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Derived from Old English “gat” – meaning “goat” 
– and ham – “home”, the name “Gotham” can 
be literally understood as the “homestead where 
goats are kept.” According to folklore, the village 
of Gotham in Nottinghamshire, England, a place 
that was inhabited by fools. After being adopted by 
DC Comics, today we perhaps associate Gotham 
City more with the Gothic architecture that gives 
the city its dark and unpleasant urban uncanny, 
waiting to be saved by the caped vigilante – Batman. 
Architecturally, Gotham City has been carefully 
crafted to stage the superhero narrative upon an 
urban setting.

It all started from Frank Miller’s (1986) comic book 
and Tim Burton’s films. Gotham was appropriately 
Gothic. This Gotham was realized and created by his 
production designer Anton Furst’s Gotham, singled 
out as one of the distinguishing features of the film. 
It was a city of graveyards and gargoyles, alleys and 
asylums (Stamp, 2009). The opening shots of Gotham 
City expose a city as nightmare. From a tracking shot 
of disruptive anarchy in the streets, the frighteningly 
dark and steamy sets of Anton Furst lend expression 
a city of crime lords. In Arnold’s (1990) terms, this is 
the populace “doing as they like.” It is a populace as 
the “sterner self,” which “likes bawling, hustling and 
smashing”. The only exception to the riotous masses 
is a conspicuously out-of-place family appeared at 

the end of the panning shot of he maniacal city after 
the dark (Debona, 1997). In the midst anarchy, this 
well-dressed middle-aged couple with a young son 
happily came out of a theatre only to be robbed on 
an alleyway. The family represents the archetype of 
the innocent and victim. The ‘burtonesque’ dystopia 
in Gotham is unmistakably literal. The mission for 
the caped crusader is clearly to eliminate the super-
villains and restore justice to the city of darkness. 
Gotham became the embodiment of fear of the other.

Since Anton Furst’s nourish nightmare Gotham 
(Fig.1) in Tim Burton’s film (1989, 1992, 1995), 
Gotham City skyline has slowly evolved into a 
familiar corporate city in Christopher Nolan’s Dark 
Knight trilogy (2005, 2008, 2012). After 20 years, the 
image of dystopia in The Dark Knight has become 
more complex and ambiguous. The similar eventual 
triumph of batman as the defender of status-
quo, the dichotomy between righteous and evil, 
order and anarchy in Gotham seems destined for 
deconstruction (Debona, 1997). 

To critically engage Gotham with a dystopian 
thinking, the definition of dystopia is explored 
beyond an imagined place that everything is bad or 
unpleasant. Dystopia can be understood as a non-
existent place that is located in time and space that 
the author intended a contemporaneous reader to 
view as worse than contemporary society (Miller, 
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1998). That normally includes at least one utopian 
enclave or holds out hope that the dystopia can be 
overcome and replaced with a utopia - Batman in 
Gotham. Dystopia must not be confused with anti-
utopia. While anti-utopia attributes the darkness to 
Utopia itself and tells us the exits are ambushed, 
dystopia is the dark side of hope (Levitas & Sargisson, 
2003). 

Gotham City should not be understood as an anti-
utopia precisely because of the instillation of hope 
from Batman. Batman is not simply an upscale 
adventure story about good and evil but a disguised 
political allegory that reflects contemporary state 
of terror. The Dark Knight’s transformation of the 
built environment perhaps escalated Burton’s 
Gotham from being a dystopia to being a critical 
dystopia. Fitting (2003) refers to critical dystopia 
as a concept that offers engaged critics to extend 
beyond the strictly formal qualities of the literary 
utopia and as a tool for evaluating recent dystopia. 
The transformation of Gotham challenges the non-
existing place in Miller’s (1998) dystopia to evoke 
terror in familiarity of Gotham City. Such dystopia is 
embodied in the thoughts of seeing the well-ordered 
city being reduced to smouldering rubble (Holland, 
2008). Critical dystopia is what we see an everyday 
(Gotham) city on the theatre screen but imagine its 
anarchic ending.

The following section of the essay explores in detail 
how the built environment coupled with their 
antagonists to articulate an urban dystopian imagery 
from the ‘Gothic Gotham’ to the ‘everyday Gotham’. 
First, we will analyse Anton Furst’s Gotham as 
portrayed in Burton’s films.

Tim Burton’s Batman consisted of a Gotham that 
Burton said he wanted to look “as if hell had erupted 
through the streets and kept on going” (Hamm, 
1986). Anton Furst’s Gotham channeled the spirit of 
the famed architectural delineator Hugh Ferriss, who 
first introduced a dystopian vision of New York City 
in his book, The Metropolis of Tomorrow (Fig.3). In 
the book, the pages of looming, gloomy, brooding 
images presented New York as a cold realm with 
towering skyscrapers standing alert like sentinels. 
Ferriss and Furst both sought to bring architectural 
elements of the city to life. Skyscrapers, a familiar and 
commonplace component of every city, were given 
a slightly sinister role; Gargoyles also manifested as 
a watchful protector of the Gothic city. 

