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You can hardly turn around 
at the moment without 

bumping into some kind of 
superheroic entertainment. Marvel 
owns the boxoffice and DC is 
chasing them down. DC and 
Marvel thrash it out on TV, and 
streaming services. Image comics 
have a property on the Playstation 
network and it seems like nary a 
day goes past without some new 
movie, game, TV show or 
animation being announced or 
futher developed.

We love superheroes here in 
the Hyper bunker and have gone 
to the ends of the Earth and 
performed some herculean feats 
to put together our Superhero 
Special, investigating all aspects 
of superheroes in gaming, from 
why Batman is a far better 
hero for games than Superman, 
to the era of 16-bit superhero 
sidescrollers through to the 
psychology of why people love 
superheroes in the first place.

Put on your favourite, none too 
revealing, spandex take a load 
off and enjoy the Hyper 
Superhero special.  

D A N I E L  W I L K S

EDITOR BY DAY/VIGILANTE 
BY EARLY EVENING
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D A N  S T A I N E S

Founded in 2004 by industry veterans Sefton Hill 
and Jamie Walker, London based Rocksteady 

Studios is an organisation at the top of its game and on 
top of the world. Known chiefly for its enormously 
popular “Arkhamverse” series of Batman games, success 
has seen the studio grow from an eighteen man startup 
built on the ashes of Argonaut into a world class 
developer employing over 180 people. During this time, 
Rocksteady has remained doggedly committed to its 
guiding principles: quality, professionalism, efficiency, and 
treating people (i.e. employees) well.

“We use [these values] to help measure whether we 
are making good decisions,” studio director Jamie Walker 
explains. “Take ‘quality’ for example. We constantly push 
for the best, which means that we iterate, and then 
reiterate, and then tweak again, until we have something 
that is truly great. This obsession with quality lies at the 
heart of everything that we do. This approach requires 
a passionate and dedicated team of people and we are 
fortunate that the team here at Rocksteady are nothing 
short of incredible.”

URBAN CHAOS: RIOT RESPONSE
This commitment to quality is evident in all of 
Rocksteady’s games, even its very first. Published by 
Eidos in 2006 for PlayStation 2, Urban Chaos: Riot 
Response is a riotous (literally) first-person shooter 
set in a kind of near future suburban Armageddon. A 
gang of Warriors-esque terrorists called The Burners 
has overrun an unnamed American metropolis. As Nick 
Mason, head of the newly-formed anti-terrorist group 
T-Zero, your goal is to take the terrorists down by 
whatever means necessary. 

What sets Urban Chaos apart from other, similarly 
scenarioed first-person shooters is it’s gleeful disdain for 
realism and emphasis on micro-objectives: fun little tasks 
like “Get 10 headshots in a row” or “Beat someone to 
death with the riot shield” that infuse minute-to-minute 
gameplay with a sense of greater purpose. Completing 
micro-objectives unlocks better equipment and weapons 
with which to tackle harder micro-objectives, creating 

a potent feedback loop that keeps you 
replaying levels long after the narrative 
draws to a close. 

“Urban Chaos is very close to our 
hearts – scarred hockey masks still adorn 
the studio,” Walker says. “It was a brilliant 
project to work on. When we released 
the game, the first-person shooter genre 
was, and still is, an incredibly competitive space. 
The game had some fantastic and innovative game 
mechanics, and was very highly regarded. I still miss 
using the fully upgraded shotgun.”

Urban Chaos received lukewarm reviews, and – lacking 
the name recognition of a Call of Duty or Medal of Honor 
– was largely ignored by the paying public. Nevertheless, 
for Rocksteady the game’s quality was confirmation that 
the company was on the right path.  “We really believed 
in the game that we were making. We aimed to make the 
kind of game that we enjoyed playing ourselves,” says 
Walker. “That is the key approach that we have taken 
forward into the Batman: Arkham games. We work with 
honesty, passion, and the belief that if we love what we 
do, other gamers will too.”

BATMAN: ARKHAM ASYLUM
With Urban Chaos out the door, Rocksteady spent a year 
coming to grips with the third iteration of Epic’s Unreal 
engine, developing prototypes for a then nebulously 
concepted Xbox 360/PS3 game. At around the same 
time, Urban Chaos publisher Eidos acquired the Batman 
license, and – impressed by Rocksteady’s work with 
Unreal 3 – asked the developer if it could bring the same 
polish and attention to detail to a game based on the 
Dark Knight.   

“The first thing I did was dig out my original copy of 
[the comic] Arkham Asylum, which is still my favourite 
graphic novel,” Walker remembers. “We worked 
incredibly hard to put the pitch together with great 
care and to treat the Batman brand with the respect it 
deserves. The pitch included a moving teaser of Gotham 
in desperate need of Batman. The rest is gaming history."

 AS SHE GOES
THE PAST, PRESENT, AND FUTURE OF 

ROCKSTEADY STUDIOS
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The game that would eventually become Arkham 
Asylum began by focusing on a single crucial mission 
statement: make a game where players feel like they 
are the Batman. Up until this point, Batman videogames 
had a pretty dismal track record, and even the good 
ones – like Ocean’s side-scrolling beat-‘em-up – failed 
to capture the essence of their subject. Not that you 
can blame them: Batman’s a historied, highly complex 
character with a dazzling diversity of skills and tools 
at his disposal. He’s an avenging wraith, a meticulous 
detective, and a gifted scientist. Good luck cramming all 
that into a single videogame. 

The incredible thing about Arkham Asylum is that it 
does just that, and does it well. The game’s centrepiece 
is its FreeFlow Combat system with which you could 
take down entire packs of thugs by anticipating their 
blows and stringing together long chains of graceful 
counter-attacks. It’s a beautiful, empowering system, 
easy to grasp with room for the player to develop some 
serious expertise. And when you get good enough to 
take down, say, an entire platoon of heavily armed thugs 
with a single unbroken combo, you feel like the Batman, 
no question about it. It’s intoxicating.

To capture Batman’s analytic side, Rocksteady 
introduced Detective Mode: a gadget in Batman’s arsenal 
that allows him to easily identify points of interest in 
the environment – gargoyles, vent covers, structural 
weaknesses – as well as track enemies in the dark and 
through walls. At various points throughout the game it’s 
necessary to use Detective Mode to analyse the scene 
of a crime for clues, a fun diversion from exploration and 
combat that lets you indulge the cerebral component of 
the Batman fantasy. 

But for all it does well, Arkham Asylum is not a total 
success. Developed from scratch in just three years, the 
game was a massive undertaking for a relatively small 
developer like Rocksteady and there are some parts of it 
that clearly suffer for lack of polish. The most egregious 
example is the climactic rooftop boss fight with The 
Joker, an encounter roundly criticised by fans and critics 
alike for its clunkiness and similarity to earlier boss 
fights. What went wrong?

“The way that we work at Rocksteady is to build the 
game chronologically,” says Walker. “The real work on 
the later chapters started much later in the development 
cycle, and so we didn’t have as much time to develop 
and polish certain parts. It comes down to time, and time 
is a very precious thing. To bring an entire game up to a 
very high level of overall polish is an incredibly difficult 
balancing act.” 

URBAN CHAOS: RIOT RESPONSE
As development on Arkham Asylum wrapped up, 
Rocksteady began to plan for a sequel. According to 
Walker, the driving force in those early days was the 

team’s strong desire to improve on Arkham Asylum 
in just about every respect. It had to be more: more 
gadgets to use, more upgrades to collect, more villains 
to fight… and most importantly of all: more Gotham to 
explore.

“We were hugely excited about giving the player more 
choice and more autonomy by letting them explore 
a part of Gotham City itself and letting them choose 
where to go and what to do,” says Walker. “The idea 
of building out a fully explorable and very dangerous 
district of Gotham City was something that really ignited 
the team.”

Featuring The Joker, Harley Quinn, Killer Croc, 
Scarecrow and others, Arkham Asylum isn’t exactly light 
on big name villains, but there are still a few notable 
absences. Arkham City rectifies this with one of the 
biggest rosters of A-list villains ever assembled in a 
videogame. Pretty much everyone of consequence is 
here: Penguin, Two-Face, Mr Freeze, plus most of the 
cast of Asylum (including Mark Hamill’s final, haunting 
performance as The Joker) and a few oddball extras 
(Mad Hatter, anyone?) to keep you on your toes. 

According to Walker, Arkham City’s expanded rogue’s 
gallery provided a natural context for expanding 
Batman’s capabilities, with each villain presenting the 
caped crusader with a unique challenges requiring 
unique solutions. “For example, our interpretation of 
The Penguin is pretty nasty,” he says. “By smuggling 
military grade guns and equipment into Arkham City, 
The Penguin’s actions force Batman to develop his own 
gadgetry and combat skills in order to counter the threat 
from that equipment and weaponry.” 

The real star of Arkham City, though, is its titular 
setting. Set up as a kind of mega-penitentiary/insane 
asylum by warden Quincy Sharp and Dr Hugo Strange, 
Arkham City is a patchwork of rotting slums and 
abandoned factories five times the size of Arkham 
Asylum. Liberally pockmarked with collectibles, side-
quests, and Easter eggs, it’s the kind of place you could 
explore for a hundred hours or more and still not see 
everything there is to see. Even more so than Asylum, 
Arkham City has presence, personality, like the heroes 
and villains that stalk its streets and alleyways. It’s alive – 
and it’s not always on your side.

An unintended consequence of Arkham City’s 
immense size, however, is that it feels less intimate, 
and ultimately less focused than the water-tight 
Asylum. With so much to see and do, it’s easy to get 
overwhelmed and discouraged. We asked Walker what 
percentage of players completed all of City’s side-
quests, but he couldn’t tell us. Our prediction: less than 
five percent. Given that Arkham Knight is set to be five 
times bigger than City, you have to wonder: how will 
Rocksteady keep it all together and keep the player 
interested? How big is too big?

"Yeah, nah, it's ya muffler, mate. Gonna 
have to take it into the shop, I reckon."
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P R E V I E W

BATMAN: ARKHAM KNIGHT
Walker tells us that planning for Arkham Knight began 
at the tail end of the development cycle for Arkham City. 
Right from the start, new-gen consoles were the target, 
giving Rocksteady much greater scope to experiment 
and play with the idea of what an Arkham game could 
be. One of the first big decisions the team made was 
to include the Batmobile, which Walker says had a 
“significant knock on” effect on the size of the Arkham 
Knight’s gameworld. 

“It was the introduction of the Batmobile that had 
the biggest effect on the game’s core mechanics,” he 
says. “We wanted the Batmobile to feel like an extension 
of Batman. He uses it to augment his combat, his 
defensive capabilities and his forensic skills, as well as his 
navigation throughout the city. The Batmobile plays a 
big part in the game and was the inspiration for a load of 
new mechanics.”

The Batmobile is not just a car: it’s a 20 tonne mobile 
multitool – the most impressive gadget in an array of 
impressive gadgets. In addition to getting Batman where 
he needs to go, the Batmobile’s “battle mode” gives it 
formidable offensive capabilities, which you’re certainly 
going to need if you want to take on the eponymous 
Arkham Knight. Get your combo multiplier high enough 
during hand-to-hand combat and the Batmobile can be 
summoned to take down multiple foes at once in the 
ultimate, overkill finishing move. The versatile auto is 

even good for solving puzzles, thanks in large part to its 
wall-destroying winch targeted explosives. 

Of course, the Batmobile is not the only new toy in 
Batman’s ever-expanding bag of tricks. The Dark 
Knight himself has been upgraded in response to the 
threat presented by his titular antagonist, with many 
of his new abilities reflecting the increased size of 
the Arkham Knight’s gameworld. Bats can now glide 
for longer and change direction mid-glide using his 
Grapnel Gun, making it much easier to speedily navigate 
Gotham’s skyline.

Arkham Knight is easily Rocksteady’s most ambitious 
project to date. To cope with the increased workload, the 
studio now employees more people than ever and will 
probably continue to grow even once Arkham Knight is 
out the door. Has constant expansion changed the studio 
for the better? Walker thinks so:

“I’ve realised that company culture can have many 
different meanings,” he tells us. “To me, it’s about how 
we treat people. Here, we aim to treat people well. The 
clearest examples of this are the lengths we go to in 
order to make people feel good, and how much we 
do to care for people when they have a problem. That 
is the real core of our company culture, and it’s not 
something that has changed much since we started. It 
takes much more effort now that we have more great 
people, but they are worth it – I still cook them all 
breakfast every month!" 

Batman PAAAANCH!

Incoming noogie in 3... 2... 1...
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 J-STARS 
VICTORY 

VS+

“Superheroes” tends to conjure a specific image in 
our heads of brave men and women in capes and 

spandex granted extraordinary abilities by outside forces 
by which to fight evil. Many of the values we tend to see 
espoused by superheroes – an unwavering belief in 
justice, trusting in your friends and companions, and 
fighting for what you believe is right – are also those of 
the heroes and heroines of Japan’s ever-popular manga 
anthology Shonen Jump. 

For decades, Jump has given the world heroes of both 
the super and not-so-super variety, ranging from the 
manly fighting men of Fist of the North Star and Dragon 
Ball to the stylish boys of Saint Seiya and Yu Yu Hakusho 
to the loveable goofballs of One Piece and Gintama. And 
now, a massive Shonen Jump crossover title is making 
the journey outside of Japan as J-Stars Victory Vs+ for 
the PS3, PS4, and PS Vita.

JUMP AROUND
J-Stars Victory Vs+ certainly isn’t the first Jump crossover 
game of its type – Jump Super Stars and Ultimate 
Stars, a pair of Smash Bros.-style fighters, were popular 
Nintendo DS imports back in the day, and seeing a bunch 
of popular Jump heroes in one game runs as far back as 
the Famicom Jump RPGs from the late 80s. What makes 
J-Stars Victory Vs+ so noteworthy is that not only is it 
the first such title to be released in English, but it’s also a 
third-person-view team arena fighter: a genre that’s fairly 
popular in Japan (mostly thanks to a plethora of Gundam 
Vs. titles) but hasn’t really found its footing overseas yet. 

Two teams of two characters each (plus a support 
character) fight against each other in a squared-off 3D 
arena using special attacks and movement abilities that 
are unique to each character. Getting a KO in a battle 
doesn’t take a fighter out, but instead adds to a victory 

count: it’s up to you to keep your momentum going and 
keep scoring enough KO’s to win the match. 

Besides standard arcade and versus modes, Victory Vs+ 
also features an expansive story mode called J-Adventure 
where characters from the different series meet, fight, and 
join forces to compete in Jump World’s J-Battle Festival. 

As a comic anthology with almost half a century of 
history behind it, you’d expect a pretty expansive roster 
out of J-Stars Victory Vs+. Happily, th game doesn’t 
disappoint in this respect, giving players 52 characters 
from 32 various Jump series to play around with. This 
includes heavy hitters like Goku and Vegeta from 
Dragonball, Kenshiro from Fist of the North Star, Ichigo 
from Bleach, Naruto and Sasuke from Naruto, and Luffy 
from One Piece. Old-school manga and anime fans will 
be excited to see characters from Rurouni Kenshin, Yu 
Yu Hakusho, Jojo’s Bizarre Adventure, and Saint Seiya 

in the arena, while fans eagerly following all the 
latest Jump series will be pleased to see Toriko, 
Assassination Classroom, and Saiki Kusuo no 
Psi-nan being represented. Even Jump series 
that don’t loan themselves well to fighting like 

Kuroko’s Basketball and Nisekoi get some stage 
time through assist characters.

Despite a few notable omissions (see The Ones Left 
Behind), there's a lot of quality fanservice in J-Stars 
Victory Vs+, and some fun gameplay to boot. While 

it’s not terribly a deep fighting game, at least not 
compared to the giants of the genre, it’s still super 
fun to take on your friends while playing as teams of 

your favorite manga heroes. Even better is that Namco-
Bandai has hinted that there may still be some additional 
surprises (read: DLC) in store for fans in this release. 

We’ll certainly look forward to seeing this epic 
crossover land sometime this summer. 
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S 
Y V

THE ONES 
LEFT BEHIND
J-Stars has a pretty impressive roster, but 
it’s worth noting a few popular series 
that aren’t present in the game. Prince 
of Tennis and Death Note, two modern 
favorites, didn’t make the cut (perhaps 
because they wouldn’t work so well in 
a fighting game format), nor did any 
characters from the recent World Trigger. 
(One Punch Man isn’t in here, either, but 
he’d be hilariously overpowered.)
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Rise of incaRnates
   P la t forms  PC
Deve loper Bandai Namco
Publ isher Bandai Namco
Due Fu l l  Version TBA 2015
www.riseofincarnates.com

Bandai Namco’s competitive free-to-play 

2v2 fighter Rise of Incarnates is brimming 

with potential, with players taking the role 

regular humans imbued with supernatural 

powers. Rise of Incarnates is visually 

gorgeous, with gamepad support for those 

eager to take their combat to the next 

level. It’s currently available on Steam Early 

Access, and while there are a few issues yet 

to be ironed out and hefty fees to buy new 

characters it’s well worth checking out. 

BRofoRce
   Pla t forms PC
Deve loper Free L ives
Pub l isher Devo lver Digi ta l
Due Nowish
www.broforcegame.com

Currently available on Steam Early Access, 

Broforce is a retro-styled run ‘n’ gunner 

that pays homage to the hyper masculine 

commandos of the 70s and ‘80s greatest 

action movies – the miraculous superhero-

like stars of yesteryear who brought 

remorseless violence and seemingly 

unbreakable bones to the world’s enemies 

all in the name of righteousness and 

freedom. Consider it the fast-paced 

lovechild of Contra and Metal Slug.

Mighty no. 9
   P la t forms  PC, L inux, Mac, PS4, PS3, 
PSV, Xbox One, Xbox 360, WiiU, 3DS
Developer  Comcept / In t i  Creates
Publ isher  Comcept
Due  Apr i l  2015
www.mightyno9.com

The highly anticipated spiritual successor 

to the mismanaged Mega Man franchise, 

the side-scrolling action-platformer Mighty 

No. 9 puts players in the boots of a virtuous 

android on a mission to save the world 

from his eight predecessors who have 

gone rogue. The crowdfunded title from 

Keiji Inafune is worth keeping an eye on, 

promising challenging and fluid combat, 

non-linear levels, and stunning visuals.
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Just Cause 3
   P la t forms PC, PS4, Xbox One
Developer  Avalanche S tudios
Publ isher  Square Enix
Due  Hol iday 2015
justcause.com

While the parachuting, grappling hook 

wielding Rico Rodriguez has never officially 

been billed as a superhero it’s fairly safe to 

say that anyone capable of hooking onto 

and hauling themselves atop a moving 

vehicle without dislocating their shoulder 

possesses latent super-strength at the very 

least. The third iteration in the mayhem 

filled open-world franchise boasts a map 

size similar to Just Cause 2 albeit with 

a bit more verticality, offering buildings 

that are a bit more realistic to scale and 

subterranean caverns to explore.

Lego MarveL’s 
avengers
   P la t forms PC, PS4, PS3, PSV, Xbox One, 
Xbox 360, Wii U, 3DS
Developer  Trave l le r ’s Ta les
Publ isher  Warner Bros. In te rac t ive 
Enter tainment
Due  Q3 2015
marvelsuperheroes.lego.com

Lego Marvel’s Avengers is the umpteenth 

release in the charming brick filled puzzle-

platformer franchise, this time piecing 

together the plotlines of the Marvel 

Cinematic Universe films The Avengers and 

its direct sequel Avengers: Age of Ultron. 

While it might look like little more than 

a subpar kid’s game with little appeal or 

challenge for older gamers, previous Lego 

titles have surprised us with their tongue-

in-cheek humour.

BattLeBorn
   P la t forms PC, PS4, Xbox One
Developer  Gearbox Sof tware
Publ isher  2K
Due  TBA 2015
www.battleborn.com

Following the success of Borderlands, 

Gearbox Software are forging the way 

for another hybrid genre with their self-

described ‘hero shooter’ Battleborn. 

Combining the co-operation and 

competitiveness of a MOBA with the action 

of an FPS, Battleborn has players choose 

from an eclectic range of heroes each with 

their own unique skills who’ve banded 

together to save their dying universe. It 

looks stunning, and with co-op and player-

versus-player modes planned Gearbox is 

shaking up the MOBA market.

HYPER_SUPERS_14-18 10 to watch superheroes.indd   15 26/03/2015   1:49:54 PM



16

City of titans
   P la t forms PC
Developer  Missing Wor lds Media
Publ isher  Missing Wor lds Media
Due  Mid -2016
cityoftitans.com

City of Titans, originally known as the 

Phoenix Project, is the ambitious spiritual 

successor to the utterly fantastic and 

underappreciated superhero themed MMO 

City of Heroes, with developer Missing 

Worlds Media pledging to provide the same 

level of character customisation, progression 

and combat polish. The crowdfunded title 

will run on the 4th gen Unreal Engine, and 

though the team still has a long way to go 

they’ve shown their commitment thus far, 

providing updates on development and lore 

to keep fans and backers interested.

Quantum Break
   Pla t forms Xbox One
Deve loper Remedy Enter tainment
Pub l isher Microsof t  S tudios
Due TBA 2015
www.xbox.com/en-US/games/quantum-break

Remedy Entertainment is looking to blur 

the distinction between videogames 

and television with their forthcoming 

mature take on the superhero origin story. 

Quantum Break is an Xbox One exclusive 

third-person shooter which follows three 

characters capable of manipulating time. 

The story is ingeniously broken into 

segments of gameplay and live-action 

footage that can be altered based on 

player’s choices in the preceding action, 

with Remedy set to push videogames into 

an exciting new mixed-media territory.

CraCkdown
   P la t forms Xbox One
Developer  Dave Jones 
Publ isher  Microsof t  S tudios
Due  TBA 2015
www.xbox.com/en-US/games/crackdown

The original Crackdown was one of 

the best reasons to purchase an Xbox 

360, dumping players in an open-world 

environment and in control of a gun-toting 

supersoldier. The forthcoming third entry 

in the series, confusingly titled Crackdown, 

is shaping up to be an equally good reason 

to pick up the similarly confusingly named 

Xbox One if you haven’t already, with 

series creator Dave Jones (also responsible 

for the original Grand Theft Auto, Body 

Harvest, and the sadistically sweet 

Lemmings) back on board!
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OVERWATCH
   Pla t forms PC, Mac
Deve loper B l izzard Enter tainment
Pub l isher B l izzard Enter tainment
Due TBA
eu.battle.net/overwatch

While the story is expected to take a 

backseat to gameplay in Blizzard’s first 

new IP in almost two decades, the 

premise is as simple as it is brilliant. The 

objective and team-based first-person 

shooter (which will no doubt provide 

stiff competition to Gearbox’s 

Battleborn) takes place years 

after an international task force 

of heroes responsible for 

defeating the big-

bad and ushering in 

an age of freedom 

and equality have 

been unceremoniously 

disbanded and turned 

to mercenary work. 

Blizzard’s track 

record alone earns 

Overwatch a nod, 

but the delightful Pixar-

esque visuals and what 

looks to be a well-balanced and 

diverse cast of characters goes a 

long way too.
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M I K O L A I

Wolverine has a problem. Every time he gets his claws out he loses a quarter 
of his health. Across town, Batman is stalking Gotham with a gun, shooting 

anyone he sees. And Captain America? He’s in hospital, recovering. Someone 
threw a can of soda at his head and knocked him out cold…
Welcome to the awkward world of superhero videogames.

EVER DANCED WITH THE DEVIL IN THE PALE MOONLIGHT?
Superheroes and videogames have always had a complicated relationship. 
Ever since Superman was released for the Atari 2600 in 1978, developers have 
struggled to replicate the comic book experience via a gamepad and TV. 

This volatile mix of art and technology made its way into the 
spotlight with the arrival of Tim Burton’s 1989 adaptation of Batman. 
The success of the film and the associated videogames saw the 
money, visibility, and expectations involved in licensed superhero 
properties jumped exponentially. 

Batman was the first time that comics, Hollywood, and 
videogames had properly aligned in a coordinated effort. And the 
experience showed just how much money could be made when 
everyone was on the same page. As Ocean Software’s Gary Bracey 
noted in a Retro Gamer interview, “The combination of strong license 
with great game had a significant impact on sales.” Read: new Ferraris 
for everyone.

There was just one problem. It was all a happy accident. The Batman 
movie had been in development hell for a decade, the licenses for the 
games had been snapped up years earlier for pennies, and outside 
comic book circles, no one really cared about Batman until Tim Burton 
washed away the campy 1960s memories. 

Compared to today’s ruthlessly efficient handling of franchise 
properties, the late ‘80s were wide-eyed and innocent. Marvel and DC 
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were still considered too nerdy and fringe to be of 
much interest to the general public, and anyone 
interested could snap up the rights to their 2nd tier 
characters for cheap. 

Over in Hollywood, the industry was looking at a new 
generation of indie directors, and only just discovering 
the summer blockbuster. Spider-Man and X-Men 
were still a decade away, and Robert Downey Jr was 
knee deep in ‘substance abuse’ issues.  

Meanwhile, the videogame industry was 
undergoing its own teething problems. As the 
‘80s came to a close, the small bedroom teams that 
had defied the era were being replaced by a more 
streamlined approached. In the UK, leading publishers 
like Ocean were dragging their freelancers in-house 
and giving them a salary. Across the ocean, Japanese 
powerhouses like Capcom and Konami were on the cusp 
of greatness. And somewhere in the middle there was 
a glut of opportunistic, middle-tier publishers. 

In other words, everyone was making it up as they 
went along. And for every Batman or Teenage 
Mutant Ninja Turtles, there were a dozen 
game that were not only broken, they had 
very little to do with their source material.

WE BROKE YOUR SUPERHERO… 

No one sets out to make a bad game. That 
being said, the history of videogames of 
piled high with stinkers. And the waft 
is notably pungent when it comes to 
licensed superhero games. 

Delivering games on time and on budget is 
hard. And when you factor in all the additional 
elements involved in a licensed superhero property, 
it’s not surprising to find that things often go wrong. 

Sometimes the wrong can start before anyone has 
written a single design document or punched in a single 
line of code.

The thing about licensed properties is they cost 
money. Sometime lots of money. The assumption is you 
can offset that cost with increased name recognition 
and sales. Or if you’re a particular unscrupulous 
publisher, you can simply slash the production budget 
of the game, safe in the knowledge gullible fans will buy 
whatever crap you end up shipping. 

And that’s pretty much the business model pursued 
by software publishers like LJN and THQ back in the 
day. While THQ managed to shame itself with awful 
film adaptations (Home Alone 2, anyone?), LJN focused 
their efforts on ruining your favourite superhero. 
Spider-Man and X-Men titles were the primary target of 
their half-assed games, with dozens of titles dumped on 
unsuspecting kids throughout the late ‘80s and 
early ‘90s.  

While THQ at least found some redemption in its 
later years, LJN was a pump and dump scheme from 
its inception to its demise. For much of its existence 
the company was little more than a thinly veiled front 

for Acclaim to release cheap licensed properties (and 
get around Nintendo’s regulations about how many 
games a company could release in a given year).

WHO WANTS TO BE AQUAMAN ANYWAY?

Not all publisher were as outright evil and 
disinterested in the quality of their games as LJN / 
Acclaim. Some just found themselves lumped with 
superheroes who didn’t translate particularly well 
to videogames.

The reason there’s been so many Batman 
games (and they’re generally above average), 

is because the character lends itself well to 
the medium. Batman is a bro with bunch of 
high tech toys, a cast of colourful villains 
to battle, and an iconic backdrop with 
Gotham City. As a starting point for a 

videogame, that’s pretty much as easy as it 
gets. If you can’t make that scenario work than 
you’re really not trying.

But what really makes Batman work as a 
videogame character is his vulnerability. At the 
end of the day, he’s still human underneath all 
the padding (metaphor!), and if he gets shot 
in the face with a bazooka he’s going to die, 
presumably.

Which is the exact opposite of Superman. You 
don’t have to be a fan to know that he’s pretty 
much indestructible. Also, he once reversed time by 

making the earth spin backwards in that ‘80s movie. 

BEST SUPERHERO GAMES

TMNT (Arcade)
One of the most popular / profitable arcade machines of all time. 

