INTERVIEW

The Myth of Batman Should Be

Recycled Regularly
Interview with Dr Will Brooker. conducted by Anna Wróblewska

Anna Wróblewska: Who – or what – is Batman? Has
he become a symbol or archetype?
Will Brooker: Of course, there are many differ

ent valid answers to this question – whether
we interpret it as asking about Batman as
a fictional character, or a commercial prop
erty, a media franchise, a set of mythic narra
tives or a combination of all these and more.
AW: It would be possible to simply define Batman literally
in terms of a few key traits, as I do in Batman Unmasked:
he is Bruce Wayne (usually), he has no superpowers (usually), he is very rich and fights crime using technology
and intelligence, because his parents were killed when
he is young.
WB: But we could also answer ‘Batman is

Christian Bale’, or ‘Batman is a solitary
avenger’, ‘Batman is a camp, inherently ri
diculous figure’, ‘Batman is a media property
owned by Warner Bros and DC Comics’,
‘Batman is the lead character in an animated
cartoon’ – and all these answers would also
be true, in different ways.
That is, they would be partially
true, but not give us the full complexity
of Batman.
My own view, therefore, is that
it is most useful to see Batman as a ‘mosaic’ –
a cultural icon comprised of different facets,
some of them contradictory. At different
times, we see different sides of the same figure
from different angles, and they reflect the
society, institutions and the audiences of dif
ferent historical periods.
Thus Batman is all of those
things and has been all of those things over

74 years, but some of his meanings will be
foregrounded more than others – made
more visible – at each particular time, while
other meanings are held back, contained or
repressed.
AW: Each author or director changes Batman in his own
way and emphasizes different aspects of Batman’s
personality. Maybe Batman has become just a symbol
of fighting evil and injustice? Or, more importantly – God
of revenge, seeking compensation for traumatic childhood
experiences?

It is most useful to
see Batman as
a ‘mosaic’ a cultural icon.

WB: I don’t think Batman has become ‘just’

anything. With every year that passes,
more stories contribute to the overall,
overarching myth and concept of ‘Batman’,
and Batman becomes more complex rather
than less. He does not become simpler with
time: his multiplicity increases, he becomes
more diverse.

Each new interpretation does not
replace the last, but adds to the body of stories
that already exists.
We could think of it as a kind
of sketchbook: each new artist might try to
erase the previous drawing of Batman, but in
fact the traces still remain, so over time a por
trait builds from many drawings. Some aspects
– that he is an orphan – will be true in almost
every depiction of the
character, so we might
see those as darker,
firmer lines. Other
aspects – that he has
science fiction adven
tures – are invoked less
frequently, so those are
more like ghost outlines,
only relevant to certain
stories.
So, yes:
Batman could be
considered as an embo
diment of revenge, but
that is only one of his
aspects. He could be
considered as dedicated
to reliving and exorcising
his childhood experi
ences, but again, that
would not be the whole
picture.
AW: Could Batman exist without
Bruce Wayne? Nightwing used
to be his replacement and

everything worked out. But history of Batman, his origin,
motivation, even style of working is inseparably connected with Bruce Wayne. Maybe Batman is one of Bruce’s
aspects of personality, like it was presented in Miller’s
The Dark Knight Returns?
WB: I personally think Batman could exist

without Bruce Wayne, in more than one way.
Firstly, Batman could feasibly
drop the ‘Bruce Wayne’ persona and simply
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AW: What is special about
Batman in comparison with other
superheroes?

Illustrations: Bats according to the beliefs of Alaskan shamans in Batman: Legends of the Dark Knight #1 (1989), text Denny O’Neil, art Ed Hannigan, © DC Comics.

