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A Rake’s Progress (1735)





Rodolphe Töpffer, The Adventures of Mr. Obadiah Oldbuck (1837-42)



The Yellow Kid (1895-98)



Funnies on Parade (1933)



Superman (1938)





“The Reign of the Super-Man” (1933)



Detective Comics #27 
(May 1939)



From Grant Morrison, Supergods (25-26)

“Batman was born of the deliberate reversal of everything in 
the Superman dynamic: Superman was an alien with incredible 
powers; Batman was a human being with no superhuman 
abilities. Superman’s costume was brightly colored; Batman’s 
was grayscale and somber with mocking flashes of yellow. In 
his secret Clark kent identity, Superman was a hardworking 
farmer’s son who grew up in small-town kansas, while 
Batman’s Bruce Wayne enjoyed life as a wealthy playboy—an 
East Coast sophisticate descended from old money. Clark had a 
boss; Bruce had a butler. Clark pined after Lois; Bruce burned 
through a string of debutantes and leading ladies. Superman 
worked alone; Batman had a boy partner, Robin, who wore 
green briefs, a black mask, and a yellow cape. Superman was of 
the day; Batman was of the night and the shadows. Superman 
was rational, Apollonian; Batman was Dionysian. Superman’s 
mission was the  measured allotment of justice; Batman’s, an 
emotive two-fisted ask-questions-later vendetta.”





Crime Does Not Pay (1942-55)



“In 1948, the 80 million to 100 
million comic books 
purchased in America every 
month generated annual 
revenue for the industry of at 
least $72 million … Hardcover 
book publishing, by 
comparison, brought in about 
$285 million”



Association of Comics Publishers Code (1948)

1. Sexy, wanton comics should not be published. No drawing should show a female 
indecently or unduly exposed, and in no event more nude than in a bathing suit 
commonly worn in the United States of America.

2. Crime should not be presented in such a way as to throw sympathy against the law and 
justice or to inspire others with the desire for imitation. No comics shall show the details 
and methods of a crime committed by a youth. Policemen, judges, Government 
officials, and respected institutions should not be portrayed as stupid, ineffective, or 
represented in such a way to weaken respect for established authority.

3. No scenes of sadistic torture should be shown.
4. Vulgar and obscene language should never be used. Slang should be kept to a 

minimum and used only when essential to the story.
5. Divorce should not be treated humorously or represented as glamorous or alluring.
6. Ridicule or attack on any religious or racial group is never permissible.



Comix





1986-87: Times are a-changing

• Creators influenced by the comix movement

• Decline of Comics Code

• 1970’s direct market sales model and rise of 
comics shops

• Shift to adult consumers















Kids Grow Up

• Turn to thematic and iconic 
realism

• Thematic realism: reflects 
more on the  “real world”

• Iconic realism: artistic styles 
shift toward realism

• Limited but increased diversity 
of characters







Dark Knight Returns and Watchmen

• Gritty realism reflecting social 
anxieties, such as nuclear war

• Flawed heroes and meta 
commentary

• Experimental in form (esp. 
Watchmen) and with established 
characters

• Aimed at adult audiences



Batman’s 
Chest



Rorschach’s 
Shoes





Maus (86-87)



Maus

• Gritty historical or 
(auto)biographical realism, 
but stylized

• Comics’ image-text form 
creates opportunities for 
bearing witness

• Biography, memoir, 
photography





Maus – witnessing, documentary

• Draws attention to history and to 
the “real” world

• Levels of iconicity or realism

• Iconic – bears some relatively 
unambiguous relationship to 
reality

• Investigates the boundaries of 
what comics can do



Persepolis (2000)





Nat Turner (2005)







Fun Home (2006)



Fun Home (2006)



Displacement (2020)



Sandman

• Neil Gaiman’s Sandman
should also be 
considered alongside 
the Big Three

• Overtly literary, 
mythopoetic, and 
experimental with form 
and panels

• Recent Audible 
adaptation




