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1. Introduction

Overview

Comic books are intended to help many young people experience the rst connection with
the magical world of books and cinema. As such they have a profound impact on the way
the mind, judgment and future preferences of a child develop during their coming of age.
At the same time, comic books represent a way to better understand the social, economic
and political reality they were created in. While doing this project, we wanted to see how
comic books were used over time to show opinions and imagination of their creators and
we hope our visualization would help in the discussion of the reasons some characters were
represented in a certain manner. As a legend of the comic books world, Stan Lee once said:

Some people will say, "Why read a comic book? It sti es the imagination. If you read a
novel you imagine what people are like. If you read a comic, it's showing you. The only
answer | can give is, “You can read a Shakespeare play, but does that mean you wouldn't
want to see it on the stage?'

This quote was only one of the things that inspired us to dedicate this project to not
only commenting on the way comic book characters evolved, but to also try to visualize it
so that all of the discrepancies and di erences would become even more obvious. The main
objective would be to create a sequence of the way the representation of good and evil has
shifted across time, but also of the ways the culture of diversity became more present in the
entertainment industry.

We are all aiming to live in the world full of diversity and acceptance, but even with all
of the improvements in recent years have brought us, what have we achieved so far? We
hope our data visualizations will give us all some much-needed answers.

Motivation

Words and pictures are yin and yang. Married, they produce a progeny more interesting
than either parent. Dr. Seuss
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This is the quote that was the leitmotif of our whole project. Starting with the topic
of comics, which themselves represent a special merge of the world of books and pictures,
we knew that we wanted to achieve something that is as creative as that. We also knew
that using only words to explain data that we found would not give enough inspiration
and insight to our users, which is why our visualizations had to be both picturesque and
interactive.

We hope that this project will give comic book fans a new way to explore their favorite
characters, and motivate some of the users who were previously not that interested into this
fascinating phenomena to discover the magical world of comics. At the same time, we are
hoping it will encourage them to think about the issues of diversity and representation of
minorities, not only in the imaginative world of comics, but in real life as well.

We were determined not to get scared of the fact that we chose the topic of diversity in
comics, as a sort of taboo topic where you have to watch carefully at what you are saying if
you do not want to o end or shock anyone. We were persistent in bringing this topic into
light, but we decided to do it in a playful and colorful manner that is supposed to inspire
and not to judge. We will leave it to our users to get their own conclusions from exploring
the data story, and we will just give them the visualizations to lead them.

Target Audience

We wanted to make this visualization understandable for all of our potential users. Both
the comics experts and the ones that are only starting to discover the colorful world of
comic books will hopefully be equally entertained with our website and ndings. We are
also hoping to make people who never had any closer look into the comics universe more
interested in this topic.

We would also be very happy if some of our ideas and representations from this project
inspired our colleagues interested in data visualization to create new data stories on topics
of either diversity, or comics in general, or something completely new and unexplored.

One speci cally interesting use case would be if the creators of the comics themselves
would take a look at our project, in order to either critically observe their and their colleagues'
work. But it would be even more thrilling if they get inspiration to create some new and
unique characters in some of their future issues.
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Inspiration and related work

Diversity and under-representation of minorities in comics are issues that have inspired
many other data explorers and researchers. Before we started to grapple with our own
dataset we tried to investigate di erent ways in which this topic was previously analyzed
and represented.

At rst we approached the issue of gender:

One of the databases that we used came from the articleComic Books Are Still Made
By Men, For Men And About Men" from FiveThirtyEight [1]. There the authors
approached the gender representation in the big two comic publishers, DC Comics
and Marvel. It consisted mainly of statistics and text like shown on gure 2.1. The
information and the graphs gave an a great insight about the gender representation
and how it evolved though the year. However we wanted to make it more interactive.
Another article regarding the gender was"Analyzing the Gender Representation
of 34,476 Comic Book Characters"from The Pudding [2]. We found this article
extremely informative and it had some great visualizations. This inspired us to use the
database that was used for their analysis (ComicVine). Also the gure 2.2 served as
an inspiration to explore the relations and the members that make a team. However
something that we felt was missing was time-series data.

But diversity is not supposed to be only about the issues of gender. With this thought
we decided to search for di erent ways race, sexual orientation, religion are represented in
comic books:

"Race, Orientation, and Gender in Marvel Comics" from Marvel Wikia [3] is a
great article describing the above-mentioned concepts. Marvel Comics depicted visible
minorities in ways that, for the times, were considered socially acceptable but by
modern standards are considered to be o ensive. The article identi ed these ways and
put them into a historical context, for the purposes of understanding them as such.
The article has great information, but no visualizations. To make this information more
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Figure 2.1. Annual rate of the percentage of new characters introduced each year who are
female.

Figure 2.2: Female percentage of every team - Each dot represents one of 2,862 teams in
DC and Marvel.

accessible, this inspired us to create a timeline for the important minority-represented
characters that were introduced though the years and contributed to enhancing the
diversity in the comics universe.

Also the site Den of Geek! released a series of articles taking a look at the portrayal
of Minorities in the World of Comics. The series includes lists of 10 representative
comic characters with disabilities [4], of Color/Hispanic [5], belonging to the LGBTQ
community [6] etc. This inspired us to collect all this information and visualize it so
that it becomes more approachable.