Batman Forever (SNES)
Final Fight in a Batman outfit. Simple but effective. 

X-Men (Arcade)
Another scrolling beat-em-up, this one offers six player 
simultaneous co-op. And X-Men, obviously. 
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SUPERHERO 
VIDEOGAME 
HALL OF 
FAME 
(TITLES 
RELEASED)
Spider-Man  32
Batman  28
TMNT  21
Superman  14
Incredible Hulk  7
Wolverine 5
Judge Dredd  5
Iron Man  4

1 6  B I T  S U P E R H E R O E S

Which, FYI, is legit science.
Here’s the thing, it’s very hard to translate all that 

into a videogame that’s both fun and ‘on brand’. Truth 
be told, a realistic Superman game would mostly 
consist of you lazily tapping the X button while waves 
of bad dudes are mowed down by endless heat vision. 
This is not conducive to good game design. 

The only way to get around this has been to cripple 
the powers of the superhero. Which of course means 
they’re no longer superheroes, they’re just a bunch of 
cosplayers. And that’s the enduring legacy of virtually 
every Superman videogame ever released. The 1987 
NES effort from Kemco forced Superman to catch a 
train in order to fight bad guys and turned him back 
into Clark Kent if he sustained a couple of punches to 
the head. The 1992 Mega Drive version from Sunsoft 
limited his extensive powers to jumping, punching and 
kicking (unless he grabbed a specific icon).

The X-Men have encountered similar problems 
over the years, with videogames severely gimping 
their mutant powers. While Konami’s 1992 
arcade release allowed up to six players to join 
in simultaneously, the actual game mechanics were 
more interested in snatching up your lose change than 
depicting the characters in any authentic sense.

And then you’ve got some characters whose 
powers are simply impossible to properly depict in a 

videogame. The Flash is a case in point. In the comics he 
can move at lighting speed, pass through solid objects, 
and incapacitate a room full of henchmen before they’re 
even aware of his presence. In the Sega Master System 
adaptation he runs left to right and jumps a lot before 
dying at the hands of a barely animated sprite that’s 
maybe supposed to represent a bad dude.

Conversely, the one great Hulk game, Ultimate 
Destruction, embraced and built on his legendary 
powers, offering players the chance to freely traverse a 
3D city destroy anything they came across. Granted, it 
would be another two generations of hardware before 
that was technically feasible on the PS2, but you get 
the idea. 

THE JERK STORE CALLED… 
Dialing down a superheroes powers in order to 
give players a challenge is one thing. Completely 
disregarding their abilities and background stories is 
quite another. Yet that’s exactly what a bunch of older 
titles did – treating their protagonists as problems to be 
worked around, rather than characters to be celebrated.

The Superman arcade game from 1988 featured a 
second Superman (re-skinned in red and grey), for co-
operative play. And even the well-regarded NES version 
of Batman decided that his outfit was actually purple. 
Because why not?

The Punisher (Arcade)
The generic scrolling beat-em-up gameplay was turned up several 
notches by the Punisher’s ultra violent gunplay. 

Batman (NES)
Not great by today’s standards, but it raised the bar 
for licensed videogames and is fondly remembered by 
old people. 

Not great by today’s standards, but it raised the bar 
for licensed videogames and is fondly remembered by 

Judge Dredd  5
Iron Man  4
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the head. The 1992 Mega Drive version from Sunsoft 
limited his extensive powers to jumping, punching and 

over the years, with videogames severely gimping 

in simultaneously, the actual game mechanics were 
more interested in snatching up your lose change than 
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By the start of the 90s comic book companies 
were starting to pay a lot more attention to how their 
characters were being depicted in videogames. Sunsoft, 
a prominent publisher during the era, released a number 
of games based on the Batman comic book license 
they held. René Boutin, who worked as a producer/ 
director for the company explained the process in 
an interview with Dromble.com. 

According to him, the typical routine was, “Daily 
communication with the external developer, and 
at least weekly with the licensor. But we’re talking 
early 1990’s, so the medium was fax machine, 
telephone and videotapes! Every producer was 
equipped with a VCR and we had to record 
gameplay of our game builds and send them off to 
our contact at the licensor’s licensing department 
where they would review the tape and provide their 
feedback by fax.”

This back and forth was often hampered by the 
licensee’s lack of technical knowledge when it came 
to videogames. When dealing with Warner Bros, 
Boutin noted that they, “didn’t understand most 

videogame tropes, 
like pixels, memory 
restrictions, action 
based gameplay and the 
artistic freedom required 
to turn a passive media 
property into an interactive one. 
You have to give the player something to do!”

While this sort of oversight should have improved 
the quality of the titles (at least in theory), that wasn’t 
always the case. Superman 64 is generally considered 
to be the worst superhero games ever made, and is 
comprised of little more than flying through rings 
in a drab, lifeless city. In an interview with Hardcore 
Gaming, the title’s producer, Eric Caen, blamed the 
none-existent gameplay on the rights holders. (You can 
read more about this sad, doomed abomination in our 
feature on p. 62.)

You can probably take Caen’s comments with a grain 
of salt, no other Superman game has restricted players 
to that extent. But they do shed some light on the 
sometimes-strained relationship between the games 

WORST SUPERHERO VIDEOGAMES

Wolverine (NES)
Wolverine loses a quarter of his health meter every time he swipes 
with his claws… *drops mic*

The Simpsons: Bartman meets 
Radioactive Man (NES)
How are you going to make a Radioactive Man game and not include 
the phrase, “Up and at dem!” Fail. 

Wolverine (Mega Drive)
Non-existent collision detection means your claws are clearly hitting 
the enemy, but nothing is happening? Why is nothing happening?

By the start of the 90s comic book companies 
were starting to pay a lot more attention to how their 
characters were being depicted in videogames. Sunsoft, 
a prominent publisher during the era, released a number 
of games based on the Batman comic book license 
they held. René Boutin, who worked as a producer/ 
director for the company explained the process in 

According to him, the typical routine was, “Daily 
communication with the external developer, and 
at least weekly with the licensor. But we’re talking 

telephone and videotapes! Every producer was 

gameplay of our game builds and send them off to 
our contact at the licensor’s licensing department 
where they would review the tape and provide their 

This back and forth was often hampered by the 
licensee’s lack of technical knowledge when it came 
to videogames. When dealing with Warner Bros, 
Boutin noted that they, “didn’t understand most 

"BY THE 
START OF THE 

90S COMIC BOOK 
COMPANIES WERE  

PAYING A LOT MORE 
ATTENTION TO HOW 
THEIR CHARACTERS 
WERE  DEPICTED IN 

VIDEOGAMES"
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STRANGE 
DAYS / 
STRANGE 
GAMES
Batman (PC Engine) 
Based on that 
Batman movie where 
an overweight  Bruce 
Wayne traverses a 3D 
maze killing dudes. 

Revenge of Shinobi 
(Mega Drive) 
Features a surprise 
cameo (and 
boss battle) with 
Spiderman. For no 
other reason than 
Sega owning the 
rights to Spidey 
and wanting their 
moneys worth.

Batman Returns 
(PC- DOS)
A detective game? 
Sure, why not…

TMNT (NES) 
According to the 
manual, your 
motivation for 
defeating Shredder 
is to “capture his Life 
Transformer Gun” so 
you can turn Master 
Splinter back into 
human form. Wait!? 
What!?

X-Men 2: Fall Of The 
Mutants (PC-DOS) 
Why are the X-Men 
fighting the Viet 
Cong? What is 
happening here? 
Who approved this?
 

industry and the people who hold the rights to the 
characters and franchises.

Marvel didn’t employ anyone with a videogame 
background to ensure the accuracy of their intellectual 
property rights in games until 2007. The guy they 
eventually hired, Chris Baker, was there to ensure, 
“Spider-Man’s suit was red. Wolverine’s claws were the 
right length,” and the Punishers shirt didn’t look “like 
a smiley face.” He recently published a book pointing 
out all the ways those earlier titles messed up the 
characters – Wrong: Retro Games, You Messed Up Our 
Comic Book Heroes!

TEENAGE MUTANT BATMAN TURTLES

For all the concerns about quality and authenticity, 
the 16-bit era saw a staggering amount of licensed 
superhero games released. More than at any other 
point in videogame history. This probably reached 
its zenith with 1992’s Batman Returns. Nine different 
games were released across multiple-platforms, all of 
them developed by individual teams. And while the 
quality varied wildly, they all found their way to the top 

of their respective charts. 
Super Nintendo owners had a Final-Fight like 

scrolling beat-em up courtesy of Konami, Sega fans 
were saddled with a generic platform title, the Atari 
Lynx game looked pretty but virtually no-one could 
make it past the first level, and the PC version was a 
detective adventure.

Meanwhile, back in the arcades, publishers found that 
co-op beat-em-ups (in the Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles 
mold), were not only a neat way to showcase superhero 
partnerships, but their multiplayer focus generated far 
more revenue than the average cabinet. After all, why 
limit a game to two or four paying customers, when you 
can have six players on screen at once – like in the 1992 
X-Men title. 

These days, most superhero films can’t be bothered 
with the associated videogame. If you’re lucky you 
might get a cheap phone app. And aside from the 
evergreen Batman license or cameos in fighting games, 
there’s not much else out there.

That’s not entirely surprising given the huge leap in 
both licensing fees and game development costs. The 
days of being able to secure a superhero from Marvel 
or DC for cheap and punch out a game in six months 
are long gone. And so is the audience of inevitably 
disappointed 12-year-olds who used to buy it. These 
days they’re purchasing 99-cent apps. Given the 
chequered history of the genre, that may be best for 
all concerned. 

ALL UP IN YOUR COMIX ZONE…

Ironically, one of the best superhero games of the 16-
bit era wasn’t based on a comic, a film, or a licensed 
property. It was Sega’s Comix Zone, released for the 
Mega Drive at the tail end of its existence in 1995.

While the plot wasn’t anything to get excited 
about – comic book artists gets sucked into the world 
he’s created and has to battle the villain – the way it 
incorporated comic book style panels and structure into 
its world still stands up to this day.

Freed from the constraints of established 
superpowers, licensing restrictions, or the deadlines 
associated with a film releases, the developers were able 
to create a crossover videogame from the ground up.

Of course no one cared about the Mega Drive in 
1995, and Comix Zone mostly sank without a trace. 
That’s a shame, because it remains one of the few 
games to successful meld comics, 
superheroes and videogames 
in a playable package. And 
given the history of the genre, 
that’s an exceptionally rare 
combination. 

Ultra Man (SNES)
Obscure Japanese superhero inexplicably makes it west, only to 
be greeted with shame and scorn at his rubbish one-on-one 
fighting game.

Batman Forever (Mega Drive)
A mutant hybrid of platform game and Mortal Kombat, this is slow, 
ugly, and plays stupid. 

games to successful meld comics, 
superheroes and videogames 
in a playable package. And 
given the history of the genre, 
that’s an exceptionally rare 
combination. 

A mutant hybrid of platform game and Mortal Kombat, this is slow, 
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In an open world Los Angeles (a nod to the upcoming 
TV series), the Powers game begins with the player at 
full-power, capable of superhuman speed, strength and 
resilience – not to mention flight. As Diamond, the player 
is given the ability to do whatever they will – they're a 
superhero in a world where superpowered people exist, 
but aren't entirely common.

And then, in a manner befitting the story told in 
the books, Diamond finds himself entirely without his 
powers. Fade to black. Fade in, and the player  
character is handsome, heroic, powerless Detective 
Christian Walker.

For those not familiar with Brian Michael Bendis' 
breakout work, Powers is a fantastic series which 
explores the human side of superhumans. It does this 
from the perspective of Detective Walker, and it uses 
that perspective to examine human nature in extreme 
forms. Walker is a detective for the Powers division of 
The City PD, responsible for investigating crimes where 
superpowers are involved.

Like any good piece of meta-fiction, Powers works 
hard to play with expectations from fans of the genre 
while also delivering a compelling experience, and the 
videogame adaptation of the comic would do the same. 
Where many games start with the player possessing all 
their powers, losing them and then gradually regaining 
them, Powers gives you a taste of all that power and 
then takes it away forever.

In Powers the game, we give you everything for a 
few hours and we let you generally be heroic and then 
halfway through the game we rip all of that away and 
put you in the shoes of a cop on the beat in a city full of 

superpowered lunatics. It's not often that games feature 
regression instead of progression.

LA Noire is the obvious analogue for what the game 
will become, although the more recent Sherlock Holmes: 
Crimes and Punishment has a slightly better crime 
scene investigation system. As you drive around from 
case to case you watch dynamic events play-out, and 
much like in True Crime: Streets of LA you're given the 
opportunity to take action with them. You can join in 
on shoot-outs at banks, you can chase down muggers. 
You can do almost everything you did when you had 
superpowers – almost.

You're vulnerable. In the comics Walker is either 
exceedingly lucky or dramatically resistant to pain even 
without powers, but in our game he can die from one 
bullet to the head. You can't fly all around the city to 
quickly stop a bank robbery, and when you get there, 
you and your police issued sidearm might not be a 
match for the assault rifles the bad guys are rocking. 

Powers the Game would examine vulnerability in 
games the way Alan Moore used Marvelman to examine 
superpowers in comics. Even in games where the player 
is susceptible to one-shot kills, like the Rainbow Six and 
SWAT series, vulnerability is normalised, and as players 
we dismiss it.

But from the beginning this game would setup the 
player to experience loss in a way games typically don't 
do. And it's a game that no modern studio would create, 
because nobody's going to make two games for the 
price of one  – especially when it flies directly in the face 
of convention. That sort of thing is only wildly successful 
in every other entertainment medium. 

j o a b  g i l r o y

The ComiC:  
The TV Show: The Game

Powers
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Batman and Superman are the jewels in DC 
Comics crown, the keys to their success. Thanks 

to the Caped Crusader and The Man of 
Tomorrow, DC Comics were able to give a host 
of authors the opportunities to explore graphic 
novels as an artistic medium. What I'm saying 

is, without Bruce Wayne and Clark Kent, we 
wouldn't have Gaiman's Sandman, 

Moore's The Watchmen or Ennis' 
Preacher. Or a dozen other critical, 
essential novels that we now take for 
granted, but in their time were 
considered radical and dramatic 
departures from pulpy convention.

Both heroes have branched 
out into other forms of media, 
inspiring movies, television and 
even music with great success, 
but only one has managed to 
capture the hearts and minds 

of gamers everywhere. For fans 
of both comics and games, one of the 
most pervasive questions is a classic – 
why has Batman succeeded repeatedly 
where Superman has failed time and 
time again?

Superman 64, The Death and Return 
of Superman, Superman on the Atari 
2600, Superman: The Man of Steel – The 
Man of Tomorrow's game library reads 

SUPERMAN 
BATMAN

UNNATURAL
PROGRESSIONS:

J O A B  G I L R O Y 

EMULATES THE WORLD'S GREATEST 
DETECTIVE TO FIND OUT WHY THE LAST SON 
OF KRYPTON STARS IN SUCH SHITTY GAMES.

to the Caped Crusader and The Man of 
Tomorrow, DC Comics were able to give a host 
of authors the opportunities to explore graphic 
novels as an artistic medium. What I'm saying 

is, without Bruce Wayne and Clark Kent, we 
wouldn't have Gaiman's Sandman, 

Moore's The Watchmen or Ennis' 
Preacher. Or a dozen other critical, 
essential novels that we now take for 
granted, but in their time were 
considered radical and dramatic 
departures from pulpy convention.

Both heroes have branched 
out into other forms of media, 
inspiring movies, television and 
even music with great success, 
but only one has managed to 
capture the hearts and minds 

of gamers everywhere. For fans 
of both comics and games, one of the 
most pervasive questions is a classic – 
why has Batman succeeded repeatedly 
where Superman has failed time and 
time again?

Superman 64, The Death and Return 
of Superman, Superman on the Atari 
2600, Superman: The Man of Steel – The 
Man of Tomorrow's game library reads 

J O A B  G I L R O Y 

EMULATES THE WORLD'S GREATEST 
DETECTIVE TO FIND OUT WHY THE LAST SON 
OF KRYPTON STARS IN SUCH SHITTY GAMES.
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new areas and items, 
becoming more 
powerful as they do.

Tom Taylor is an 
award-winning author, 
an Australian and the mind 
driving the Injustice series, 
the prequels to NetherRealm Studios' fantastic 
fighting game. He's an expert on both Batman and 
Superman, having written stories for both characters 
that explore the ins-and-outs of their limitations. He 
graciously took some time from his busy schedule 
to discuss the challenge of a great Superman game. 
Immediately, I asked him if progression systems were a 
necessary evil.

"You see it in comics, where you can see writers 
who have done that," he said. "Where Superman starts 
depowered and slowly gets his powers. I think if you 
created a game where Superman started as a kid 
and turned into Superman you could actually obtain 
that. Where he starts, and then suddenly he can leap 
tall buildings. Then suddenly he can fly. Suddenly he 
can see through buildings. Suddenly he can do all 
his things. Superboy the game would probably be 
better than Superman the game, because you get that 
progression system."

This lead us to the critical reason why Batman can 
star in great videogames while Superman can't – 
because Batman himself exists as the embodiment of 
that progression of power, while Superman is a flying 

like a worst-of album. While George Clooney's nippled 
Batsuit created a decade long punchline for the 
Caped Crusader, Superman has never risen above the 
Kryptonite fog of his Nintendo 64 release.

As gamers, developers and publishers begin to 
break down videogames more, the secrets behind 
the most successful games have slowly been revealed 
– and within these secrets lies the truth behind why 
Superman fails where Batman succeeds.

MOVING FORWARD
Videogames are obsessed with progression systems. 
Even videogames where these systems don't make 
sense feature progression systems designed to keep 
the player engaged. After Grand Theft Auto 3 came 
out, open world games were in and in a huge way. But 
as games like Driv3r showed, a big city and the ability 
to explore it often aren't enough to keep 
players interested.

Progression systems exist to give players immediate 
feedback, which players feel engaged by. Games use 
this to bypass including actually engaging elements 
of play in their games – you can totally get away with 
abusing story clichès in your parkour zombie game if 
people earn xp for jumping over buses.

One reason Rocksteady's Batman games have been 
so successful is because they adhere to a natural 
progression – the story moves ever forward as Batman 
solves puzzles and fights Killer Croc five or six times, 
but at the same time the player is gaining access to 

TOM 
TAYLOR 
ON WHO 
WOULD WIN
"At the end of the 
day, Superman 
can take the Earth 
and push it into 
the Sun," said Tom. 
"No matter how 
you look at it... 
yes, they can stand 
together on a 2D 
screen, but I don't 
believe there's 
any way that they 
are on the same 
power level. There 
are people who 
think Batman will 
win every fight 
in the world – I 
don't believe that. 
If you've got a 
guy who can flash 
fry him with heat 
vision from the 
moon... it's just 
not true."

"NO ONE MAN 
SHOULD HAVE ALL 
THAT POWER." THE 

REASON SUPERMAN 
GETS AWAY WITH IT 

IS BECAUSE HE'S 
NOT A MAN. 
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cheat code. To put it simply – Batman's superheroic 
abilities are earned, while Superman's are gifted.

But the reason Batman is able to even keep 
up with the likes of Wonder Woman, the Martian 
Manhunter and Superman is because he worked 
very hard to be a pinnacle of human excellence. 
Superman, on the other hand, woke up one 
day and found he could shoot lasers out of 
his eyes.

SUPED UP
Superman struggles in videogames 
because in order for players to relate 
to him developers are forced to hamstring 
him -- they trap him in a computer simulation, 
or they release a draw-distance limiting 
Kryptonite fog throughout Metropolis. 
Or both.

One game where Superman wasn't 
deliberately hamstrung in this way was 
Injustice, the NetherRealm Studios fighter 
from 2013. Instead, the developers reversed 
the approach to the situation – instead 
of dragging Superman down to everyone 
else's power level, they dragged the heroes 
and villains of the DC Universe up to his. 
Still, Taylor explained that this didn't put 
them all on the same level – and that the 
change in tactics didn't necessarily make 
writing Superman easier.

"The whole point of Injustice was 
about putting Batman on the same 
strength level as Superman, but if 

you're writing that and you're looking at it outside 
of game context Superman still got it all over him," 
he told me. "He can still do things in the blink of 
an eye, he can still flash fry things. No matter how 

strong Batman is he's not Superman."
"Batman can out-think the guy, he can 
come up with ways to take him down, 

and we do do that," he added. "But 
that's generally because Superman's 

holding back. The real difficulty 
in writing a story like Injustice is 

having a Superman that isn't 
held back."

The challenge with creating 
a videogame where the player is 
Superman is the same one Taylor 
faces when writing Injustice – 
finding limits for a Superman who 
isn't holding back. If Grand Theft 
Auto has shown us anything it's 
that with zero consequences 
people will push the limits of 
what they can get away with. 
Imagine Michael or Franklin, 
or... dear god, imagine Trevor 
with Superman's powers.

To quote our generation's 
greatest poet Kanye West, 
"No one man should have all 

that power." The reason Superman gets 
away with it is because he's not a man. 
He's beyond a man. A godlike figure, 
desperate to belong in the 

GIFTED VS 
EARNED
Bruce Wayne 
became Batman 
through hard work 
and determination, 
but that's not to 
say he built himself 
from scratch. 
Being an orphan 
afforded him more 
than just an epic 
psychosis, and 
over the years the 
Wayne Foundation 
has endured more 
embezzlement 
than the Bluth 
Company.

THE TRINITY
Batman and 
Superman are 
just two parts of 
DC's "holy trinity", 
the third being 
Wonder Woman. 
Diana Prince hasn't 
starred in any 
videogames of 
her own, but with 
a standalone film 
on its way some 
development 
studio might 
be challenged 
with solving 
the superpower 
themed problem 
we've discussed 
-- but with a God 
of War feel.of War feel.

Superman: The Man Of Steel

Superman Returns: The Videogame
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place he calls home, Superman's burden and boon are 
in knowing that he's invulnerable, and that everybody 
else is not. To create a videogame based on Superman, 
a developer would need to imbue the player with the 
same sense of right and wrong – and that's a bit more 
challenging than simply sticking them with a 10  
minute tutorial.

My favourite quote from Superman comes from 
Episode 13, Season 5 of Justice League, when 
Superman explains his problem to Darkseid. "I feel 
like I live in a world made of cardboard. Always 
taking constant care not to break something, break 
someone. Never allowing myself to lose control, even 
for a moment, or someone could die." Forget 'With 
Great Power Comes Great Responsibility' – Superman 
is perpetually terrified that with one wrong move, 
he could destroy everything. Superman games have 
attempted to imbue players with this imposing sense 
of morality since the concept first arose, with  
varying success.

Superman: The Man of Steel forced players to run 
from place to place doing menial "good" tasks, and 
failure would be mean Superman's death. Superman 
64 relied on hard fail states if Kal-El failed to complete 
any tasks on time. In fact, Superman games have, 
by and large, leaned heavily on punishing failure 
based on tedious, monotonous tasks – a solid idea if 
you're attempting to convey the existential crises of 
immortals, but terrible if you're trying to give people a 
reason to play.

The closest a game has come to selling the idea 
of Superman's moral burden was Superman Returns, 
the game based on the 2006 movie. The player was 

able to do as they liked in Superman Returns, so 
long as Metropolis wasn't damaged too much. This 
idea was designed to give the player some wiggle 
room, the freedom craved in open world games, while 
still saddling them with a heavy responsibility. The 
execution of this concept wasn't quite what it should 
have been, but the kernel of the idea was there.

tHe WOrLD's FInest
The biggest problem with a Superman game is making  
one that lives up to the scope of the world. Batman 
compartmentalises his problems, focusing on saving 
Gotham first and helping the Justice League on the 
side. Superman's heart is in Metropolis, but he is 
Earth's hero (regardless of the American übermensch 
overtones of recent films). You can ground the Caped 
Crusader, trap him in Arkham City, and just the ability 
to glide from one side of the area to the other will feel 
magnificent -- but it's a bit harder to do that with a 
hero who can ignore the vacuum of space as he saves 
other planets. We might not ever get to a point where 
Superman has a better game than The Death and 
Return of Superman – one Superman is barely present 
for. Taylor agreed.

"It is very satisfying punching bad guys in the face, 
and it's easier to identify with that than going off 
and saving another race of aliens. It's a tricky one. I 
completely understand why the Batman games have 
done so well -- you get to be Batman. At the end of 
the day, that's it. Who doesn't want to be Batman?"

And should we be holding out for that elusive 
Superman game? I'll let Tom have the final words.

"Let's see a Batgirl game." 

Bizarro
Tom Taylor on why 
we keep seeing 
evil Superman; 
"They like seeing 
this guy who was 
constrained by his 
morality being 
completely and 
utterly unleashed. 
There's something 
very appealing 
about that. At the 
same time, I think 
it's completely 
overdone. And I say 
this as a guy who 
writes it."

injustice: Gods Among Us

Batman: Arkham City

Batman: Arkham Knight
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I remember the time this idea popped up in my head 
distinctly. I had been following the new series Arrow and 
have been a long-time fan of his DC Comics inspiration, 
Green Arrow. I’ve been an even bigger advocate of 
the Mike Grell three-part prestige format series The 
Longbow Hunters (go find it and read it, it’s nothing 
short of brilliant), which the TV series takes much of its 
inspiration from, particularly the island plotline. Then the 
Tomb Raider reboot dropped and it was kismet, but I’ll 
get into how that all fits in a little later.

Many a comic book aficionado have scoffed at Starling 
City’s son, labelling him little more than a Batman/
Bruce Wayne clone. And while there are on the surface 
similarities, I thought why not embrace this philosophy? 
Both characters have a love of the arse-kickery, funky 
weaponry, gallivanting around from rooftop to rooftop, 
sport spunky sidekicks, endorse extreme training 
regimes, rock rock-hard abs and do their best work 
under the cover of darkness. Welcome to Arrow: 
Starling City, possibly by Rocksteady, an almost natural 
progression from its Batman: Arkham trilogy.

Just think of it. You start on a skyscraper in Starling 
City, your earpiece buzzes and Felicity notifies you of a 
crime in progress. You swing down to the Arrow bike, 
or whatever the hell it’s called, and hit the streets. The 
cops are in the middle of a high-speed pursuit. You 
burn past them, casually nock an arrow and shoot out 
the tyres. As the vehicle thuds to a rather spectacular 
halt, you land a picture perfect dismount from your still 
moving bike, complete with commando roll flourish for 
bonus points (the judges approve), whip out your bow, 
pop a flashbang arrow and begin to take these poor 
saps apart.

Don’t even both drawing that puppy. Just utilise the 

hand-to-hand skills forged on the hellish island you 
spent five long years on and take these guys to town. 
When the smoke clears there’s nothing but a pile of 
unconscious bodies and wisps from your exit trail… and 
then it’s on to the next big bad. 

Progression and weapon/hand-to-hand unlocks would 
be told via sepia toned playable flashback sequences 
from the island, which is where the whole Tomb Raider 
thingy comes into play. Here, there would be a distinct 
tonal shift. It would be grittier, darker and almost 
always lethal, delivering a jarring counterpoint to the 
predominantly non-lethal gameplay back in Starling City. 

How about adding the sidekick element with drop-in/
drop-out tablet device functionality? As techno-wiz and, 
let’s be honest super-hottie, Felicity Smoak, hacking 
could provide a perfect extra boost to gameplay. She 
could scan the area operating as a mini-radar hub and 
advise of any potential threats, highlight alternate 
pathways and provide distractions Watch_Dogs style. 
It would perfectly mimic her role on the show, directing 
traffic from their base of operations. You could even toss 
in a bit of crossover appeal (and fan service) by having 
a once a day kind of deal where The Flash streaks in and 
lays the smack down on a gaggle of thugs (yep, that’s 
the collective term), gives you a wave and breaks out, 
just for shits and giggles.

Sequels could boast an expanding co-operative or 
party-based cast where you could utilise the talents of 
Diggle, Speedy, Black Canary or even run an op with 
the Suicide Squad. There’s a wealth of options and it 
just makes sense. C’mon Rocksteady, I’ve done the hard 
work for you, just run with it. I won’t even hit you up for 
cash for the idea. OK, let’s just settle on ten bucks and a 
costume. We cool? Sweet, now get cracking on it! 

