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INTRODUCTION

REVISITING THE BATMAN

Roberta Pearson, William Uricchio and Will Brooker

On 26 July 2014, fans at the San Diego Comic-Con watched the first teaser trailer for a new Batman movie. A pumped-up, armour-clad Dark Knight, his eyes glowing under a bulky helmet, turned on the Bat-signal: the beam of light found Superman, hovering mid-air, his eyes burning with crimson heat-vision. This brief preview of Batman v Superman, scheduled for release in March 2016, is clearly indebted to the final chapter of Frank Miller’s The Dark Knight Returns (1986), from its concept and tone to the specifics of its visual design; meanwhile, the hype around the movie and the excited fan reception to every clip, costume and publicity photo recall the buzz that preceded Tim Burton’s Batman of 1989. Those two versions of the character were, with hindsight, the primary focus of and the prompt behind the original book, published in 1991. Despite its detailed engagement with other aspects of the character’s then fifty-year history – most notably, the television show of the late 1960s – The Many Lives of the Batman would not have been conceived or published without Miller’s 1986 graphic novel and the Tim Burton blockbuster that followed it.

The existence of this sequel suggests that there is more to say; that we have moved on in the last twenty-five years, between the Batman’s fiftieth and seventy-fifth anniversaries, and have not simply returned to the same place. Of course, that is the case. Despite the powerful echoes of the late-1980s Batman in the Comic-Con teaser trailer, the character has changed, as have his cultural and industrial contexts. At the publication of The Many Lives of the Batman, two official Batmen, that of the film and that of the comic books, dominated the media, although the campy Batman of the 1960s TV show still occupied a prominent position in cultural memory, as documented by Lynn Spigel’s and Henry Jenkins’s chapter reprinted in this volume. In 2015, multiple Batmen, in multiple timelines, universes and media, compete for attention. The original book appeared at the end of the relative stability of the decades-long Cold War; this sequel is published amidst a worldwide chaos that as yet has no name beyond the increasingly inaccurate ‘post-9/11’. If the international scene has transformed almost beyond recognition, so has the domestic situation. The original appeared during the final term of Bush 41; the sequel is published during the final term of the first African-American president. The mediascape exhibits both continuities and disjunctures with that of the early 1990s. International conglomerates such as Warner Bros. continue to dominate production and distribution, but now take advantage of new technologies and new regulations (or lack thereof) to extend their power and their reach. The Batman is now distributed and publicised across platforms as yet unimagined in 1991, from digital comics to Twitter. As Alan Moore wrote in his Introduction to Miller’s Dark Knight Returns, ‘Everything is exactly the same, except for the fact that it’s all totally different.’1

The Batman’s changing industrial contexts

The original book appeared at a time before the DVD helped users to redefine their relationship to the moving image, the World Wide Web went public, YouTube offered a platform for fan-produced texts, and before the US Telecommunications Act of 1996 permitted cross-media ownership and opened the door for new rounds of industry concentration. ‘Permitted’ is a loaded word in this context, as Eileen Meehan showed in her chapter on the political economy of Warner Communications Inc. and Time Warner in The Many Lives of the Batman, reprinted in this volume. The 1970s and 80s witnessed a frenzy of trans-industry mergers, and with them, textual strategies designed to maximise production efficiencies and financial return. The Telecom Act essentially endorsed the facts on the ground, cleared remaining regulatory hurdles and encouraged a redoubling of mergers, acquisitions and media concentration. The logics of commodity production mapped out by Meehan and exemplified by the multimedia surround that accompanied Warner’s 1989 box-office blockbuster Batman would only intensify over the coming decades.

A look back at the locus classicus of the Batman – the comic book – tells the tale in vivid terms. From National Allied Publications to Detective Comics to National Comics to National Periodical Publications, the entity eventually known as DC Comics spent its first forty years changing hands within the small world of pulp magazine publishers and distributors. ABC’s Batman series (1966–8) and Kinney National Company’s 1967 takeover of National Periodical Publications and 1968 acquisition of Warner Bros.–Seven Arts changed all that. Call it coincidence, but just as the Batman TV series accompanied the merger of DC Comics and Warner Bros., so too did the 1989 Batman film accompany the merger of Warner Communications and Time Inc. The corporate platform for the Batman’s migration across media was in place, and by 2009, when DC Comics was folded into DC Entertainment Inc., a Warner Communications subsidiary, the Batman was truly media-agnostic. Marvel Comics, DC’s ‘arch-rival’, has followed a similar trajectory, beginning in the publishing world in the late 1930s and surviving numerous reorganisations until its 2009 takeover by the Walt Disney Company. Its IP-protected characters, like DC’s, have learned to move like synchronised swimmers across screens large and small, gaming platforms, the printed page and just about anything capable of bearing a logo. And they have by now swum across most of the planet.