Gargoyles are traditionally used a representation of 
evil, thought to be used to scare people attending 
church, reminding them that the end of days was 
coming near. It was also thought that their presence 
assured congregants that evil is kept outside of the 
church’s walls. However, as is often debated in 
comics, who is the demon? Do the gargoyles really 
represent evil or do they act as a misunderstood, 
misinterpreted guardian that fights against the true 
dark forces? Dressed with a Gothic-Victorian tuxedo, 
the criminal – Penguin – in Batman Returns (1992), 
framed Batman as the murderer who kidnapped and 
killed the innocent Ice Princess during the Gotham 
Christmas Tree lighting ceremony. Penguin could 
be classified as a gentleman of crime. Manipulating 
public perception to elect him as the new mayor, 
Penguin, in other words, was a classic villain 
who police could not bring to justice. In such 
circumstances, Batman was the one who can exercise 
justice without the bounds of police jurisdiction.

Batman could well be the living manifestation 
of gargoyles in Gotham City, the stone protector 
brought to life (Fig. 2). Just as the city’s architecture 
and gargoyles are designed to keep demons at bay, 
batman instills the elemental fear in Gotham to 
frighten people to the path of righteousness. In the 

Figure 2. Batman Solitude by AdmiraWijaya (Fan Art)
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steamy midst of Furst’s chaos is Batman’s spotlight 
symbol, which the police calls the city’s guardian. 
Cities have a sense that permeates the consciousness 
of those who live there until themselves become a 
piece of the urban fabric, a fractional embodiment 
of the city itself (Stamp, 2009). When Batman’s 
symbol is projected into the sky, a watchful spotlight 
illuminating and observing the city, he becomes 
more than an inhabitant, he is in fact part of the city. 
It is Batman who gives life to this urban dystopia.

Ferriss’ iconic and much sought-after renderings were 
designed specifically and deliberately to convey the 
emotional impact of architecture. Though Furst drew 
heavily from his work, where Ferriss eschews detail 
for monumentality, Furst used shadowy Neogothic 
spires and vertical infrastructure to compose a retro-

futurist Gothic skyline, placing it into the definition 
of dystopia as a non-existent place that is located in 
time and space. This could be any city, at any time 
or place, but at the same time Furst allowed us to 
firmly relate and root this idea in reality. As Batman 
writer Dennis O’Neil later commented, “Batman’s 
Gotham City is Manhattan below Fourteenth Street 
at eleven minutes past midnight on the coldest night 
in November.”

The next major film portrayal of Gotham City, 
Nolan’s The Dark Knight (2008), steps away from 
the iconic and highly distinguishable Neogothic 
appearance created by Ferriss, taking a further step 
in exemplifying the idea of Gotham City being any 
city (Fig. 4). In The Dark Knight, it is the ordinariness 
of Gotham City that is meant to terrify us. While the 
audience gasps at the terror created by the actors and 
the plot of the movie; the setting and city introduce 
the fear that this could happen to us, this could very 
well be the city we live in - an unsettling idea that 
remains in the unconscious far after the plot blurs. 
The city in the Dark Knight may look familiar but 
the gothic darkness hasn’t vanished. It is there in the 
shadows, an endlessly possible flip side to the shiny 
optimism of Modernity (Holland, 2008). The Dark 
Knight not only suggests the possibility lying in the 
shadows, it introduces the idea that these two sides 
- the shine and the shadows - coexist as a doubling. 

While Gotham City offered the virtual architectural 
fact, the fictional social reality of urban constitutes 
the urban conditions of dystopia. Vividly planned 

Figure 4. Gotham City, Still from Christopher Nolan’s Batman Begins (2005)

Figure 3. The Metropolis of Tomorrow, Hugh Ferriss
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by Joker, an obvious doubling began with the scene 
where two ferry boats - one full of innocent civilians 
and the other full of criminals - have to choose 
whether to destroy each other in a limited timeframe. 
Just as the shine and shadows, both the innocent 
civilians and the criminals possess both good and 
evil intentions and actions. Another example would 
be the ambitious new district attorney, Harvey Dent, 
takes on the battle against the corrupt and crime 
lords, giving Gotham a hero with a face. Žižek 
(2012) discusses Dent, the ‘white knight’, as if he 
is the reply of the city’s legal order to the masked 
crusader’s vigilante struggle. The corrupted system 
ended up generating its own illegal excess, leading 
Dent into killing innocent people and destroys him. 
Doubling occurs when Gotham’s “White Knight” 
became the villain “Two Face”, where the doubling 
is literally split on his face in a terrible reveal at the 
end of the movie. At the end of The Dark Knight, 
Batman takes upon himself the crimes committed by 
Harvey Dent to save the reputation of the popular 
hero with a face. “I’m whatever Gotham needs me 