E S S A Y

D A V E  K O Z I C K I

GREEN
arrow
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P A T R I C K  S T A F F O R D

Superheroes are pretty messed up. 
And not just in the slightly kooky, “crazy Uncle Gerry is on the table 

again” type of unhinged-ness. Any man who uses his fortune to dress like a 
bat, or create a self-sustaining suit of armour clearly has mental issues to work. 

Oliver Queen spent years on a desert island learning how to kill. Black 
Widow was raised by Russian maniacs. Magneto has one hell of a power 
complex.
And clearly, while not all superheroes are crazy, there’s a lot more going on 
here than many people give the genre credit for. Psychologists have been 
using comic book characters and superheroes as study material for a long 
time. And with good reason - like all myths and good stories, they reflect back 
on us, their creators and fans, what we believe.

They show us who we are, what we might yet want to be – and sometimes, 
what we definitely want to avoid becoming.

“When we’re looking at superheroes, we’re boiling down what heroism itself 
is and what it means,” says Dr Travis Langley, psychologist and author of the 
book Batman and Psychology. Langley regularly comments on this topic in the 
popular media. 

“We look at these fantastic beings and say, “I can’t relate”, but in the real 
world we have hopes for our heroes. We want people to be larger than life, 
and real life heroes often disappoint us,” he says.

“Fictional heroes help us maintain hope. It’s a kind of practice for having 
hope in reality.”

They do more than that. By studying the inner workings of superheroes, we 
show ourselves that despite having significant challenges to overcome, and 
despite being flawed, we can be heroes ourselves.

In many ways, superheroes are the modern counterpart to the Roman gods 
of old – figures coming out of the sky who can either instil great hope - or 
great fear.

CAPES 
AND CASE 
STUDIES:

SUPERHERO
LOGY
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WHO?
Robin Rosenberg 
may love superhero 
films – but definitely 
not all of them. “I 
thought Guardians 
of the Galaxy was 
derivative”, she says, 
saying Star-Lord was 
“too much like a Han 
Solo character”. Can’t 
win ‘em all. 

WHY SO SERIOUS?
“I was immediately blown away by how much 
psychology there was in the X-Men stories.”

Dr Robin Rosenberg is a practicing psychologist 
with more than 20 years of experience. She’s 
published several books, including a contribution to a 
book about psychology in Harry Potter, has organised 
panels at San Diego Comic Con, and even taught at 
Harvard University. But she didn’t pay attention to 
superheroes until her children were born.

“I slowly realised it would be a cool way to teach 
nuggets of psychology to students,” she says. 

The X-Men are pretty easy targets, to be honest. In 
fact, most superhero characters are. Their plots tend 
to be very straightforward – with heightened storylines 
comes a more simplistic approach to characterisation. 
Nuance isn’t around much when we’re talking about 
people who can fly.

But Rosenberg says X-Men is actually a good place 
to start. Marvel’s iconic series focusing on mutants has 
what Rosenberg calls a “pretty characteristic ‘social 
categorisation’ approach”. 

“We unconsciously do this all the time,” she says. 
“X-Men is full of discrimination, and leadership, and 
the importance of feeling like you have a purpose.

“You look at a character like Wolverine, and the role 
of trauma and memory plays a significant role there. 
They are good examples of how that behaviour can 
arise in a person.”

“Trauma” is the operative word here. It’s no 
coincidence many superheroes go through at least 
some sort of personal struggle before learning how 
to harness their powers, or deciding to use such 
powers for good. Batman is the obvious choice – the 
death of his parents a catalyst for his entire venture as 
a vigilante. And at least in the 2008 film version, Tony 
Stark’s experience as a prisoner of war pushed his 
desire to use his intellect for something other 
than weapons.

(X-Men is another interesting point here, as many of 
the series’ stories deal with the idea of having powers 
thrust upon you and being socially ostracised as a 
result. Rosenberg points out: “There are quite a lot 
of parallels with this and the idea of helping gifted 
children”.)

But Rosenberg says the power of superhero myths 
don’t come from this concept of post-traumatic stress. 
Instead, she says, it’s quite the opposite – you only 
need to look at a hero like Green Arrow to see how.

“This character, a wealthy young adult, with both 
his parents dead, is a substance abuser and what we’d 
call a high sensation seeker. He likes putting himself at 
risk for fun.”

“Then he’s marooned on an island and he has to 
support himself by fishing, etc. Then he learns to hunt 
with a bow and arrow – and he earns whatever allows 
him to come home.”

It’s only after he learns these skills can Oliver 
Queen serve his city. A perfect example, Rosenberg 
says, not of post-traumatic stress – but “post-
traumatic growth”. 

“This is how your temperament in one context 
can be a terrible fit, but in another it can be 
a wonderful thing,” she says. “It’s not such an 
obvious message but it’s a good one for young 
people to hear.”

Travis agrees, pointing to numerous instances 
of people in real life experiencing similar types 
of growth.

“Look at someone like John Walsh, whose 
son Adam was brutally murdered in the 
United States. Walsh took his pain and 
became an advocate for missing children, 
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TALKMAN
Another psychologist 
who uses 
superheroes as 
therapy tools, Dr 
Lawrence Rubin, 
also told The Daily 
Beast last year there 
should be more 
therapists integrating 
“metaphoric play” 
into their work. 
“Over the last few 
years, I have been 
contacted by several 
doctoral students 
who have an interest 
in doing empirical 
studies on the use 
of superheroes in 
counselling,” he said. 

T H E  P S Y C H O L O G Y  O F  S U P E R H E R O E S

and then became most well known for the program 
America’s Most Wanted.”

“He became known for fighting crime in his 
own way.”

This is an important point, he argues, and not 
something to be dismissed lightly. The more 
superheroes portray these types of complex 
relationships – characters with depth, meaning, 
experience and complicated psychology – the more 
people are able to identify with them.

“Here are some individuals who took their pain, they 
didn’t let it go, they hung on to it – but they’ve created 
a constructive direction in which to channel it.”

THE STORY OF THE WOLVERINE
What better way to examine the theory of superhero 
psychology with a character played by a true-blue 
Australian?

Wolverine is the “bad boy” superhero. A gruff 
exterior with a troubled past and a heart of gold. 
And as Rosenberg points out, he’s regularly 
portrayed without an origin story. He suffers from 
selective amnesia, and as a result, needs to make 
educated guesses about his past.

“Wolverine's autobiographical amnesia puts him on 
the same playing field as his fans,” says Rosenberg in 
an analysis published on Psychology Today. “He (and 
we) figure out who he is by watching how he acts 
and reacts, noticing his instincts and habits; we just 
don’t know how he got that way.”

There is a name for this behaviour: self-perception 
theory. It describes behaviour in which someone 
observes themselves and then infers underlying 
psychological characteristics. In Wolverine’s case, he 
likes hanging out in bars – so that must mean he’s 
someone who likes to hang out in bars and prefers 
social isolation.

What would make such a character want to join 
the X-Men? According to Rosenberg, it’s actually a 
bit of a coin flip as to whether he would have joined 
Charles Xavier’s team or followed Magneto. Because 
Wolverine identifies with fellow mutants, he simply 
attributed the same characteristics of the team 
onto himself.

Had Wolverine been identified and approached by 
the Brotherhood of Mutants first, Rosenberg argues, 
“Wolverine might had developed a shared identity 
with these mutants, and become a different person.”

Superheroes can be simple. But as Rosenberg’s 
analysis shows – there’s plenty of depth where you 
know where to look.

MOVING BEYOND FUN
This is all fun enough – diagnosing superheroes with 
psychological profiles and attempting to understand 
why they do what they do.

But that doesn’t explain why we like them. It 
doesn’t explain why over the past several years, 
billions of dollars have been pumped into superhero 
entertainment. (And why Hollywood has dozens of 
superhero films planned through 2020.) 

To explain this, we need to look at the infamous 
Stanford Prison Experiment. This test, conducted 
in the 70s, observed what happened when one 
group of people were given the role of becoming 
“prisoners”, and others became “guards”. Guards 
were given powers to subdue prisoners – and did. 

The observers killed the experiment after just six 
days due to ethical reasons. 

The SPE is often cited, rightfully, as an experiment 
which showed how power can be easily abused. One 
quick glance at global political systems shows 
this to be true. 

Superheroes don’t just offer us a reprieve from that 
reality – they offer us a blueprint for avoiding it. 

“For kids who like these stories, there is the element 
of control,” says Rosenberg. 

“We teach kids about fairness, and the right to live 
in a fair world. But life isn’t fair. The world is not fair. 
These kinds of stories are wish fulfilment – wouldn’t it 
be nice if the world were fair?”

It makes sense, then, that the psychology 
of superheroes is really the psychology 

about the human race. Superheroes are 
attractive not just because they offer 
an idealised version of what is right and 
wrong, but they often portray a world in 
which those rules are upheld. 

But this isn’t just simple wish 
fulfilment. Superheroes might have 

the ability to not only show us a 
better way, but have the ability to 

remind us of how not to behave. 
Captain America may as well 

be Moses, descending from 
Mount Sinai with a few new 

commandments.   
“I would say that if a 
character or story grabs 

someone, 
there’s probably 

some real 
psychology 
behind it,” says 
Rosenberg.

The growing 
acceptance 

of complex 
psychological interpretations of 
superheroes has found its way into clinics. 
More psychologists are using the stories 
contained in comic books to provide 
therapy – and help young people find 
solutions to complex psychological 
problems.

In the United States, Dr Patrick 
O’Connor has been using therapy 
sessions combined with geek 
culture after considering the 
relationship between Bruce 
Wayne and sidekick Dick 
Grayson (the latter being a type 
of adopted son).

After realising he could 
get younger patients more 

interested in therapy 
sessions by using these 
stories, he started 
identifying psychological 
profiles in comics. 
These would invariably 
parallel real-world 
experiences, such as 
“facing fears” or “being 
different”. He created 
the Comicspedia 
database which 
focuses on comics 

from a psychological 
perspective.

“I noticed 
that, naturally, 

not only did 
the kids get 
excited about 
it and started 
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2 STARS
These psychology 
experts say the 
recent popularity 
of superhero films 
shouldn’t fool 
you – they aren’t 
always complex 
and interesting. If 
a film is focusing 
too much on plot 
and not enough 
on a character’s 
motivations, then 
it could be missing 
out on what makes 
the characters so 
stimulating. 

looking forward to therapy, it really brought out a lot 
of stuff that they wanted to talk about – a lot of deep 
issues,” O’Connor told The Daily Beast in 2014. “It 
made the relationship between my clients and myself 
a lot richer.”

“Then what does it say about us?” asks Rosenberg. 
“I think part of what is says about us is that it’s an 
illustration of the mirror exposure effect, I think the 
more exposed you are to something the more likely 
you are to like it.”

LET’S PUT A SMILE ON THAT FACE
Spiderman and Venom, Superman and Lex Luther, 
Captain America and the Red Skull. Standing up for 
good is nothing without a force attempting to stop you. 

Rosenberg organised a panel at San Diego Comic-
Con about this, asking the question – is the Joker a 
psychopath? One of the members of the panel pointed 
out the Joker has never had a canonical back story. 
This contrasts against superheroes, whose origin 
stories are often idealised.

Rosenberg says this is a key point. Without a past, 
without any identifiable characteristics, villains are all 
the more terrifying. If superheroes represent a force 
for psychologists to identify, study and understand, 
then villains are emblematic of the unknown. 

“We don’t know what motivates them – chaos or 
some other force which makes them fundamentally 
unpredictable,” she says.

Ian Ball, lead designer at Rocksteady Studios, 
the makers of the Arkahm series, says villains – 
especially in Batman – can provide a way for the 
protagonist’s psychology to be reflected back 
on them. In a game, this is a way for the player to 
more closely identify with the hero. 

“By putting Batman at the centre of the 
Arkhamverse, the interesting aspects of the 

supporting cast are thrown into sharp relief. 
It's their similarities and differences to the 
Dark Knight that inspire us, from both 
narrative and gameplay standpoints,” 
he says. 

In Arkham Asylum, metaphorical 
Scarecrow sequences in which Batman is 

forced to deal with his fears are a way 
to bring the player into Batman’s 

head – a notoriously difficult task in 
a game. 

“Scarecrow is a fantastic villain to 
work with because his fascination 
with fear is a dark mirror to 
Batman's own use of fear and 
symbolism,” says Ball. 
“In terms of the gameplay that 

Scarecrow inspires, he's a master of 
misdirection, so players never know 
whether to believe what they're seeing 
or hearing. It's a power position to 
be in as a designer, since we can get 
creative with the ways that we subvert 
the player's expectations.”

The wish fulfilment aspect of 
videogames is already well established 
– we pick up a controller to feel 
power we could never comprehend or 
experience on our own. 

At best, this is implemented 
in systems seen in titles like the 
Arkham games. The pinball-

fighting mechanic 
makes the player feel 
as though they really 
are Batman, bouncing 

between enemies with a swift and steady strike.
Unfortunately, few superhero titles are given the 

opportunity to shine. Many are licensed content 
alongside films, and some – Superman 64 – are so 
awful they have tarnished the entire genre until 
relatively recently.

Ian Ball says this isn’t an easy task to solve. It’s 
difficult to make Batman a complex character – so 
much of the effort goes into making the playable 
character a conduit for making the player feel 
more powerful.

“Our aim with our Arkham games has always been 
to make the player 'Be The Batman' – as soon as you 
pick up the controller, we want it to feel like you're 
putting on the cowl to become the saviour and 
protector of Gotham City,” says Ball. 

This sounds corny, but it takes influence from real-
world simulations. A peer-reviewed study from 2013, 
“Virtual Superheroes: Using Superpowers in Virtual 
Reality to Encourage Prosocial Behavior”, found that 
people who experience the superpower of “flight” in a 
simulator actually perform more helping behaviour in 
the real world.

It’s not conclusive, but if reading a comic book can 
help therapists diagnose and help their patients, then 
perhaps playing videogames as superheroes could 
encourage them to put those ideals into practice.

YOU’LL BELIEVE A MAN CAN FLY
The psychology of superheroes, then, 
goes beyond the types of psychological 
profiling we see in other types of stories. 
While superheroes tend to follow the 
typical “hero’s journey”, they aren’t 
written to simply entertain. Instead, they 
may indeed be blueprints of who we 
are, and what we hope we can be.

“One thing I keep pointing to is 
The Walking Dead,” says Travis 
Langley. “One of the big themes 
in that story is the concept of 
hope – what are we hoping for? 
Is there even a reason 
to hope?

“You see this in 
superheroes all the time. 
The most popular stories 
are those in which no 
matter how bleak the 
stories get, there’s hope. 
They reinforce for the 
reader that someone, 
somewhere can do the 
right thing.”

“Besides – life is 
too short to stick to 
what’s real.” 
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Reality to Encourage Prosocial Behavior”, found that Reality to Encourage Prosocial Behavior”, found that Reality to Encourage Prosocial Behavior”, found that 
people who experience the superpower of “flight” in a people who experience the superpower of “flight” in a people who experience the superpower of “flight” in a 
simulator actually perform more helping behaviour in simulator actually perform more helping behaviour in simulator actually perform more helping behaviour in 
the real world.

It’s not conclusive, but if reading a comic book can It’s not conclusive, but if reading a comic book can 
help therapists diagnose and help their patients, then help therapists diagnose and help their patients, then 
perhaps playing videogames as superheroes could perhaps playing videogames as superheroes could 
encourage them to put those ideals into practice.encourage them to put those ideals into practice.

YOU’LL BELIEVE A MAN CAN FLY
The psychology of superheroes, then, The psychology of superheroes, then, 
goes beyond the types of psychological goes beyond the types of psychological 
profiling we see in other types of stories. profiling we see in other types of stories. 
While superheroes tend to follow the While superheroes tend to follow the 
typical “hero’s journey”, they aren’t typical “hero’s journey”, they aren’t 
written to simply entertain. Instead, they written to simply entertain. Instead, they 
may indeed be blueprints of who we may indeed be blueprints of who we 
are, and what we hope we can be.are, and what we hope we can be.

“One thing I keep pointing to is “One thing I keep pointing to is 
The Walking Dead,” says Travis The Walking Dead,” says Travis 
Langley. “One of the big themes Langley. “One of the big themes 
in that story is the concept of in that story is the concept of 
hope – what are we hoping for? 
Is there even a reason 
to hope?

“You see this in 
superheroes all the time. 
The most popular stories 
are those in which no 
matter how bleak the 
stories get, there’s hope. 
They reinforce for the 
reader that someone, 
somewhere can do the 
right thing.”

“Besides – life is 
too short to stick to 
what’s real.” 
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D A N  S T A I N E S

Marvel and DC do not have a monopoly on superheroes. For every 
Batman, Superman, and Wolverine, there are dozens and dozens 

of superheroes you haven’t heard of hailing from every continent on 
the globe (save maybe Antarctica). These superheroes, obscure in the 
West but often very popular in their countries of origin, are interesting 
as objects of study because they embody the unique values and 
neuroses of unfamiliar cultures and worldviews. Also, they’re kind of 
weird and funny. 

WEIRD-ARSE 
SUPERHEROES 

FROM AROUND THE

wor ld
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G L O B A L  H E R O E S

Mr A is an Objectivist, which is another way of saying he’s 
a self-righteous android who sees the world in binary and 
thinks empathy is for the weak. Inspired by the philosophy 
of (possible actual goblin) Ayn Rand, artist and writer Mike 
Ditko – who co-created Spider-Man with Stan Lee – saw Mr 
A’s fanatical fondness for absolutes as a kind of antidote to 
the moral ambiguity that had begun to surface in Silver Age 
superhero comics.

Presciently, Mr A’s costume is not too dissimilar from the 
uniform of the modern day Objectivist: fedora, stupid mask… 
all he needs is a trenchcoat and he’d have the complete 
Randroid ensemble. According to Ditko, Mr A’s one and 
only superpower “is deliberately knowing what is right and 
acting accordingly.”  There’s no room for ambiguity in Mr A’s 
orderly universe:

When one knows what is black, evil, and what is white, 
good, there can be no justification for choosing any part of 
evil! Those who do so choose are not grey but black and 
evil… and will be treated accordingly!

In other words: if you’re a criminal, you deserve what’s 
coming to you – which is usually death. Possessed of 
absolute moral clarity, Mr A is comfortable with, some might 
even say enthusiastic about, dispensing capital punishment 
when he feels it’s justified, which is often. “I have no mercy 
or compassion for aggressors… only for their victims… 
for the innocent!” he lectures a wounded damsel after 
deliberately letting her attacker fall to his death. ”To have 
any mercy for a killer is an insult to the victims!’ 

Once an ordinary light bulb, El Bulbo (Spanish: The Bulb) 
flickered into sentience when a desperately bored Mexican 
man tried to fix his broken television by casting an evil spell 
on it. Instead of fixing the television, the spell – which the 
man found in a pentagram-embossed tome he ordered 
over the telephone – turned each of the television’s pixels 
into thousands of sentient light bulbs. Two of the bulbs 
were especially noteworthy: Adolfo, the insane Hitler bulb 
intent on global domination, and El Bulbo, his smirking 
superpowered nemesis.    

In El Bulbo’s first adventure (which you can read online at 
el-bulbo.com) Adolfo builds an enormous Satan-powered 
mech and takes it for a stroll through a dense metropolis, 
prompting El Bulbo to transform into a building-sized tank 
before attempting to stab the devilbot with a giant golden 
sword. Amazingly, it gets even more ridiculous from there.  

MR A

EL  BULBO

Real name: Rex Graine
Count r y of or igin: Nor th America

Firs t  appearance: wi tzend #3, 1967 
Superpowers: Objec t iv ism, fedoras

Real name: El  Bu lbo
Count r y of or igin: Mexico

Firs t  appearance: El  Bu lbo #1, 2011  
Superpowers: Fly ing, death rays, mega grow th, 

i l luminat ion
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Son of an unknown soldier buried under the Arc de 
Triomphe, Superdupont is a beret wearing, wine drinking, 
cheese eating, baguette carrying superhero. Dedicated to 
protecting the liberté, égalité, and fraternité of ordinary 
French citizens from the machinations of the evil Anti-
France cabal, he was created in 1972 by Marcel Gotlib and 
Jacques Lob as a not-so-subtle parody of the superhero 
genre, French nationalism, and foreign perceptions of 
French culture. 

In addition to superhuman strength and flight, 
Superdupont can also shoot gonorrhea-healing hand rays 
and is a master of “savate” or French boxing. “In him the 
many virtues and qualities of the French genius are united,” 
say his creators. Meanwhile, members of the terroristic 
Anti-France speak Anti-French and plot tirelessly to destroy 
French values and customs, embodying the paranoid 
fantasies of the right-wing French nationalists they were 
intended to parody.  

The great thing about Superdupont is that by being an 
ironic deconstruction of and meta-commentary on French 
stereotypes, he ends up being the Frenchest superhero ever. 
There are layers here, man.

Unlike Superdupont, it isn’t clear if Super Putin is meant to 
be parody or sly propaganda on behalf of Russia’s de-facto 
dictator and bear wrestling ubermensch, Vladdy P. 

On the one hand, the whole thing is very, very silly. In 
the first episode (available for free online) a judo-pyjama 
wearing Putin blows up a secret Al Qaeda base with his 
mind (?) and resolves a Speed-style “don’t let the bus get 
below X” scenario by having his sidekick – Prime Minister 
Dmitry Medvedev, who can turn into a bear – defuse the 
bomb with a sentient iPad. In a later issue, Putin consults 
a witch and summons the ghost of Boris Yeltsin from a 
bubbling cauldron. Yeltsin tells Putin to “vote with his heart” 
and hands him an actual flaming heart, which thankfully 
Putin does not proceed to eat. 

So you’re obviously not meant to take it seriously. On the 
other hand, though, Super Putin and his buddies/cronies 
are depicted as pretty badarse and tend to be victorious 
in their righteous struggle against enemies of the state, 
which include oligarchs, leftist agitators, and – presumably 
– homosexuals. So it’s hard to call. If it is propaganda, it’s 
subtle and genuinely entertaining propaganda.  

SUPERDUPONT

SUPER PUTIN 
(AKA EVERYMAN)

Real name: Unknown
Count r y of or igin: France

Firs t  appearance: Fluide Glacia l  #2, 1975 
Superpowers: Bere t s,  baguet tes,  red wine

Real name: V ladimir Pu t in
Count r y of or igin: Russia

Firs t  appearance: superput in.ru, 2011  
Superpowers: “He is qui te a t  home ever ywhere.”
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G L O B A L  H E R O E S

Star of his own long-running television series on India’s 
Doordarshan television network, Shaktimaan puts Street 
Fighter’s Dhalsim to shame in terms of Yogic superpowers. 
Blessed by the seven gurus with the chakras of Kundalini, 
Shaktimaan’s powers include super-strength, flight, 
and telepathy... plus a variety of other powers he would 
occasionally deus ex machina into existence whenever the 
story called for it.

Shaktimaan is unique among superheroes for his 
solemn commitment to Hindu values, particularly honesty, 
nonviolence, and compassion. Driven by a deep-seated love 
of mankind, Shaktimaan is not interested in punishing the 
wicked but is driven instead by an almost Christ-like desire 
to purge the sin from their hearts. Philosophically, this 
makes him the polar opposite of Mr A, who hates criminals 
(and just people in general) and delights in 
their punishment.

Shaktimaan’s nemesis is Tamraj Kilvish, a six thousand 
year old king of darkness who is also the source of all the 
world’s evil. Conveniently for the writers, Kilvish is immortal 
and can only be killed once all the world’s sin is eradicated, 
which is kind of a big ask even for Shaktimaan. This is how 
the show was able to continue for eight years and over 500 
episodes without ever reaching a satisfactory conclusion. 

Created by Uri Fink in 1978, Sabraman is the world’s most 
Jewish superhero. “Sabra” is Israeli slang for Jews born in 
Israel, thus Sabraman is literally “Israeli-born Jew Man”. 
His outfit is a giant Israeli flag adorned with TWO Stars of 
David, one for the chest and one for the forehead, and his 
theme song goes like this: 

The courage of the Sabra
The power of Superman
The Israeli superhero 
With the faith of Abraham

Sabraman’s story began in 1975, when a shadowy Israeli 
agency that is totally not Mossad tried to create an army of 
“superagents” by implanting radioactive isotopes into the 
chests of 28 volunteers. Everything went according to plan 
until the eighteenth candidate, a cop and holocaust survivor 
by the name of Dan Bar-On, underwent the procedure. 
Mr Bar-On’s love for Israel was so pure and intense that it 
somehow unleashed the full potential of the radioactive 
goop in his chest, granting him superhuman powers 
far beyond those of even his fellow superagents. Thus 
Sabraman was born.

Disappointingly, Sabraman’s abilities are run-of-the-mill 
for superheroes: flight, energy beams, super strength… 
he’s pretty much Israeli Superman. But where Superman 
is locked in perpetual battle with the one-dimensional 
Lex Luthor, Sabraman’s arch-nemesis is Dr Josef Mengele, 
the actual Nazi scientist who routinely conducted sadistic 
“experiments” on live subjects (including infants) during the 
Holocaust. In fact, the real Mengele was still alive and living 
under an assumed identity in Brazil when Sabraman #1 hit 
shelves. Wonder if he ever found out? 

SHAKTIMAAN

SABRAMAN

Real name: Pandi t  Gangaadhar Vidhyadhar Mayadhar 
Onkar Nath Shas t r i

Count r y of or igin: India
Firs t  appearance: Shak t imaan Episode 1, September 97

Superpowers: Yogic shak t i  powers

Real name: Dan Bar-On
Count r y of or igin: I s rae l

Firs t  appearance: Sabraman #1, 1978  
Superpowers: Radioac t ive eye -b las t s,  f l ight,  Jewishness
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Eat-Man eats things. That’s his power. He eats things and 
then he extrudes an exact copy of whatever he has eaten 
from some part of his body, usually his arms and hands. 
Eat-Man is not fussy about what he eats: as long as it’s 
inorganic, he can consume and reproduce it irrespective of 
size, shape, texture, whatever. If the item is too big for Eat-
Man to consume as is, he hires a “dismantler” to take it apart 
so he can consume it piece by piece. 

Here are some things Eat-Man has eaten and reproduced 
in the past: pistols, machine guns, an automatic cannon, a 
net, magical swords, a speedboat, and a monster-binding 
globe. For a snack, he crunches on bolts like they're 
sunflower seeds. How does he achieve these amazing feats? 
Nobody really knows. In the long-running manga, it’s hinted 
that Eat-Man has a kind of interdimensional void in his 
stomach, like a biological Bag-of-Holding, which contains 
all the things he has ever eaten. This raises an interesting 
question re: what would happen if you sliced his belly 
open: would everything inside come pouring out, or would 
everything outside get sucked in?

Born from an egg on a mountaintop… you know how the 
rest of the song goes. Introduced more than half a millennia 
ago in the Chinese epic, Journey to the West, The Monkey 
King is a mischievous, extremely powerful demigod and also 
kind of an arsehole. His boorish, pigheaded depiction in the 
famous Monkey Magic series is consistent with his behaviour 
in Wu Cheng'en’s novel and, looking at his past exploits, 
you begin to appreciate why he got stuck with that golden 
headache band of his.

Example: One day, The Monkey King jumped on his 
magic cloud with his magic staff (which he obtained 
menacing some local dragons) and flew to the end of the 
universe. When he got there, The Monkey King beheld five 
resplendent pink pillars, the middle of which he immediately 
defaced by scrawling “Monkey was here” on it in whatever 
the ancient Chinese equivalent of texta is. Then, because it 
was such a long trip back and he really had to go right that 
second, The Monkey King decided it’d be okay if he hung a 
piss on the pillars as well. Noice. 

Does The Monkey King qualify as a superhero? He’s 
certainly powerful enough, what with the super strength, 
invulnerability, and aforementioned magic staff and cloud. 
On top of that, he’s been in plenty of comic books, films, 
and videogames, and then there’s the famous television 
show of course. Plus, if it really came down to it, he could 
probably kick the crap out of Superman in a one-on-one. If 
that doesn’t qualify him for superheroic status, what could? 