If the terms of media ownership and control have changed since the 1991 publication of The Many Lives of the Batman, so too have the conditions for transnational exchange. In part signalled by the formation of the World Trade Organization in 1995 (effectively replacing the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade), the global flow of products accelerated at the same time that the control of intellectual property tightened. ‘Globalisation’ – with a history as old as human culture – emerged as a new buzzword in academic and policy circles where it was put to use variously as descriptor, cause and effect. Whereas nearly one-third of the 1989 Batman’s box-office income was generated outside of North America, The Dark Knight (2008) earned almost half of its $1 billion overseas. Although exceptional in breaking box-office records in each of their respective years, these two films, as data points, exemplify Hollywood’s steadily growing reliance on global distribution and income. As Mark Gallagher’s chapter in this collection shows, however, whatever globalisation may be, it is not monolithic. While global markets constitute a clearly defined target for the various Bat-films, factors such as running time, narrative complexity, level of melodramatic emplotment, alignment with local tastes and politics, and even the ‘otherness’ of superheroes can undercut the producers’ best laid plans.

Fans have been the most vocal – and most studied – of audiences, and offer another crucial counterweight to the dynamics of media concentration, cross-platform marketing and globalisation. Just as these dynamics have intensified since the initial publication of The Many Lives of the Batman, so too has a key enabling condition for fandom: the internet. According to the World Bank, the United States had 1.2 internet users per 100 people in 1991, in contrast to 84.2 users per 100 in 2013. Given that the Batman films and games now earn much more revenue and reach many more people than the comics, diehard comic book fans have, then, become a specialist, niche audience at this point in the Batman’s history; but they can express themselves far more easily, more widely and more vocally than they could in 1989. Readers who were unhappy with the casting of Michael Keaton in Tim Burton’s film could write to a magazine or newspaper in protest, and hope that their letter might be selected for publication.2 When Ben Affleck’s casting as the next Batman was announced in August 2013, fans were able to express their disapproval within moments on Twitter, and every subsequent pre-production image of the actor in costume was swiftly photoshopped and circulated, often as satirical memes such as ‘Sad Batman’. Developments in digital technology and social media now mean that fan-made videos can look as professional as – and sometimes prove more popular than – official trailers, while the fact that the Batman v Superman teaser was available online as shaky camera-phone footage immediately after the preview screening (removed by Warner Bros. from some websites, only to reappear on others) is suggestive of the current dynamic between fans and producers (and fan-producers).

Bat-fandom has taken many forms over the years, some expressed in letters to the Batman comic book editors, some in costumes, collections, convocations, fan-created comics and mash-ups. But experiencing and aggregating these far-flung expressions, similar to those captured by Henry Jenkins in his 1992 Textual Poachers, posed real challenges in the days before widespread internet connectivity. For example, although our initial collection was thoroughly researched, we only later discovered Batman Aukene! (Batman Revealed!), published in 1988 by the Finnish Bat-Instituutti.3 A heavily illustrated compendium of essays by a collective that included some of Finland’s leading media scholars, Batman Aukene! documents an impressive array of fan engagements in the course of its exploration of the Batman and his many cultural forms.4

Today, those engagements have taken on new life. YouTube has tens of thousands of fan-produced videos, from machinima based on the various Bat-games, to ‘Ultimate Fan Fights’ pitting the Batman against Captain America, mash-ups of films and trailers, Lego-productions and highly polished fan shorts. All these declare themselves to be fan productions, based on a character created by Bob Kane but not for profit in any way, shape or form.5 Some, like the French fan production Mad Wolf: Robin Origins (2013), stray far outside the pages of the Batbible, with a Black Batman, French-accented Albert and new Robin origin story.6 (More surprising is the film’s array of sponsors, including Ducati, and ancillary sales, including comic books – times have indeed changed!) Batman fan fiction sites with dozens of subgenres, Nolan fan forums, Dark Knight art sites, Batman-hate sites … the list is endless and access only a click away. The power of aggregated fandom, evident in these examples, manifests itself most prominently in Kickstarter campaigns. From the $54,820 raised in 2013 for the Legends of the Knight documentary ($31,850 requested) to £242 raised in the same year for Lego Batman: Zombie Genesis Series (£125 requested), fans have pitched in financially to support productions.7 The networking affordances of the internet have complicated Moore’s suggestion that ‘Everything is exactly the same, except for the fact that it’s all totally different.’ The ability to connect, to cluster, to engage in a global dialogue has arguably exploded the number of alternative universes and empowered fans in ways unimaginable when we edited the earlier book.8