WB: He is a human being

become Batman all the time, every hour of the
day. He could abandon any pretence at a civil
ian life, and any illusion of being a playboy.
He would just be a billionaire vigilante,
without any ‘secret identity’.
Secondly, many stories have
explored the idea that Batman will continue
after the death of Bruce Wayne. Some depict
a Batman of the far future – others simply

technology and ability – but anyone who
had trained under Bruce Wayne (so, anyone
who had ever been Robin) would inherit the
arsenal and the equipment, and would have
the necessary skill level.
We might argue that Batman
needs childhood trauma as motivation, but
Dick Grayson also watched his parents
murdered, for instance – it would not be

I think the trend towards ‘Nolanisation’ will also become
tiresome very quickly.
show his son, or a young man from the next
generation, taking on the role and responsibili
ties of the Batman.
Dick Grayson actually made
a very good Batman, quite different to Bruce
Wayne but entirely successful (both in his
career, and as a character). In Nolan’s recent
movie, we saw Robin John Blake inherit the
role at the conclusion.
Obviously, Batman as we now
know him has to have a great deal of money,

impossible for a new Batman (a Batman who
was not Bruce Wayne) to also have that kind
of deep‑seated urge for justice.
I see no real reason why someone
like Barbara Gordon couldn’t become Batman
in future. She has the skills, the motivation,
the experience and the access to Wayne’s
weaponry, technology and environment. She
would be a different type of Batman; but
then, there have already been many different
types of Batman.

with no special abilities.
He represents what
humans can achieve
if they push themselves
with enough determina
tion and commitment:
he is a normal man,
but he walks with gods
(Superman, Wonder
Woman, Flash, Green Lantern, Martian
Manhunter) and they actually fear him.
We could suggest that he’s an
Olympic‑level athlete, one of the world’s
best martial artists, a great detective and an
inventor. We could suggest that his real ‘super
power’ is his huge fortune.
But I like the interpretation that
Batman’s real power is this: he thinks of everything, and he never, ever gives up.
Superheroes tend to become more
complex and dark characters, they have been
getting similar to Batman, who once used to
be an exceptional character. Even Superman
adaptation by Zack Snyder, judging by teasers,
seems to be more realistic and moving.
Yes, I can’t say I am enthusiastic
about this trend.
After the publication
of Watchm en in 1986, a lot of comic book
writers and artists tried to copy Alan
Moore’s style by making superheroes
‘dark’ and ‘gritty’. Most of those attempts

were shallow and empty, and they quickly
became boring.
I think the trend towards ‘Nolani
sation’ will also become tiresome very quickly.
I don’t think we need every superhero to be
soul‑searching and grim, having deep emo
tional conversations with his father and losing
his faith. The whole point about Batman is
that he exists in a network with other, brighter,
lighter superheroes. Batman is often dark
and cynical, but in contrast to Superman’s
optimism and idealism. If you make Super
man dark and cynical too, you have lost that
relationship and sense of distinction.
AW: Why was Batman popular in the 30s, when a different
type of hero was promoted? He neither fit the pattern
of a heroic and patriotic hero, nor fought for American
society, like Superman or Captain America. Did adults take
a strong liking to him? Or did readers in general need
something innovative?
WB: This is more relevant to the 1940s, after the

United States entered the war.
It is true that Batman didn’t fit the
usual model of patriotic military hero, and I’ve
suggested in Batman Unmasked that he could
have had a different appeal to readers during
that period – that perhaps he carried a kind
of nostalgic value.
While the world was at war, Bat
man’s stories were still very much in a 1930s
style – gangsters, Gotham City, costumed
criminals. Life went on in Gotham as it had
during the previous decade – as if time had
stopped sometime in 1933, around the time
of the classic gangster movies.
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I can imagine that young
soldiers might have enjoyed reading ad
ventures that had nothing at all to do with
Hitler, Japan or the global conflict, but were
still stuck in an old‑fashioned, repetitive
cycle that reminded them of home and
confirmed that things were still going on as
normal.
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To Batman women
are trophies,
sexual conquests
or symbols.

