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PROLOGUE: BATMAN OF MANY WORLDS

Who is the Batman? Imagine him. You have a sense of him; who he is, what he looks like. Perhaps you see Adam West in a soft grey costume and shiny cowl. Perhaps you see Frank Miller’s hulking, middle-aged vigilante from the Dark Knight Returns graphic novel, George Clooney posing awkwardly in a sculpted plastic suit for Joel Schumacher’s Batman & Robin, or an armour-encased, snarling Christian Bale as the brutal, militarised protagonist of Christopher Nolan’s films.

Perhaps you play videogames, and see the Batman of Arkham Asylum, a muscle-bound tough guy with a flowing cape; or you remember the lantern-jawed hero of the animated series, built like a city block but agile as a cat. Or you’re a hardcore comics fan, and you imagine the very different Batmen drawn by Frank Quitely, Dave McKean or Jim Lee.

Or you’re simply a Batman fan, a lifelong lover of Batman, and when you close your eyes and conjure him, he’s a combination of some or all of the above, folded in with countless other variants from other media, other moments, wrapped up with your own personal vision of what he looks like; this icon, this idea who has been guarding the cities of our imagination for over 70 years.

In Pearson and Uricchio’s The Many Lives of the Batman, Eileen R. Meehan identifies a ‘deluge of material’ around the character, which

. . . has generated a complex web of cross references as the major text, [Tim Burton’s 1989] Batman, ricochets back in cultural memory to Bob Kane’s original vision of a caped vigilante, then up to the more recent dystopian Dark Knight Returns, with ironic reference to the camp Crusader of television and all the intervening Bat-texts. This web of cross references creates an intertext into which we fit ourselves, positioning ourselves to construct different readings of the film and positioning the film and its intertext to suit our own particular purposes.1

Jim Collins, in the same volume, is faced with ‘seemingly endless re-articulations’ of the Batman:

multiple narrativizations of the same figure produced over a fifty-year period, appearing as simultaneous options, a simultaneity made more complicated by the fact that these narratives were not just continuations of an Ur text . . . this array of texts could obviously generate any number of narrative analyses . . . 2

Pearson and Uricchio themselves claim to be witnessing ‘the most divergent set of refractions of the Batman character . . . now, newly created Batmen, existing simultaneously with the older Batmen of the television series and comic reprints and back issues, all struggled for recognition and a share of the market.’3

All of them discuss Batman in terms of multiple but simultaneous variants; Batmen of many worlds, coexisting across alternate earths. All of them were writing around the time of Tim Burton’s 1989 movie. That was over 20 years ago, when Batman was a mere 50 years old. That was before Burton’s sequel, Batman Returns of 1992; before Joel Schumacher’s commercially and critically disastrous Batman Forever (1995) and Batman & Robin (1997) killed off the film franchise. That was before the various animated series (1992 onwards) and their comic book spin-offs, and long before the Arkham Asylum video game of 2009. That was before the comic book Batman – whose continuity runs on a different track to, but occasionally intersects with, that of live action movies, animated series and video games – went through numerous changes, including (in the last five years alone) meeting an English, Argentinean and Sioux version of himself (The Black Glove, 2007), losing his mind (Batman RIP, 2008) then dying (Final Crisis, 2009), to be replaced by his former partner and his newly discovered son (Batman and Robin, 2009), before returning from the dead to launch an international Batman franchise (Batman Incorporated, 2011). It was before the DC Comics universe relaxed its rules (in 52, 2006–7) and reintroduced the idea of multiple worlds, many of which host alternate-universe Batmen (from the criminal Owlman of Earth-3 and the Nazi ‘Leatherwing’ of Earth-10 to Batman Junior of Earth-16 and the Victorian Batman of Earth-19). Perhaps most significantly, it was before Christopher Nolan’s two films Batman Begins (2005) and The Dark Knight (2008), with their own range of spin-offs and merchandise that, again, maintained an ambiguous relationship with the other, previous and coexisting texts of Batman.

A lot has happened to Batman in the last 20 years: for one thing, there are a lot more Batmen. The multiplicities identified by Meehan, Collins, Pearson and Uricchio have multiplied; the sense that Batman is ungraspable, elusive, everywhere (and therefore potentially nowhere) has intensified. On one level, Batman is everything he has ever been – a combination of a thousand variations, an overlapping of alternates. But at the same time, those countless variants are policed, reduced, controlled and contained. They are branded by author, artist and director: Miller’s Batman, Nolan’s Batman, Lee’s Batman. They are arranged in hierarchies, some personal and some public: many fans draw up their individual top tens and list their preferred versions, but more powerful voices also impose, or try to impose, a framework of quality, fidelity, ‘truth’ and ‘reality’ on the many texts of the Batman.