The myriad contextual changes seen since the early 1990s, including the further empowerment of media conglomerates at the same time as the internet’s empowerment of fandom, have all worked to the character’s advantage. Despite his ongoing reconfigurations, the Batman retains his prominence in the mediascape and popular culture as signalled by the near-simultaneous releases of the first Batman v Superman trailer and the new TV series Gotham (Fox, 2014–). As Paul Levitz reminds us in this volume, ‘three times in forty years the Batman became a dominant cultural symbol in America, each time propelled by the power of mass media, with the continually evolving comics providing a wide variety of rich depictions as source material …’ Those previous triumphs took place in different historical moments, relied on different media constellations and, of course, played out in different cultural registers. But how did one character manage both to retain a core identity yet exhibit sufficient flexibility to work across such different historical, media and cultural contexts? A closer look at the character’s undulations and multiplicities, particularly from where The Many Lives of the Batman left off, can help to frame an answer.

The Batman’s changing textual incarnations

The Batman, a multiple figure almost since his earliest incarnation – even by 1940, he had transformed from his 1939 look and persona, and by 1943 he was a cross-platform cultural icon, appearing in two comics, a newspaper strip and a film serial – has multiplied further in the last twenty-five years. Within his own fictional universe, there are now far more Batmen than existed in the late 1980s. While 1986 had seen the release of Miller’s possible-future Dark Knight, it also witnessed a DC Comics crossover event, the ‘Crisis on Infinite Earths’, which aimed to simplify continuity by rebooting superhero history and wiping the crazier, campier stories out of existence. The Dark Knight Returns was swiftly followed by Miller’s Year One (1987), a gritty, street-level retelling that established a new official origin for the character. From that point onwards, every more speculative and more fantastical Batman story – in which, for instance, the Batman meets Jack the Ripper, Houdini, Hitler or Dracula – was released under the ‘Elseworlds’ imprint and designated as an imaginary tale, outside the canon.

While these new rules held firm, reinforcing the sense of a ‘darker’, more ‘realistic’ narrative world, there was only one Batman within present-day DC Comics continuity. However, a series of subsequent cross-universe events – from Zero Hour (1994) and The Kingdom (1999) through Infinite Crisis (2005) and Final Crisis (2008) to the most recent Flashpoint (2011) – progressively unsettled the system, loosening it up and allowing more variation. In 2014, Scott Snyder’s Zero Year – a colourful science-fiction romp with a young Bruce Wayne facing the Riddler – has replaced Miller’s Year One as the official origin story, while Grant Morrison’s Multiversity (2014) explores a range of alternative worlds within the DC Comics universe. One of those worlds, Earth-31, houses the Batman of Frank Miller’s stories; Earth-43 is home to the vampire Batman of Red Rain (1991), and Earth-19 the steampunk Victorian Batman of Gotham by Gaslight (1989). All these Batmen, ruled out of continuity for years, have now been officially invited back into the mainstream universe.

Before he re-entered DC’s ‘multiverse’ of alternate earths, Morrison had already introduced several global Batman variants into official continuity, during his run on the flagship title between 2006 and 2011. Batman Incorporated revisited a concept from 1955 – the ‘Batmen of all nations’ – and had Bruce Wayne recruiting crime-fighters from around the world, including The Gaucho (Argentina), Nightrunner (Paris), Batwing (North Africa) and Black Bat (Japan). In another Morrison storyline, the Batman travelled not geographically but chronologically, shot back in time and progressing forward through various historical incarnations, from Palaeolithic through pirate, concluding with adventures in the Wild West and noir genres. Within comics continuity alone, then, there are far more Batmen at large now than there were in the late 1980s.

