
A History of Comics
Part Two: The Big Three



Big Three

● Move away from standard superhero comics 

● Comics as legit philosophy, literature 

● 2 of the 3 are DC Comics - success created Vertigo 



The (2nd?) British Invasion

● Influx of British creators during the 

80’s

● DC Comics at the forefront

● Alan Moore’s “fault”

● Karen Berger and Vertigo



Karen Berger (1958-present)

● Helped create DC’s Vertigo imprint 

in 1993

● Executive editor of Vertigo until 

2013

● Helped publish Neil Gaiman’s 

Sandman and Moore’s Swamp 

Thing

● Vertigo published: Fables, 

Hellblazer, The Invisibles, 100 

Bullets, Preacher, V for Vendetta, 

and Y: The Last Man



Vertigo

● Published company-owned and 

creator-owned properties

● Fed by the successes of Dark 

Knight Returns and Watchmen

● Adult themed, literary minded, and 

political



Watchmen

● Published monthly between 86-87

● Collected into trade paperback in 

1987

● Writer Alan Moore

● Artist Dave Gibbons

● Colorist John Higgins



Alan Moore (1953-present)

● Batman: The Killing Joke, From 

Hell, The League of Extraordinary 

Gentlemen, Marvelman, Swamp 

Thing, V for Vendetta

● Winner of too many awards to 

mention



Dave Gibbons (1949-present)

● Artist for Watchmen, Green 

Lantern, Kingsman

● Winner of many awards, too 

● In 2014 he became Britain’s first 

ever Comics Laureate



John Higgins (1949-present)

● Batman: the Killing Joke, 

Watchmen, Judge Dredd, Before 

Watchmen, etc

● Color is under appreciated aspect 

of the comic 





Watchmen’s Color Palette 



Watchmen

●Thematic realism reflecting social 
anxieties, such as nuclear war

●Flawed heroes and meta commentary

●Experimental in form and with 
established characters

●Aimed at adult audiences





Dr. Manhattan

● Born as Jon Osterman (1929)

● Becomes a physicist at Gila Flats 

Research Base (1958)

● Transformed in an “intrinsic field 

separator” in 1959

● Becomes Dr. Manhattan in 1960







Rorschach’s 
Colors and 
Shoes



Watchmen as Literature









Watchmen (2019) - the show



Dark Knight Returns

● Published 86 as four issue series

● Written by Frank Miller

● Art by Klaus Janson

● Color by Lynn Varley

● Thematic realism for a big name 

character



Frank Miller (1957-present)

● Daredevil, Batman: Year Zero, 

Dark Knight Returns, Sin City, 300, 

Ronin

● Tries to fuse noir and manga

● Politics are … complicated



Klaus Janson (1952-present)

● German-born American 

● Dark Knight Returns, Daredevil, 

Superman, and many others





Batman’s 
Chest



Carrie Kelley

● First full-time female Robin
● Saves Batman’s life (multiple 

times)
● Tech whiz 
● Slightshot expert









Art Spiegelman (1948-
present)

● Writer and artist
● Second generation Holocaust 

survivor
● Maus, Metamaus, Garbage Pail 

Kids, Arcade, Raw, In the 
Shadow of No Towers



Maus (86-87)

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

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

●Biography, memoir, 
photography



Maus

●Witnessing

●Black and white

●Cross hatching 







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)



Gender Queer (2019)



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