‘Truth’ and ‘reality’, of course, because such terms are meaningless in relation to the Batman: a 70-year old fiction, with countless authors, about a millionaire who fights crime in costume. But discourses around the real Batman, the original Batman, the Batman faithful to ‘the source’, persist; they are circulated, shared and reinforced by fans, authors, artists, journalists and editors. These conversations debate – and depending on the cultural power of the person or organisation involved, they decide – which Batman, or Batmen, are official, in continuity and in canon. They decide how the official versions of Batman relate to each other. They decide which type of Batman is the current dominant, and which one is aberrant. The approved Batman is promoted, and the Batman that doesn’t fit is pushed aside.

I use the word ‘hierarchies’, but in practice, the relationship has taken the form not of a top-ten ranking but a binary opposition. For the last four decades of Batman’s 70-year career, the ‘good’ Batman – the official Batman, pushed most vigorously by DC and Warner Bros., and preferred by many fans – has been the dark Batman, the gritty, violent vigilante: Denny O’Neil and Neal Adams’ ‘Darknight Detective’ of the 1970s, Frank Miller’s The Dark Knight Returns of 1986, Christopher Nolan’s The Dark Knight of 2008. The ‘bad’ Batman, ironically, has been the fun Batman, the playful Batman, the camp Batman: the light-hearted 1950s comics that led to Senate Subcommittee censorship for homoerotic content, the POW! AWWK! Pop Art of Adam West’s 1960s TV Batman, and the gaudy pantomime of Joel Schumacher’s two 1990s Batman movies.

This book examines how that policing, promotion and pushing-aside works, using Batman as a case study to explore broader issues of cultural meaning and cultural power. It studies the character across a range of media, exploring Batman Begins and The Dark Knight within the context of the twenty-first-century Batman, from comic books to pizza promotions. As such, it asks a number of questions.

Unlike most new films, Nolan’s Batman movies were released into a complex network of existing, ongoing narratives, which continued during and after their cinema exhibition. These narratives offered similar but distinct representations of the main character, his world, his history and his supporting cast. The films also carried their own substantial secondary texts in other media, again to a greater degree than most new releases. These included not just the usual posters, trailers and merchandise, but also a comic book (Batman Begins and Other Tales of the Dark Knight) that compiled a graphic adaptation of the film with a selection of existing Batman stories, a DVD of animated shorts (Gotham Knight) that bridged Batman Begins and its sequel, and an online Alternate Reality Game (‘Why So Serious’) that invited fans to step into the story-world of The Dark Knight, months before it reached cinemas. How do concepts of authorship operate in this matrix of cross-media texts? Do conventional models of the individual author still circulate, and if so, what purpose do they serve?

Nolan’s movies were promoted as faithful adaptations of the comic book; this was a key aspect of their branding as distinct from previous Batman films. But what does adaptation mean, when the ‘original’ Batman is not a single literary novel but seven decades of stories? When new tales of the Batman appear every month in comic books and regularly in other media, does the normally one-way linear process shift into a multidirectional borrowing, whereby the film in turn shapes comic book, video game and animated continuity? What model of adaptation best explains this complex relationship?

Although ‘fidelity’ seems meaningless in this context – it is surely impossible to be faithful to such a diverse wealth of stories – the concept was fervently stressed by producers and fans alike, coupled with discourses of realism: a word that came to stand not just for Nolan’s film aesthetic, but for a distinct characterisation and interpretation of Batman, which linked Nolan’s films with a selective tradition of comic book texts. It signalled that Nolan had captured the ‘dark’ Batman, as opposed to the Schumacher Batman, the 1960s TV show and the light-hearted comics of the 1950s and 60s. What strategies were used to establish this ‘dark’ Batman as the dominant – not as an addition to Schumacher’s interpretation, but as a clean reboot that attempted to wipe Schumacher’s from public memory – and did they work? Why was it so important to enforce this single reading of Batman? What was at stake? Who did it serve? And what does it do to the concept of Batman – as a 70-year compendium of contradictory stories – when we close down his authorised, approved meaning to a selective reading from a handful of recent texts?

This book is born from, and about, a specific historical moment. It focuses primarily on the Batman of 2001–2011, against the background of the ‘war on terror’, and it examines the ways in which the contemporary Batman grapples with this particular sociopolitical context. But it also goes back through the character’s history; through the darkness, through the play, back to the early stories.

It argues that the complexity of Christopher Nolan’s allegorical engagement with the contradictions of the war on terror in The Dark Knight Returns is reduced to a one-dimensional political agenda – whether left or right, blue or red – if we insist on reading it only through the filter of the ‘dark Batman’ discourse. Through an examination of the comic book continuity that ran alongside Nolan’s stories, the book draws out a new reading of Batman and his defining relationship with the Joker. Drawing on theories of carnival and deconstruction, it exposes the oppositions that sustain the ‘dark Batman’ against his playful opposite, and shows that they are fluid rather than fixed. More radically, it suggests that they have always been that way, and that the instability of this opposition is at the root of the character, inherent in the key traits that are consistent from the first Batman story to the last, and informing the Batman who is made up of all those collected stories. To make Batman into one thing, I argue, is a violation. To reduce him to a single dark dimension is to imprison him.