Objectives

The main objective is the exploration of the culture of diversity in comic characters in recent
years and the way the representation of good and evil has shifted across time, but also of
the ways the culture of diversity became more present in the entertainment industry. We
want to make our data story interesting and informative.
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To accomplish this objective, we analyzed our main goal in the following subcategories:
Represent and explore the di erent characteristics that comic book characters have,
like their gender, alignment, identity etc. The users can explore can gain insights
about the characteristics that them.

Find out how the average comic book character looks like. Explore and group the
characters by their physical attributes, like hair and eye color.

Explore how the origin of the character (human, alien, robot, etc.) in uences its
alignment in the world of comics (good, bad or neutral).

See how the origin and the gender is represented by observing the most important
characters in the most in uential teams.

Represent a timeline of the most important characters who contributed to widen the
diversity in the comic world while also identifying the historical context in which they
were created.

Exploratory data analysis

We begun our exploration from the FiveThirtyEight dataset, an overview of which can be
found on gure 2.3. This database consisted of information regarding the physical attributes
of the characters (like hair and eye color) and date of their rst appearance in comic book
issues.

Regarding the preprocessing step, for the prototype version we decided to merge the
information about speci c team members obtained from the Comic Vine API [7] of those
teams with the data that is available in the 'characters' dataset also collected using the
Comic Vine API. This way we obtained signi cantly more information about each character,
which can be used to give more information to our readers. For the 'origin' column which
is the only one containing null values we have decided that the characters for which the
origin is not stated, will be observed as belonging to a new category named 'Unde ned'
Additionally, in order to understand which characters belong to the same teams for a chord
diagram we ended up visualizing, we created a 'relationships' dataset that is used only for
representing the relations between characters.

Figure 2.3: Screen-shots of the part of the report regarding FiveThirtyEight Data
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Additionally, we also decided to merge the two datasets: Comic Vine and Five Thirty
Eight [8], using their character name column. This way we managed to collect even more
information that would be of interest to our readers. The Five Thirty Eight dataset contains
mainly relationships as well as some appearance information. On the other hand, Comic
Vine dataset contains the information such as what is the color of eyes of our character,
what is their hair color, etc.

We also provide a directory data/notebooks/reports/ on our GitHub page with the
detailed reports about our datasets. The general look of these reports is shown on gure 2.3.



3.1

3. Design

Our journey

From the moment that we decided on our dataset, we knew that we wanted to represent as
many di erent aspects of diversity as possible, while at the same time keeping our data story
interesting and informative [9]. The process of creation made us overcome a few obstacles in
the beginning stages, as we had to improve and rethink many of our approximate sketches
and basic ideas.

Our rst sketches were mostly based on some more common graphical representations,
like di erent types of histograms enriched with the additional information (as can be seen
on gure 3.1).

Figure 3.1: Histogram sketch
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We then decided that a graphically innovative topic like comics needed some more
visually challenging elements. This is why we started exploring di erent ways of using
shapes, and contrasts between straight lines and smooth surfaces on di erent graphs in
order to make our story more vivid and eye-catching. We were also certain that in addition
to statistical data, our users will be motivated to observe speci ¢ attributes of some of the
most famous characters that were ever drawn in comics. We came up with a simpli ed
version of a chord diagram that is shown on gure 3.2.

Figure 3.2: Chord diagram sketch

The other diagrams were added after determining that it was easier to perceive di erent
patterns in our data if we add some variety and create several di erent visualizations, than
if they were all shown using only one complex diagram, even if it was very interactive. These
diagrams will incorporate the pictures of di erent comics characters in all of the appropriate
places, since this will enable our users to relate our ndings to the concepts and characters
they are already familiar with.

The visualizations will take into account the aesthetic, functional, and sociopolitical
dimensions as much as possible, while staying entertaining and practical. The website on
which our visualizations will be shown is supposed to be quite simple and straightforward,
in order to keep the attention of our users on the diagrams and data story. The website
design will try to mimic the captivating and vibrant aspects of comics by using modern
fonts, several pictures and suitable color schemes.

The rst wireframe sketches were only representing a very simple one-visualization plans
(like shown on gure 3.3), but the main idea of the text sections necessary for each diagram
remained the same. The data story of course starts with an abstract explaining our main
ideas and motivations. Then for each of the visualizations, we give a short explanation of
the data and the ndings that we have found interesting, with regard to the speci ¢ features






	Introduction
	Overview
	Motivation
	Target Audience

	Discovering what to do...
	Inspiration and related work
	Objectives
	Exploratory data analysis

	Design
	Our journey
	Design decisions
	Parsets visualization
	Bubble visualization
	Bipartite graph
	Chord diagram
	Timeline of diversity


	Implementation
	Project architecture
	Design and interaction elements
	Parsets visualization
	Bubbles visualization
	Bipartite graph
	Chord
	Timeline of diversity


	Evaluation
	Lessons learned
	Further improvements

	Peer assessment
	Jelena Banjac
	Sofia Kypraiou
	Jelena Malic