Morrison explored the Batman as a brand within the fictional universe, deliberately echoing the character’s real-world status as a commercial property. In 2011, DC Comics’ list included not just Batman itself, but also Detective Comics, Batman and Robin, Red Robin, Nightwing, Red Hood and the Outlaws, Catwoman, Batgirl, The Dark Knight and Batman Incorporated. Beyond the comic books, ‘Batman’ could also refer to Christopher Nolan’s hugely successful film trilogy (2005–12), the Arkham video game franchise and a range of cartoon versions including the child-friendly Batman: The Brave and the Bold (2008–11) and the full-length animated adaptations of Batman: Year One (2011) and The Dark Knight Returns (2013). Compared to Warner Bros./DC’s cautious corporate stance in 1989, when the producers narrowed their focus to two main lines of merchandise – the comic book character and the Michael Keaton/Jack Nicholson movie incarnations – the current situation suggests a complex dialogic network, a Batman matrix, rather than a single figure. The Gotham TV show, which claims no direct relationship with the now-completed Nolan franchise, the forthcoming Zach Snyder Batman v Superman movie (and its probable sequels) and the other contemporary TV shows based on DC Comics properties, such as Arrow (CW, 2012–) and The Flash (CW, 2014–) and Constantine (NBC, 2014–), create further complexities in this already intricate network.

The current range of Batman cross-media texts has broader implications in terms of how we currently experience and engage with superhero narratives. Nolan’s The Dark Knight grossed over $1 billion worldwide.9 As noted, Scott Snyder’s Batman, during its popular ‘Zero Year’ storyline of 2014, was the top-selling comic book distributed by any company; it typically sold just over 100,000 copies per month.10 Clearly, the Batman of comic books and graphic novels is dwarfed, in terms of audience figures, by the Batman of blockbuster movies, and in turn, fans of the Batman in his original medium constitute a tiny minority of those who pay to watch Batman films worldwide. Perhaps more surprisingly, the video game market also vastly outnumbers the comic book readership; Arkham City (2011) sold two million units in its first week of release, and six million within its first four months.11

The rise of video games as a market and as a medium – Batman computer and video games existed in 1989, of course, but on a far more limited scale – has led to a corresponding field of study. Justin Mack and Benjamin Beil, for instance, consider Arkham Asylum (2009) in relation to the Batman’s comic book history and the recent Nolan film franchise, employing a range of approaches from transmedia convergence to an analysis of game mechanics and an aesthetic interpretation of virtual ‘shot’ types, adapted from film studies.12 As Grant Morrison enthusiastically admitted in 2014 (see interview in this volume), this new form enables an entirely different relationship with the character, where we are invited not just to observe, root for or even identify with him in a more traditional (cinematic and literary) sense, but to become the Batman.

One further change could hardly have been foreseen by the editors of the previous edition when they commissioned The Many Lives of the Batman at the end of the 1980s; that collection played a part in changing the way we study the Batman, superheroes and comic books more broadly. While comic book scholarship still struggles for respectability and credibility in some traditional circles, there is no doubt that the field has become far more established in the last twenty-five years, and academic work on superheroes has also flourished. The last three years alone have seen the publication of Marc DiPaolo’s War, Politics and Superheroes, Dan Hassler-Forrest’s Capitalist Superheroes, Robin S. Rosenberg and Peter Coogan’s edited collection What Is a Superhero?, Charles Hatfield, Jeet Heer and Kent Worcester’s The Superhero Reader, James N. Gilmore and Matthias Stork’s Superhero Synergies and, more specifically yet, Will Brooker’s Hunting the Dark Knight, Liam Burke’s anthology Fan Phenomena: Batman and Matt Yockey’s ‘TV Milestones’ volume on Batman.13 The Many Lives of the Batman was in some ways a bold, brave venture within a new field; Many More Lives of the Batman returns to that earlier scene to find it far more crowded and to survey the changes.