EAT MAN

THE MONKEY KING 
(AKA MONKEY MAGIC)

Real name: Bo l t  Crank
Count r y of or igin: Japan

Firs t  appearance: Dengeki Comic Gao, December 1996  
Superpowers: Can eat any thing and recrea te i t

Real name: Sun Wukong
Count r y of or igin: China

Firs t  appearance: Journey to the West,  c1500  
Superpowers: Immor ta l,  magic s ta f f,  magic c loud
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Flash Bomba is not an easily dispirited man. Having lost the 
use of his legs in a terrible accident, he develops incredible 
upper-body strength to compensate, overcoming his 
handicap to the point of living a mostly ordinary life. So far, 
so blandly inspirational. 

Where things start to get weird is when Flash hears 
about something called a Tikbalang: a centaur-like creature 
from Philippine folklore that grants magic powers to 
anyone who bests it in battle. Flash finds the creature and, 
despite being in a wheelchair, beats the ever-loving shit 
out of it. The annoyed and embarrassed Tikbalang agrees 
to grant Flash superpowers, but then also decides that 
he can have enormous feet and hands as well, because 
fuck him. True to his nature, Flash embraces his freakish 
new extremities, using them in conjunction with his other 
superpowers (which includes the ability to summon 
a cohort of “devil horses”) to fight crime – usually by 
slapping it upside the head. 

In 2009, Philippine network ABS-CBN produced a Flash 
Bomba television series in which the titular hero looks 
a lot like a cross between Billy Zane’s Phantom and the 
Hamburglar mixed with Snoop Dogg’s Cap’n Pimp. From 
all accounts it was pretty terrible and only lasted eleven 
episodes before being axed. 

Released in 1997 by the misleadingly named Brilliant Digital 
Entertainment, Cyberswine is described on its own title 
screen as a “multipath movie, the new genre!” This is a 
total falsehood: full-motion video (FMV) games, have been 
around since 1983, which is when Don Bluth’s Dragon’s Lair 
came out in arcades. The only difference between them 
and Cyberswine is that the latter is much, much uglier on 
account of being rendered in real-time.

So that’s not a great way to start, and things only get 
worse from there. Consisting of a few thousand polygons 
at most, Cyberswine – part pig, part man, all cop – is an 
alarmingly ugly creature, and frankly his personality isn’t 
much better. In one early scene in the game, his equally 
hideous human partner Sara Lee tells him to activate his 
“charisma module” before interacting with the public, but 
evidently it doesn’t take because he keeps delivering awful 
one-liners in that obnoxious smirky drawl of his, e.g:

SARA LEE: Who were they?
CYBERSWINE: I dunno, but they wanted me for bacon!
SARA LEE: Welcome to the force, wonderpig.

Haaaa. Unsurprisingly, the game didn’t sell very well and 
there was no sequel. 

FLASH BOMBA

CYBERSWINE

Real name: Flash Bomba
Count r y of or igin: Phi l ippines

Firs t  appearance: Tagalog K lassiks #444, Januar y 1968 
Superpowers: Superhuman s t rength, wal l -walk ing, 

real ly big hands and fee t

Real name: Hamil ton Pork ly
Count r y of or igin: Aus t ra l ia

Firs t  appearance: Cyberswine (v ideogame), 1997  
Superpowers: Modules for char isma, logic, 

marksmanship

G L O B A L  H E R O E S
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Elliott Kalan knows how to keep busy. In-between 
working as the head writer for The Daily Show and 

co-hosting The Flop House (the funniest podcast there 
is), he has managed to leverage his tremendous 
knowledge of comic books into several writing gigs. 
Spider-Man and the X-Men, which debuted in December 
2014, is his first on-going series. It focuses on Spider-
Man taking over one of Logan’s old classes of misfit 
young X-Men to fulfil a promise to his (currently) dead 
friend, and is filled with the sort of humour you’d expect 
from a writer with Kalan’s resume. We spoke to Kalan 
about bringing a comedy writer perspective to the 
world of Marvel.

HYPER: You have said on The Flop House that if you 
could play any character, you would play Spider-Man, 
and have referred to him as a moral guidepost for 
yourself in interviews. What is it about this character 
that you identify with?
KALAN: Well, we both have spider-powers. I wear a 
red-and-blue spandex suit and fight crime. There’s 
a newspaper publisher who hates me… Actually, the 
superhero trappings are probably the only thing about 
Spider-Man I don’t identify with (well, that and watching 
all his loved ones be killed for their closeness to him). 
On a surface level there are all the nerdy aspects of 
him – high school wallflower who eventually matures 
and grows comfortable in his own skin, prioritizing his 
intellect and his emotions over material things, and 
he’s a non-stop talking chatterbox (which anyone who 
listens to The Flop House knows I am). For a lot of 
comic readers, me included, he’s basically “what if a 

SLINGING 
WEBS, 

SLINGING

J A M E S  O ’ C O N N O R 

likes to think that he’s a cool nerd too
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A n  I n t e r v I e w  w I t h  e l l I o t t  K A l A n

comicbook reader became a superhero.”
But on a deeper level, he inspires me as a figure 

who attempts to be a good man and live morally in 
a confusing and dangerous world. He has some key 
philosophical precepts that flow from the ultimate rule 
of his life, “with great power comes great responsibility” 
– the idea of personal responsibility for your own 
actions, a responsibility to help and care for others, 
an emphasis on personal relationships as the most 
important thing in life, attempting to live your ideals 
in small actions as well as large, refusal to give in to 
temptation or corruption, and a readiness to own up to 
your mistakes when you’ve made them. In some ways 
he’s both a positive and a negative example, since he 
frequently beats himself up too much for things he 
couldn’t really change. He’s essentially a neurotic whose 
neuroses lead him to do good things.

But alongside a few real life historical figures 
(Abraham Lincoln foremost among them), I’ve gotten 
through some thorny moments in my life by thinking 
“What would Spider-Man do here?” and then following 
that to the right action. So I identify with him in terms 
of personality, and I aspire to his example in terms of 
my life.

hYPer: how different is the writing process of writing 
a comic compared to writing for television? Do you 
need to prioritise plot over jokes?
KAlAn: The biggest difference between TV writing 
and comic book writing is how solo it is. On this kind 
of TV show, everything’s collaborative at all times and 
you’re benefitting from the gestalt mind that comes 
with a group of really smart people all working together 
toward a common goal. Comic books are a collaborative 
medium because the writer and artist and editor are 
working together and exchanging ideas, but at least 
in my experience the writing can be more frightening 
because you can’t think, “Well, I don’t have any great 
ideas today, but that’s okay because someone else on 
staff will think of one.”

But in terms of the mechanics of writing for comics 
as compared to writing for the type of show I do, 
I’d say the difference is less prioritising plot over 
jokes – since we do want to have an overall arc to a 
segment, and to tell some sort of narrative there – than 
prioritising character over plot OR jokes. The character’s 
personality should be the driving force of how they 
act and talk, and though I’m sure I’ve been guilty of 
this many times over, you shouldn’t force a character 
to do or say something that seems wrong for them 
just because you’ve got a good plot twist or a good 
joke that you want to do. When writing for comedy it’s 
always important to capture the performer’s voice, but 
it’s a whole other level with a fictional character where 
you have to remember, “Right, this person experienced 
these events, so they’re going to feel a certain way 
about what’s going on now, and they have these 
preferences and limitations so they wouldn’t do that 
thing I was planning on having them do, and they feel 

this way about that character and the opposite 
about this other character, so they wouldn’t 

just work with them without demanding 
such-and-such or secretly planning some 

other thing…” Especially with characters 
as well-rounded and defined as the 
Marvel superheroes, character has to 
come first over everything.

hYPer: when you’re working across 
two large, established mythologies, 

do you need to ensure cross-book 
continuity, or do you cut yourself  

some slack?

KAlAn: It’s a really hard tightrope to walk, so I think it 
partly depends on the goal of the book. My goal with 
“Spider-Man & The X-Men” is to tell a fun story that 
feels true to those characters but isn’t necessarily tied 
to a specific point in the Marvel U’s series of ongoing 
crossovers. Ideally you’d be able to pick up the trade 
of this book 5 years from now or 20 years from now 
and say, “Okay, I get this even though I don’t have any 
knowledge of Axis or Spiderverse.” At the same time, 
you don’t want to steer so far from continuity that 
the story feels like it’s taking place outside of these 
characters’ “real” lives and so “doesn’t count”. I think 
being true to the characters and their experiences is the 
most important thing. 

hYPer:  Do you think superheroes work better when 
you directly tackle how wacky the core concept of a 
superhero is, or are more serious takes on spandexed 
superbeings equally relevant and interesting? 
KAlAn: One of the great things about superheroes 
with strong core personalities is that they can go either 
way. There’s room for a gritty, serious take on Spider-
Man and the X-Kids and there’s room for a fun, wacky 
take. The characters feel real and alive enough that 
they can handle both, because nobody’s life is only one 
note – nobody experiences only terrible things with 
no light moments, and nobody’s life is sweetness and 
jokes without some sadness. So why should superhero 
comics (or any fiction) be bound to one, emotionally 
monotone view of the world? It bothers me most when 
one of those two flavours dominates the other too 
strongly. In my writing I personally gravitate toward 
more fun stuff, and in my reading I get tired of grim stuff 
quicker than I get tired of fun stuff. But for instance, the 
Wolverine Annual I wrote last year is not a silly story, 
though it has some jokes in it. Every brilliant moment 
in Marvel’s history -- Stan & Jack’s Fantastic Four, Lee & 
Ditko’s Spider-Man, Claremont & Byrne’s X-Men, Starlin’s 
Warlock and Thanos work etc. – all of that has been 
some mixture of crazy fun and serious emotion. Looking 
at Marvel’s Distinguished Competition, Watchmen and 
Sandman are two of the most mature, literate, satisfying 
comic series ever done and they’ve got a ton of jokes 
and lighter moments in them. It isn’t all people putting 
nails in their eyes and chopping off each other’s arms.

hYPer: You’ve been a long-time reader of Marvel. 
Are you writing a book that you think you would have 
enjoyed yourself, as a kid? Does having a newborn son 
change the way you think about writing comedy?
KAlAn: I’m most certainly writing the book I would 
have liked as a kid. I’m writing the book I’d like to read 
NOW, since I’m extremely immature at heart. I’m not 
actively thinking about my son Sammy as much with 
this series, though I’m sure being a dad is causing me to 
tone down some of the language and violence. (I knew I 
was really a dad when my first reaction to “Guardians of 
the Galaxy” in the theatres was “That was great! But did 
they have to swear so much and kill so many people?”) 

hYPer: the Internet collectively declared one of  
your panels – in which Sauron admits that he could 
cure cancer, but would rather turn people into 
dinosaurs – the best thing Marvel has ever done.  
how did that feel? 
KAlAn: It felt amazing! I thought it was a funny joke 
when I was writing it, but I didn’t realize it would 
essentially be the highpoint of my writing career. I think 
what accounts for its internet popularity is that t’s 
maybe the most xkcd-ish line I’ve ever written – both 
innocently wistful and totally nihilistic, which I think are 
the two dominant strains that produce most of  
the internet. 

"The characTer’s 
personaliTy 

should be The 
driving force of 

how They acT 
and Talk."
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C H R I S T I A N  R E A D

PAYS HOMAGE TO THE KING

1977 and that was written large on the cover of what is widely 
considered one of the true masterpieces of superhero 

storytelling, The New Gods Saga. Darkseid, tyrannical God of Evil, the 
best villain in comics, versus Highfather of New Genesis. Two families 
of Gods waging the primal war of good vs evil. 

DC crowed so about Kirby because it was a Big Deal. The man had 
finally broken from Marvel after decades of, almost single-handedly, 
creating their entire universe. Tired of shoddy treatment and of Stan 
Lee taking credit, Kirby was a free man. And off the chain, the man 
who'd changed comics changed 'em again.  

Jack Kirby, born Jacob Kurtzberg, grew up poor. 1917 in the Lower 
East Side of NYC; you'd call it a slum if you were charitable. Short for 
his age he grew up fighting bullies, something he'd do his entire life, 
acts that informed 40 years of work. He taught himself how to draw 
and then, desperate to make a living, he got a gig doing animations 
at the still famous Fleischer studios, but that soon went tits up and he 
got into comics with the famous Will Eisner, creator of The Spirit. 

Kirby's reputation for being a brawler grew when a local Mafia goon 
was shaking down the studio. A growling Jack warned the thug off. 

Soon, Kirby would move on to Fox, a shifty studio. There, he 
laboured on the star character The Blue Beetle. And he'd meet his 
best artistic collaborator, Joe Simon.

Now, in the late 1930s, Kirby was already creating a visual 
language of comics unique to himself. Kinetic, wild with a solidity of 
linework that is still unrivalled. His figures imposing, the bodies of his 
characters real and weighted. Comics are about which moment in 
time you capture and Kirby had a hunter's eye for when to strike. His 
landscapes bold and daring, his design work, unique. His first true 
masterpiece was Boy's Ranch, a western comic that redefined how a 
cowboy book could look and feel. 

Then, he and Simon invented Captain America. It was 1940 and 
Kirby was 22. The front cover had Cap punching Hitler on the jaw. 
America hadn't entered the war and was selling weapons to Germany 
but Jack knew a bully when he saw one. 

Captain America was a game-changer. Cap was political. It was 

 KIRBY
IS HERE!
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topical. It had, easily, the best action sequences 
in comics, dynamic motion that is rarely equalled 
to this day. And Jack's tough guy reputation was 
cemented when American Nazi sympathisers, on 
discovering the creators of Cap were Jewish, fairly 
bombarded the offices with death threats. The pair, 
undaunted, kept on creating the book until the 
threat grew so large, fan and Mayor of New York, 
LaGuardia, sent cops around to keep 'em safe. 
Which didn't help the scum Kirby personally beat 
up in the lobby. 

The pair freelanced for more companies, 
including the newcomer DC, where they'd create 
Sandman, influence on and character in Neil Gaiman's 
famous opus. The Manhunter, the troubled vigilante, the 
Boy Commandos, The Guardian and Suicide Slum, those 
later drafted into the Superman mythology. 

OFF TO WAR
Then came Pearl Harbour and Kirby was drafted. 

Kirby's wartime experience was, like the man himself, 
bombastic and dangerous. When his sergeant found 
out he was the famous artist of Captain America, he 
was given scouting duty, a suicidally dangerous job 
where he'd sneak into enemy territory and map out their 
positions and logistics. "The Geneva Convention did not 
cover scouts captured behind enemy line", says Paul "so 
you can imagine Kirby’s reaction to this order". 

But he survived even Hitler's attempts to kill him, 
came home and picked up the pencil again. Superheroes 
were huge during the war but interest waned soon after. 
Kirby and Simon, quick to sense new markets, invented 
Romance comics for a teen girl audience, melodramas 
with girl's biting their knuckles on the cover. Then, as the 
50s swung around, classic monster comics! Monstrollo, 
Gargantus and Robot X. For those counting, that's fours 
genres he invented or perfected. 

Then, in 1961, Kirby went to work with the young 
Stan Lee, nephew of the owner of Timely, later Marvel 
comics. They had first met in the 40s, where Kirby would 
later remember him as a pesky kid. Lee had wanted 
to become a novelist but, nearly twenty years on, had 
settled in for editing and writing comics. When Kirby 
came aboard, DC had just started experimenting with 
superheroes again. 

Kirby and Lee created The Fantastic Four in answer. 
It was a staggering success. Artistically, commercially, 

it was huge and is still the template for modern 
superhero comics. Heroes were back and in short time, 
Kirby banged out Doctor Doom, Galactus, the X-Men, 
The Inhumans, the Mighty Thor. He created Black 
Panther, king of a hidden African superstate. Not because 
of diversity but he saw black kids didn't have any heroes 

and wanted to give them one. He would help out 
studio mates with Spider-Man and Iron Man. 
And of course, perhaps his greatest icon, the 
Silver Surfer: the annihilating space angel he 

envisioned, turned into another whingy outsider by Lee. 
Superhero comics became chic and cool. Artists loved 

them, movie stars loved them, cool college kids loved em. 
But Lee and Kirby were not an ideal partnership. Many 

creators of that 'Silver Age' would later cast doubt on 

Lee's role and insinuate he was a credit hog. A quick look 
over Kirby's original pages would see completely finished 
art with dialogue suggested in the margins, though 
Lee is credited as 'writer'. And for the famous, cosmic 
Galactus three-parter, Lee's contribution was apparently 
a handwritten note 'how about if they fight God'? The 
dialogue is classic Jack. 

On top of that, Kirby was being treated terribly by 
management. His art, a great source of secondary 
income to artists, was owned by the company and stolen 
by editors. His page rates, for a man of his talent and 
speed, let alone the contributions he had made to the 
shared universe, were insulting.

Then came an argument about Silver Surfer, Stan and 
Jack's shared favourite character. Both wanted to give 
him a solo series. Jack wanted to write it. Stan overuled 
him and that was that. 

So he crossed town to DC with barely a goodbye. 
There, the cigar-chomping tough-guy WWII combat vet 
decided he wanted to write about war and death and 
Gods and destiny. He thought those peaceniks kids who 
spoke out against the Vietnam War were ok and turned 
them into cosmic hippies, The Forever People. His hatred 
of fascism and authoritarian ideology and his experience 
of battle saw him create Orion, Dog of War, who gloried 
in combat but soon found a better path. 

These were visionary works, intensely personal and 
yet madcap cosmic glory, the King's imagination thrown 
up into space and time into the Jungian world of pure 
mythology. They have yet to see an equal for pure 
imagination. There is, pay attention, nothing like them in 
superhero comics. His language on the books was bold, 
hyperbolic and had a kind of space poetry feel, a man 
trying to dictate the language of comics entities. 

Then, he'd go on to create, amongst others, Etrigan 
The Demon, Kamandi, Last Boy on Earth and OMAC 
the bizarre, restlessly intelligent SF cop drama that 
has turned out to be uncannily predictive, a world of 
globalisation and constant surveillance. 

But sales were not strong and tastes had changed. 
The flower children and disco bunnies liked the softer, 
romantic lines of newer artists and the New Gods were 
cancelled and the relationship with DC soured. As Jack 
himself would later say, "Comics, kid. They'll break 
your heart." 

TOO BIG FOR HISTORY
So, Jack went back to Marvel and worked on the insane 
2001 tie-in comic which would introduce Machine Man. 
His vast secret history of the Gods made flesh, The 
Eternals, whose handiwork can be seen in the Guardians 
of the Galaxy film and a great personal favourite, Moon 
Boy and Devil Dinosaur. Kirby would guarantee that the 
adventures of ape boy and red T-Rex best friends were 
totally historically accurate. 

They fought aliens by issue 4. History wasn't big 
enough for Jack.

But Kirby was still not happy with the deals and 
he had to accept, so moved to animation where he'd 
do production design for deeply weird Thundarr the 
Barbarian. And then, his designs for adaptation of the 
Zelazny novel Lord of Light were instrumental in the CIA 

JIMMY OLSEN: TINY VAMPIRE SLAYER
When Kirby first came to DC he had no desire to kick anyone out of work. 'Give me your worst selling book and I'll turn it into your best seller.' He was handed 
Superman's Pal, Jimmy Olsen. Not many people realise that Jimmy Olsen, cub reporter and friend of Clark Kent had a bizarre career where he was routinely kidnapped 
by aliens, shape-shifted, drugged, beaten and replaced by doubles. 
Kirby immediately created Transilvane, a home grown planet (so evil it had devil horns) in a mad scientist's basement, which had evolved a population of tiny 
Vampires, Werewolves and classic 50s monsters because the madmen projected horror movies onto the clouds. Jimmy prevented war with the tiny malevolent planet 
by playing cowboy movies on the clouds instead. That is how Kirby rolled and within months, yep, Jimmy Olsen was DC's best seller. 
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k i r b y

So what'S  eSSential?  
Even this short list is leaving off a lot of 

classics these will give you a taste.

crisis fictionalised in the film Argo. He was not named 
in the movie. 

Towards the end of his life, Kirby had had enough 
of how the comic industry had treated him. He began 
legal proceedings to be paid some of the gluttonous 
profits his creations had made that had seen him paid 
a comparative pittance. His name and contributions 
deliberately overshadowed by Lee. 

But by '94, four dimensions lost their hold on him 
and at the age of 77, Kirby died.

By 2013, Kirby's ideas, and not just his characters 
but plots, images, notions he had created had earned 
billions at the box office and in animation. Lee's 
name and face was everywhere, Kirby's, hidden. 
The Helicarrier rising from the sea to take flight. 

The glory of the rainbow bridge of Asgard, the 
bizarre television entity Arnim Zola and cruel Nazi 
bastard Red Skull and all the rest. 
And so it was, that year, justice: Kirby's 

grandchildren gained two things: A cut of that 
endless lucre and Kirby's name on his creations. 
Where it belongs. 

How much can a man influence a culture? Kirby's 
work for decades was known only to those keen 
on comics, checked by musicians as diverse as 
Joe Satriani, prog rockers Can and Paul sodding 
McCartney. Game recognise game. Now, Kirby's 
very visions are lifted for hundreds of millions to be 
inspired by onscreen. 

There was never an artist like him. Not in the 
Renaissance, not now. Who shaped the 20th century 
in ways no high artist could. 

If you didn't know Jack Kirby, I'm almost jealous of 
what you've yet to discover. And if you do, you've been 
nodding along, remembering the charge of the Glory 
Boat, the nine panels of beatdown Cap gives Batron 
the Leaper, the majesty of the Celestials come to judge 
earth, the eeriness of Build-a-Friend Lila, Darkseid's 
amusement park and a thousand more beside. 

He was the King. 

Essential Thor (Marvel) 
Fantasy science-story mythology
The Fantastic Four Omnibus 
This book amazed superhero fans
The New Gods 
Serialised strangely but this is the last masterpiece
Marvel Visionaries 1 
350 pages of an overview of what Marvel values most
The Comics Journal Library: Jack kirby
A scrapbook of interviews, sketches, ideas. 
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C A T  B A N D I T 

EXPLORES WHAT HEROISM MEANS IN THE 
CYBERPUNK TIME OF NO HEROES

Cyberpunk landscapes as originally envisioned by Bruce 
Sterling and William Gibson are constructed around and 

defined by the idea there is no better tomorrow. Heroes are heroes 
because there is villainy, but in worlds that no longer resist modern 
savagery and instead adopt it culturally, what now constitutes ‘evil’? 
Everyone is bad because everything is bad. The old adage is never 
truer than when it has been acid rain-soaked in the garish neon of 
dystopian corptocracy: Can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em, ethically speaking. 
What now constitutes the ‘good’ worth fighting for? Big Corpa rules 
and the meshing of people and tech complicates morality further. 
Sex, Money, Power has become Money, Machines, Monopoly. Super 
capitalism installs unassailable expansionists in what was never 
heaven, and breeds desperate isolationists on street level. In the 
classist purgatory in between, heroes are by definition anti-heroes 
because the heroes before them, if there were any, have failed. The 
best they can now achieve is fleeting, selfish relief, and maybe 
someone else doesn’t die as early as they were going to while others 
die even earlier. 

Marvel infamously tackled this dilemma circa 1992 when they 
rolled out their 2099 line of alternate takes on established heroes. 
Spider-Man 2099 was Miguel O’Hara, an entirely humourless 
geneticist who cheats on his long-term partner with his brother’s 
wife and confides only in the holographic AI in his apartment. 
Ghost Rider 2099 was the digital specter of a murdered hacker 
downloaded into a corporate-made killing machine, wading through 
a welter of chainsawed limbs on his way to becoming the oppressor 
himself. X-Men 2099 were an underground cadre of wannabe 
revolutionaries whose ‘Xavier’ figure, X’ian Coy Manh, succumbed 
to the maniacal side of his psyche and led them all to certain doom. 
Punisher 2099 was more or less the same homicidal loon he’s 
always been with cooler killing sticks (he literally had a stick that 
whipped lasers everywhere, killing everybody). Oh, and the Thorites 

THE 

BRIGHTEST
LIGHT CASTS THE 
DARKEST 
SHADOW
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were a cultish theocracy-in-
the-making that worshipped 
He Who Hammers, which 
becomes hilariously sad later 
when it’s revealed Alchemax, 
one of the most nefarious and 
influential ‘megacorps’, has 
constructed a floating city and 
called it ‘Valhalla.’ There, its 
CEO has started transforming 
ordinary citizens into Asgardian 
equivalents to stem the rising 

tide of super anti-heroes. Even living gods are brands. 
The megacorps provide 2099’s dark bleeding hearts 
with a target, but many of them wind up corrupted or 
even converted (sometimes even by themselves) as 
they aspire to end corporate tyranny. Spider-Man 2099 
becomes the CEO of Alchemax, for example, trying in 
vain to set the company straight. It’s not something he 
manages to do before the polar ice caps melt and kill 
just about everyone. What was the point? 

TO CONDENSE FACT… 
The point is, there is no point. In Harebrained Schemes’ 
reimagined Shadowrun Returns and particularly 
Shadowrun Returns: Dragonfall, the megacorps are 
literally run by unknowable, undefeatable dragons. The 
titular shadowrunners steal corporate data on behalf of 
interests that are not much more benevolent, sometimes 
even less, and it’s telling that when Dragonfall’s crew of 
mercenary miscreants seek to avenge the death of their 
friend and leader Monika, they eventually run afoul of 
one such dragon and see it dead or set it free. All they 
really succeed in doing is hastening the doom of the one 
remaining safe space, Berlin’s Kreusbazar, left to them. 
Watch Dogs’ Aiden Pearce completely destabilises 
Chicago in the pursuit of cyclical revenge (the whole 
reason he does anything is because his former-life 
activities caused a reprisal that killed his niece). Even 
though he ends the reign of an enduring mob boss and 
reveals the mayor as corrupt, none of it fizzes the image 
of the b igger picture: the ctOS panopticon patented in 
Illinois spreads to several more major cities as ctOS 2.0, 
and Aiden is forced underground. There are 12 variants 
on four ‘core’ endings in Deus Ex: Human Revolution, 
and each of them rehumanise Adam Jensen as the 
simple pawn his kingly augmentations have ordained 
him. Either way, 2000’s Deus Ex reveals the Illuminati 
got what they wanted. Progress has become the enemy, 
and “you can’t fight progress.” 

That is an overriding and consistent theme: Any 
cyberpunk action will have a brutally unequal and 
devastatingly oppositional reaction, further begging the 
question as to why its upstarts don’t also cry, “Please, 
at least leave us alone in our living rooms.” Nothing ever 
works out. Not like it does in our comics and our movies, 
not like we’ve grown up expecting it to. There is no 
long cape fluttering in the poison wind as a triumphant 
monologue blows from the lips of the hardbody 
spandex it hangs from. Cyberpunk toys relentlessly with 
the tropes and archetypes of exactly that, with how 
they’ve taught us to think about conventional heroism, 
and wonders what recourse is left to the anti-heroes 
amid the anarchy. Howard Beale answers in the 1976 
foreshadowing of just such a reality, Network: “All I 
know is that first you've got to get mad. You've got to 
say, 'I'm a human being, god damn it! My life has value!' 
So I want you to get up now. I want all of you to get up 
out of your chairs. I want you to get up right now and 
go to the window. Open it, and stick your head out, and 
yell, 'I'M AS MAD AS HELL, AND I'M NOT GOING TO 
TAKE THIS ANYMORE!'” 

Anger is cyberpunk’s noble gift, and it is realistically 
the only impetus for meaningful rebellion. Metahumans, 
meta meta: This fiction’s scathing indictment of the 
placatory nature of other popular fictions is madder 
still, and telling. Later, Beale will announce: “We'll tell 
you that, uh, Kojak always gets the killer, or that nobody 
ever gets cancer at Archie Bunker's house, and no 
matter how much trouble the hero is in, don't worry, just 
look at your watch; at the end of the hour he's going 
to win. We'll tell you any shit you want to hear. We deal 
in illusions, man!” He will collapse in a prophetic heap, 
and the people watching at home will applaud, and 
nothing will change. The real charade is that a paragon 
will arrive to save the day. If they do, they might just 
become its new villain. 

