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Twinkle, Twinkle Little Bat

How I Wonder what You’re at

(Lewis Carroll, Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland)

Gloria Hunniford: Do you regard yourself as a cultural icon … Adam?

Adam West:          … it … doesn’t matter.

(Adam West with Will Brooker and Gloria Hunniford, Open House with Gloria Hunniford, Channel 5, 14 April 2000)


Introduction

1978

What are now called ‘Departments of English’ will be renamed departments of ‘Cultural Studies’ where Batman comics, Mormon theme parks, television, movies and rock will replace Chaucer, Shakespeare, Milton, Wordsworth and Wallace Stevens (Harold Bloom, The Western Canon, London: Macmillan (1994), p. 519)

1. Hunt the Dark Knight

I have kept a diary consistently since I was very young – since the age of seven, but more of that below – and on 29 July 1992 I pasted in two photographs, one from the Guardian and one from the Greenwich and Woolwich Mercury. The first is a snatched image of a man and a woman running, hand in hand. The woman clutches a bag and seems to be panting; the man is grim, focused, wearing shades and a jacket. Beneath his jacket, half-concealed, is a Batman t-shirt. The caption explains: ‘On the run: a couple sprint across a Sarajevo intersection where snipers often attack civilians.’

The second photograph is a posed portrait. A boy of about five years old sits on a hospital bed, slightly cross-eyed and bewildered, bravely giving a thumbs-up at the camera. To his left is a figure in a Ninja Turtle outfit, bending over the bed: to his right is a teenage boy dressed in an amateurish Batman costume. ‘Welcome!’ reads the caption. ‘Batman and Ninja Turtle drop in for a slice of the action.’ Above these two photos I added the legend ‘Hunt the Dark Knight’, a quotation from Frank Miller’s seminal Batman comic series of 1986.1

[image: image]

With retrospect I believe that was the point at which the writing of this book began; with that spontaneous impulse to record and preserve two texts which in turn record and preserve the signifier of the Batman in such intriguing circumstances. I wanted to know how the Bat-symbol had infiltrated those places, those moments, and what it meant to the man sprinting across a sniper junction in Sarajevo, to the older boy dressing up for his terminally ill brother in a children’s ward of Greenwich Hospital. These images, linked across time and circumstance by the single icon of a stylised black bat in a yellow circle, retain their fascination and crystallise my wider project.

This book is an investigation, a detection, a ‘forensic examination’2 of the disparate texts which have borne the signifier ‘Batman’ over sixty years, in an attempt to reconstruct their context and hence recover the meanings carried by this cultural icon at key moments in his history. The scope of my research, from the character’s first published appearance in May 1939 to the comic books published around his anniversary in May 1999, is broad enough – even with a focus primarily on American cultural history alone – to draw in a range of texts from World War Two propaganda posters through 1960s Pop Art to the online fangroups of the Internet. My questions, though, remain consistent regardless of period. What does the Batman signify in this cultural moment? What wider context surrounds this particular inflection? What different interpretations govern this meaning, and within which matrix of imposed, ‘dominant’, delimiting and counter-definition is it situated?

The issues raised by these questions lead me to examine the fundamental relations between cultural power and textual interpretation, but they are always grounded in the concrete: and all these questions, all these issues are loaded in these two photographs linked by a logo – the man in the t-shirt promoting Tim Burton’s Batman film of 1989, its spin-offs reaching even Sarajevo, and the boy in the cheap costume, either lovingly home-made or rented from a fancy-dress agency somewhere in Woolwich. From corporate merchandise to localised creativity, the adult consumer to the primary-school fan, the warzone crossfire to the leukaemia bed – Batman got there, somehow, and the questions raised by these death-marked images alone are enough, I feel, to justify this book’s existence.

2. Confession: I Love Batman

It has become common – even fashionable – for academic writers to declare their own cultural ‘positionality’ in relation to the texts they are addressing. In some cases – for instance, Andy Medhurst’s foregrounding of his age, gayness and lack of any fannish investment in the character at the start of his essay ‘Batman, Deviance and Camp’3 – this is worthwhile and useful; indeed, there are studies – Paul Willis’s Learning to Labour and Janice Radway’s Reading the Romance, for example – where the authors’ failure to consider the bearing of their own gender and class position to their research subject seems a genuine failing.4 For a white, male, heterosexual and middle-class researcher to ‘come out’ in this way, however, still has an air of self-indulgence which more recent confessionals like Fred Pfeil’s White Guys have not helped to dispel.5

Nevertheless, I am convinced that my own exceptional position in relation to my subject must be declared; however I struggle for objectivity, I am so far ‘inside’ the Batman myth as to be its subject myself, and an examination of readings and interpretations is inevitably affected by my own preferences, even as I try to regard the fan-self from the separate identity of the outsider and objective researcher. In this sense I feel the cultural experience which has woven me into Batman fandom is a benefit to my work, offering me a subject to examine intimately; but this requires a degree of honesty and self-interrogation both here and throughout.