From The Many Lives of the Batman to Many More Lives of the Batman

With an additional editor and much new material, Many More Lives of the Batman is a sequel to rather than a second edition of The Many Lives of the Batman. Since the original has for many years been available only through libraries and exorbitantly priced second-hand copies, this volume reprints original contributions, both interviews and scholarly analyses, that have been repeatedly cited in subsequent research on the comics and media industries. These chapters serve a historical purpose, providing snapshots of both industrial configurations and industry scholarship in the last decade of the twentieth century; at the same time they remain relevant to current concerns, and will continue, as they have for the past two decades, to provide the underpinnings for further research. This volume also includes new chapters that address the character’s creation, circulation and meanings in the second decade of the twenty-first century and bring the original book’s multi-perspectival analyses of the Batman up to date. As did the original, the sequel analyses the Batman phenomenon both from industrial and academic perspectives. It contains several contributions from comics practitioners in the form of a chapter penned by Paul Levitz, former DC publisher and writer, and interviews with three writers crucial to the Batman’s history. The book’s academic contributions include four chapters from the original publication, supplemented by newly written postscripts from their authors that reflect upon the many changes in the comics and media industries since 1991. Five new chapters, authored by both established and early career researchers, deal with the Batman’s contemporary incarnations.

Taken together, the book’s chapters provide a comprehensive overview of the Batman’s past and present. The book’s first section, ‘Creating the Batman’, focuses on the comic book industry, its practitioners and its narratives. The second section, ‘Circulating the Batman’, documents the distribution of both authorised and non-authorised Bat-texts. In the third section, ‘Reading the Batman’, academics interrogate the Batman’s relationship to ideology and to popular culture and memory. Finally, the fourth section, ‘Multiplying the Batman’, reprints the original editors’ chapter on the many competing versions of the Batman seen in 1989.

Section One, ‘Creating the Batman’, kicks off with Paul Levitz’s chapter ‘Man, Myth and Cultural Icon’. Levitz provides an overview of the Batman’s history as he seeks to explain why the character is the most protean of all superheroes, capable of resonating with ever-changing audiences and in ever-changing cultural contexts across his seventy-five-year history. Chapter 2, ‘Notes from The Batcave: An Interview with Dennis O’Neil’, is reprinted from The Many Lives of the Batman. In his interview, O’Neil, at that time editor of Batman and Detective Comics, shares his take on the Batman and discusses in illuminating detail the creative processes that gave rise to the character. Chapter 3, ‘Batman and the Twilight of the Idols: An Interview with Frank Miller’, is also reprinted from the original. Frank Miller, the writer most associated with the Batman’s Dark Knight incarnation, discusses his involvement with the character, his earlier and at the time future work, the state of the comics industry in the 1990s and the meaning of the superhero as a symbol of our times. Chapter 4, ‘Fifth-Dimensional Batman: An Interview with Grant Morrison’, is a new one, expressly commissioned for this volume. Between 2006 and 2011, Morrison wrote multiple Batman titles and has had a profound influence upon the character’s current comic book configuration. In Chapter 5, from another new contributor, Anthony N. Smith addresses the relationship between DC’s industrial and narrative strategies, detailing the ways in which attempts to appeal to different audience segments have resulted in different continuity strategies. Smith’s chapter demonstrates how industry data, such as the interviews with practitioners in the previous chapters, can further our understanding of textual representations of the Batman.

‘Circulating the Batman’ begins with Eileen Meehan’s now-classic essay reprinted from The Many Lives of the Batman, ‘Holy Commodity Fetish, Batman!: The Political Economy of a Commercial Intertext’. Meehan’s discussion of the emergence of Warner Communications Inc. as a media conglomerate powerhouse and of the corporation’s strategies for publicising the 1989 film touches on many of the concerns that have since become paramount in media studies, among them industrial convergence/synergy and transmedia storytelling. When Meehan wrote her chapter, however, globalisation was not yet one of those paramount concerns and she says nothing about the global market which, as we noted above, accounted for half the profits of the first film in the Nolan trilogy. In Chapter 7, ‘Batman in East Asia’, Mark Gallagher discusses one of the most important of those global markets and attempts to account for the discrepancies in box office and reception in China, Korea and Japan. In Chapter 8, ‘Batsploitation: Parodies, Fan Films and Remakes’, Iain Robert Smith extends the analysis of the Batman’s screen circulation to include the unauthorised texts – from fan films to porn parodies – that proliferate without Warner’s blessing. Together these two chapters augment Meehan’s perspective, showing that ownership of the IP in no way guarantees Warner’s control of the character or of the revenues that he generates.

Chapter 9, ‘Batman Versus Superman: A Conversation’, begins the next section. Phillip Bevin’s discussion of DC’s reworking of the Batman–Superman relationship echoes the previous section’s concern with
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