…FROM THE VAPOUR OF NUANCE  
The inevitability of tomorrow is what cyberpunk warns 
against, and it is wary of the complacency that follows. 
Being that the greater good ceases to exist in the wake 
of corporate dominance, the petty motivations that 
superheroes in spandex wrestle internally with instead 
become prime movers: Revenge figures highly, and so 
does rebellion – for a buck. Ultimately the only solution 
would be to nuke the site of humanity from orbit, a 
slow or sudden finale that is frequently the result of the 
technological crawl becoming a climb. When complete 
annihilation or time travel are the heroes that will save 
the day (by ending it), our transhuman vigilantes and 
our savvy hackers live by the creed: You do what you 
can and then you die. In the process, things will go 
wrong, and all those efforts will be swiftly lost (like 
tears in rain, yes). They are defined by their defeat of 
defeatism. 

It’s a hyper-wired fugue state of too-realism that 
decides: To care about anything enough to take action 
when all hope is gone, that is what heroism boils down 
to when heated in cyberpunk’s fetishisation of fatalism. 
It is honest and true, because at the heart of any matter 
where one person must stand against forces much 
greater than themselves, the question is: What can I do? 
That yearning to quit in the face 
of a challenge that makes a 
noble monolith is never 
more tempting and 
easy than it is here; to 
slink away and divest 
yourself of conscience 
and instead invest 
your consciousness in 
the 1’s and 0’s of the 
age’s escapism. Half of 
heroism is the will step 
up, step out. The other 
half is to stand alone when 
everybody else is cowering 
together, to make the one hard decision out of ten that 
is hard not just because it requires bold action, but 
because it is thankless with a chance of redundancy. 
Cyberpunk posits: That will never die. Hello darkness 
my old friend, and rage, rage against the dying of the 
light. Even in times of mechanised disgrace, the ‘human’ 
in ‘transhuman’ can never truly be reprogrammed. A 
dichotomy of sense and nonsense, selfishness and 
selflessness, an individual’s justice is not so easily 
understood by marking it with underpants and capes. 
The finger that pulls the trigger may tense against the 
steel for altogether immoral reasons, but if a little lady 
grows up under the rain feeling dangerous and believing 
in dry land, the futility of the human rat backed into a 
corner is no longer futile. It’s what passes for spandex in 
the Near Future. We’ll always try. 

"ANY CYBERPUNK 
ACTION WILL HAVE A 
BRUTALLY UNEQUAL 
AND DEVASTATINGLY 

OPPOSITIONAL 
REACTION."
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CYBERGRIM TO LOOK 
FORWARD TO

Shadowrun: Hong kong
Due: August 2015
Harebrained Schemes hit it out of the industrial sector when they resurrected 
Shadowrun Returns in 2013, and its expansion Dragonfall was even better. They’re in 
the middle of making Hong Kong right now, and will be complicating the cyber-mix 
with a delicate ‘influence and relationships’ system. 

cyberpunk 2077
Due: 2015
CD Projekt RED’s first foray into the grim neon future is frustratingly vague and 
frustratingly dateless, but if it ends up being The Witcher in a dystopian skin that’ll 
do it. They’ve bandied around descriptors like “non-linear” and “story-based RPG 
experience,” and that hurts.  

psycho-pass: Mandatory Happiness
Due: May 2015 (Japan)
If you’ve never seen the Psycho-Pass anime, see it, it’s amazing and full of violently 
bizarre super-future concepts. Also watch so you can play this visual novel after a 
dedicated weaboo translates it flawlessly two seconds after it comes out in Japan. 

Satellite reign
Due: 2015
Mike Diskett’s the man who made Syndicate Wars, and he’s bringing back its vibe in 
conjunction with 5 Lives Studios, a four-guy studio in Brisbane (!) that was formed 
expressly to make this game. Their Kickstarter scored almost half a million pounds. 
Now we wait.  
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C H R I S T I A N  R E A D

POINTS OUT SOME OF THE STORIES YOU 
REALLY SHOULD READ

Usual media story on how comics appear to the 
mainstream media: "Well, Dark Knight Returns is great. 

And Watchmen! And also... Maus?
There's loads of good comics that are ignored. Lots for 

good reason, let's be honest. But every now and again, 
superior creators would hit gold. Some of these you might 
have heard of, some not. It's all hero issues, it's an all 
heroes list. But this is a taste of the good stuff that's easy 
to find. Get in! 

LESSER 

KNOWN 
COMIC 
RUNS

 DAREDEVIL - FRANK 
 MILLER'S RUN 
These days, Miller 
might be a creepy 
crank blogging mental 
nonsense and creating 
ugly racist rubbish, but 
there was a time when his 
noir sensibilities and his 
desire to do crime rather 
than heroes served him 
well. His run of Daredevil 
was the grimmest of the 
grim and the grittiest of 
the gritty. 

During this run, with 
the exceptional and 
moody artist Klaus 
Janson, Daredevil's secret identity 
was exposed to his great enemy, the Kingpin, who put 
him through hell. But it was also an era where Miller, an 
early adopter of ninjas, gave the martial arts mysticism 
to the character, the doomed romance of Elektra 
and her terrible fate, as well as a healthy distrust of 
superheroes as godly and remote. Genuinely dark but 
also genuinely compelling, this is a highpoint of the 
character and creator both. Look out for the Marvel 
Omnibus: Daredevil.

If you like this, you might also want to read the 
brillant, strange Elektra: Assassin collection, written by 
Miller, drawn by eccentric genius Bill Sienkiewicz. 

there was a time when his 

Janson, Daredevil's secret identity 
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L E S S E R  K N O W N  C O M I C  R U N S

 EMPOWERED BY ADAM WARREN 
Look, this isn't really my bag but it deserves a 
mention. Superheroes and sexiness go together. 
Everyone has a great body and tight clothes. 
Of course sexualisation is going to happen and 
sometimes, that's going to get creepy. 

Adam Warren, a gentleman perve, knows that and 
embraces it and does it the 
right way. His manga-style 
art gives us the story of Emp, 
whose powers are kind of like 
if Venom was good and easily 
bearable. Her pisshead mate 
Ninjette and her boyfriend 
Thugboy have sexy adventures 
and get tied up and nude a lot. 
The trick is, and this is important, 
this is done with a sense of 
fun and a wink and it never 
gets gross or exploitative. 
Warren walks a fine line but 
balances it every time. If 
you want sexy lady heroes, 
get Empowered Vol 1 from 
Dark Horse, where they're 
treated right.  

 GRANT MORRISON - JLA 
The Justice League, ostensibly all the 'big gun's' of the 
DC Universe teaming up, had lost its way. Filled up with 
C-listers like the pitiable Bloodwynd (get this man to 
hospital. He has bloodwynd) and without ambition, this 
marquee book was quietly cancelled and given over to a 
newish writer.

Morrison had come off a mature run on Doom Patrol, 
a surrealist masterpiece. He had just started his first 
defining run, The Invisibles. No one really knew what to 
expect from him, as far as heroes played straight went. 

What we got was amazing. Morrison would deftly 
balance out characters from DC obscurity, polish 
them up and make them cooler than they'd ever 
been. His characterisation was deft and true. This was 
a Superman who was confident, clever and warm. 
Wonder Woman was tough and competitive and ready 
for a fight but also calm and giving. Batman, dark and 
brooding, was allowed to relax a little around friends. 
The new Green Arrow looked back on his dad's quiver 
full of boxing glove arrows with fond embarrassment. 
It would introduce many great new characters and 
villains while being very much part of the long history 
of DC Comics. 

But it also got cosmic. They fought off an invasion 
of fifth dimensional imps, an alternate reality Darkseid, 
a revamped Starro the Conquerer turned Lovecraftian 
menace. And the celestial horror, the Primordial 
Annihilator, Mageddon, in a story that showed why we 
love these daft capes in the first place. Get on board 
with JLA: New World Order, from DC Comics. 

If you like this, Morrison topped it in terms of 
intricacy with his crowning work on supers, Seven 
Soldiers of Victory.

 GRANT MORRISON - JLA
The Justice League, ostensibly all the 'big gun's' of the 
DC Universe teaming up, had lost its way. Filled up with 
C-listers like the pitiable Bloodwynd (get this man to 
hospital. He has bloodwynd) and without ambition, this 
marquee book was quietly cancelled and given over to a 
newish writer.

a surrealist masterpiece. He had just started his first 
defining run, The Invisibles. No one really knew what to 
expect from him, as far as heroes played straight went. 

balance out characters from DC obscurity, polish 
them up and make them cooler than they'd ever 
been. His characterisation was deft and true. This was 
a Superman who was confident, clever and warm. 
Wonder Woman was tough and competitive and ready 
for a fight but also calm and giving. Batman, dark and 
brooding, was allowed to relax a little around friends. 
The new Green Arrow looked back on his dad's quiver 
full of boxing glove arrows with fond embarrassment. 
It would introduce many great new characters and 
villains while being very much part of the long history 
of DC Comics. 

of fifth dimensional imps, an alternate reality Darkseid, 
a revamped Starro the Conquerer turned Lovecraftian 
menace. And the celestial horror, the Primordial 
Annihilator, Mageddon, in a story that showed why we 
love these daft capes in the first place. Get on board 
with JLA: New World Order, from DC Comics. 

intricacy with his crowning work on supers, Seven 
Soldiers of Victory.

57

HYPER_SUPERS_56-59 Little Known Comic Runs.indd   57 26/03/2015   4:29:21 PM



 HITMAN - GARTH ENNIS AND JOHN MCCREA 
Garth Ennis is perhaps most famous for Preacher, the 
violent swearfest adventures of a former priest looking 
to punch God out. But at the same time that was 
going on, he was writing Hitman, and it's perhaps his 

finest work. 
Tommy Monaghan was shooting guys for money 

when an alien bit him and gave him superpowers. 
Originally he was a side character in The Demon but 
Ennis spun him out into his own show and gave us an 
action comedy kinda superhero book second to none. 

Because Tommy Monagahn whacks superguys 
for cash. 

From the opening storyline where he has to kill the 
Joker in Arkham, an adventure that would see him 
spewing on Batman's feet, Tommy is drawn into a 
series of ludicrous jobs. Zombie Night at the Gotham 
Aquarium remains a high point but he'd also take on 
vampires, dinosaurs, join the army, face Nightfist (!?) 
and a dozen or so crime families.

Hitman was played for laughs as Tommy and 
his assassin mates are the only sane men in the 
actual madness of a superhero universe ("Come 
on, a monster ate the sun last year, you get used 

to things.") It could move towards the tragic and the 
painfully sad but it never loses a tremendous sense of 
fun. And artist McCrea brings to life some of the richest 
action sequences and emotional beats in all comics. 
Start with the Hitman: A Rage in Arkham

You might also want to read The Boys, by Ennis and 
Darrick Robertson, a much grosser but fascinating 
espionage tale of the truth about superheroes. 

 PLANETARY BY WARREN ELLIS AND JOHN CASSADAY 
Exquisitely illustrated by John Cassaday, this is a 
strange, brainy, violent gem. In the 90s, writer Warren 
Ellis worked tirelessly to update superheroes and give 
them more to do than bicker and go fight crimes. 
Planetary are an organisation of Mystery Archaeologists. 
This brilliant conceit let them travel through the 
history of superhero comics and even further down, 
investigating their roots in the pulp novels of the 
1920s. They fought the HK action film inspired ghost 
of a murdered policeman, the lost Island of Kaiju 
and eventually drew aim against a twisted version of 

the Fantastic Four, bastards who found Superman's 
rocketship when he was a baby and snuffed him out. 

Planetary is beautiful and thoughtful and at times 
even very funny. It's worth it, if nothing else, for 
watching a snap frozen Dracula get his bollocks 
kicked off. 

If you like this, which you can start with All Over the 
World, you might also want to read The Authority, the 
brilliant, high-impact SF adventure book by Ellis and 
Bryan Hitch. 

finest work. 
Tommy Monaghan was shooting guys for money 

when an alien bit him and gave him superpowers. 
Originally he was a side character in The Demon but 
Ennis spun him out into his own show and gave us an 
action comedy kinda superhero book second to none. 

for cash. 

Joker in Arkham, an adventure that would see him 
spewing on Batman's feet, Tommy is drawn into a 
series of ludicrous jobs. Zombie Night at the Gotham 
Aquarium remains a high point but he'd also take on 
vampires, dinosaurs, join the army, face Nightfist (!?) 
and a dozen or so crime families.

his assassin mates are the only sane men in the 
actual madness of a superhero universe ("Come 
on, a monster ate the sun last year, you get used 
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L E S S E R  K N O W N  C O M I C  R U N S

 MARSHALL LAW 
Perhaps all these derring doers in capes are getting on 
you a bit. Here's a pretty different take on the whole 
thing. In the futuristic city of San Futuro, every damn 
son-of-a-bitch is a superhero. Well, not quite, but there's 
a hell of a lot of 'em. And they cannot be trusted and 
they cannot be left unsupervised, being representation 
of the worst excesses of America and a lot of them need 
to end up dead. 

Enter Marshall Law. He hates heroes and he's licensed 
to kill them. 

Violent, uncompromising, sometimes even seedy, 
it's an angry book filled with angry energy. Brilliantly 
illustrated by Kevin O'Neil of League of Extraordinary 
Gentlemen fame, and written by Judge Dredd vet, who's 
biography of hits is too much to list here, this is the dark 
side of the capes, and it is grand. Check out Marshal 
Law: The Deluxe Edition. 

AND THE 
REST
Mind you, we've 
missed out on loads 
of indie books in the 
genre like Jack Staff 
and Invincible and 
The Broccoli Agenda 
and Nexus and all 
the rest. But a lot 
of those are hard to 
get or haven't been 
collected. For those 
who are new, Image 
Comics is an almost 
one-stop shop for 
some fantastic 
books that don't 
take place in the Big 
2 universes. Check 
em out. 
2 universes. Check 
em out. 

 SECRET SIX 
Scripted and pencilled by fan fave Gail 
Simone and drawn by other fan fave, 
and Australia's pride, Nicola Scott, 
Secret Six is the story of a team of 
bad guys. 

Barely functional as individuals, and 
only together out of desperation, the 
Six take on a variety of strange and 
not exactly humanitarian missions 
together. This is a great book if you 
like it when comics get really under 
the skins of their characters. Catman, 
formerly a d-list Batman villain is 
the very essence of dark nobility. 
Deadshot, once a suicidal assassin, is 
now a quietly driven deadpan smirker. 
Scandal Savage is the daughter of 
a world-conquering villain who isn't 
real interested in doing it dad's way... 

which hardly makes her good. And Ragdoll dreams 
of having sex with butterflies and one tried to steal 
Wonder Woman's boots so he could wear them. 

Funny, with gorgeous productions, character-driven 
and yet never forgetting that these aren't the nicest 
guys, Secret Six is a good place to see a different side 
of capes. You can grab Secret Six: Unhinged from any 
licensed comic dealer. 
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E S S A Y

I wasn’t sure what to expect when I handed over my 
money to see Birdman at the cinema. I mean, I knew it 
wasn’t based on the Harvey Birdman animated series 
on Adult  Swim. But I thought maybe it tied back to the 
original 1960s cartoon in some way. Or there was a twist. 
Or, I don’t know…

Those of you who have seen the film will appreciate 
just how ridiculous all the above sounds. Because [spoiler 
alert] the Academy Award winning film starring Michael 
Keaton was ABSOLUTELY ZERO connection with the 
second-rate superhero turned second-rate defense 
attorney. And it has even less to do with his sidekick and 
P.A. – Avenger. 

That’s a shame because the world needs more para-
legal eagles who can take diction, file papers, and silently 
stare down a courtroom audience.

I’m not even joking when I say that. I’ve often 
daydreamed about walking into a high-powered meeting 
with an eagle on my shoulder like it was the most natural 
thing in the world. It instantly gives you the upper hand. 
Like, who in their right mind is going to argue with 
someone sporting an eagle as an accessory? It simply 
doesn’t happen…

None of which has anything much to do with my 
Avenger Typing App, except maybe providing a little 
background on the obscure nature of the protagonist. 
Which, if you just skipped ahead to this paragraph, can be 
neatly summarized as ‘semi retired eagle that works in a 
law office and types’.

… So, okay, I know what you’re thinking – Avenger 
Typing App? “Mikolai, your talents are wasted on this 
writing shtick, you should be in game development.”  This 

is true. But steady your spurs Lash Larue, and let me walk 
you through this.

The game would take Avenger and Harvey Birdman 
out of the office and help flesh out some of Avenger's 
(up until this point) mysterious background. It would be 
a series of short stories/scenarios that would encompass 
everything from Avenger’s college years through to his 
back packing around Europe, and eventual reunion with 
his estranged family.

These stories play out on your phone via short 
animations across the top half of the screen, while the 
bottom half is reserved for your QWERTY keyboard. 

And this is where it get interesting… As the stories 
rolled on, enemies from the cartoon series would break 
into the scenarios and attack the characters. Why 
they would do this is never explained and pretty much 
irrelevant. All you need to know is that above each enemy 
would be a word or phrase relating to the action, and the 
only way to dispatch them would be to mash it into your 
keypad.

Type these words and phrases quickly enough and 
the enemies are killed and you score points. So yeah, it’s 
basically Typing of the Dead on your smartphone. Only it 
makes more sense because typing is actually a thing that 
the protagonist does. It’s also something you actually do 
on your phone – so there’s no bulk peripheral required. It’s 
like, evil, twisted, genius.

It’s also a nod to all the sidekicks that never get a 
chance to shine. An affirmation of their contributions. 
And the fact that they’re usually the ones saving the main 
character’s ass. Even if that simply means typing up a 
memo or dossier ahead of an important criminal case. 

M I K O L A I

E S S A Y

BIRDMAN 
AVENGER’S LEGAL EAGLE TYPING GAME 
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By about the fourth or fifth time you’re forced to 
fly through those giant rings hovering over 

Metropolis you’ll start to get it. You’ll begin to 
understand why Superman on the Nintendo 64 is 
considered the Battlefield Earth of videogames.

It’s not just bad – it’s surreal. It’s also still talked about 
nearly 15 years later because it didn’t just leave a mark 
on the history of gaming, it unintentionally cut a big 
jagged scar into the face of it that ensured it’d still be 
talked about to this day.

Developed by Titus Software and released in May 
of 1999 in America, and in July in PAL territories, 
Superman (better known by it’s unofficial title 
Superman 64) has been consistently ranked amongst 
the worst videogames of all-time. But it’s also the 
product of many internal struggles that meant 
compromises had to be made if anything was ever 
going to make it out the door and on to shelves.

One man who knows this better than anyone is 
Superman 64 producer and co-founder of Titus 
Software, Eric Caen.

“I think the game is definitely not as bad as some 
media said, and are still saying,” explained Eric. “We 
didn't have time to polish it enough, and yes the rings 
are too repetitive. We should have cut it by 50%. So 
easy to say 15 years later, though!"

ONE RING TO RUIN THEM ALL
Those rings Eric is referring to are arguably the most 
well-known feature of the whole game. If you’ve 
spent any length of time playing Superman 64 you’ve 
experienced the chore of having to guide our big blue 
hero through a series of rings scattered around a 
foggy Metropolis. 

The problem here is two-fold – first Superman’s in-
flight controls are a bit too touchy which makes precise 

turning extremely hard. Secondly if you miss just a 
few these rings during this timed event you’re 

screwed – the precious seconds it takes to fly 
back and try again is so great you will never 
have enough time left over to beat the stage, 

and if you try to push on and skip 
a ring or two it’s back to the 

A N D R E W  W H I T E H E A D

BEHIND THE SCENES OF THE WORST 
SUPERHERO GAME EVER MADE
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SALES SAY 
IT ALL
One thing nobody 
can fault Superman 
64 or Titus 
Software about is 
the sales figures. At 
one point according 
to the most 
reliable source for 
videogames sales 
in North America, 
the NPD Group, 
Superman 64 was 
the third best 
selling game for 
the Nintendo 64.
“From the top of 
my head, we sold 
500,000 units 
[worldwide]” 
said Eric Caen. 
“Superman 64 was 
highly profitable.”

powers to be 
diminished. But 
like others games 
of that era, such as 
Turok: Dinosaur Hunter, 
it was just a way to disguise the 
limited draw distance.

ORIGIN STORY
So how did we get here? In 1996 a new Superman 
cartoon, simply titled Superman: The Animated Series, 
was about to begin. No stranger to making games based 
on existing licenses Eric Caen left France and headed to 
America to secure the rights for a series of games.

“I heard from our US office that Warner Bros was 
preparing a new animated TV series about Superman,” 
explained Eric. “I flew to Los Angeles immediately to 
negotiate with them. They were surprised as no one 
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like others games 
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ORIGIN STORY
So how did we get here? In 1996 a new Superman 
cartoon, simply titled Superman: The Animated Series, 
was about to begin. No stranger to making games based 
on existing licenses Eric Caen left France and headed to 
America to secure the rights for a series of games.

start you go.
If you do make it past this section you’re 

required to complete a simple objective that is 
usually defeat all the enemies or protect a civilian 
in danger on the streets of Metropolis. Again you 
have a time limit here so don’t go enjoying the sights or 
it’s back to the rings. These are called ‘Ride’ stages and 
variations on this type of stage occurs another seven 
times before Superman 64 is over. 

In between these ‘Ride’ stages are another seven 
areas know as the ‘Maze’ stages that take place indoors 
and focus on Superman rescuing one of his friends, 
such as Lois Lane, while finding keys to open locked 
doors and solving puzzles. That’s assuming you don’t 
get stuck in a wall or get frustrated by having no clue 
what to do next. And make no mistake, this will happen 
to you.

These ‘Maze’ sections end with boss battles against 
classic Superman villains like Parasite, Darkseid, Metallo 
and Brainiac. But don’t expect too much strategy as 
most only require a quick mashing of the punch button. 

Visually the game is a bit flat with blurry textures 
and awkward animations. The entire game takes place 
inside a virtual reconstruction of Metropolis made by 
Lex Luthor that has been flooded with a green haze 
which is said to be Kryptonite fog, causing Superman’s 

BETTER BETA?
RareWareCentral.com, known for their often early in-development 
game footage, uploaded 15 minutes of a Superman 64 beta in 2011. 
What’s most interesting about the footage is the lack of Superman 
being required to fly through rings, a feature that was hated by most 
gamers and ultimately became the game’s defining characteristic.
Other handy additions only in the beta include a mission objective 
screen that could be viewed when the game was paused (a feature 
lacking in the final game) and more intricate combat.

In 2013 a forum member of NESWorld named Martin held a 
fundraiser to essentially pay him to create a ROM dump and put it 
online. The goal of $350 was achieved and the ROM is now freely 
available. As for it being legal? No comment.
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was interested in superheroes anymore at that time!”
But even after those early meetings Eric knew there 

was going to many mountains to climb. From an 
outsiders perspective Superman seems like a great fit 
for the brawler, a genre that was still alive and well in 
the late-90s. But surprisingly DC Comics and Warner 
Bros. were more interested in exploring other avenues.

“They told us [to design a] Sim City game 
probably, because they [figured] Superman is 
an ‘urban’ character,” said Eric. “We pushed 
back but this took months before they 
accepted our design.”

Further problems began to 
rear their head as Eric and his 
team began to explore what 

Superman was actually 
capable of and how he would 
interact with the world.

“They were not sure 
that we could get him go 

underwater,” said Eric, 
“and we had to prove 
them it was done long 
time ago in the comic 
book.”

“At a certain level in the 
game, we made Superman 

destroying a door with one 
foot kick. Warner asked us to 

remove it as it was allegedly too violent! 
We showed them in which comic book of 
the 50s Superman was acting like that. 
We had to fight point-by-point on 
everything, which caused us significant 

delay in the production.”
Fighting Warner Bros. was 

undoubtedly a big challenge, but 
there were other obstacles ahead 
including the ambition of Eric and 
his team in trying to create an 
open-world Superman game on the 
Nintendo 64.

“My vision was to realize a real 
Superman simulation/action 

game in an open 3D 
environment which 
was at that time 
still very rare,” 
explained Eric. 
“The Nintendo 64 
was too slow to 
handle the size of 
universe we created.”

Originally announced 
at E3 in 1997, with more 
details revealed at E3 1998, 
the game would end up being delayed by six months 
past it’s initial release date before finally hitting shelves. 
Contemporary reviews were savage with GameSpot 
awarding it a 1.3/10, IGN giving it a 3.4/10 and 
Electronic Gaming Monthly granting it a mere 2/10.

Hindsight is always 20-20, but Eric admits that 
despite the ongoing battles with the license holders, 
Titus must wear some of the blame for the end product

“We realised the game we wanted but we wasted a 
lot of time, and didn't have enough left to do proper 
testing and tuning,” said Eric. “But I don't want to throw 
the entire responsibility of the end product to Warner. 
They wasted our time but we were not capable of 
catching up.”

“I think the game on Nintendo 64 at the end was 
maybe 50% of what we intended to do at the beginning.” 

A SECOND SHOT
While Superman 64 failed critically it was not a 
commercial flop by any stretch (see ‘Sales say it all’) 
and so Titus Software handed full control to BlueSky 
Software, a studio they had acquired, to bring the game 
to the PlayStation.

But again, according to Eric, interference from 
Warner caused more headaches, as did apprehension 
from Sony after the problems with the first game.

“It was the same game being ported to the 
PlayStation,” said Eric “But we had very little time left, 
and Warner used that against us. Sony was concerned 
about the quality from the first version they saw. When 
you have software problems, you need time to fix it. If 
you don't have time, then you are stuck.”

SHARE THE 
PAIN
Though the 
single-player 
mode is where 
most people focus 
their attention 
there is also 
a multiplayer 
component to 
Superman 64 
that is bizarre if 
nothing else.
Up to four-players 
can select one 
of Superman’s 
enemies, such 
as Brainiac or 
Mercy Graves, 
sit them inside 
an anti-gravity 
go-kart-like 
contraption and 
either race each 
other through 
the dreaded rings 
or battle in free-
for-all or team 
deathmatch.
Variety is limited 
though as there 
are only three 
maps, all of which 
reuse assets from 
the single-player 
game. Yeah, it’s 
as weird as it 
sounds and not 
often spoke about 
for good reason.

“They told us [to design a] Sim City game 
probably, because they [figured] Superman is 
an ‘urban’ character,” said Eric. “We pushed 
back but this took months before they 
accepted our design.”

Further problems began to 
rear their head as Eric and his 
team began to explore what 

Superman was actually 
capable of and how he would 
interact with the world.

“They were not sure 
that we could get him go 

underwater,” said Eric, 

time ago in the comic 
book.”

game, we made Superman 
destroying a door with one 

foot kick. Warner asked us to 
remove it as it was allegedly too violent! 
We showed them in which comic book of 
the 50s Superman was acting like that. 
We had to fight point-by-point on 
everything, which caused us significant 

delay in the production.”
Fighting Warner Bros. was 

undoubtedly a big challenge, but 
there were other obstacles ahead 
including the ambition of Eric and 
his team in trying to create an 
open-world Superman game on the 
Nintendo 64.

“My vision was to realize a real 
Superman simulation/action 

as weird as it 
sounds and not 
often spoke about 
for good reason.

"THE REASON 
SUPERMAN 64 

MISSED THE MARK 
BY SUCH A WIDE 

MARGIN IS BECAUSE 
IT AIMED SO HIGH"
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After the 
issues with 
Superman 
64 you may 
assume that 
the PlayStation 
version was 
doomed to 
fail, but as Eric 
pointed out it’s 

demise was more political than business.
“The PlayStation version was never completed 

and blocked by Warner Bros. and Sony Computer 
Entertainment,” said Eric. “Even if we had like 
$6-$10million in pre-orders.”

“[With the] PlayStation version we lost a significant 
part of the profits as we were not allowed to release it, 
even if we did invest in the R&D to create it.”

“Please remember that those years Warner were not 
really staffed properly for videogames,” added Eric. 
“Today Warner is a great video game publisher.”