I first wrote on Batman on Monday, 13 February 1978, in five colours of felt-tip pen. This story about the Penguin, written at the age of seven, is a document as significant in its way as those two photographs.

Bruce Wyane was reading a book about sailors when he saw some light on a biulding. It had a black shape on it. Suddenly he knew. It was the bat signal!

‘Quick, Robin to the batpoles’! was the next thing he said.

He raced away in the Batboat and Robin went in the Bat plane.

Batman saw a bird’s head. He thought it was a swan but it was the Pengiein’s boat.

He made a signal to Robin and robin swooped down in the plane and picked up the penguin.

Batman went to the commisoners office with Robin, and the penguin got locked up.6

Based on the ‘imposed’ framework I’d received from DC annuals, second-hand comics from the early 1970s and re-runs of the ABC TV series of the previous decade, this story constitutes an experiment within a rigid framework, a working ‘in the gaps’ as Michel de Certeau would put it.7 From a distance of over twenty years it is possible to reconstruct a context for this two-page story and trace the juxtaposition of learned conventions – the batsignal, batpoles and vehicles from the television series, the coda at the Commissioner’s office from the comic books – with odd, individual whimsies like Batman mistaking the ‘Pengiein’s’ boat for a swan, Bruce reading a book about sailors, and the apparent nod to a contemporary advertising slogan in the reference to ‘pick up a penguin’.

[image: image]

The story is suggestive partly in its indication that Batman was a major figure in my creative, fantasy life by age seven – a reminder that an attempt on my part to pretend detachment from the character would be fraudulent, however academically proper – but also in its conflation of references to both the 1970s comic and the 1966 TV series. As will become clear in my third chapter, these two texts are now commonly held at opposing poles by the majority of comic fans. The comic of this period, embodying Denny O’Neil and Neal Adams’ relaunch of the character in a more serious and ‘adult’ mode, is frequently held as good object and defining text, while the television show epitomises the ‘campiness’ which many comic fans detest and treat as an aberration. I made no such distinction. The TV Batman was, in my seven-year-old life, a gripping and involving adventure as ‘serious’ as the comics, with the cliffhangers cause for a day’s suspense and the theme tune a cue for energetic dancing or play-fighting.

This early experience has stayed with me. Though I recognised the broad comedy of the series when re-viewing it in the 1980s, and later became aware not just of its links to Pop but of the gay associations it had acquired, I cannot share the distaste of many other comic readers for Adam West’s portrayal, and this is not merely because I know the series saved the comic from cancellation, or because I disagree with the kind of ‘reading’ which attempts to prioritise one interpretation and dismiss others as ‘corrupt’, or because I am dismayed by the homophobia which often accompanies the prejudice against the series. It is also because I used to dance in raptures to the theme music.

So I have my prejudices, a whole raft of them, bound up with the role Batman has played in my cultural life. Like many fans’ experience of the character, mine went through phases of contact with various forms, including a lapse from comics during early adolescence followed by a thrilled rediscovery in Frank Miller’s The Dark Knight Returns of 1986, regular cycles of anticipation and disappointment around the four recent blockbuster films, and a loyalty to the comic-book Batman – or rather, the ‘mature readers’ titles like Legends of the Dark Knight, for there are subtle distinctions in this field with which Bourdieu could have a field day8 – lasting through to the present, when my increasing academic involvement with the character has led me back to the texts of the Batman’s first three decades and the ‘original’ of 1939.

I have my prejudices, then – a vague sense of the character’s ‘betrayal’ by Hollywood, a preference for comics in the Frank Miller style, an affection for the Warner Brothers animated series – and they are complicated prejudices, incorporating a nostalgia for the 1960s series and a knowing enjoyment of the 1950s comic’s kitsch. My pleasures in Batman are manifold, combining various, often mutually incompatible interpretations from over twenty years’ exposure to the character at impressionable ages.

Inevitably, like most fans, I also treasure my own platonic ideal of what the Batman would ‘really be like’: a personal myth bound up with my own notions of fatherhood, the city and moral duty, and wearing Clint Eastwood’s face. This myth has only become more potent for me as I immerse myself academically in the character’s history and surround myself with his image, his symbol, his totems. I have an emotional investment in Batman which I would guess exceeds that of Tony Bennett and Janet Woollacott for James Bond, or Ken Gelder for Dracula, or even Roberta Pearson and William Uricchio for my own subject; and so this book cannot be quite like theirs, and it is better to admit as much. If there is in my work, to take just one key example, a particular sympathy with ‘queer readings’ of Batman texts and an insistence on the value of this interpretation, it has its origin in that first exposure, when my ideal of Batman as father-protector – massive in his love and strength as a father can only be to a seven-year-old boy – was formed. As a white, male, heterosexual and middle-class researcher, I love that man: I love Batman.