to be.” Batman said to Lt. Gordon. Batman made his 
sacrifice to Gotham and let himself be condemned 
and hunted as if Gotham is personified. “Because 
sometimes the truth isn’t good enough. Sometimes 
people deserve more.” He continues, “sometimes 
people deserve to have their faith rewarded.” For 
a city’s safety, the caped vigilante immortalized 
the popular ‘white knight’, Harvey Dent, and let 
the troubling truth bury with his own integrity and 
honour. Gotham’s fragile societal construct of civility 
cannot have a more vivid symbolism. The caped 

vigilante is no longer an urban hero but a protector 
of the night. The dark side of hope in Gotham is 
crystalized with its dependence on the Dark Knight 
demonized.

This doubling and coexistence of possibilities and 
opposites lead to a situation where anything and 
everything can and will happen. Films use a dystopian 
setting because of the narrative advantages of that 
context, like the lawlessness of the frontier  (Fitting, 
2003). This is explicitly addressed by the Joker, who 
calls for anarchy, saying “Introduce a little anarchy. 
Upset the established order, and everything becomes 
chaos. I’m an agent of chaos. Oh, and you know 
the thing about chaos? It’s fair!” He exploits the 
coexistence and plays with doubling, but his evilness 
lies in his belief that the ugly and the shadows will 
eventually triumph. While the Joker calls for anarchy 
in its purest form, in The Dark Knight Rises, Bane 
attempts to mobilize masses to achieve a political 
goal. He poses a threat to the system of oppression 
that would bring structural changes to society - a 
self-claimed vigilante of Gotham.

Anarchy reigns both in Gotham City and within its 
architecture. We see neoclassical civic spaces being 
overthrown, occupied, and redefined to the new 
societal order in The Dark Knight Rises. Filmed in the 
Union Station of L.A., the supposed new court house 
of Gotham City, a mockery is made of this ‘place of 
justice’, which is filled with ex-con mobsters, Bane’s 
mercenaries and thugs (Fig. 5). At the end of the giant 
hall sits the psychiatrist Jonathan Crane, Gotham’s 
former villain Scarecrow with a self-made podium 
with looted furniture. “Let me remind you this is not 
a trial, merely a platform for you to choose your fate. 
Death or Exile?” Without lawyers and witnesses, 
the shadow of anarchy is apparent. Different from 
the familiar city in The Dark Knight, the anarchic 
dystopian vision here is predictable, perhaps even 
less critical than its predecessor in Nolan’s second 
film.

Instead of monumentalizing Gotham, Nolan’s 
Gotham became an everyday city, recognisable and 
banal. As Woody Allen comments, during the night 
in a city, all stores are closed, and you realize that 
everything is dark and that civilization is gone. The 
safety in a city is a man-made construct and the 
reality is that you’re living on a planet. In Nolan’s 

 FIgure 5. “Courtroom” scene.  From Christopher Nolan’s The Dark Knight Rises



5

second film, Joker exploits the human primal fear 
of darkness where all our superimposed societal 
order and behavior is reduced to naked human 
nature. Joker wants to prove that our civility is 
superficially rested upon safety of our familiar walls. 
Dystopia of Gotham is not longer postmodern 
critique. Architecture in Gotham city is clean-cut 
and corporate. It might not be exactly friendly, but it 
is definitely familiar. Nolan no longer captures petty 
crime on alleyways. Dystopia in Gotham is not a city 
we are scared of, but an ordered city we live in that 
might succumb to anarchy at any moment (Holland, 
2008). Urban dystopia is a city in terror that is very 
much related terrorism in the Bush-era.

In the above, we have established the transformation 
of Burton’s original streaking Gothic Gotham to 
Nolan’s banal city. At the same time, this can be 
understood as the Batman films escalating from 
merely being an urban dystopia to being a critical 
urban dystopia - a self-commentary on dystopia 
itself. Batman films uses a dystopian setting because 
of the narrative advantages of the context, such as 
the lawlessness of the contained city (Fitting, 2003). 
Here, this essay further suggests that the film itself 
rises above being an illustrative example, to being a 
critical commentary on dystopia of the present. 

If a critical approach generates the social conception 
of Utopia, an urban built space is the instrument 
of its realization, and of the transformation of a 
vicious society into a virtuous one (Choay, 2005). 
The concept of dystopia arose from contrast with 
utopia, and from it evolved the notion of critical 
urban dystopia. In the same way, built space 
helps to realize and flesh out this abstract idea, 
and the transformation from vicious to virtuous 
and the very possibility of its reversal and descent 
demonstrates the duality of utopia and dystopia - an 
interdependence that critical dystopia comments 
on. Gotham made visible the virtual architectural 
fact and the abstract doubling of the fictional social 
reality. Such visualization made the architectural 
analysis of utopian thinking possible.