Video footage of Superman for the PlayStation has 
made it online, though no ISO file has emerged, so 
there’s no way to play it even on an emulator. Generally 
speaking it does look like a better game in both visuals 
and gameplay, but the world may never know for sure 
what could have been.

END OF IT ALL
It’s obvious after hearing Eric’s side of the story that 
the entire Superman 64 project was doomed from the 
start. Obviously nobody on the team set out to make a 
bad game and it is important to remember that for all 
that went wrong they did manage to ship a functional, 
boxed videogame.

“Superman was not an amazing game, but still a 
precursor in open 3D universe game,” said Eric. “But 
[in] business, you cannot pretend you will achieve 
always all the goals. Look closer to what Titus achieved 
between 1985 and 2004 and it will put things in 
perspective. We sold over 20 million games, published 
over 100 games. Superman was one experience 
amongst many others.”

Of course excuses and good intentions don’t 
make bad games any better, and as with any 

consumer product it’s the end result that 
matters most of all. 

That said, at worst it was a truly bad 
game and at best it was spectacular failure, 
but it at least the reason Superman 64 

missed the mark by such a wide margin is 
because it aimed so high. 

SMALL 
SCREEN 
HERO

Despite the tight 
turnaround 
and delayed 
development of 
Superman 64, Titus 
Software was still 
able to get out a 
Game Boy version 
with relative ease.
“The Game Boy 
team of Titus was 
one of the best 
on the market at 
that time,” said 
Eric Caen. “I think 
Superman on the 
Game Boy was 
done in about 
five or six months 
using all the great 
platform game 
tools and engines 
we are already 
developed for Titus 
the Fox and The 
Blues Brothers.” 
And better yet 
Warner Bros. were 
“less interested" 
giving Titus much 
fewer problems.

between 1985 and 2004 and it will put things in 
perspective. We sold over 20 million games, published 
over 100 games. Superman was one experience 
amongst many others.”

Of course excuses and good intentions don’t 
make bad games any better, and as with any 

consumer product it’s the end result that 
matters most of all. 
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At first, the Atari Superman is the most 
confusing, seemingly glitchy game going 
around. You’re dumped in a two-tone 
cityscape with no instructions and sound 
effects that run annoying loops. Bad guys 
flit in and out of view and travelling from 
one screen to the next doesn’t necessarily 
mean you can return the same way.  Oh, 
and thanks to the Atari 2600’s limited 
processor Superman’s signature blue 
and red have been compromised to the 
less iconic blue and orange. But then 
you get into the groove of things. That 
weird sound at the start was actually Lex 
Luther’s henchmen blowing up a bridge. 
The crosshairs flying across the screen 
aren’t 8-bit spacemen, they’re Kryptonite, 
and that sultry nurse you were ogling? 
Lois Lane, complete with the ability to 
reinvigorate your mojo with a simple 
kiss. Next thing you know, you’re trying 
to repair the bridge and cage the crooks 
in under two minutes, all to beat your 
loudmouth friend’s ridiculous high score. It 
may not be much by today’s standard, but 
it sure makes the list as a trailblazer. 

Superman

Pla t form: Atar i  2600
Deve loper: Atar i
Pub l isher:  Atar i

Year: 1978

Even if you’re not the biggest comic fan, everyone has that 
one superhero game that hooked them in. Whether it was 

an MMO, RTS, Third Person Brawler or First Person Shooter, 
superhero games are everywhere, and much like the characters 
themselves, these games have represented the best and worst 
of our community. It was a hard slog, but after biffing, baffing, 
shouting and screaming (Captain Wilks drew blood) we 
present to you the top picks of the Hyper Universe.

SUPER
HERO
GAMES
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Sporting some of the catchiest music to 
ever grace a superhero game, Batman’s 
Game Boy adventure is more than 
your average nostalgic platformer. The 
forced black and white colour scheme 
suited Batman to a T, and besting the 
Nicholson inspired Joker actually felt 
rewarding, following him from his acid 
drenched origins to the pinnacle of 
terror he becomes. It does feel odd that 
Batman’s choice of weapon is a gun, 
especially considering he’s the Crusader 
that refuses to kill, but canon aside the 
various ammunition available kept the 
gameplay interesting in both combat 
and navigation. One upgrade would 
wobble across the screen, allowing for 
easier headshots from tricky locations, 
another would fire three batarangs at 
one time, which looped back at increased 
speeds allowing for double damage from 
trickshots. On the other hand, some 
alterations existed purely to be avoided, 
being placed in the most annoyingly 
central locations that required some 
seriously elite platforming skillz to avoid.

For those ripping their hair out crying 
“These ninjitsu-trained turtle men aren’t 
superheroes, THEY’RE MUTANTS!” Next 
you’ll be telling us the X-Men aren’t 
allowed on the list, or the Hulk or Reggie 
Fils-Aimé (OK, maybe Reggie’s out). The 
point is you don’t need a cape to be 
a hero, but at least these guys have 
masks. Whatever your view, it’s no 
secret that beat ‘em ups had strong 
game in the arcade days. Double 
Dragon, Gauntlet and Final Fight 
may all be held in the highest 
regard, but not many get both 
generations old and new frothing 
at the mouth like Turtles in Time. 
Based on the ‘87 animated series, 
this four player brawler puts players 
into the shells of their favourite ninja 
mutants as they beat down the Foot Clan 
through time and space. Iconic baddies 
like Baxter Stockman, Bebop, Rocksteady 
and Shredder all make appearances as 
level bosses, and Krang (riding his creepy/
hilarious exosuit) even goes so far as to 
steal the Statue of Liberty. What more 
could you want? 

In 1992 Konami were in a good place. Their 
Turtles games were such a huge success 
that they decided to apply the same 
formula to other, equally awesome mutant 
franchises – and so it was that X-Men hit 
the arcades. While its ambitious six-player 
co-op made for some uncomfortably 
"close" gaming sessions, the varied cast of 

iconic X-Men made this game an arcade 
legend. Cyclops, Colossus, Wolverine, 

Storm, Nightcrawler and Dazzler 
could fight side by side with their 
signature powers – yet it still 
managed to end up a one button 
mash-fest. Nowadays, the camp 

factor acts as the game’s defining 
feature with Magneto sporting 

some of our favourite “A winner is 
you” worthy dialogue lines. At one point, 
the fierce leader of the Brotherhood 
introduces himself as “MAGNETO, MASTER 
OF MAGNET!” digging himself his own 
hole by calling each opposing X-Man an 
“X-chicken”. Ice cold, brah. Like Turtles in 
Time this game also had a recent reboot, 
but unlike TiT (ha!) it remains pretty 
faithful to the original. 

BATMAN: 
THE VIDEO GAME

TEENAGE MUTANT 
NINJA TURTLES: 

TURTLES IN  T IME
X-MEN 

Pla t form: Game Boy
Deve loper: Sunsof t
Pub l isher:  Sunsof t

Year: 1990

Pla t form: Arcade, SNES
Deve loper: Konami
Pub l isher:  Konami

Year: 1991

Pla t form: Arcade
Deve loper: Konami
Pub l isher:  Konami

Year: 1992

"close" gaming sessions, the varied cast of 
iconic X-Men made this game an arcade 

legend. Cyclops, Colossus, Wolverine, 
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This real time tactical role-playing game is 
responsible for some of the best original 
superheroes to grace the gaming world. 
Take Man-Bot for example. When first 
infected with Energy X, Ted Taylor turned 
to his genius brother Tom for help. Having 
been working on a robotic suit that would 
bring mobility to the disabled, Ted’s 
generous bro adjusted the suit to feed 

off the dangerous amounts of X Ted’s 
body was producing. The only 

catch was the suit couldn’t be 
removed until Tom found a way 
to stabilize his brother’s unique 
condition. In his arrogance, Ted 
refused to hide his good looks 

and charm behind such an ugly 
suit, yet it wasn’t long until Ted’s 

body released an amount of energy so 
great it ripped his brother to pieces in a 
devastating explosion. Distraught, Ted 
donned the suit and became Man-Bot, 
vowing to remain inside and serve the 
people of Patriot City as penance. Stories 
like this riddled the Freedom Force 
universe. Some were humorous, others 
tragic, but all were excellent.

Don’t be fooled by the big “2” slapped on 
the title, this excellent fighter marks the 
sixth addition to the Marvel vs Capcom 
series. With enough games under their 
belt, Capcom were able to make the 
penultimate version, simplifying controls 
to create a more accessible fighter whilst 
retaining the game’s signature intricacies. 
It also marked the point where the series 
upped the ante with the amount 
of players per team, with three 
fighters available on each side in 
comparison to its predecessor’s 
mere two. This was necessary 
to accommodate the mammoth 
roster, as picking only three 
from the 56 characters available 
was hard enough, two would have 
been simply cruel. While It was the first 
game in the series to exclude individual 
character endings, the Abyss boss fight 
was and still is one of the more memorable 
boss encounters. As a result, not only 
was Marvel vs Capcom 2 one of the best 
superhero games of its time, it’s also one 
of the best fighting games out there.

The Punisher game is a strangeness of two 
parts: Firstly, somehow the guy known for 
having an excessive arsenal became the 
star of an arcade beat ‘em up. Secondly, 
that beat ‘em up pit the natural lone 
wolf alongside a friend. And yet, even 
with these inconsistencies at hand, the 
Punisher’s character was surprisingly well 
realized. His sprite looks so damn furious 
for starters, and once selected, the jaded 
vigilante leapt into action screaming with 
the ferocity of a gorramn gorilla; you 
almost felt sorry for the thugs that got 
in his way. As for his ally, this wasn’t the 
kind of game where 2P gets shafted to a 
significantly less-awesome Boy Wonder. 
Instead, Nick Fury drops in, complete with 
the ability to flawlessly smoke a cigar and 
deal out commando justice. Punisher’s 
game uniquely had sections in which the 
protagonists would pull out handguns and 
rain hot lead on their adversaries. Radness. 
On the downside, though, the guns would 
run out of ammo in no time, leaving you 
with the more hum drum beat ‘em up 
weapons like baseball bats or throwing 
knives. Boo!

FREEDOM FORCE
MARVEL VS CAPCOM 

2:  NEW AGE OF 
HEROES

PUNISHER

Pla t form: PC, OS X
Deve loper: I r ra t ional games

Publ isher:  Elec t ronic Ar t s,  2K Games
Year: 2002

Pla t form: Arcade, Dreamcast,  PS2, 
Xbox, PSN, XBLA, iOS

Deve loper: Capcom
Publ isher:  Capcom

Year: 2000

Pla t form: Arcade, Mega Drive/Genesis
Developer: Capcom, Sculptured Sof tware

Publ isher:  Capcom, Mar ve l ENT
Year: 1993

off the dangerous amounts of X Ted’s 
body was producing. The only 

catch was the suit couldn’t be 

refused to hide his good looks 
and charm behind such an ugly 
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Mega City-One, the town with a population 
of over 400 million, is riddled with 
criminals from all forms of life. In this first 
person shooter, those criminals range from 
heady mob bosses to petty thieves, but 
to a Judge like Dredd scum all look the 
same. Sliding perfectly into genre with 
his no nonsense attitude and a chin that 
puts even Aaron Eckart to shame, Dredd 
wields an arsenal of weapons in this title, 
the most notable being his iconic Lawgiver, 
a handgun that offers six different types 
of ammunition that allow players to stun, 
shoot and explode enemies at their leisure. 
But what makes this game stand out is the 
ability to lay down judgments to any NPC 
who’s been forced into submission. This 
mechanic not only applies to baddies, but 
the entire population of Mega City-One. 
Anyone so much as looks at Dredd funny 
can fall victim to his lawgiving wrath, but 
it’s up to the player to decide the severity 
of the sentence. Whether it be 15 years 
imprisonment or a slap on the wrist, Dredd 
– in his best grisly tough guy voice – tells 
everyone the same thing “you fought the 
law and the law won.”

Before he was Viewtiful this hero was just 
a regular Joe watching regular movies. 
That all changed the day Joe’s girlfriend 
got kidnapped: he was sucked into 
Movieland and voila – everything came 
up Viewtiful. Despite not really meaning 
anything, the word is synonymous with 
the game’s signature art style, taking that 
comic book look and cranking it to eleven 
with deep shading and vivid colours. 
Thanks to Joe’s time-altering superpowers, 
the game plays like a 2D platformer in a 
3D realm, with beat ‘em up mechanics 
thrown in on the side. But what really 
makes Viewtiful Joe 2 stand out is that 
it manages to dispose of the tiny kinks 
that niggled at the first title. 
The most prominent is the 
decision to ditch the tired 
damsel in distress storyline, 
instead opting to bring 
Silvia into the fray by 
transforming her into an 
arse-kicking superhero 
whose powers outdo 
even Joe’s at times. 
Well played.

It’s generally a good idea to keep your 
distance from movie tie-ins. Whilst there 
are always the odd exceptions (GoldenEye, 
LotR: Return of the King and Dune II come 
to mind) these games are usually pushed 
out to make a quick buck, riding off the 
success of the film more than their own 
merit. It’s strange, then, that of the oodles 
of Spidey games that flood the market, 
the best would come in the guise of one 
such tie-in. This isn’t merely a case of low 
expectations leading to greatness either. 
Spider-Man 2 re-invented itself completely, 
going so far as to set a new benchmark 
for open world games to step up to. 
Take its wonderfully designed cityscape 
for example: randomly generated crime 
missions, buildings that could actually 
be entered (and on multiple levels too), 

delivery missions, street 
races – the city was Spidey’s 

playground; it felt alive. Even 
to this day, not much can 

compare with the simple 
bliss of fluidly swinging through 
the streets of Spider-Man 2’s 

polished Manhattan.

JUDGE DREDD: 
DREDD VS DEATH VIEWTIFUL JOE 2 SPIDER-MAN 2

Pla t form: PC, PS2, Xbox, GameCube
Deve loper: Rebe l l ion Deve lopments
Pub l isher:  Evo lved Games, Sier ra

Year: 2003

Pla t form: GameCube, P lays ta t ion 2
Deve loper: Clover S tudio

Pub l isher:  Capcom
Year: 2004

Pla t form: GameCube, PS2, 
Xbox, PC, OS X

Developer: Treyarch, The Fizz Factor, Aspyr
Pub l isher:  Ac t iv is ion

Year: 2004

that niggled at the first title. 
The most prominent is the 
decision to ditch the tired 
damsel in distress storyline, 
instead opting to bring 
Silvia into the fray by 
transforming her into an 
arse-kicking superhero 

for example: randomly generated crime 
missions, buildings that could actually 
be entered (and on multiple levels too), 

delivery missions, street 
races – the city was Spidey’s 

playground; it felt alive. Even 
to this day, not much can 

bliss of fluidly swinging through 
the streets of Spider-Man 2’s 

polished Manhattan.
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Since Super Friends stunk up the early morning 
cartoon time slot between 1973 and 1986, poisoning a 
generation's minds with nonsense, Aquaman has been 
the butt of some of the most cliché and hoary pop-
culture jokes. In the show in which most of the heroes 
were entirely useless, leaving all the heavy lifting, 
both figurative and literal to Superman, Aquaman was 
possibly the most useless (and that’s an achievement 
when he was stacked against the Wonder Twins and 
their stupid monkey). All he did was talk to fish and 
wear orange spandex.

Outside of Super Friends, Arthur Curry (Aquaman) 
is quite a different character indeed – an Atlantean 
monarch gifted with incredible durability, speed, 
strength and senses due to his adaptation to a high 
pressure underwater environment, ruler of 71% of the 
Earth and leader of a vast empire of equally formidable 
beings with access to both high tech and sorcery. Add 
to this his ability to command and control all forms 
of sea life, and on occasions the parts of the human 
brain that are shared with our aquatic ancestors, and 
you have a rather terrifyingly powerful, not to mention 
badass hero.

Aquaman has been the subject of a few games before 
but without fail they have focussed almost solely on 
swimming around and punching things. I propose a 
very different approach, one that focusses not only 
on his ability to swim and punch, but on his ability to 
command and control sea life. Imagine this – a small 
unit tactical turn based strategy/RPG set during Geoff 
John’s excellent New 52 story arc, Throne of Atlantis 
(also the loose basis of the recent DC animated film 
by the same name). During that story arc, Aquaman’s 
half-brother, Prince Orm (otherwise known as Ocean 
Master) usurps the throne of Atlantis and, through a 
series of political machinations and guerrilla techniques 

instigates a war of annihilation between the Atlanteans 
and the surface world. 

The surface and the oceans present two interesting 
possibilities when it comes to strategic gameplay. 
On the surface, Aquaman is a more generic super-
strong, resilient character but strategic depth can be 
introduced to turn based combat through the members 
of the Justice League/loyal Atlanteans, some of whom 
would first have to be convinced that Arthur is in fact 
on the side of the side of right and not simply another 
Atlantean bent on human genocide. Underwater, 
however, it would become a very different game, with 
Aquaman literally in his element.

Rather than having a roster of JL characters to 
choose from to form a party, you could instead bring 
in the hero’s most often joked about power as a unit/
reinforcement mechanic. Initially Arthur could have 
a group made up of his most loyal supporters, such 
as Aqualad (Garth), Mera and Topo as well as more 
generic Atlantean soldiers, but Aquaman can also use 
his control of sea creatures to summon special attacks 
or allies in the form of sea life. Each creature could have 
a set point value and a summon time based on their 
chance of being near the current location. The same 
point value may be able to summon a massive shoal of 
fish to obscure lines of sight, or a single giant shark to 
tear through the enemy. To stop players from simply 
summoning a shark or whale or whatever the most 
powerful creature is every time, the number of rounds 
it takes to summon could be tied to their likelihood of 
being near the current field of battle – say a fight is 
taking place just off a crowded coast, a school of fish 
or a smack (that’s the collective noun) of jellyfish would 
take fewer rounds to summon than a shark which in 
turn would take fewer turns to summon than a whale or 
some monstrosity from the endless deep. 

D A N I E L  W I L K S

E S S A YE S S A YE S S A YE S S A Y

AQUAman
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Welcome to 
Upgrade Australia
The inaugural upgrade ausTralia evenT WenT off WiTh a bang! 
hopefully, iT's jusT The firsT of many more To come.

Upgrade Australia, our first cross-
brand even celebrating PC & Tech 
Authority, PC PowerPlay, Hyper, and 

Atomic, has been and gone, and it was a 
great night.

We took over the stage at UNSW's 
Roundhouse, and invited along some of our 
favourite partners to share a night of tech, 
talks, hang-outs, and deep-dives into the 
latest and greatest PC hardware.

We had MSI showing off some really 

versatile laptops, Synology sharing its 
secrets to clever cloud storage in the home 
or office, and SteelSeries talking us through 
its great range of gaming peripherals. Our 
old friend Dino was on hand to catch us up 
on GIGABYTE's latest, and Intel - a major 
supporter of the event, had three fantastic 
speakers, including local Technical Manager 
Graham Tucker, talking via a pre-recorded 
interview, about NUC's, Compute Sticks, 
Windows 10, and much more.

Not only was information being handed 
out left and right, but there were prizes, too! 
Great goodie-bags from Intel, and a sexy new 
4790K CPU for one lucky attendee. Synology 
had two of their NAS devices to give away, 
while SteelSeries and MSI had a mess of mice, 
keyboards, and headsets. Not to be left out, 
GIGABYTE gave away a couple of its gaming 
motherboards.

 There was food, drink, and much 
merriment!

 Powered by intel    Upgrade aUstraliaAdVertoriAl
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Of all the superhero games out there, 
Hulk’s 2005 outing does the best job 
at capturing the essence of its subject. 
The game gives you insane amounts of 
control, making it feel like anything the 
Hulk could do in the wider comic book 
world, you could do here. Want to run 
along the walls of a building? Fine. Want 
to swing a tank like a hammer throw pro? 
Sure. Want to crush a bus and use it as 
a shield, skateboard around on it, then 
toss it at a pesky helicopter? Intricate, but 
go for it. The fact that all this happened 
at such a frenzied pace immaculately 
captured the essence of our favourite 
raging green bundle of anger. Sure the 
environments were mostly limited to two 
locations, but they were huge, and you 
could break EVERYTHING. The game also 
did a bang-up (geddit) job expressing the 
fact that Bruce Banner has feels because 
he smushes so many people, something 
that players could quickly forgive because, 
well, it was really, really fun at the time. 

Taking a leaf out of the top-down dungeon 
crawler book, X-Men Legends II plays 
almost identically to its predecessor; 
not surprising considering the latter was 
released only a year beforehand. What 
makes this entry slightly superior is the 
ability to play mutants from both X-Men 
and the Brotherhood’s forces, having 
formed an unsteady alliance in the 

face of Apocalypse’s might. Magneto 
fighting alongside Charles Xavier, 

Wolverine alongside Sabretooth, 
this is the sort of giddy fan 
service that makes knees turn 
weak. The focuses on teamwork, 
encouraging varied four character 

combinations at all times. This 
not only provided advantages 

on the battlefield, but environments 
actually called for certain power-types to 
proceed, being utiised to create bridges, 
smash walls and so on and so forth. 
Unfortunately, the game did suffer from an 
abundance of glitches, probably due to its 
quick turnaround, but these were generally 
minor and nothing worth Hulking out over.

The first of its kind, City of Heroes is 
the original superhero MMO and still 
considered the best by some diehard 
fanatics. Over its 12 year run, the game 
dished out 23 free major updates as 
well as merging the once separate City 
of Villains under the single City of 
Heroes banner. While combat was 
nothing special as far as MMO’s 
are concerned (other than the 
awesome ability to fight in mid-air) 
the in-depth character creation 
was something else entirely. A 
superhero’s costume is almost as 
important as their superpowers, 
and the amount of detail 
available to make a truly original 
character was a cornerstone of what 
made the game so popular. Choosing how 
your super powers initially manifested 
is just one little example, being able to 
distinguish whether they arose through 
basic training and strengthening, a magic 
item, science, a mutation or technology. 
Details like this worked to create a 
vast and well-rounded community of 
superheroes and villains to get lost in.

Pla t form: PS2, Xbox, GameCube
Deve loper: Radical Enter tainment

Pub l isher:  Sier ra Enter tainment
Year: 2005

Pla t form: PC, GameCube, 
PS2, Xbox, PSP, N - Gage

Developer: Raven Soft., Supervillain Studios
Pub l isher:  Ac t iv is ion

Year: 2005

Pla t form: PC, OS X
Deve loper: Cr ypt ic S tudios, 

Paragon Studios
Pub l isher:  NCsof t
Year: 2004 -2012

HULK:  ULTIMATE 
DESTRUCTION

X-MEN LEGENDS I I : 
R ISE  OF APOCALYPSECITY OF HEROES 

ability to play mutants from both X-Men 
and the Brotherhood’s forces, having 
formed an unsteady alliance in the 

face of Apocalypse’s might. Magneto 
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Jackie Estacado is an unconventional 
superhero to say the least. Unlike most, the 
Italian-American hitman isn’t opposed to 
maiming and murdering his enemies to get 
what he wants. This largely has to do with 
The Darkness (voiced by Faith No More 
front-man Mike Patton) that possesses our 
tragic hero, only held in check by Jackie’s 
love for his childhood sweetheart. Despite 
sounding like a seriously bad dude with a 
simple demon problem, Estacado is more 
superhero than you may think. The game 
is based on the comic book of the same 
name, in which Estacado has crossed fists 
with the likes of Batman, Wolverine and 
even caused old Supe to bleed from the 
mouth. But The Darkness is more famous 
in our community for his gaming debut. 
Not only was the character extremely well 
realized but the game was a hell of a lot 
of fun. The four trigger system – two guns 
and two demon arms – made crushing 
enemies and devouring their hearts a real 
joy, despite a wandering crosshair. Yet it’s 
Jackie’s relationship with Jenny that steals 
the show, remaining one of the greatest 
depictions of videogame romance to date.

When Crackdown landed, it felt like 
Grand Theft Auto with super heroes, not 
surprising considering it was helmed by 
the same dude who dreamt up GTA, as 
well as… uh… Lemmings. What little plot 
there was saw Pacific City’s crime rates 
going through the roof, causing its citizens 
to contract a private company known as 
the Agency and their Super Agent Soldiers 
for help. But what it lacked in story it more 
than made up for in gameplay. There were 
three main mob bosses with a stranglehold 
on the city, and you could choose to 
either tackle them head on or slowly chip 
away at their underlings, leading to an 
easier fight when you eventually barged 
in. Although this was your main goal, the 
real fun came from testing your 
genetically modified abilities in 
the sandbox city. You could 
leap from building to 
building like the Hulk or 
juggle cars in the air with 
your handheld rocket 
launcher all in the name 
of safety for the citizens 
of Pacific City.

For too long had DC’s characters taken 
a backseat in the arcade fighting arena, 
trembling before the might of the Marvel/
Capcom pairing that ruled our collective 
gaming hearts. It was for this reason 
that DC pulled their characters from the 
Fortress of Solitude and exposed them 
to Mortal Kombat. Unfortunately, MK vs 
DCU didn’t quite turn the tables, but it 
did plant the seeds for future success. 
The problem lay with the game falling 
short of either franchise. On the Mortal 
Kombat end of things, core functions 
like fatalities had been watered down to 
accommodate the superhero element, 
as seeing Superman’s spine ripped from 
his body wouldn’t sit well with fans. On 
the DC end, the iconic characters felt out 
of place, like they were purely utilised 
to entice avid fans. That being said, the 
game still managed to come together 
as a solid 2.5D fighter. It had streaks 
of Mortal Kombat, but bought new 

gameplay options to the table that would 
later become staples of the series. And 
yeah, the Superman vs. Batman thing was 
kind of too good to refuse.

Pla t form: Xbox 360, P lays ta t ion 3
Deve loper: S tarbreeze S tudios

Pub l isher:  2K Games
Year: 2007

Pla t form: Xbox 360
Deve loper: Real t ime Wor lds

Pub l isher:  Microsof t  Game Studios
Year: 2007

Pla t form: PS3, Xbox 360
Deve loper: Midway Amusement games

Publ isher:  Midway games
Year: 2008

THE DARKNESS CRACKDOWN MORTAL KOMBAT VS. 
DC UNIVERSE

real fun came from testing your 
genetically modified abilities in 
the sandbox city. You could 

juggle cars in the air with 

the DC end, the iconic characters felt out 
of place, like they were purely utilised 
to entice avid fans. That being said, the 
game still managed to come together 
as a solid 2.5D fighter. It had streaks 
of Mortal Kombat, but bought new 

gameplay options to the table that would 
later become staples of the series. And 
yeah, the Superman vs. Batman thing was 
kind of too good to refuse.
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For the first eight or so seasons, one of The Simpsons’ 
best traits was the malleability of its universe, the way 
characters, locations and in-world phenomena could 
stretch into any shape before bouncing back into their 
original form depending on what the show needed 
them to be. This is perhaps best exemplified by Krusty 
the Klown, whose could effectively be moulded into a 
parody of whichever entertainer the show wanted to 
take aim at. If The Simpsons had remained as impossibly 
good through to the current day, it’s possible that 
Radioactive Man, the most popular superhero of their 
world, would have gotten a similar treatment when 
superhero films exploded. The season six episode 
‘Radioactive Man’ is amazing, but more could be done 
with the character… although obviously, at this point, the 
show isn’t the right place to produce the sharp satire it 
was once known for.

EA owns the videogame rights to The Simpsons. 
They also own Bioware, whose morality systems are the 
main inspiration for my idea. What I’d like to see is an 
action-adventure Radioactive Man, roughly based on 
the gameplay and structure of Batman: Arkham Asylum, 
but with a morphing satire system. Decisions you make 
in the game and during dialog should dictate what sort 
of satirical bent the game takes on, what it makes fun 
of, which era of superheroes Radioactive Man squeezes 
himself into. 

Imagine you encounter the first enemy, the Scout 
Master. You have the option of brutally and inventively 
beating him, which ultimately sends him down a darker 
path, probably one that involves smearing make-up 
all over himself or cutting his own face off. You can 
challenge him to a dance-off, which will ultimately see 
him become the camp throw-back to the Adam West era 

he was on the show (‘don’t be afraid to use your nails, 
boys!’). Then there’s a third option – one that would 
be tricker for the game to get right – that taps into the 
balls-out insanity that Marvel and DC like to occasionally 
indulge in, when universes smash into each other and 
every character comes back from the dead. If you push 
this route hard enough Radioactive Man’s future deaths 
in the game could be immediately retconned without a 
‘game over’ screen. 