3. Batman as Cultural Icon

In a sixty-year career, including encounters with Houdini, Judge Dredd, Hitler and the Predator, the Batman has, it seems, come face to face with every major cultural icon but James Bond. An episode in the 1940s saw him transported back to Robin Hood’s Merrie England,9 while Detective Comics of March 1987 and the prestige-format Red Rain brought him together with Sherlock Holmes and Dracula respectively.10

There are of course other reasons, aside from these intriguing moments of intertextuality, why a study of the Batman’s changing meanings over a historical period owes a debt to existing research on James Bond, Robin Hood and the vampire; particularly the latter two cultural icons, whose meanings long ago escaped the anchorage of whatever ‘original’ text brought them into being, and whose identity is no longer inseparably tied to an individual author – as, say, Tarzan, Sherlock Holmes, Hamlet and Don Quixote are still – but exists somewhere above and between a multiplicity of varied and often contradictory incarnations, both old and recent, across a range of cultural forms from computer games to novels.

The landmark texts on these cultural figures – Tony Bennett and Janet Woollacott’s Bond and Beyond, Ken Gelder’s Reading the Vampire, Stephen Knight’s Robin Hood, and of course Roberta Pearson and William Uricchio’s The Many Lives of the Batman – do not constitute guidebooks or exemplars for my own research in anything but a general sense. Each, however, has offered valuable lessons for my project, not so much in terms of detail as in the broad parallels the authors suggest on the level of approach and method, and has played an important role in terms of contextualising Batman within a family of contemporary cultural icons.

Figures such as these, whose associations have changed over their histories – whether during the shifts from one medium to another, as a result of a changing audience or in response to a new social context – offer more interesting possibilities for study with every year of their development as they transform and resurface in new guises, carrying meanings which increasingly toy with and sometimes overturn the conventions of the ‘original’. Robin Hood, for instance, was used for his radical, anti-establishment connotations in a strip from the comic Crisis which linked the rise of ‘heritage’ myth and theme-park history in contemporary England with the suppression of modern uprising like the poll tax riots.11 Even James Bond’s resurrection in Goldeneye was notable for its critique of Bond’s outdated Cold War values, his sexism countered by a female M and proto-feminist Girls. As such, they serve a similar role to Batman, adapting with the historical moment as certain aspects of their iconic personae are foregrounded and others pushed back.

Robin Hood’s relevance to the Batman mythos, for instance, stems partly from both characters’ ambiguous relation to society, leading directly to the perceived necessity on the part of the ‘dominant’ controllers of meaning to limit and direct the character’s signification at various key points in its history. The ‘enfeebled ballad-operas’12 which began in the 1590s and established a ‘constricted’ version of Hood for the next two hundred years, and the use of the character as safe ‘heritage’ nostalgia from the 1800s to the present day, can be compared with the consistent attempts to divert any gay associations from Batman through the introduction of Batwoman, Batgirl and Aunt Harriet and the killing-off, however temporary, of Alfred and Robin. Ken Gelder’s study of the vampire, on the other hand, is an obvious reference point for a study of another ‘bat-man’, a gothic figure whose identity is subject to transformation and has, like the vampire, entered the popular realm of cartoons, games and films while retaining traceable roots to an authored ‘original’.

It will, however, become clear from the following chapters that, partly because of DC Comics’ and more recently Warner Brothers’ canny hold on the character, Batman does not yet occupy the same cultural role as Dracula and Robin Hood. While evidence of his appropriation by audiences for purposes unintended by the comic book producers dates back to the early 1950s – by the late 1960s he was being liberally borrowed for ‘unofficial’ use in fashion, art and political satire – Batman and his meanings are still tethered to a multinational institution, rather than floating freely in the public domain. I will suggest in my conclusion, however, that with sixty years behind him Batman has now reached the point where he could live on in the cultural imagination, as myth, if that institution decided to cut him free.

Bennett and Woollacott’s use of the key terms ‘texts of Bond’, comprising a range of related sources – ‘fanzines, magazine articles, advertisements and the like’13 – all of which, as intertextual frames, cue an audience’s reception and understanding of the character, and ‘moments of Bond’, which pinpoint shifts in the character’s meaning from anti-Communism in the 1950s to a symbol of ‘swinging’ sexuality in the 1960s and an increasingly parodic figure in the 1970s, has obvious links with my own approach. One passage deserves to be quoted in full, for it applies equally to my object of study – indeed, to any comparable popular hero – as to Bond, and with a minimal effort to change the names could stand as a definition of my own project.

If Bond has functioned as a ‘sign of the times’ it has been as a moving sign of the times, as a figure capable of taking up and articulating quite different and even contradictory cultural and ideological values, sometimes turning its back on the meanings and cultural possibilities it had earlier embodied to enunciate new ones. … Indeed, it has been the very malleability of Bond in this respect, his ability to be changed and adapted with the times, that has constituted the basis of his continuing – but, at the same time, always modified – popularity … it is not the popularity of Bond that has to be accounted for so much as the popularity of different Bonds, popular in different ways and for different reasons at different points in time.14

What Bennett and Woollacott are to Pearson and Uricchio, so The Many Lives of the Batman is to my work; in many ways groundbreaking within the field, it serves the fundamental purpose of validating further research. The academic study of Batman is still met with ‘more snickers than serious reflection’,15 as I discovered when the media picked up on my story,16 but my debt to Pearson and Uricchio remains. After them, to cite Dziga Vertov on D.W. Griffith, ‘it then became easier to talk.’17

Which does not mean that, after Pearson and Uricchio, there was nothing more to say. The Many Lives of the Batman is a courageous, eclectic anthology, admirably covering a range of bases and demonstrating the character’s relevance to a variety of cultural approaches, yet inevitably unable to sustain an extended argument or trace a line of enquiry throughout the book. Above all, Pearson and Uricchio’s volume invites ‘poaching’ from the various pools,18 and my debt to specific essays will be obvious throughout the following chapters.