The book has five chapters. The first and second examine the ways in which Nolan’s films and their paratexts were situated among the multiple surrounding and preceding texts of Batman, through discourses of authorship and adaptation. The third examines the ideas of fidelity and realism that were used to tie Nolan’s films to a specific and narrow trend – the ‘dark’ persona – in Batman’s representation and characterisation. In the fourth and fifth chapters, I suggest that Nolan’s films can be prised open through a reading of the Batman/Joker relationship that is prompted and supported by the Batman comic book continuity that ran, semi-independently, alongside the movies. This reading opens up a new interpretation not just of Nolan’s films but of the seven decades of Batman mythos to date; the body of stories that makes up ‘Batman’ provides evidence for such a revisionary reading, even as it changes our perspective on them and challenges our view of the central character.

So, to summarise, the book examines how Batman’s meanings were locked down, why it happened, who benefited and what it did to the character. It then stages a breakout. Its aim is to set Batman free.

‘Batman! It’s a magic name . . .’

‘The Batmen of All Nations’,

Detective Comics #215 (January 1955)

‘No doubt the god . . . had several faces, belonged to several eras, lived in several homes. The discordant tangle of mythological accounts in which he is caught should not be neglected. Nevertheless, certain constants can be distinguished throughout, drawn in broad letters with firm strokes.’

Jacques Derrida, Dissemination

(London: The Athlone Press), p.86.

‘In his comprehensive history Batman Unmasked, published in early 2001, Will Brooker speculates on what form Batman might take in the 21st century. With reference to developments in DC’s comic book line, Brooker suggests that Batman will be less “lonely avenger and more like the boss of a well-honed outfit”, and that the Caped Crusader’s adventures would incorporate the light touch of the 60s TV series into its mythos. Brooker could not have predicted the events of 9/11 . . .’

Vincent M. Gaine,

‘Borders of the Bat: Batman’s Liminal Heroism’, conference paper presented at the Society for Cinema and Media Studies, Los Angeles, March 2010.
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THE NOLAN FUNCTION: AUTHORSHIP

When did Batman Begins begin? With the film’s release in June 2005, or with the promotion, publicity and previews that paved its way during the previous year? Did it start, in a sense, with the comic books that inspired and shaped it– The Long Halloween of 1996–7, ‘The Man Who Falls’ of 1989, Year One from 1987, or the first Batman origin story in Detective Comics #33 (1939)? And when did it end? Did Batman Begins finish when The Dark Knight began, or were they promoted and received as part of the same story? Does the broader ‘text’ of Nolan’s films include promotions like the Burger King ‘Dark Whopper’ and the Domino’s ‘Gotham City Pizza’ campaigns, the ‘Why So Serious’ viral marketing and the Gotham Knight animated collection? Is it separate from the parallel narratives of the Arkham Asylum game, the regular comic books and the animated series? Did it cross over and influence these other texts, or do they all feed into a Batman metatext, a collected myth that constitutes the character as a whole?

How were these beginnings and endings, these origins and borderlines, marked within the ongoing, ever-growing, multimedia matrix of Batman stories? How were Nolan’s films distinguished from and linked to all the contradictory texts of Batman, not just present, but previous – from camp crusader to dark vigilante, from Adam West’s TV show to Frank Miller’s graphic novels? How was their relationship, whether of sameness or difference, convergence or opposition, negotiated, established and confirmed?

The answers lie in three interrelated discourses – authorship, fidelity and realism – and the first three chapters of this book explore the ways in which those discourses were used in an attempt to lock down the meanings of Nolan’s Batman films.

A few notes, before this book begins. Firstly, while I use the words ‘promotion’ and ‘reception’ as shorthand to indicate the meanings circulated by producers like Warner Bros. at one end, and audiences like online fan groups at another, I regard them as part of the same process. Every official promotion of specific meanings around Nolan’s films depends on an initial interpretation of those films; every fan who posts his or her opinion on Batman Begins offers a reading to other fans on the internet board, and shapes their responses in turn. Journalism operates as a further intermediary, as part of a two-way process: newspaper reviewers form an interpretation of the film text, often guided by its surrounding promotional materials, and circulate this interpretation to their readers. We are all – from Dan DiDio, the executive editor of DC Comics, to a 12-year-old on an online forum, to me as author of this book – both receivers and producers of meaning around Batman.

Secondly, as I argued in the prologue, Batman is a multimedia text, with various narratives and iterations running at the same time across several platforms. This, by contrast, is a book. Issues surrounding Batman’s promotion and reception are not distinct, but intertwined in a
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