We borrow Lefebvre’s (1996) writing on the specificity 
of cities to examine the role of urban condition in 
dystopias. He stressed that city and urban are not 
same entities. While ‘city’ is a present and immediate 
reality, a practico-material and architectural fact, 

‘urban’ is a social reality made up of relations which 
are to be conceived of, constructed or reconstructed 
by thought (Lefebvre, 1996). In the quest to search 
for an urban dystopia, Lefebvre’s delineation perhaps 
offers profound understanding for Gotham City to be 
one. For him, urban life, urban society, in a word, 
the urban, cannot go without a practico-material 
base. If urban is conceived without actual society 
seeking, incorporating and incarnating through 
knowledge and reflection, the possibilities of an 
urban, will go into decline and bound to disappear 
(Lefebvre, 1996). In other words, possibilities of an 
Urban Dystopia are bound to dissolve unless we 
employ dystopian thinking to critically assess cities 
we experience. It is not any one portrayal of Gotham 
City but the evolution of them that constitutes an 
urban dystopia.

Gotham underwent a structural evolution from a 
dystopia to a critical dystopia. Gotham as a city, 
though fictional, offered practio-material basis 
for an urban condition in dystopias. Some may 
consider that the city may still be just a piece of 
fictional entertainment. However, architecture and 
cinema share the same ‘cocktail of magic realism 
and deceptive illusion that are both essentially 
fraudulent.’ (Coates, 2012). The final section of the 
essay explores the invention of Gotham as a notion 
as a whole instead of static snapshots from individual 
comic and cinematic portrayals. Gotham as a case 
of urban dystopia is freed from the specificity of 
territorial and temporal reality. While most of its 
comic series is artists’ imagination, Gotham in films 
took place in various real cities (i.e. New York City, 
Los Angeles, West London. Chicago, Pittsburgh, 
Chicago, Pittsburgh, Newark, Tokyo, Hong Kong). 
Gotham can be familiar but also placeless.

Numerous ambitious authors have tried to map 
Gotham according to its fragmentary depiction. 
Because of the volatile nature of cinematography, 
Gotham City transforms quite radically according 
to production designers. Maps become obsolete 
before they are verified (Fig.6). Cinema built on 
the dynamic relationship between fragmentary 
and continuous experience. It learnt to construct 
emotional experience through montage and assembly 
(Coates, 2012). Drawing on the feminist criticism of 
universalist assumptions – fixity and singularity, and 
neutral and objective knowledge, critical dystopia 
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resist purity in genre in favour of an impure, hybrid, 
partial and situated knowledges that renovates science 
fiction by formally and politically oppositional (Miller, 
1998). Lefebvre (1996) called for an understanding 
cities as organisms. The life and death of cities as well 
as its evolutionism characterises Gotham as a dynamic 
plurality as a case for an urban dystopia. Gotham is 
neither the death of a city nor its undergrowth but is a 
living evolutionary entity of urban corrupt and chaos. 
Take only Arkham Asylum for example, the concurrent 
holding cells of super-villains across almost all Batman 
series appears in its most distinct form in different parts 
of Gotham. Architecture in Gotham flashes and emerges 
as a backdrop of Batman and his villains, meandering 
in an endless organic labyrinth. Understanding the 
fragmentary experience of Gotham as an architectural 
labyrinth offered an open fluid spatial opportunity for 
the living prospects of manifestation of urban dystopias 
to come.

The shift from the dark and brooding Gotham to the 
banal city has disconcerted the classical good and 
evil binary. Along with shift in geopolitical powers 
in reality, the binary of the lawful and lawless; hero 
versus villain from the post-cold war era is relativized 
in the age of pre-emptive warfare on terrorism. The 
medium of cinema is bound to disturb and supersede 
Modernist thinking, and overlay reality with a 
fictional heightening of the urban project. Just as the 
medium of cinema was meant for disturbance, critical 
dystopias are commended because they disrupt the 
ideological closure of the present  (Levitas & Sargisson, 
2003). Instead of architecture merely appearing as a 
background within film, the critical dystopian approach 
enabled a meaningful deconstruction of Gotham City. 
Such quest to search for an urban dystopia helps us 
identify the careful role and responsibilities of the 
built environment. It is true that for utopian thinking 
to be transformative, it must also disrupt the structural 
closure of the present. However, Batman regains its 
popularity because of the continuous renewal of fear 
and excitement inflicted on the audience. Carefully 
listening to the outcry of urban dystopia might just 
let us reflect and realise whether we live in another 
‘heaven for goats’.

Figure 6. Maps of Gotham.
From http://batmangothamcity.net/no-mans-land/
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