Lynn Spigel and Henry Jenkins offer provocative research on the reception of the 1960s series and its context of Pop and camp, while Andy Medhurst returns to the 1950s, putting anti-comics campaigner Fredric Wertham in the dock and scathingly interrogating his assessment of Batman’s corruptive ‘homosexuality’. Wertham has become a familiar Aunt Sally in discussion on comics, yet there is a danger here of received ideas building on each other, constructing a myth from secondary texts. A return to Wertham’s Seduction of the Innocent reveals a more complex and subtle writer than is usually assumed, whose highlighting of the gay overtones in the 1950s comic effectively, if paradoxically, brought that important meaning to light, rather than repressing it. My chapter on the campaigns of the 1950s examines Wertham’s text in more detail than Medhurst’s polemic allows.

Many cultural theorists of the 1980s and 1990s have been tempted to embrace the possibilities for multiple readings as an example of audiences ‘beating the system’ – the term, characteristically, is John Fiske’s19 – and finding some kind of ‘empowerment’ in the micro-politics of their daily lives through this resistance. Eileen Meehan’s article in The Many Lives of the Batman is a rare but useful account of the lengths to which the ‘system’ – in this case Warner Brothers – will go in order to provide spaces in the text for the maximum number of ‘subordinated’ groups, reach for a crossover market and multiply its profit. The relationship between producers and audiences is of course fundamental to my study and Meehan’s evidence is a particularly timely caution to the celebration of utopian audience ‘resistance’ through textual readings; as Medhurst is to the 1950s Batman and Spigel and Jenkins to the 1960s, so Meehan is to the Batman of the late 1980s.

Finally, while neither James T. Kirk, Jean-Luc Picard or The Doctor may yet hold the status of cultural icon, the various texts of Doctor Who and Star Trek offered useful parallels with my research, particularly in terms of the active and dedicated fandom which surrounds them. Indeed, John Tulloch and Henry Jenkins’ Science Fiction Audiences – coupled with Jenkins’ exemplary solo work on TV fandom, Textual Poachers – proved more immediately relevant to my own project than the case studies of Stephen Knight and Ken Gelder. Jenkins is particularly valuable in his discussion of queer readers, stressing that despite the pleasure taken in interpretive games which foreground homoerotic moments between Kirk and Spock or Q and Picard, despite the erotic ‘slash’ fiction and the fan rewrites, Star Trek’s gay viewers are still disillusioned that their readings remain aberrant, ‘deviant’, and have never been sanctioned by adoption into the ‘official’ text of The Next Generation. This resentment, emerging from ethnographic study, again reminds us that the voices of ‘resistant’ readings are always limited in the face of the repressive cultural power imposed by the ‘dominant’ meaning. However, pressure from active fan-groups has occasionally built into a collective voice loud enough to force at least token changes within the programme itself, such as the Next Generation or the Star Trek: TNG episodes which discuss homophobia through allegory and metaphor.20

Something of the same process seems to have been at work with Batman, as gay readings of the Batman and Robin relationship progressed through a forty-year progress from the taboo – the confessions of young boys in a ‘Readjustment Center’ – to the tongue-in-cheek – an ironic, in-crowd enjoyment of the TV show’s camp – and finally achieved an ‘out’ public status with Robin/Chris O’Donnell’s transformation into a gay pin-up. As the mainstream voice of gay magazines reminds us that ‘queer’ readings of the Dynamic Duo are an open secret, so DC Comics seems in recent years to have responded by nodding to a romantic love between Batman and his sidekick within ‘official’ comic book texts. I look more closely at this development towards the end of my second chapter.

As noted, such important studies often inform this book at a background level – reassuring that it can be done, that such work is academically valid, and suggesting ways to approach the role of a cultural icon in his historical context – rather than through direct intervention. The same is true of a body of other texts which have undoubtedly filtered through to this project without always being directly cited. Janice Radway’s Reading the Romance, like John Fiske’s Reading the Popular and its sister-volume Understanding Popular Culture, is another of those milestones which overshadow any contemporary study of popular texts and their audience, and I am indebted to both writers even as I argue below against what I see as their sometimes overenthusiastic celebration of ‘resistant’ readings.21

