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For my Bat-family and all the Bat-people out there

who still proudly have Bat-credit cards in their pockets


“Dressing like your sister

Living like a tart

They don’t know what you’re doing

Babe, it must be art

You’re a headache, in a suitcase

You’re a star”

U2, “Hold Me, Thrill Me, Kiss Me, Kill Me” from “Batman Forever. Music From The Motion Picture”

“It’s my Gotham City, and if I want Batman to have nipples, he’s going to have nipples!”

Joel Schumacher
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Finally, I feel the need to thank the protagonist of this publication—the late Joel Schumacher himself—for having fueled my imagination and the spark that has inspired my private interests as well as professional activities of a superhero-centered consumer and academic researcher alike. It is unlikely that he would ever have thought that the very first monograph dedicated to his conception of the Neon Knight would be written by a scholar from a distant Central European country. Still, I hope that he would have enjoyed it as I have scrupulously tried to comprehend and elucidate the essence of his unique and unorthodox foray into the Batman’s lore. The following analysis of the Neon Knight is not intended to convince anyone of the superior quality of his motion pictures, but rather to highlight their cultural applicability which does not have to be tied in with an “objectively” accepted artistic greatness. I think Joel Schumacher would have agreed with that statement.
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Introduction or “Can I persuade you to take a sandwich with you, sir?”

In 2009 Kevin Feige—the spiritus movens of the perennially successful Marvel Cinematic Universe and one of the architects behind the modern renaissance of the superhero trend in popular culture—made a meaningful comment concerning the “importance” of Joel Schumacher’s second Batman movie (the 1997 Batman & Robin), and its contribution to the rise of the Caped Crusader phenomenon in film:

[Batman & Robin] may be the most important comic-book movie ever made. It was so bad that it demanded a new way of doing things. It created the opportunity to do X-Men and Spider-Man, adaptations that respected the source material and adaptations that were not campy.1

This clearly ironic appraisal of Schumacher’s second endeavor in the superhero franchise offers at least several interesting insights into the general perception (or misperception) of the peculiar vision of onscreen heroic feature, which materialized in 1997 and two years earlier (with Schumacher’s Batman-centric debut in Batman Forever). Even though Feige himself deserves credit for envisioning the narrative structures and themes of superhero films since the first Iron Man release in 2008, some critical feedback is surely in order to address his patronizing view of Batman & Robin’s final form: one that is still appreciated by many and deserves to be redefined today.

However, after almost thirty years since the premiere of Joel Schumacher’s first Batman cinematic adventure, it is still difficult to maintain a serious discussion about these features, as for many viewers and critics alike, Schumacher’s Bat-films are simply too aesthetically unconventional or conceptually unserious to be compared with modern cases of superhero cinema. The truth is that probably the best depiction of Schumacher’s troubling work with the Caped Crusader was given by the director himself and through the words of the mischievous The Riddler in Batman Forever, when the supervillain, played by Jim Carrey, enters the hideout of the film’s second antagonist Tommy Lee Jones’s Harvey “Two-Face” Dent, driven by his split nature (both psychologically and visually), with the following praise for his soon-to-be partner in crime: “I simply love what you’ve done with the place. Heavy Metal meets House and Garden Splendid! It’s so dark and gothic and disgustingly decadent, yet so bright and chipper and conservative! … Very few people are both a summer and a winter, but … you pull it off quite nicely.” Knowing the final forms of both Schumacher’s movies, it is hard not to see here a camouflaged definition of the director’s take on both the character and the Batman franchise at the same time, as well as the main point of concern for the majority of Batman fans unwilling to embrace this stylistic hybrid of a post-Tim Burton legacy and this “improper,” much brighter, and comedic input.

Putting Joel Schumacher in the footsteps of Burton in June 1993, after the mammoth financial success of Burton’s first Batman in 1989 and the much more controversial yet still profitable Batman
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