AW: What is Batman’s function, what makes him the
most long‑lived urban legend and the most complex
superhero?
WB: I think what makes Batman long‑lived
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is his complexity, and above all his adapt
ability as a character – the fact that he has
changed with the times, varied with each
new decade, travelled across multiple media
and remained somehow relevant to each
new generation.
Batman is a story, or myth, that
resonated in 1939 and still seems contem
porary and meaningful in 2012. Different
aspects of the character and his story are
brought to the front, and others are pushed
to the back: in the 1960s, for instance, the
camp aspect was foregrounded, whereas in
2008, Christopher Nolan highlighted Bat
man’s role as a containing, controlling force
against the terrorist anarchy of Joker.
AW: A few voices appeared, that the newest Batman adaptation
presents conservative beliefs – there is a billionaire philanthropist, who sacrifices himself and saves the city. Does
Batman represent some version of the American dream?
WB: I think Batman is, on one level, inherently

conservative: he is a billionaire who is able to

rather than asking what turned those working
people to crime and what could be done to
improve their situation – it is also inherently
conservative that Batman essentially created
his own villains and regularly locks them in an
asylum from which they regularly escape.
Arkham Asylum is essentially
a dark mirror of Wayne Manor for the villains,
at the other side of the city. They check in one
day, and check out the next, as if it was a hotel.
Batman does not want to change
the city. He wants the status quo to stay as it
is. He does not want to win the ‘war on crime’.
He just wants to fight the ‘war on crime’, for
ever. So he is essentially preserving a system
that benefits him, and disadvantages many
other people.
In this light, Batman, in the real
world, would be more like Donald Trump
than Christian Bale.
AW: What do you think about the role of women in the
Batman universe? Bruce Wayne treats women as sexual
objects, on the other hand Harley Quinn, Poison Ivy and
Catwoman are independent characters and self‑esteemed
women. Still, aren’t they sometimes limited to being sexual
objects?
WB: I think it is extremely disappointing. I don’t

carry out his ‘war on crime’ because he is rich,
and chooses to improve crime rates in the city
(for the most part) not through supporting social
change or by funding worthwhile projects, but
by hitting petty criminals and pursuing a small
group of costumed psychotic villains.
It is inherently conservative to
‘fight crime’ by beating up small‑time thugs

feel that the role of women in the Batman uni
verse is particularly bad compared to the role
of women in superhero comics more broadly,
but I do feel the representations of women in
Batman stories are extremely limited and weak.
It would be possible to see Cat
woman, Ivy and Harley as independent, strong
characters, but I think you are right – they
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Illustrations: The cover of Hunting the Dark Knight: Twenty-First Century Batman, published by I. B. Tauris; Agnieszka Brożyna.

are constantly sexualised in a way that male
characters are not.
The way Batgirl has been treated
is particularly disappointing to me, and I think
she is wasted character who could be written
very differently.
AW: You have emphasized multiple times that Batman creates
the most intense and long‑lasting relationships with men, e.g.
Robin or Joker. Why is it so? What about relationships with
Thalia and his son or Selina, whom Bruce Wayne married in
the 50’. Is this still valid after the release of “The Dark Knight
Rises”?
WB: It’s true that Batman’s relationship with

Selina is important, but this is really the one
significant relationship he has with a woman.
I don’t regard Talia as a particularly important

character, overall: she has only been in the
mythos since the 1970s, and I don’t think she
has a very interesting role.
So, yes, Batman has a significant
interaction and history with Selina. But his
other significant relationships are with Dick,
Jason, Damian, Alfred, Jim Gordon, Joker,
Harvey and Superman. That’s one woman in
a network of male relationships. I think Selina
is the exception.
Why does Batman primarily
have relationships with men? I think perhaps
because he is emotionally stunted. He never
really grew up in the conventional way. He is
still fixated on his mother, whom he idealises,
and we could imagine that sees women as
either princesses to be rescued and protected,
or as fallen women – ‘whores’ – to be punished
(or perhaps rescued).
I don’t think Bruce Wayne really
developed through puberty in a healthy
manner. I think he is still at the point where
he prefers and is much more comfortable with
male company. He doesn’t know how to have
women as friends – to him, they are either
trophies, sexual conquests or symbols.
It’s revealing that he is never even
friends with Selina – they are either enemies
or lovers, or married. He doesn’t know how to
handle female friendship.
wb: Critics have stated many times that Nolan’s trilogy is
a departure from the original idea of Batman; the same is
thought about Daniel Craig’s Bond. How much is it connected
with post‑modernism? Or maybe is it an intention to refresh the
character, to remake a myth? This affects Batman’s enemies
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in particular: they’re no longer madmen, rather sociopaths,
terrorists.