On a more specific level, Toby Miller’s The Avengers fed into my study of 1960s television’s intertextual relations with Pop, fashion and indeed with itself,22 while Richard Powers’ G-Men in many ways paralleled my own research in its tracking of the FBI hero and his changing image from the grim avenger of 1930s pulps, comics and radio to the ‘domesticated’ family man and team player of late 1950s and early 1960s popular culture.23 David Lavery, Angela Hague and Maria Cartwright’s Deny All Knowledge and Lavery’s anthology Full of Secrets do for The X-Files and Twin Peaks what Pearson and Uricchio did for Batman; in particular, Henry Jenkins’ chapter on ‘alt.tv.twinpeaks’ and Susan J. Clerc’s cyber-ethnography of online X-Files audiences provided a framework for my study of Internet Batman fandom.24

In terms of method, however, I found myself referring back to less obvious texts. Most fundamentally, the model of ‘reading’ as interpretation which I apply throughout this work has emerged from the theory of Stanley Fish, after taking account of Roman Ingarden, Wolfgang Iser and E.D Hirsch, and weighing up the reader-response models offered by John Fiske, Janice Radway, Stuart Hall, David Morley, Michel de Certeau and Henry Jenkins.

I discuss my debt to these texts in the final section of this introduction; the first, to Fish, is particularly important as it explains my position on interpretation which will then tacitly inform everything that follows.

4. Structure

My structure is very simple. It is chronological. The four chapters correspond to four key moments in Batman’s history; moments of transition or struggle over meaning, which I then examine in the light of surrounding cultural issues.

The first chapter deals with Batman’s origins, and at this early stage attempts to lay down a basic template for the character which I argue has remained constant, so far, throughout all his incarnations. In this chapter I seek to demonstrate that, contrary to what we might expect, the first years of the Batman’s history – since the introduction of Robin in 1940 – are characterised by consistency rather than malleability; a surprising discovery, and one which I explain through the institutional concept of ‘establishing a brand’. During the Second World War, then, Batman did not adapt to the patriotic propaganda monologue which surrounded him as readily as many popular histories make out; rather, it seems that his writers – in both comic books and film serials – adapted the war context to suit the established template of the character.

The second chapter looks at Dr Fredric Wertham’s criticism of Batman in The Seduction of the Innocent, and re-examines both Wertham and Batman within the early- to mid-1950s. Through a reconstruction of the frameworks which governed homosexuality during this period, I seek to reconsider Wertham, setting aside the stereotypes of homophobic ogre and lunatic quack which dominate most discussion of his work, and ask how his reading of Batman can be understood in context. Having suggested ways in which the 1954 ‘gay reading’ of Batman could be justified and defended, I go on to trace the development of this reading throughout later decades, from the apparently self-conscious camp of the 1960s TV show to the embracing and reclaiming of this interpretation by gay men in the 1980s and 1990s. As noted above, I also suggest that the ‘mainstream’ texts of Batman are now incorporating elements of this previously censored meaning.

The third chapter focuses on the 1960s and on the issues surrounding the ABC TV series which debuted in 1966. I argue here that far from an ‘aberration’ which corrupted the meaning of the comic book, the TV series was a closer adaptation of the mid-1960s comics than is often admitted, and that the ‘campiness’ derided by many comic fans can readily be found in the ‘original’ text. I look at the complex matrix of appropriation between advertising, Pop art, television and comics and locate Batman’s place in this network: and I go on to examine the multitude of different readings drawn from the TV series, again reconstructing the possible framework for these interpretations from the secondary texts of the period. Once more, I suggest that although the ‘camp Batman’ became as much a bad object for comic fans and writers as the ‘gay Batman’, this aspect of the character also seems to have crept back into mainstream texts of recent years, and is perhaps being revalued as an integral part of Batman’s history.

The fourth chapter is about issues of Batman fandom and authorship, discourses which I argue became public at the same time, in the early 1960s, and developed in tandem. I begin by bridging the gap between the 1960s and 1980s with a survey of fandom’s development through lettercolumns, zines and conventions, and its constant links to comic book authorship; but my main focus here is the period 1986-1999, covering the rise and fall of the ‘graphic novel’ and the debates surrounding the Warner Brothers franchise of Batman films. Having outlined the institutional context for the ‘cult of the author’ in post-1986 Batman comics, I examine the way this authorship is constructed by contemporary Internet fandom, and go on to suggest ways in which we might discuss the multiple authorship – writers, editors, pencillers, inkers, letterers – which is unique to the comic medium. In the last section I look at Tim Burton and Joel Schumacher’s Batman feature films in the context of authorship, and discuss their relation to comics fandom.

My conclusion returns briefly to autobiography, and bookends the story of myself as Batman fan in 1978 as I examine my own treatment by the media as ‘Dr Batman’ in the spring of 1999. I also go back to issues raised in the second and third chapters as I ask whether DC Comics and Warners may be relaxing the template of ‘Batman’ at the end of his first sixty years and allowing the character to embody contradictions and difference, rather than attempting to contain his meanings. Finally, having hypothesised about the routes Batman’s owners may take him down in the next few years, I propose that he has now transcended the role of institutional product and could survive independently, albeit in a different form, as twenty-first-century myth.

