may incite fear in the audience because the attack is on familiar space rather than the constructed, artistic sets that Tim Burton used in his films.

While Nolan’s Gotham is constructed to be recognizably American, Tim Burton (1992) filmed Batman Returns on set and used miniature models of the city. Production designer Bo Welch argues, “Gotham City represents the old American city, kind of rotted, kind of corrupt, but full of character and life.” He calls this Gotham “a caricature of a city” (qtd. in Nasr 2005). In contrast, Cory A. Reed (1995, 39) sees Burton’s Gotham as “a futuristic Gotham, development run amok, in which the triumphs of technology literally overshadow humanity.” In this way, Burton’s Gotham also taps into contemporary anxieties. Gotham represents the old and the new, as its Gothic appeal simultaneously recalls the past while pushing toward the future. Visibly, it is not recognizable of or mirroring a specific city because it represents any city plagued by criminal threats. Tom Duffield, the supervising art director, says that the city that they created has an “international style … it’s kind of a generic Fascist neoclassic architecture” (qtd. in Nasr 2005). Because the city was entirely constructed, the designers could blend this “international style” with Gothic architecture to make an exaggerated cityscape. Reed (1995, 48–9) also considers Burton’s Gotham as reflective of Mikhail Bakhtin’s grotesque realism: “Burton’s world … is not the real world or a stylized comic-book world; the aesthetic of grotesque realism exaggerates reality to sensationalistic—and entertaining—extremes.” For Bakhtin (1984, 48), in the grotesque, “all that was for us familiar and friendly suddenly becomes hostile.” He also remarks, “The grotesque image reflects a phenomenon in transformation, an as yet unfinished metamorphosis, of death and birth, growth and becoming” (24). The city is a Gothic organism that illustrates this liminality as it allows for the coexistence of abundance and depravity and is visually distorted, uneven, and limitless. Burton’s Gotham is visually exaggerated because it is not intended to model a real space (but can still tap into real-world problems). Highly stylized, dark, and grotesque, Burton’s Gotham City is a work of art that arouses terror in the imagination through its active employment of darkness and lack of uniformity.

At times, works within the DC multiverse seem to create a dark/light dichotomy. Ultimately, though, they prove that light and dark cannot actually be polarized. In Walter Simonson’s (2007) “Legend” in the comic book miniseries Batman Black and White, a mother tells her child the history of Gotham City: “Once upon a time … the city was a Gothic realm of eternal night. Full of pain … and grief … and a people … broken by evil” (68–9). She then describes how Batman emerged to save the city from the “four horsemen of the apocalypse” (69–70). The irony of the tale, which takes place in the “far future and in a stainless steel city of light” (67), is that the future is no better than the past. The militants that govern the city, wielding their black fist insignia, do not indicate that the city of light is better off than the city of darkness. The reality is that Gotham is perpetually under threat because its apocalyptic condition has been normalized, regardless of its luminosity.

Gotham City’s darkness can tap into readers’ and viewers’ own psychological complexities. The “dark-deco” style of Batman: The Animated Series (1992–5) creates an urban space where both criminals and vigilantes lurk in the shadows, making audiences think about the uncertain and the unknown. For Charles Holland (2008), the darkness of Gotham City in The Dark Knight reflects the inner intricacies of the individual watching the film: “The film suggests that it is impossible to design out darkness. It is a product of our own desire, and a nightmare lurking in the same places that also give us comfort. It is not an alternative world so much as the dark side of our affluent lives.” Holland suggests the city represents the self, and the audience can identify with the darkness rather than displace it as fantastic. The terrors associated with darkness can arise from the everyday comforts of our own lives. Darkness, even symbolically, pervades all aspects of life.

With new creative teams writing and illustrating Batman comics and producing new film and TV iterations, Gotham City continues to exist as a space for perpetual reconstruction of an iconic American city. Readers and audience members take in each version, collecting the various Gothams in their mental catalog. No version is less Gotham than another, and while one may be personally preferable, they all coexist as Gotham City. Thus, the reimagined city is simultaneously one and many, a recognizable space that has been described, built, and crafted through a variety of methods and media. New creative teams and technology will continue to provide opportunities for Gotham to be freshly envisioned while still remaining recognizably American. As such, readers and audiences can take this recognizable city and look inside at the relationships between Gotham’s people. Gotham embodies the social conditions of America, and its heroes and villains help make visible social issues regarding class, race, ethnicity, gender, and sexuality. The people of Gotham are the people of America, and the franchise uses both comic books and films to illustrate struggles of adolescence and promote identity development while also encouraging social progress to transcend perceived social inequalities.

The following chapters examine the social fabric of Gotham City as representative of urban America. Gotham is an organic space that simultaneously encourages destruction and offers hope. Contemporary American society is reflected in the characters through their relationship with the city. Henri Lefebvre ([1979] 2009) argues that space is socially produced. The social production of space occurs in representations of Gotham City throughout the franchise from an external and an internal perspective. Externally, the
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