I think the Batman myth needs to
be regularly refreshed and re‑made, and that
is why it’s survived for so long.
I don’t believe we have to find
a reason for this in postmodernism. The
1940 Batman was a revised version of the
1939 Batman. The 1970 Batman was
a reboot of the 1969 Batman. That is how
Batman works and that’s why he remains
popular.
If any particular Batman text is
‘postmodern’, it is probably Tim Burton’s 1989
film, which was released at the peak of the

postmodern aesthetic of recycling, quotation
and cross‑referencing.
Anyone who feels Nolan’s version
is an unnecessary revision of the myth should
ask themselves where Batman would be
if he had never been revised previously. The
comic would probably have gone bust at the
end of World War Two, and that would have
been the end of the character.
AW: Isn’t Nolan inconsequent? His trilogy is dark and
realistic, but it ends rather optimistically, some critics
say – too sweet. Bruce Wayne doesn’t die for the idea, like
V in V for Vendetta does. Hasn’t the Dark Knight Trilogy
become incoherent?
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WB: That has to be a matter of opinion. I think

the Dark Knight trilogy is largely coherent,
and that it fits together well – that it maintains
a sense of tone, that the plot makes sense for
the most part and that it has a strong feeling
of beginning and ending.
If someone wants to argue that
V For Vendetta is a more satisfying film than
The Dark Knight, that is up to them, but
I wouldn’t agree.
The idea that Batman continues
after Bruce Wayne retires (whether he dies
or disappears) seems effective to me, and it is
a theme explored throughout Nolan’s trilogy
– that Batman is more than a single person.
I don’t think it matters whether Wayne dies
or not: he stops being Batman and passes on
the responsibility, either way.
AW: Batman originates from pulp, atmosphere of Gotham
City refers to film noir. Do you see any particular literary
inspirations for Batman’s character?
WB: Batman certainly draws on other popular

characters and pulp icons – the Shadow, for
instance, and the Spirit. In literary terms, the
closest inspiration is probably Bram Stoker’s
Dracula.
AW: What is Batman’s relation with Gotham? Wouldn’t it be
easier for him to just leave this cursed city?
WB: Batman’s relationship with Gotham goes

back many generations, even centuries. His
parents and their parents – his family and
ancestors – have deep roots in Gotham.
There are a few obvious reasons
why he wouldn’t leave.

1. He doesn’t want to escape, or for this
situation to end. He wants to fight his war
on crime forever, and this is his arena or
playground. He is actually happy with the
way things are.
2. He is most comfortable in Gotham. He
is an urban vigilante in a dark costume.
He wouldn’t work in the same way in, say,
Los Angeles or Miami. Gotham suits his
methods and image.
3. If he left, Joker, Two‑Face, Riddler and Cat
woman would follow him to the next city.
Having said that, he does leave
Gotham – he has travelled in time and space,
and even in the Nolan films we see his crime
‑fighting activities spanning the globe.
AW: What changes in the superheroes universum, especially
for Batman, do you expect concerning the crisis of comics
industry? Will it finally reach its renaissance, basing on
the popularity of narrative films? Or perhaps TV series
will become the best medium, which will overtake the
genre?
WB: I think the comics industry will probably

grow increasingly small and become more
of a minority interest. It is currently a great
deal less popular and financially profitable
than the movie industry and video games
industry.
I think that stories about superhe
roes will continue regardless – they are estab
lished as a genre in films, television and video
games. But we may see the end of superhero
comics within the next fifty years.
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