Epilogue: Reading the Bat-signifier

As I have suggested, I myself have a double identity in terms of my approach to the Batman, as both fan and academic. Much of the time, the interests of these two personae coincide: there should be no contradiction in analysing something you love. I trust, then, that this book will be of interest both to fans who may be unfamiliar with cultural studies theory – although they will doubtlessly have practised it themselves – and to academics who may be fascinated by the role of the cultural icon in history, though they abandoned Batman at an early age.

Sometimes, however, the fan and the academic interests diverge slightly, and the following section is a case in point. It serves to outline my approach to intepretation and its relationship to cultural power, illustrated through a Batman story which seems to explore the same themes. It is integral to the theoretical basis of this book. On the other hand, it tends to interrupt the narrative of Batman’s evolution and development.

So I present it here as a supplement, an option. Imagine you can click on a hypertext link in this paragraph and skip straight to Batman’s genesis in the late 1930s, if you feel so inclined; but remember that you can also skip back later.

The story titled ‘The Batman Nobody Knows’ appeared in Batman #250, 1973.25 Bruce Wayne has taken a trio of ‘ghetto-hardened kids’ on a weekend retreat to the country. A bat flits in silhouette across a yellow moon, forming for an instant an echo of Wayne’s symbol, and the boys begin to relate their own experiences, or readings, of the figure represented by that signifier. We soon realise that these readings differ not only from each other but from our own reading, the Batman we ‘know’. To Mickey, the Batman is a demon, literally half-bat; he possesses x-ray vision and can pass through solid walls, ‘but – heh! – when the Batman connects, it’s with a fist of iron!’ Ronnie, however, sees him as ‘a real live dude’, a secret agent figure with a hoverpack and trick gadgets: ‘the Batman is Muhammed Ali – Jim Brown – Shaft – an’ Superfly all rolled into one!’ Finally, Ziggy tells of a ten-feet tall shadow, with ‘big bat-ears – what could hear a pin drop miles away!’

These three boys, then, clearly represent different audiences in microcosm, coming away from the ‘text’ of Batman with very different responses. Bruce Wayne, of course, is in a position of authority here – socially because of his age and status, and most pertinently because of his ‘authorship’ of the Batman – and is therefore viewed within this story as a ‘dominant’ source of official meaning; until the twist at the end of the narrative. At this point, Wayne sees himself as the holder of ‘true’ meaning, commenting to himself on Ziggy’s story, which the boy heard from a reformed criminal, ‘Hmm, maybe now we’ll get a true picture of “me”! Willie the Horse should know … I collared him!’

Ziggy’s version, more obviously than the other two, seems to fit Roman Ingarden’s notion of the reading process. ‘The literary work is a formation that is schematic in various aspects, containing “gaps”, spots of indeterminacy, schematised aspects, etc … some of its elements demonstrate a certain potentiality … [a] “holding-in-readiness” … ’26

Willie the Horse’s story, it seems, involved the detail that the Batman was able to hear Willie ‘even though [he] was wearin’ hush-sneakers!’; Ziggy fills in the gaps with what seems to him the only explanation – ‘With big bat-ears … that’s how he spotted Willie–.’ As Ingarden goes on to state, ‘the spots of indeterminacy contained in the work itself (the aspects held in readiness) are transformed into actualities in the concretisations … ’27 Note that despite Ingarden’s allocation of a certain power over meaning to the reader, he maintains the concept of a ‘true’ version which can be corrupted by misreadings.

If this [inappropriate] concretisation is considered a concretisation of the original work, we get a characteristic phenomenon of obscuration. A literary work can be expressed for centuries in such a masked, falsifying concretisation until finally someone is found who understands it correctly, who shows its true form to others.28

Ingarden would understand the pained expression on Wayne’s face when he moans quietly ‘Oh … no! Willie sure piled it on thick to make himself look good!’

Wolfgang Iser offers an extension of Ingarden’s model with an account of the text’s ‘schematised views’ being ‘realised’ through individual readings. Iser draws up two poles, the ‘artistic’ – the authorial intention – and the ‘aesthetic’ – the reading – claiming that ‘from this polarity … the literary work cannot be completely identical with the text, but in fact must lie halfway between the two’.29

This theory on the face of it marks a shift towards even greater control on the part of the reader, who now has an equal role to play in the creation of meaning and fulfilment of the text’s ‘potential’. ‘The convergence of text and reader brings the literary work into existence … ’30 Here, text is only a ‘framework’ for a variety of meanings – alone it is ‘just … sentences, statements, information, etc’31 – and can be activated by the reading into ‘several different realisations’.32 While, as a study of Fish’s later work will show, this is hardly pushing audience participation to an extreme, it seems more liberal than the model Bruce Wayne is employing.

In fact, Wayne’s anguished response as ‘author’ clinging to ‘true’ meaning would probably find more sympathy with E.D. Hirsch than with the other theorists discussed here. It is Hirsch, then, who comes to the rescue when even Batman is losing control. His key phrase – ‘the defense of the possibility of knowledge in interpretation’ – boils down to an obligation, an ethical duty, placed on the interpreter to seek and value the authorial intention as ‘true’ meaning. The word ‘meaning’ has specific connotations in Hirsch’s work – one could say a special significance, had he not also commandeered that word to connote something very different. ‘Meaning’ is Bruce Wayne’s idea of the Batman; ‘significance’ is what Ziggy, Mickey and Ronnie think they know. The latter may vary from individual to individual, historical period to historical period, value system to value system, but the former must remain stable.