The action would need to be rock-solid for the game 
to actually be worth playing of course, but the real 
innovation of a Radioactive Man game would have to be 
how it delivered on the character’s blank-slate comedic 
promise. Everything could change depending on the 
choices you make. Is Fallout Boy a useless catchphrase-
slinger, a brooding emo teenager, or more like Penny 
from Inspector Gadget, secretly holding everything 
together? Do you wear cheap plastic goggles that do 
nothing, or impossible super-goggles that give you 
unnecessarily detailed read-outs of every enemy’s 
stats? Is the soundtrack Hans Zimmer-y, or more 
playful? Radioactive Man, and the way he fought crime, 
would change depending on your choices, the game 
changing into a satire of specific superhero tropes. It 
would be kind of similar to what Silent Hill: Shattered 
Memories did, but because this is my fantasy pitch and 
I can do what I want I’m imagining something grander. 
Radioactive Man’s very origin story should change 
depending on your actions. Comedic superhero games 
have a patchy track record – look at the Deadpool game 
– but if the writing stayed consistent, and the action 
beats were strong enough, I think that Radioactive 
Man could take existing systems and twist them in 
interesting ways. 

J a m e s  O ’ C O n n O r

Man
Radioactive
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Alex Mercer isn’t a good guy. He’s not out 
to save the world, the city or its people. 
Like an animal, his number one priority 
is survival, even if that means destroying 
those around him – and that’s exactly what 
this game lets you do. Mercer’s genetically 
altered body mutates at an alarming rate, 
even by gaming standards, to the point 
where wielding Mercer’s power can be 

truly terrifying. The sheer amount 
of destructive combos on offer 
let Mercer crush, rip and devour 
anyone foolish enough to get in 
his way, while other powers make 
navigation a breeze. Mercer’s 
story dwells in the darker side of 

the genre, complete with enough 
blood, gore and disemboweling to irk 

even the sickest of minds – but its open 
world massacre at least makes sense 
within the context of the game, unlike 
other sandbox playgrounds in which killing 
innocents acts as a simple pastime. What’s 
more, the story walks a unique path, with 
enough twists and turns to keep players 
engaged and guessing throughout. 

Roughly based on the Champions tabletop 
game, Champions online set out to create 
a superhero MMO that felt fresh, improving 
upon the developer’s previous work on 
City of Heroes. Combat was now action 
oriented, with players actively blocking, 
breaking holds or charging powers. On top 
of this, City of Heroes’ in depth character 
creation had been adopted with a few 
tweaks that lead to even greater physical 
customization – offering precise 
control over the way characters 
moved, attacked and acted. 
Unfortunately, at launch the game 
was a little light on content for 
an MMO. Instead of getting lost in 
the world, players would work their 
way through systematically, with each 
player tackling the same quests, routes 
and missions. Unexpectedly, this helped 
Champions stand apart from the rest, as 
instead of offering a home away from 
home, it provided a set of solid mechanics 
that were a refreshing change of pace.

The Ultimate Alliance series took all that 
was good about X-Men Legends and 
expanded it… dramatically. Instead of being 
limited to 15 or so mutant heroes you now 
had a whole universe of characters to 
choose from. Cult heroes like Blade and 
Iron Fist fought alongside (and sometimes 
even against) more prominent heroes 
like Captain America and Iron Man. This 
shake-up was largely due to the inclusion 
of Marvel’s Civil War saga, in which the US 
government attempts to force superheroes 
to register legally. While some bent the 
knee, others rebelled, setting hero against 
hero and villain against villain. What made 
this interesting was the player sat right in 
the middle, having to choose which side 
they’ll stand alongside and thus what 
heroes they’ll have access to. MUA 2 also 
introduced the glorious fusion moves, in 
which characters could team up to execute 
devastating attacks. Sometimes these 
were uninspiring as hell, like someone 
picking up someone else and literally 
running around, but the more creative 
moves were spectacular, breathing new life 
into the simple button bashing mechanic.

Pla t form: PC, PS3, Xbox 360
Deve loper: Radical Enter tainment

Pub l isher:  Ac t iv is ion
Year: 2009

Pla t form: PC
Deve loper: Cr ypt ic S tudios

Pub l isher:  Atar i
Year: 2009

Plat form: PS2/3, PSP, Wii, Xbox 360
Deve loper: Vicar ious Vis ions, 

n - Space, Savage ENT
Publ isher:  Ac t iv is ion

Year: 2009

PROTOTYPECHAMPIONS ONLINEMARVEL ULTIMATE 
ALLIANCE 2
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truly terrifying. The sheer amount 

creation had been adopted with a few 
tweaks that lead to even greater physical 
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The Dark Knight has more videogames 
under his utility belt than most supes 
can boast, but none were able to truly 
capture the heart of Batman before 
Arkham Asylum came along. The combat 
combined a sense of weight, speed and 
brute force, sticking true to Batman’s no 
kill mantra thanks to a series of well-placed 
slo-mo finishers. Tech is in abundance, 
with Batman’s cape, Batarangs and 
grapple gun all playing a significant role in 
navigation – and what better place to set 
a Batman game than Arkham itself? It’s 
the home away from home for Gotham’s 
troublemakers, and the Caped Crusader 
thrives amongst its gothic rooftops. 
The last aspect, which is often the most 
overlooked, is that Batman is a detective 
by trade and nature, and placing this 
right at the centre of gameplay helped 
legitimise Arkham’s Dark Knight, elevating 
him above your average brute in a bat suit. 
If only that rigid walking animation were 
fixed, then this game would be perfect.

Too often overlooked for its laughably 
simple morality system, Cole McGrath’s 
second outing has a lot more power to 
its punch than it’s often given credit for. 
Unlike most sequels, Infamous 2 doesn’t 
begin by stripping its protagonist of his 
power, instead allowing players to start 
feeling like a bona fide superhero. It’s only 
when Cole first breaks himself against new 
baddie The Beast that it becomes clear 
simply being super isn’t going to cut it. 
Combat strikes a nice balance between 
agility and power, with the addition of 
the amp creating focused melee bouts, 
and moving through the sprawling city 
landscape was far more fluid this time 
around. Eventually players were able to 
harness some devastating powers that 
inevitably bore the weight of – you 
know it – great responsibility. And 
yes, while this is dealt with in an 
uninspired fashion (will you murder 
this bag of kittens or shower 
them with kisses?) the two 
different paths offer a heap of 
content that make a second 
playthrough truly worthwhile.

The first Lego game to handle both 
dialogue and an open world, Lego Batman 
2 brought its signature humour to Gotham 
City along with some extra DC allies. It’s 
the day to Arkham’s night where, instead 
of trying to take Bats seriously, it chooses 
to highlight the more ridiculous aspects 
of our cowled hero – utilising camp items, 
great puns and a solid understanding of 
the source material. Robin is constantly 
overlooked, Superman is hilariously do-
goody and Batman is the perfect irritable 
straight man for all this zaniness to bounce 
off. Even classic characters like Killer-Moth 
aren’t safe from the game’s humour, as 
those who mention his name double take 

asking “Killer Moth… really?” The 
fact that the game’s 

able to take this 
route without 
insulting the 

source material 
is commendable, 

and like most Lego 
games it’s the 
perfect meeting 
of young and old.

Pla t form: PS3, Xbox 360, PC, OS X
Deve loper: Rocks teady S tudios

Pub l isher:  Eidos In te rac t ive, Warner 
Bros. In te rac t ive Enter tainment

Year: 2009

Pla t form: PS3
Deve loper: Sucker Punch Produc t ions

Pub l isher:  Sony Computer Enter tainment
Year: 2011

Pla t form: PC, PS3, Vi ta, 3DS, Wii,  NDS, 
Xbox 360, Wii U, iOS, OS X
Deve loper: Trave l le r ’s Ta les

Pub l isher:  Warner Bros. In te rac t ive ENT
Year: 2012

BATMAN: 
ARKHAM ASYLUM INFAMOUS 2 LEGO BATMAN 2: 

DC SUPERHEROES
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From bitter, bare soil comes strange fruit indeed. 
Consider Moon Knight. Dressed all in white, cloaked 
and hooded like some photo negative Nazgul, except 
for armour at wrist and shin and a big gold ankh on his 
chest, Moon Knight was created to battle the werewolf 
Jack Russel (yes, that's his name) in 1975. 

His unique look and cool name, and few spots in other 
comics, soon saw him given his own title. With a stripped 
down look, he soon became a Batman figure, but with a 
richer past than that rich kid Wayne. Moon Knight was a 
former mercenary, and an all-round bastard. Long story 
short, while mercenarying it up, he encounters Khonshu, 
Egyptian God of the moon, who happens to be in the 
market for a champion. Marc Spector gets the guernsey 
and Moon Knight is born. 

The only problem, he's crazy. Like, multiple 
personalities. One's a rich financier, one's a cab driver, 
one's the original Spector and Moon Knight is its own 
thing. Complex, but it works out and the multiple 
personalities become more like roles Spector effortlessly 
adopts.

In the end, Moon Knight has the best qualities of 
Batman. Cool gadgets, an eerie figure of the night, 
serious combat moves. But he has a fantasy edge 
Batman has forgotten about. Ol' Moonie is just at home 
fighting aliens and occult horrors as he is beating the 
living Christ out of gangsters and thugs. 

So: sticking him in a game means playing up what 
makes him unique. Great cast of villains. Multiple civilian 
roles, and a thematic link with the night. 

What I'm thinking is, GTA style sandbox game. There 
are gangs that control certain sections of New York, 
from the Bronx down to the South Ferry. Not all of them 
are human and things lurk in the sewers. 

This is early in Spector's career so he starts off with 
a costume, a nice house and a grappling hook. He 
splits his superheroing into three phases. Steven Grant, 
wealthy businessman has to do deals. Mainly, real estate 
investing. You'd construct the city to your own and 
other's specifications. But also, crazed Marvel Universe 
style venture capitalism. Do you invest in a mad woman's 
home made time machine? It's possible. Reed Richards 
has one, but he's the smartest man alive... Every now and 
again, you'd take meetings with ruthless businessman 
dialogue trees and make cash money decisions.

To pick up leads and clues about the activities of the 
gang, he becomes Jake Lockley, taxi driver. Of course, 
here's where we take inspiration from the likes of Crazy 
Taxi and the excesses of Saint's Row. NYC is awash with 
freaks, monsters, gangsters and general weirdos. Simply 
getting a dude across town is a mix of skilful driving, 
knowing where to avoid and the occasional bit of biff as 
you get out of the car. 

When the night cycle kicks in, that's Moon Knight's 
time. At first, getting across town is difficult, but soon 
you'll be using that Steven Grant money to invest in 'The 
Mooncopter', his creepy, automated limousine and other 
crime fighting gadgets. Better armour, cool crescent 
shuriken, a better temple for the Khonshu statue that 
in turn gives better, more outlandish missions. The 
more powerful you are, the more of the map can be 
conquered.

At first, the game will seem to have little 'overworld' 
plot. Typical sandbox missions are rescuing victims,  
cleaning up the streets, with alerts for minor villains. But 
as the game progresses, it becomes clear something 
much darker is behind it all...  

C H R I S T I A N  R E A D

MOON
knight

E S S A Y

Batman. Cool gadgets, an eerie figure of the night, 
serious combat moves. But he has a fantasy edge 
Batman has forgotten about. Ol' Moonie is just at home 
fighting aliens and occult horrors as he is beating the 
living Christ out of gangsters and thugs. 

So: sticking him in a game means playing up what 
makes him unique. Great cast of villains. Multiple civilian 
roles, and a thematic link with the night. 

What I'm thinking is, GTA style sandbox game. There 
are gangs that control certain sections of New York, 
from the Bronx down to the South Ferry. Not all of them 
are human and things lurk in the sewers. 
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After the lessons learned from MK vs. 
DC, it was clear that having one foot in 
the door wasn’t going to work for DC’s 
characters: instead they had to have room 
to go all out. With over 30 characters to 
choose from, each with a truly individual 
set of moves, Injustice: Gods Among 
Us managed to do just that. Similar to 
Marvel’s Civil War saga, GAU utilized a 
sprawling story that set hero against hero, 
smashing fists and faces across countries, 
planets and dimensions, creating a 
fighting game that looked as beautiful as 
it played. It wasn’t just a Mortal Kombat 
rehash either: new combat systems were 
in place, and the ability to interact with 
environments could make or break a fierce 
bout. Fan service was at a maximum, with 
alternate universe skins and other goodies 
available to unlock – and then there 
were the epic special attacks. 
Whether dressed as Superman 
or his Red Son counterpart, it 
mattered not, the important 
part was that you could 
punch enemies into space 
and it looked awesome. 

Saints Row always had a zany side, yet 
it wasn’t until Saints Row The Third that 
the series truly embraced this, building 
up to one of the w(h)ackiest games ever 
to grace consoles. Amazingly, Saints Row 
IV managed to take this even further, 
resulting in a bizarre spiritual merging of 
Crackdown and the Matrix. At least the 
story was down to earth. The humble 
street gang has naturally become the 
collective President of the United States, 
but things aren’t as sweet as they sound, 
for they are also under the thumb of alien 
overlords who have created will-breaking 
simulations in which they currently reside. 
So there’s that. But these simulations offer 
the Saints something they’ve never had 
before, super powers, gained by hacking 
the simulation and altering the code, 
allowing for all sorts of crazy antics. But 
we remember Saints Row IV for its ability 
to piss off the Australian censorship board 

once again, with the inclusion of alien 
narcotics and an anal probe weapon 

all in the name of creative freedom. 
Sometimes it’s good to remember 
there are real heroes out there.

Scribblenauts are no stranger to nerdy fan 
service, with obscure summons like the 
dark lord Cthulhu available from day one 
to jazz up the more mundane puzzles. But 
while the dribs and drabs were funny for 
a time, it was the decision to focus on one 
specific universe that made Scibblenauts 
really shine. Boasting the largest roster of 
any DC game, Unmasked offers around 
2000 characters from DC’s long running 
history, as well as an abundance of 
gadgets, tools and vehicles to play around 
with. Like any Scribblenauts title, there 
are multiple ways to solve any one puzzle 
so a ton of DC knowledge isn’t required 
to complete the game, but being able 
to apply said knowledge to a solution is 
so exciting that you may wee yourself a 
little… not that we did. Simply seeing each 
character realised in Scribblenauts’ cutesy 
style is pretty great in and of itself, and 
flying around a cartoony Metropolis or 
Gotham City solving puzzles is a riot. Best 
of all, it’s nice to get lost in a superhero 
game that doesn’t just revolve around 
punching the bad guys (although the 
option is there). 

Pla t form: PS3, Wii U, Xbox 360, PC, 
PS4, Vi ta, iOS, Android

Deve loper: NetherRealm, High Vol tage
Publ isher:  Warner Bros. In te rac t ive ENT

Year: 2013

Plat form: PS3/4, Xbox 360/One, PC
Deve loper: Vo l i t ion, 

High Vol tage Sof tware
Publ isher:  Deep Si l ver Chicago

Year: 2013

Pla t form: Wii U, 3DS, PC
Deve loper: 5th Ce l l

Pub l isher:  Warner Bros. In te rac t ive ENT 
Year: 2013

INJUSTICE:  GODS 
AMONG US SAINTS ROW IV

SCRIBBLENAUTS 
UNMASKED:  A  DC 

COMICS ADVENTURE 

alternate universe skins and other goodies 
available to unlock – and then there 
were the epic special attacks. 
Whether dressed as Superman 
or his Red Son counterpart, it 
mattered not, the important 

punch enemies into space 

the simulation and altering the code, 
allowing for all sorts of crazy antics. But 
we remember Saints Row IV for its ability 
to piss off the Australian censorship board 

once again, with the inclusion of alien 
narcotics and an anal probe weapon 

all in the name of creative freedom. 
Sometimes it’s good to remember 
there are real heroes out there.
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Buddy Baker, the Animal Man has a 
rich stranger history as one of the few 
superhero books to be published by 
horror/crime studio, Vertigo. Certainly, 
its richest runs were at the hands of 
horror writers. 

Animal Man takes on the powers 
of any animal he is close to. He can 
fly if he's near a bird, breathe water if 
fish... you get it. So, keeping close to 
his horror roots, we'd cheat a bit and 
give him only a few powers he can 
keep, making you decide what you 
need. Rhino or wolf for fighting? Or 
maybe you want armadillo toughness? 
Rat stealth? Make it a sharp over the 
shoulder action/survival game with 
perhaps a storyline involving the 
savage Red dimension. Silent Hill but 
you can maul stuff!

ANIMAL MAN

1

© DC Comics
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The high point of 90s revisionist 
superheroes, 'widescreen action', 
Authority was cool characters 
beating up bad guys, distilling down 
superhero violence to the finest, most 
exciting high points. 

A good Authority game would have 
to utilise all the awesome powers 
and skills of the team like the comic 
did, in huge team up moves. Apollo 
rounding up flying bastards, throwing 
them in the Thames where Jenny 
Sparks electrocutes a hundred of 
them to death. 

Take the inexplicably popular 
combat of Dragon Age. With the 
ability to slow things down, you can 
plan out amazing combo moves, then 
stand back and watch carnage. With 
environments as varied as alternative 
universe Renaissance Europe and 
inside God's brain, you'd see, and do, 
awesome, terrible things. 

Mystery archaeologists, Planetary 
investigate the superstuff the heroes 
are too busy fighting to worry about. 
Demons in a spaceship in 1500s 
Eastern Europe, you're on it. Bizarre 
UFOs buzzing Uluru? You're there. 
It's a strange world and you'll keep it 
that way. 

With investigation being the 
highlight, slow build ups to explosive 
revelations, I think a more action-
oriented Megami style RPG could be 
the right way to go. Lots of interesting 
weird characters to deal with, in 
locations from forgotten quantum 
computers built in the '20s to alien 
spacecraft with their own ecology, 
keep it atmospheric and mysterious. 

Stop me if you've heard this one. A 
stern mentor in a wheelchair. A team 
of outcasts and freaks. Not the X-Men. 
Doom Patrol came from different 
minds and ended up more about 
grotesquery and sympathetic freaks. 
The Doom Patrol was where you 
went when your powers really were a 
curse. They fought weird villains and 
eventually all died in the best ever 
comics death. 

For the game, you'd have to make 
them X-Com small, squad-based, and 
amp up the strangeness. Robotman 
is essentially a human brain in a 
giant body and so suffers eerie 
psychological effects. His orders 
never come off quite like you'd 
expect. Elasti-Girl stretches over the 
battleground to attack anywhere, but 
her stretching should be almost gross. 

Give your squad very real 
weaknesses, play up how odd this 
crew is, and work together to cover up 
your Achilles' Heels. 

THE AUTHORITY PLANETARY DOOM PATROL

2 3 4

©  Wildstorm/DC Comics ©  Wildstorm/DC Comics ©  DC Comics
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An often-overlooked aspect of Superheroics, at least 
in videogames, is that urge to create your own hero 
or villain, to make up your own wild power sets and 
to tell your own tales. Unfortunately, creativity in the 
Superhero space is limited mainly to MMOs – City of 
Heroes/Villains, Champions Online, and DC or Marvel’s 
various online efforts. And in those games, your ability 
to affect the world is often severely neutered by their 
massively multiplayer nature; it’s hard to be properly 
heroic when the world is more or less static, at least 
until the next big patch.

Here’s what I want, then: a Bioware/Obsidian-style 
offline, choice-making, world-changing, story-driven 
Superhero RPG. In the same way that Vampire: The 
Masquerade: Bloodlines and Alpha Protocol made 
amazing games around concepts a tad removed from 
the traditional fantasy-sword-elf or science-fiction 
shootmans, a singleplayer Superhero RPG could really 
be something excellent. Really, it’s the kind of thing 
that could work well just about anywhere – even in an 
entirely new world of capes and cowls – but for my 
money, a franchise that should get a shot is Astro City.

You might never have heard of Kurt Busiek’s Astro 
City, but it’s a bloody good read. That isn’t necessarily 
because of its fantastic characters, or locations, or 
gimmicks – though, of course, it has those in spades. 
Rather, it’s due to the general attitude of the series. 
Instead of the fantastical rip-roaring adventures of 
the capes and cowls that is the genre’s usual forte, we 
get quieter stories; spin-off tales about the emotional 
and personal lives of its heroes, its villains, and even of 
bystanders who just happen to live in the same world.

Take the case of Glowworm, an African-American 
villain pissed off that he’s being labelled a white 

supremacist in the media (since no-one can actually 
tell, what with his incandescent radiance). Or the 
lawyer who turns a hopeless case around by arguing 
that it’s possible that his client’s evil twin from 
another dimension did it – and the danger he’s put 
into afterwards. Or the story of a recent immigrant 
experiencing his very first Storm Elemental attack, while 
the rest of the citizenry go about their daily business 
unperturbed. Or a day in the life of the call centre 
operators who manage the local superhero teams’ 
hotline.

It’s a kind of world, a kind of setting, where you could 
really get the most out of a story-driven RPG. A world 
with realistic, relatable characters that just so happens 
to have superpowers and Elder Gods and who-knows-
what-else wandering around, a world with super-
powered construction workers and Hero Insurance for 
those who can afford it. Where actions have logical 
consequences that flow-on to affect day-to-day life in 
the multiverse. A place where you can tell human stories 
in a very strange world.

The only ideas I have about gameplay are that it 
should be in the style of your typical single-player 
RPG; that is, most likely divided between combat and 
conversation, with choices (major and minor) branching 
the storyline in a multitude of different ways. As to what 
exactly that combat should be – I’ve no clue. Standard 
Bioware-style turn-based RPG? Top-down Diablo clone? 
Hey, whatever works. It’s the choice and consequences 
that I’m looking out for, the stories and the characters. 

Well, that’s the kind of game I’m looking for; 
a singleplayer superhero RPG with choices and 
consequences, in a fascinating world with very human 
stories and really weird stuff too. Sound good? 

P A T R I C K  L U M

E S S A Y

CITY
ASTRO 
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In the Marvel Universe, in the South 
Pole, exists a sort of petri-dish that 
aliens liked to play with. The Savage 
Land is a place where dinosaurs, 
megafauna and aliens live together. 
And the protector of this lost world 
is Ka-Zar.

Ka-Zar, his wife Shanna and his 
pet sabretooth Zabu, are a riff on the 
jungle boy books of long ago. Mowgli, 
Tarzan, like that.

Ka-Zar is a simple concept and 
requires a simple game. Isometric 
top down action, calling in his cat 
Zabu as a power up massive attack, 
help from the alien 'gods',  Ka-Zar 
could fight through wave after wave 
of Swamp Men, dinosaurs, aliens, ape 
men and Atlanteans. 

The ghost of a murdered circus 
trapeze artist, Boston Brand is killed 
by as assassin up on the high wire. 
Thankfully, he wears a superheroish 
outfit as part of his gimmick. His 
ghost is found by the goddess 
Rama Kushna, a sort of all purpose 
mysterious Tibetan/Hindu deity, who 
charges him with fighting evil. 

Deadman's big power is possessing 
the living so a game should embrace 
that mechanic. Mystery RPGs seem 
unable to make a comeback, even the 
great L. A Noir and Heavy Rain are 
outliers rather than mainstream and 
the likes of Beneath a Steel Sky and 
Gabriel Knight are long gone. 

But mix a noir atmosphere with 
Eastern mysticism and make the body 
jumping a key element, mix in some 
Shadowman/Soul Reaver two-world 
mechanics and you'll get something 
creepy and compelling. 

Holden Carver went deep undercover 
in the evil, brilliant villains Tao's 
international crime organisation. 
No one had records of who he was, 
or what he was doing except his 
handler, Lynch. If a single record of 
his existence leaked, Tao would know 
what was up. Then Lynch fell into a 
coma and all his old friends thought 
Carver had turned for real. 

Is there a way out for a man with no 
friends, who has to become what he 
hates just to survive? 

Sleeper was a remarkable mix of 
espionage, crime and super action, 
tense and paranoid. Give Carver the 
real Metal Gear treatment. Complex 
missions where you have to remember 
you're not a bad guy, while never 
letting your crew, a vicious gang of 
bastards, find out you're not really one 
of them. Tension, fear, paranoia, super 
villain R+ violence. Perfection. 

KA-ZARDEADMAN SLEEPER
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This is one of those super complex 
characters so let's just go with his 
most recent incarnation. An alien 
warrior from an alternate dimension, 
he came to earth and found it horrible 
and decided to change it with his 
terrifying, loving philosophy of Zen 
Fascism. Then he became a boring 
superhero, but anyway... 

He's got a host of powers and 
weapons, so give him a nice open 
world to play in, GTA style. He's not a 
good guy, really. But he's certainly not 
a baddie. Give him goals to terrorise 
the soft, fat minds of humanity with 
enlightenment. He must face the 
likes of Hexus the Living Corporation 
and Midas, a rich old weirdo with 
a collection of every discarded bit 
of tech superheroes used to use. 
Much explodo and weirdness and a 
mechanic to track how many humans 
are coming around to his philosophies. 
Kill and teach! Teenage kicks all 
through the night. 

Now, here's where the likes of Arkham 
Asylum come in as useful models 
for other capes. The Question is the 
highly-trained, deeply mad vigilante. 
Created originally as an Objectivist 
hero, people soon realised this was 
stupid and gave a zen philosophy to 
the blank-faced detective. 

The Question is both a detective 
and a keen martial artist. In his fedora 
and his overcoat, his roots to the noir 
private eye are obvious. Drop him in 
corrupt Hub City and let him clean it 
up, one alley at a time. But also, stay 
true to his roots as a more thoughtful 
DC character. A duel with another 
high-concept character like Anarky 
could make for some clever, sparky 
conflict and give the whole game the 
actual depth that was sadly missing 
from something like BioShock.  

Adam Warlock, mysterious wanderer, 
space Jesus and quantum messiah. 
Warlock's stories are philosophical, 
about fate and time and death, 
played against incredible SF 
backdrops of eerie horror and 
untrustworthy beauty. 

Hand this over to the big brains 
over at somewhere like inXile or 
Obsidian and give him a long, 
strange, thoughtful, Torment style 
adventure. With faithful companions 
like Gamorra, Pip the Troll, he fights 
against the Mad Titan Thanos in 
locations as varied as the Clown 
Asylum, Ego the Living Planet and 
various space hells. One for the weird, 
smart kids, just like Warlock. 

MARVEL BOY THE QUESTION ADAM WARLOCK

8 9 10
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Picture this: a vibrant world designed in whatever latest 
version of CryEngine is available at the time, which is 
used to show off the visual prowess of your new-gen 
console or souped-up PC. It’s New York City in the ’60s 
and you’re controlling young Matt Murdoch in a first-
person view.

There’s a painstaking attention to detail as you soak 
in the stunning visual palette. You spy an old, blind 
man crossing the road in front of a truck and dash to 
knock him out of the way. The beautifully rendered 
world vanishes.

Darkness ensues.
After a time, this blackness is broken by the 

overwhelming sound of a busy hospital as young Matt 
Murdock comes to. He screams, but quickly stops, 
because that’s even more painful than the sudden 
acute ability to hear everything from the tiniest noise 
to the loudest honk. In visual terms, this cacophony 
shatters through the darkness with white sonar waves 
projecting from every sound source. The louder the 
sound, the bigger the wave. Matt’s scream, for instance, 
overwhelms with visual information from front of screen, 
while a faulty trolley down the hall emits a short-range 
rendering from afar. 

It’s possible to make out parts of the environment 
around you but, at this early stage, Matt’s iconic 
sonar vision isn’t focused, with the visual input from 
reverberations overlapping to create a confusing world. 
Matt passes out and welcomes the return of 
the darkness.

From here, time advances to a point where Matt is 
older and better able to focus his sonar ability so it’s 
not overwhelming. He’s by no means a master, and 
the obligatory training missions take place under the 
guidance of Stick. His booming voice first renders the 
world around Matt, thanks to Murdoch’s sonar. Stick 
will teach the player the basics of movement, combat 
and the all-important risk/reward mechanic of the 

game’s soundscape as Murdoch readies for his first 
outing as Daredevil.