Hirsch’s project is to prove that it is possible to discover this ‘true’ meaning despite our difference in perspective from the conditions of authorship. Meaning must be agreed on; and by ‘meaning’ Hirsch insists on the author’s meaning, the ‘original’ meaning, although it is then possible in his view to hold a ‘double perspective’ – ‘that of the author and that of the interpreter. The perspectives are entertained both at once, as in normal binocular vision.’33 So it seems that Ziggy and his friends’ first obligation is to find and agree on the ‘real’ meaning of the Batman. Only then will they be permitted to entertain their interpretations of a giant, a demon or a superpowered special agent, and then only if they hold these readings in ‘binocular vision’ with the true meaning. To Hirsch, authorial meaning is almost always ‘the original and best’.

What happens next in the Batman story seems to constitute Hirsch’s worst nightmare of ‘cognitive atheism’. Bruce disappears into the darkness and springs back attired in his Batman costume, landing a little awkwardly with the words ‘Let me tell you what I think, fellas … the Batman looks like THIS!’

But the kids are not impressed; the authorial meaning is derided, mocked, exposed as just another ‘reading’ and a pretty feeble one at that. ‘Aw, c’mon – Mr Wayne!’ says Ziggy with a dismissive wave. ‘You’re too big for that kinda kid-stuff!’ Mickey yawns and prepares to sleep, as Ronnie points out that ‘every costume-cat’ thinks he knows the true Batman. Bruce’s entrance, intended as the final word, turns out to live up only to his statement ‘Let me tell you what I think … ’; an offer of interpretation which is rejected.

This is what Hirsch would term the ‘affective fallacy’ scenario where control over meanings is unleashed and power donated haphazardly to readers. Street kids challenge and mock their adult benefactor, just as Hirsch fears that students, if the concept of an absolute ‘truth’ in meaning is denied, will hold an equal authority to their lecturers. No readings are valid, and all readings are valid; anarchy, or solipsism, rule the debate.

Yet that worst-case scenario does not, in this portrayal, look as bleak as Hirsch paints it; rather, it is the academic world of a Stanley Fish, where demonstration of ‘truth’ is impossible but persuasion is entirely valid. To Fish, there is no core of ‘determinate meanings’, but that does not mean the holder of each interpretation cannot believe wholeheartedly that it is the best – as far as they know, and with the proviso that they may change their minds in the future.34 Faced with a difference in interpretation, the kids tell their own stories, attempt to convince but prepare to modify their opinions – ‘How straight can y’get? Believin’ a con-man like “The Horse” … ’ ‘Well, I dunno, Ronnie … let’s ask Mr Wayne what he thinks!’

This little seminar group of Mr Wayne’s chimes not with Hirsch’s doom-laden predictions but with the vision of Robert Crosman in his essay ‘Do Readers Make Meanings?’35

Imagine, if you will, a group of friends discussing Wordsworth’s poem. Each has an interpretation that is in some respects at variance with the others, and some of their interpretations are diametrically opposed … is the result of this failure to agree a battle royal, a war of all against all, in which furniture is smashed and bodily injury sustained?

Of course not. Depending on the degree of respect these people have for each other, they may part on more friendly terms than they began …

[…] This is not to deny that readers generally believe, whatever interpretation they make of a text, that they have discovered the author’s intended meaning.36

‘Hmm,’ says Bruce as Batman, musing over the sleeping children. ‘Whatever else it proves – the Batman’s frightening image scares the guilty … not the innocent!’ That is, the ‘creature of the night’ message is directed towards a specific ‘ideal reader’ – the criminal element, described in the Batman origin sequence as ‘a superstitious cowardly lot’.37 This alternative community of readers – the innocent – fails to receive the message in the same way as the intended group – the guilty.

It also proves, of course, that the Batman image is open not just to two but to a multiplicity of readings; and that no reading, however absurd it seems to Wayne, can be ruled out. It merely requires, in Fish’s term, an interpretive strategy to enable or activate it. Ziggy’s view of the Batman as a giant with super-hearing is, after all, prompted and supported by the testimony of Willie the Horse. Mickey’s demonic vision is mocked by Ziggy – ‘what you don’t know about the Batman would fill a book!’ – but could also be ‘proved’ with reference to intertextual sources; within Gotham’s diegesis exists a creature called the Man-Bat with a distinct visual similarity to Mickey’s concept.38

This is to illustrate that despite Bruce’s reaction to the ‘alternative’ versions of the Batman presented here, they can all be ‘supported’ and argued for with equal validity. As Fish points out in his discussion of William Blake’s ‘The Tyger’, we cannot definitively prove the authority of our version through reference to the text itself, or to intertextual material; two of the theories in Fish’s account use the same word, ‘forests’, as key evidence in opposing cases, just as in this story the kids build the same textual elements – crimefighting, flight, bat-ears – into very different pictures.

We might ask whether there is a limit to these readings; whether a line must be drawn beyond which interpretation cannot go. Similarly, Fish asks whether we could have a reading of ‘The Tyger’ as an allegory of digestion, and Crosman whether Ezra Pound’s ‘In a Station of the Metro’ could be read as meaning ‘that we should drink milk regularly’. Both persuade successfully that these readings, however absurd they initially seem, could be argued within a certain discourse. It is a small leap to imagine a scenario whereby Blake’s poem could be interpreted as a tract on digestion, a description of forbidden tiger meat ‘burning bright’ in the gut;39 and Crosman convinces that to link ‘petals on a bough’ and ‘beautiful faces’ with an orchard for milch cows and a healthy diet ‘is no more radical a translation of Pound’s words than is a standard reading like “in the midst of technological ugliness mankind is still beautiful”.’40

Could we imagine a reading of Batman as, say, a flying fish, a reincarnation of Joan of Arc, an advertisement for Pepsi? Undoubtedly, given that we were provided with an appropriate interpretive strategy and context, and Fish’s examples suggest that these are not so hard to construct. Consider the readings that Batman has already been subject to, both within the diegesis of the text and without. In the graphic novel Night Cries he is seen as a child abuser,41 in the comic book story ‘Shaman’ he is Chubala, the tribal totem of the Bat.42 To the character Ra’s al Ghul he is always ‘the Detective’, to the Hitman he is ‘Batboy’.43 To viewers of the BBC series Only Fools And Horses, the Bat-costume and 1960s theme tune provided a ridiculous comic finale for Del-boy and Rodney;44 to the poet Simon Armitage, Batman was a lonely bachelor, brooding over Robin’s departure:

Batman, it makes a marvellous picture:

You without a shadow, stewing over

Chicken giblets in the pressure cooker,

Next to nothing in the walk-in larder,

Punching the palm of your hand all winter …45

The readings roll on. Reverend Robert Terwillinger, writing in Catholic World, saw Wayne’s recreation of himself out of tragedy as an example of God’s grace.46 Andy Medhurst insists that Batman is Robin’s lover.47 Andrew Ross, in ‘Ballots, Bullets or Batmen’ sees Batman as implicitly racist, donning ‘a costumed disguise in the grand old tradition of the Klan’.48

All these interpretations will seem ridiculous to some; many will be inclined to deny or argue against them. They can all, however, be ‘proven’ with reference to the text in whatever form. They do not necessarily require a ‘double perspective’, a knowledge that there is an original meaning – whose, in this case? ‘Original’ creator Bob Kane, the writer or artist of a specific comic book, or the director of a film or television text? – in contrast to which this new reading is merely ‘significance’. They are not necessarily a filling in of gaps left open by the author – the writers of 1950s Batman comics quite probably did not intend to leave gaps for a queer reading, and the producers of the 1943 serial surely did not intend to leave their film open for camp interpretation – but this does not affect the objective ‘validity’ of the reading compared to any other. On this evidence, it seems that the idea of drawing lines is misguided, that the theory of texts imposing restraints cannot stand. There is, I would argue, potentially no limit to the many lives of the Batman.

We should also note that all the readings listed above are not generated from a single individual outside society, but from what Fish calls an interpretive community, or a subject within that community. Medhurst, as noted above, states candidly his position as ‘an interested outsider, armed with a particular perspective [of] homosexuality … I’m male, white, British, thirty years old … ’.49 The same is true of the readings within the Batman story. The kids are all younger than Wayne, of a different class and with a different social status. Moreover, Mickey is white, Ziggy is a Native American and Ronnie is black. Ronnie’s interpretation is particularly interesting in this context because, as I have refrained from mentioning before, it constructs the Batman as a black man; as Ronnie puts it, when he dismisses Wayne’s costumed entrance, ‘the “Man” – the real “Black Batman”!’

Ronnie’s reading is supported by intertextual material from his own cultural experience: what we can perhaps borrow Derrida’s term to describe as the hors-texte.50 The Batman, to him, is situated in terms of other black heroes from 1970s America, both real and fictional – ‘Muhammed Ali – Jim Brown – Shaft – an’ Super-Fly all rolled into one!’ When Wayne, with something of an amused smile, attempts to gain a ‘double perspective’ – ‘so you see the Batman as a super-mod crime-fighter, Ronnie’ – Ronnie takes a position of authority to set him straight. ‘Not super, Mr Wayne! He’s one down-to-earth hip-dude!’

Note that Wayne asks how Ronnie ‘sees’ the Batman, implying a ‘reading’, a ‘significance’ in Hirsch’s term: Ronnie replies that this is how the Batman ‘is’. As Fish argues, we do not receive a meaning and then proceed to interpret, or impose a new one. Rather, meaning is made only in reception. In Fish’s favourite example of the student asking ‘Is there a text in this class?’, the lecturer ‘immediately
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