Out in the streets of Hell’s Kitchen where sound is 
abundant, the world is constantly being rendered in 
front of the player via Daredevil’s sonar vision, but when 
you want to remain unseen, sneaking through corridors, 
things get a bit trickier. Make a lot of sound by running 
or bashing your billy club against the wall is great for 
rendering an entire corridor with soundwaves, but it’s 
also likely to get you spotted fast.

Staying quiet and shifting between cover is the 
other way to approach such scenarios, but then you’re 
dependent on ambient sound or the chatter of goons 
to render the world around you. To further complicate 
matters for lovers of stealth, blindly bumping up 
against the wrong surface may knock over objects 
which, again, is helpful for your sonar vision, but not for 
your invisibility. 

To make it more interesting, there’s a morality system 
at play to determine what kind of hero you want to be. 
Make lots of noise, bash baddies in the streets, and you’ll 
be seen a lot more, with your image plastered on the 
front of newspapers, as New York City decides whether 
you’re a necessary evil, or just plain evil. 

On top of this, you actually get to take part in Matt 
Murdoch’s court cases to determine which people you 
want to target most. The guilty that evade justice don’t 
have to evade you, but your skills early on might not 
be honed enough to pick someone’s heart flutter as an 
indication of a lie, so you may end up pursuing 
innocent people.

It’s a 21st century game, so there’s obviously an 
RPG-light progression system, meaning you can choose 
specific upgrade paths to enhance your personalised 
take on the Man Without Fear. In a gaming world 
obsessed with visual fidelity, an aural-focused challenge 
to the status quo that’s more than just a gimmick would 
make for an interesting title. 

N A T H A N  L A W R E N C E

DAREdevil

E S S A Y
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Doctor Stranger, Sorcerer Supreme, 
the most powerful spellcaster in the 
Marvel Universe. A man known and 
respected and feared by everyone. 
You have to give Doc the kind of 
majestic RPG experience he demands. 

Surprisingly, an origin story would 
work out pretty well with Doc. Skip 
the boring stuff, Doc's magic is (at the 
best) fuelled by pacts with ancient 
gods. Watoomb, Agamotto, the 
Vishanti and others. 

Going to the bizarre landscapes 
and meeting the weird characters 
(his apprentice was a minotaur) that 
make up a good Strange story would 
make a perfect RPG. Slowly getting 
more powers from varied sources, 
mixing and matching them, balancing 
black magic from light, that's just 
good gaming. 

An epic quest up against inter-
dimensional warlord Dormammu or 
the satantic Mephisto, grab a strong 
voice cast and you've got pure gold. 

Doc Samson had a brief superheroic 
career but he's been far more 
interesting in his role as the 
psychologist to the heroes. When 
X-Factor need a team debrief, there 
he is. Need to do some profiling work 
on some alien bastard serial killer, 
consult Samson.

With a character like this, action 
isn't the point. Rich and interesting 
interaction with heroes is what 
you go for. So drop him into some 
sort of Phoenix Wright style court 
case, with mini-games involving 
talking supervillains off ledges, and 
elaborate dialogues where you have 
to psychoanalyse, and treat, the Hulk 
or Wolverine.

They don't all have to be punch-
fight games, and this would allow you 
to explore the psychology of a host of 
Marvel characters a whole lot better. 
Daredevil, let's talk about your guilt 
issues. Spidey, is action really your 
reward? Scarlet Witch... can't help 
you, sister. 

Captain Marvel, Billy Batson, the 
Shazam one, was in his day, as 
popular as Superman. You're Billy 
Batson, orphan and all-round good 
kid, chosen by the wizard Shazam 
as the champion of the Gods. A 
Superman suite of powers, with a 
more mystical background, and a 
huge backup cast of the Marvel family, 
a best friend that's a talking tiger, 
Captain Marvel is often overlooked by 
new-school readers. 

If games like Crackdown and 
Infamous stole from the hero genre, 
why not steal back? Big wide open 
city, slowly unlocking the gifts of 
the Greek Gods who give you your 
powers. Pitch it slightly younger, so 
the new generation can have fun, 
some sections where you're Tawky the 
tiger or Captain Marvel Junior. Give 
it some charm. Not everything needs 
guts and gushing head wounds.  

DOC STRANGE DOC SAMSON
CAPTAIN MARVEL 

(SHAZAM)
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I used to read a lot of comics. Graphic novels, if you will. 
I have this vivid memory of leafing through a one-off 
devoted to War Machine and Patriot, both of who you 
might be familiar with as silver medal ‘knock-offs’ of Iron 
Man and Captain America respectively. To my mind, they 
aren’t even sidekicks. They are the same thing but not 
as cool, because hey: Nobody was buying iRivers when 
they could buy iPods. It’s the kind of elephant in the 
room you don’t expect your comics to get meta about 
and address, but in this case, they did: War Machine and 
Patriot have an entire five pages of emotive discussion 
where they talk about how much it burns that all the 
good they do goes relatively unnoticed in the shadow of 
the heroes they sequelised…

…which is a super intriguing premise for a game. 
Patriot sucks, but War Machine has awesome potential 
for topline badassery. How does the psyche behind 
his good-doing methodology cope with the fact Iron 
Man did it first, and is still doing it? Is War Machine 
humble like monks, satisfied that what he does matters 
and not how he is perceived? Maybe he might seek 
to undermine the forebear who has become his PR 
competition? Envy is a powerful and nefarious guide, 
so worst case: Does War Machine become bitter and 
twisted, a fragile and cracking ego in a hard shell that, 
when it finally breaks, has the potential to become 
something villainous? 

Maybe all three. Let us say that you are War Machine, 
and the city is your open world. Crime doesn’t pay, 
necessarily, but like said city it also never sleeps. At 
any one time, you may be alerted to a multitude of 
incidents that require the intervention of your rocketty 
boots and your gunnery guns. Alright, cool, sounds 
like every other openny-worldy super hero jaunt so far, 

except: You are also aware, at all times, of exactly what 
Iron Man is doing, and most importantly, where he is. 
As War Machine, you can choose to avoid Iron Man and 
tend to other, maybe ‘lesser’ incidents, join Iron Man on 
the scene and risk his big name taking all your glory, 
or covertly undermine Iron Man’s efforts in a bid to 
reposition War Machine™ as the most trusted brand on 
the market today. This may involve devoting personal 
funds to select villains (hey, strange bedfellows), 
creating criminal havoc of your own to distract and even 
set up Iron Man, or, masquerading as his friend out-of-
armour, encouraging your good buddy to rekindle his 
relationship with booze. 

Furthermore, there is a real-time counter that tracks 
and compares War Machine’s and Iron Man’s Publicity 
Points (PP, of course!) as you both go along. Tending 
to small-fry crimes like muggings et al won’t net you 
much, but the million-and-one news crew events will – 
except you’ll most likely be tackling them alongside Iron 
Man (unless you’ve otherwise waylaid him, you devil…), 
and those primetime cameras are unlikely to give you 
much attention when there’s red and gold in the sky. 
Decisions, decisions. You may end up battling Ultimo 
alongside Iron Man, completely alone, or Iron Man may 
end up battling you. 

While your Publicity Points dictate weapons, unlocks 
and alter the city’s responses to you, it’s the choices 
you make in pursuit of them that lead War Machine into 
heroic irrelevance, a new personal golden age where 
Iron Man is no more, abject villainhood (!), or even a final 
showdown between the men behind the super-modern 
masks. James Rhodes and Tony Stark, both shedding 
their armour for a good ol’ mano a mano fistfight in the 
middle of the street. To the victor go the oils!  

C a t  B a n d i t

WAR
MACHINE
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Guess who trained Batman? Well, 
loads of people. But guess who taught 
him the most dangerous, darkest 
martial arts he knows? Lady Shiva. 
The best stories with Shiva make no 
bones: she is deadly and terrifying 
and no one, like, nobody, crosses her 
lightly. She's not exactly evil, but she's 
ruthless and appallingly capable. 

Throw her into a God of War style, 
third person action game. But make 
it less about going through swathes 
of mobs and slashing them apart of 
with big combo moves, make each 
encounter something to plan. Rush in 
and die. Think to win. Also, to honour 
the character's skills, this would be a 
game with a long, deep and rewarding 
control-tree. Sure, on easy mode you'll 
get away with learning a few moves, 
but mastery of various forms of 
martial arts would be something you'd 
be spending hours on perfecting. 

Aerial combat games are rarely 
great unless they're in planes or 
spaceships. See Lair for proof. Let's 
change this with Hawkwoman. An 
alien policewoman, we'd essentially 
make this a flight combat sim, except 
Shayera is the plane. Add in the use 
of melee weapons, a powerful mace 
but also claws and katars, and ranged 
energy weapons, you'd have a flight 
sim with a beat 'em up element. 

Plus, you'd get to do something 
you rarely do with more po-faced 
historical flight sims, you get to 
have cool boss fights and dog fights 
against more personalised foes. 
Sweeping over alien cities, high up in 
earth's atmosphere and the depths of 
DC's sci-fi settings. Chuck in levelling 
up elements like faster, more agile 
and manoeuvrable wings and better 
weapons, and you've got something 
unique on your hands.

Never a great seller, Team Achilles was 
one of a long genre of 'hero hunter' 
books. Team Achilles were a UN team 
of the best of the best who hunted 
down rogue heroes and villains alike. 
They were often out-powered by the 
capes they were hired to execute 
and had to come up with clever, 
sometimes vicious tactics to take 
them out. 

Old school isometric games like 
the ever-popular Syndicate would 
be the way to go. Four troopers 
with specialities. Demolition, melee, 
sniping, suppression. Complex 
urban environments to use to 
your advantage. Powerful, clever 
enemies with a strong AI who have 
manoeuvrability, invulnerabilities and 
a host of powers would make a tense, 
highly tactical game where you could 
never simply shoot your way out of 
a problem. Each map and enemy, 
you'd have to think it through, pay 
attention to briefings and be careful, 
clever and cruel. 

LADY SHIVAHAWKWOMAN
STORM WATCH: 
TEAM ACHILLES
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'Where's my money, honey?' Power 
Man Luke Cage once famously asked 
Doctor Doom, after storming his 
castle for two hundred bucks. Power 
Fist, meanwhile, was studying in the 
Himalayas and, eventually, punching 
alien plant men with kung fu. 

These two characters have their 
roots in blacksploitation and 70s 
Martial Arts movies respectively. Any 
attempt to do them without a few 
laughs is a mistake, so why not give 
them a new-school side-scroller 
beat em up? 

Two-player co-op, endless wise-
talking banter, fantastic combos and 
team up moves, the power of the Iron 
Fist and Cage's streetwise invincible 
dirty fighting,  funky 70s enemies like 
mutant Mr. Fish ("No one laughs at 
Mr. Fish!") modern fan faves like Fat 
Cobra and you've got the return of a 
much loved genre. Dig?

These Space Gods roam around the 
universe, seeding life, then coming 
back, checking how it's doing. If it's 
not evolving properly, they sort of 
slag all organics on the planet and 
keep going. 

So. Huge hex based worlds. You 
control Arishem, vast judge of worlds. 
You carefully marshal resources to 
bring in other Celestials with different 
powers. Meanwhile, every living thing 
on that world is rising up to attack 
you. Like Ogre, if you're very old. A 
more combative Civilisation for the 
merely old.  You have to build huge 
machines to judge as much life as you 
can and make the decision to spare 
the world, or find it unfit. Careful, 
turn-based combat as you are fighting 
literally hundreds of elements each 
turn with your vast powers. At first, 
this is easy. But soon, you find your 
worlds have bred super powered 
creatures who might rise to challenge 
their creators. 

Part of the Seven Soldiers maxi-
series, Frankenstein is just that. Giant 
corpse, bolts of neck. But also, an 18th 
century warrior, dressed like a death-
dragoon, driven to destroy his true 
creator, Melmoth, the immortal alien 
fae manipulator. 

Frankenstein is a death-obsessed 
lunatic, quoting Paradise Lost, 
hungering for the blackest forms of 
justice. From liberating a school prom 
from a power mad geek, to battling 
fairy aliens at the end of time, to 
murdering Mafia child-slavers in the 
red ruins of Mars, Frankenstein is a 
perfect game protagonist of the most 
darkly romantic kind. 

Master with a sword, with his 
fists, eventually fixed up as a kind of 
morbid undead-cyborg, take the most 
lavish Gothic elements of a Legacy 
of Kain or the upcoming Bloodborne, 
with horrid power ups and bizarre 
weapons. Throw in the darkest DC 
locations, Murder Swamp, Hell, Sector 
666 and you've a black masterpiece 
waiting to happen. 

POWER MAN AND 
IRON F IST THE CELESTIALS FRANKENSTEIN
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The first collection of Neil Gaiman's The Sandman 
comics is somewhat incredible. This isn't to suggest 
several of the collections that followed aren't; rather, 
Preludes and Nocturnes, as it is known, happens to stand 
out because of how easily it might not have. A true 
testament to the devil being in the details, it somehow 
takes what is effectively a quest to collect magical 
trinkets and uses it as a scaffold to build something 
truly memorable and iconic. It also houses a very real 
contender for the most creative, enthralling and clever 
battle of verbal wits ever put to paper.

In this particular instance, aspiring to retrieve his 
helmet after losing his objects of power during decades 
of imprisonment, Dream – the titular character who after 
the series is named, and a fine example of Gaiman's love 
for anthropomorphising metaphysical entities – finds 
himself travelling to Hell, where he finds himself in a 
staged instance of what he describes as 'the oldest 
game' against Chrononzon. What follows is a pulse-
pounding series of panels without a single punch 
thrown, building leaped or exploding car.

The game, as it turns out, involves playing concepts 
and the realities behind them against each other – 
effectively, a wordy version of paper-scissors-stone, 
only with endless variants which one must think of by 
him or herself. In this game, animals bite and trample 
each other to death until things get real and famine and 
disease get played.

Over the course of a couple of pages, the two verbally 
spar throughout some expert panelling that has minimal 
care for any sense of literal place in space and time. 
Dream and Chrononzon stand beneath a spotlight in 
what appears a decrepit jazz or comedy club, addressing 
an audience of colourful hellspawn because it adds to 

the atmosphere, their verbal constructions take picture 
form and bleed forward in inks of pink and blue because 
it adds to the drama. It's an encapsulated moment, and 
it flows beautifully.

This scene represents exactly what I want from high-
tension conversations in narrative-heavy videogames, 
and why I am so frequently disappointed when I actually 
play something I had high hopes for.

The Sandman may well be the greatest adventure 
game that has never been made into an adventure game. 
The licence has failed to get off the ground as a film 
numerous times since the '90s, and Gaiman himself has 
(unusually for a comics creator) noted that he'd rather 
there be no movie than a bad one. However, he has 
made the occasional return to the series which initially 
ended after a seventy-five issue run, often exploring 
other characters, such as Dream's plucky sister, Death.

And this is why the kind of adventure that Telltale – 
and now, it seems, Dontnod – has been refining with 
notable successes is the most logical vehicle for the 
type of tales that Gaiman has been spinning here that 
I can think of.  Many of the finest moments in The 
Sandman were short stories, and it remains notable for 
its harrowing cover art that often didn't feature Dream. 
There are multiple ways that this could fit into the 
episodic adventure mould. An attempt could be made to 
focus on a larger story surrounding Dream; each episode 
could focus on a different characters fitting into a larger, 
more complex story; or five or six different tales, linked 
mostly by theme, could also work, even if rolling with the 
consequence mechanic might be tricky.

Scrap consequence? Hell, it's not as though the likes 
of Dream and his family are lacking in abilities that could 
easily be turned into mechanics.  

T i m  H e n d e r s o n

sandman
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Now and again, Marvel and DC both 
have a huge crossover that's actually 
worth a damn and not a money grub. 
Every hero, sometimes villain, is 
involved and it's truly epic in scale. 
Superman leads the charge in space. 
Wonder Woman holds the line. Thor 
faces the giants while the X-Men take 
on the demon swarm. Hundreds of 
characters, all having their moment in 
the sun against astonishing odds. 

Next generation Real Time 
Strategy elements, over enormous 
battlefields, as either the godlike 
Beyonder or Monitor, you carefully 
deploy hundreds of heroes to end 
a threat against all time and space. 
Creating structures such as the Hall 
of Justice, Swamp Thing's bayou, 
Stark Tower, The Sanctum Sanctorum, 
all giving you access to more and 
stronger heroes. 

Better yet, imagine Marvel and DC 
letting you pitch one set of heroes 
against another. Who would win? Thor 
or Superman, Batman or Cap? You 
decide, true believer. You decide.   

Kabuki is the lush, amazingly 
illustrated bizarro SF tale of a woman 
who works for the mysterious 
Noh organisation. A tale of ninjas 
and super spies, yes, but the plot 
and the action of Kabuki aren't 
why you're there. Non-traditional 
storytelling techniques, as well as 
eccentric art styles and breath-taking 
painted illustrations is why Kabuki is 
something stunning. 

Give this to an indie studio, more 
intrigued with game as instillation 
than a hack slash ninja button mash. 
Something like the beauty of Brothers: 
A Tale of Two Sons, the aesthetic 
ambitions of The Unfinished Swan and 
you could have a martial arts spy story 
that's simply something to look at as a 
genuine piece of art. 

The thing about Thor is, done right, 
he is easily the most metal superhero. 
Immortal, armoured, willing to maim 
and destroy all matter of evil in the 
most extraordinarily violent mannerer 
possible. A Thor game can't be just 
hitting the hammer and the occasional 
lightning bolt. He has to face Set, 
ancient destroyer of worlds. He has 
to battle through space demons and 
Mangog the God Slayer and walk 
through hells and stand fast in the 
heart of the Black Galaxy. 

Only one game has ever come 
close. The insane and triumphant 
Asura's Wrath. A game that should 
never be forgotten, it ends with 
something that towers over the entire 
planet earth shooting lasers the 
width of Tasmania. Less one on one 
battles and more setpieces. Although, 
hopefully, with more involvement than 
just static quicktimes which bedevilled 
poor Asura. 

SECRET WARS/
INFINITE  CRIS IS KABUKI THOR

20 21 22
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Prez Rickards, one of the strangest 
inventions of the Silver Age, was 
a teenage President of the United 
States. With his best friend, Native 
American Eagle Free, he dealt with 
both legless vampires and the creepy 
Boss Smiley and hot button issues 
of the day. A bit of hippie escapism, 
every now and again, someone 
remembers Prez and a strange and 
dreamy story follows. 

You'd have to update the flawed 
but always interesting Power Politics 
franchise, the Presidential simulator. 
Set it firmly in the DC Universe, pick 
a cabinet from the stranger politically 
involved heroes like Amanda Waller, 
Sarge Steel and King Faraday. You'd 
deal with balancing budgets and 
popularity opinion polls and hostile 
journalists. And, every now and again, 
a State would be all turned into 
Gorillas or a giant robot would 
smash a city. 

At first, it started with Hunter Rose. 
The smartest, strangest, most 
dangerous criminal alive. A very 
elegant burglar and assassin and 
crime boss who had a strangely 
intimate feud with Argent the 
Werewolf. In time, the legacy of 
Grendel would reach throughout 
human history but let's stick with 
Rose. Or perhaps, his daughter Sparr 
and her battle against the creepy 
vampire Kabuki-dancer.

In an almost deco world of high 
fashion and high crime, mixing with 
the elite, Rose is a sophisticated 
criminal. Play this out like a stealth-
game, with lots of crime and 
assassination missions. Grendel is 
about being cleverer than the police, 
the various supernatural forces of the 
city and even himself. High tension 
and deep shadows. 

A Marvel villain known for absurdly 
elaborate death-traps. Arcade is 
the guy who constructs a huge 
living pinball game filled with knives 
for paddles and acid pits. Or who 
makes an entire amusement park 
into one huge deathtrap and calls it 
Murderworld. Exercise your inner-
sociopath by entering into this 
partway mash-up of Sim Coaster 
and Dungeon Keeper as you design 
appalling lairs of death. Then, sit back 
and rate yourself carefully on how 
quickly, and gorily, Spidey or whoever 
meets their terrible fate! 

Or have a multiplayer element 
where your mates invite you in and 
you have to survive their terrible 
inventions as best you can. Points for 
the most fiendish of devices! 

PREZGRENDEL ARCADE
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Want more gaming news?

Want to browse classic articles, the latest trailers, 
and more? Fancy a little bit of socialising?

HEAD TO
WWW.PCPOWERPLAY.COM.AU

If you want daily news and reviews about the 
best of PC gaming, point your browser our way, 

read some stories, and sign up for the forums 
to hang out with like minded gamers.

SEE YOU ONLINE!
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E S S A Y

There are two large ferries, dully lit and bulging with 
passengers, sitting immobile in the middle of Gotham 
Harbour. One carries ordinary citizens: the men, women, 
and children of Gotham. The other carries convicted 
felons: murderers, rapists, arsonists. In each boat’s engine 
room, sitting atop one of a hundred barrels of fuel rigged 
to explode, is a detonator. “Why would they give us the 
detonator to our own bomb?” asks a mystified guard. 

On cue, the PA system on each ferry crackles suddenly 
to life and the Joker begins:

Tonight you’re all gonna be part of a social experiment. 
Through the magic of diesel fuel and ammonium nitrate 
I'm ready right now to blow you all sky-high. If anyone 
attempts to get off their boat, you all die. Each of you has 
a remote to blow up the other boat. At midnight, I blow 
you all up. If, however, one of you presses the button, I'll 
let that boat live. So who's it gonna be?

Let’s say you’re a passenger on the civilian ferry. 
What do you do? Is it permissible to press the button 
and condemn a boatload of human beings – criminals, 
yes, but still people – to death in the name of self-
preservation? And if it is permissible, are you capable of 
pressing the button yourself?

From a pure game theory perspective, there’s only 
one smart response: press the button. This isn’t a variant 
of the famous prisoner’s dilemma where cooperation 
leads to an okayish result for both parties: if neither 
boat presses the button, they both get exploded. As the 
Joker’s rules make plain, your only chance of survival 
is to send the other boat to a watery grave. That’s the 
point of the experiment. The Joker is a nihilist convinced 
that morality is a “bad joke dropped at the first sign of 
trouble”. Pushing the button proves him right.

But let’s assume for a moment that you’re not a 
psychopath or a nihilist and consider the situation 
from a moral perspective. One way to look at it is to 
use Immanuel Kant’s famous “categorical imperative”. 
According to Kant, moral correctness is determined 
by the categorical imperative, which stipulates that 
you should only do something if you’d be happy with 
the motivating principle becoming a universal law. The 
motivating principle (or “maxim” in Kant’s language) 
for pressing the button is that it is permissible to 
sacrifice an innocent third party to save yourself and 
others. Is that a rule you’d like to see applied universally, 
regardless of context? For Kant, sacrificing the criminals 
would be using them as a means to an end, which he 
regards as always impermissible – so the answer is no, 

don’t push the button.
For Friedrich Nietzsche, the answer is still no, but for 

different reasons. Nietzsche believed that the true value 
of an action is determined by how much it promotes 
“life affirming” qualities like strength, creativity, and 
personal power. In the Nietzschean scheme of things, 
the very fact that we’d consider this a moral dilemma 
at all is symptomatic of the perverse weakening effect 
Judeo-Christian morals have had on Western culture. 
What kind of wrongheaded creature, he would ask, not 
only hesitates to preserve itself, but pontificates over 
whether it is “permissible” to preserve itself? To even ask 
the question is an indicator of terminal decline, so no, 
he would say, don’t press the button. The species will be 
better off without you.

Now stop for a moment and consider whether the 
fact that the other boat is full of criminals will affect 
your decision. Should it? People have a strong and 
well-documented tendency to dehumanise the “other” 
whenever it’s morally convenient, but for a thinker 
like Jacques Derrida, embracing the “other” is the 
foundation of all moral behaviour. Where morality is 
concerned, distinctions like “criminal” and “citizen” are 
irrelevant, he says: morals that do not apply universally 
to all, irrespective of gender, race, and social status, 
are not morals at all. Blowing up a boatload of 
convicts, therefore, is just as bad as blowing up a 
boatload of civilians.

It’s 11:25. You’ve got until 12:00 sharp to make a 
decision or the Joker will make it for you. A grim-faced, 
balding businessman in a grey suit suggests taking 
a vote. It’s called “diffusion of responsibility” and like 
dehumanisation it’s a common and well-documented 
psychological phenomenon. “It’s not me who’s 
responsible,” we say to ourselves, “but us – we all did 
it.” The problem here, though, is that even when it turns 
out the majority of the ferry is cool with exploding the 
convicts, somebody still has to push the button. In terms 
of responsibility, it’s not as direct as say individually 
drowning each convict with your bare hands, but it’s not 
something you’d want on your conscience. 

The grim-faced bald man picks up the detonator, stares 
determinedly at it, and puts it back down, his resolve 
extinguished. “No one wants to get their hands dirty,” he 
says and he’s right. It’s 11:50. Unless you get up and do 
something now the Joker’s bombs will detonate, killing 
the occupants of both ferries. What’s your decision? Do 
you press the button or not? Think hard now. 

D A N  S T A I N E S 

A TALE OF 
TWO FERRIES

AN UNNECESSARY PHILOSOPHICAL BREAKDOWN OF THE 
FERRY BIT IN CHRISTOPHER NOLAN’S THE DARK KNIGHT

and condemn a boatload of human beings – criminals, 
yes, but still people – to death in the name of self-
preservation? And if it is permissible, are you capable of 
pressing the button yourself?

From a pure game theory perspective, there’s only 
one smart response: press the button. This isn’t a variant 
of the famous prisoner’s dilemma where cooperation 
leads to an okayish result for both parties: if neither 
boat presses the button, they both get exploded. As the 
Joker’s rules make plain, your only chance of survival 
is to send the other boat to a watery grave. That’s the 
point of the experiment. The Joker is a nihilist convinced 
that morality is a “bad joke dropped at the first sign of 
trouble”. Pushing the button proves him right.

But let’s assume for a moment that you’re not a 
psychopath or a nihilist and consider the situation 
from a moral perspective. One way to look at it is to 
use Immanuel Kant’s famous “categorical imperative”. 
According to Kant, moral correctness is determined 
by the categorical imperative, which stipulates that 
you should only do something if you’d be happy with 
the motivating principle becoming a universal law. The 
motivating principle (or “maxim” in Kant’s language) 
for pressing the button is that it is permissible to 
sacrifice an innocent third party to save yourself and 
others. Is that a rule you’d like to see applied universally, 
regardless of context? For Kant, sacrificing the criminals 
would be using them as a means to an end, which he 
regards as always impermissible – so the answer is no, 

whenever it’s morally convenient, but for a thinker 
like Jacques Derrida, embracing the “other” is the 
foundation of all moral behaviour. Where morality is 
concerned, distinctions like “criminal” and “citizen” are 
irrelevant, he says: morals that do not apply universally 
to all, irrespective of gender, race, and social status, 
are not morals at all. Blowing up a boatload of 
convicts, therefore, is just as bad as blowing up a 
boatload of civilians.

It’s 11:25. You’ve got until 12:00 sharp to make a 
decision or the Joker will make it for you. A grim-faced, 
balding businessman in a grey suit suggests taking 
a vote. It’s called “diffusion of responsibility” and like 
dehumanisation it’s a common and well-documented 
psychological phenomenon. “It’s not me who’s 
responsible,” we say to ourselves, “but us – we all did 
it.” The problem here, though, is that even when it turns 
out the majority of the ferry is cool with exploding the 
convicts, somebody still has to push the button. In terms 
of responsibility, it’s not as direct as say individually 
drowning each convict with your bare hands, but it’s not 
something you’d want on your conscience. 

The grim-faced bald man picks up the detonator, stares 
determinedly at it, and puts it back down, his resolve 
extinguished. “No one wants to get their hands dirty,” he 
says and he’s right. It’s 11:50. Unless you get up and do 
something now the Joker’s bombs will detonate, killing 
the occupants of both ferries. What’s your decision? Do 
you press the button or not? Think hard now. 
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