
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Certain materials in this presentation are included under 

the fair use exemption of the U.S. Copyright Law and have 

been prepared with the multimedia fair use guidelines and 

are restricted from further use.  

All characters, their distinctive likenesses, and all related 

elements are trademarks of DC Comics © 1939, 2014. All 

rights reserved.  

Music from the motion pictures Batman Begins (2005), The 

Dark Knight (2008), and The Dark Knight Rises (2012) 

composed and conducted by Hans Zimmer and James 

Newton Howard.  





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 







F R A N K  M I L L E R ’ S  T H E  DA R K  
K N IG H T  R E T U R N S  1 9 8 6  

The Dark Knight Returns was a landmark in comics writing and the most 

influential Batman story ever published. Frank Miller’s re-imagining of 

comic book icons established the tone and character of DC Comics in 

general and of Batman specifically for the two decades since its 

publication. Glowing reviews in Spin and Rolling Stone helped Miller’s 

work bridge the gap between comic shops and mainstream book stores. 

DC Comics | 1 volume | 192 pages 



B E H I N D  T H E  B R IG H T  C OL OR S  
A N D  C L E A N  L I N E S  

The Dark Side of Gotham 

The stylized artwork and new production standards for The Dark Knight 

Returns serve as well as the narrative to question the traditional 

superhero story. Impressed by the quality of French albums, Miller 

insisted on the best production values ever seen in American comic 

books: card covers, good paper and printing, and moody, fully painted 

colors by his wife Lynn Varley, which set new standards.  



The stylized artwork and new production standards for The Dark Knight 

Returns serve as well as the narrative to question the traditional 

superhero story. Impressed by the quality of French albums, Miller 

insisted on the best production values ever seen in American comic 

books: card covers, good paper and printing, and moody, fully painted 

colors by his wife Lynn Varley, which raised the bar—very high.  





 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

“I think you and I are destined to do this forever…”                                
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“More than any other villain, the Joker reflects Batman himself as a funhouse 

distortion, a converse of who and what he is. The laughing, jesting, brightly 

colored Joker contrasts with the grim, dark Batman. The Joker is the Joker, no 

alter ego. Under the surface there’s only more Joker. He gives no history 

except inconsistent lies. When he finally considers the impact of his demand 

that Batman unmask, he retracts the threat and demands that Batman’s 

identity remain undisclosed. He wants a Batman who has no other self, a Dark 

Knight whose only deeper layer is further darkness.” 

—
B A T M A N  A N D  P S Y C H O L O G Y ,  2 0 1 3  



“I do believe that although much of the sub-textual material was lost on 

the casual reader, people respond emotionally to deep mythical patterns 

whether or not they actually recognize or understand them as such.” 

—
G L A S G O W ,  S C O T L A N D  2 0 0 4  









Graphic novels are not easy to define, as they are 
interdisciplinary, indeed antidisciplinary, 
phenomenon, nudging us usefully out of accustomed 
habits of thought and into productive gray areas where 
various disciplines—such as literature, art, and mass 
communications—overlap and inform one another.  
 

Unlike other words invented in the past in an effort to 
overcome the stigmas of humor and childishness of the 
word “comics,” like “illustories,” “picto-fiction,” or 
“sequential art,” the term graphic novel has caught on. 
It has been around since 1964, when American comics 
critic and magazine publisher Richard Kyle coined it. 
Kyle was among the first to import and champion 
European comics. These came as revelations to him 
compared to the disposable, monthly stapled 
pamphlets on cheap newsprint that made up most of 
the American comic books. Kyle came up with “graphic 
novel” to galvanize American creators and readers to 
aspire to similar ambition and sophistication. In 
America and internationally, this process has taken a 
long time.  
 

When Will Eisner stepped off of America’s endless 
assembly-line of daily strips, he threw down the 
gauntlet to his peers in 1978 with his graphic novel, A 
Contract with God. Although the modern graphic novel, 
using words as well as visuals, began with Eisner’s A 
Contract with God, it was not until 1986-87, with the 
publication of Frank Miller’s Batman: The Dark Knight 
Returns and Moore and Gibbons’s Watchmen that this 
new, extended comics form reached a substantial 
readership. 
  

Eisner left us in 2005, but he did get to see graphic 
novels resurface in this new century. This time it seems 
different. Their diversity and quality are stronger, the 
readership more curious and receptive, the media less 
hyperbolic. No passing craze or graphic novelties this 
time; a medium is coming into its own. 
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Why do you think Frank Miller chose to have a girl be 

Robin when all previous Robins were boys? 

Much like the dual nature of good and evil, that one 

cannot exist without the other, was the Joker’s recovery 

fully possible without Batman’s return? 

Miller portrays Superman as being something of a sell-

out to the government, doing whatever is asked of him 

without question. Do you believe that Superman has 

sold out, or do you think that he is merely working 

within the system to accomplish what he otherwise 

could not? 

Why does Batman so strongly oppose the use of lethal 

methods—particularly guns—to fight crime? Do you 

agree or disagree with his stance? 





The arrival of comics into literary 

study reflects and intensifies a 

larger movement in the discipline, 

away from modernist notions of 

purity and toward a postmodern 

sense of how literary and artistic 

forms impinge on and interact with 

one another, making firm divisions 

impossible. By using a superheroic 

image-narrative to illustrate a set 

of relatively sedate, non-action-

packed reminiscences, Miller 

employs the postmodern practice 

of pastiche, best described as a 

blank parody or neutral mimicry. 

Graphic novels display an 

impressive pastiche of styles: from 

the mix of intricacy and black-and-

white starkness to the subtle, 

saturated stylistics; from realistic 

representations to iconic cartoons; 

from ornate extravagance to bleak 

minimalism; from large, simple, 

linear panel arrangements to 

complex, multidirectional 

flowcharts of tiny panels best read 

with a magnifying glass. Because 

graphic novels feature a rich yet 

accessible array of postmodern 

characteristics, the texts are 

especially useful in illustrating key 

concepts of postmodernism for 

students of literature.  



Another key element of 

postmodern texts is a 

newfangled disbelief in 

metanarratives, over-

arching stories or 

theories that claim 

universal properties of 

social life. In a vast variety 

of ways, Miller’s work 

dismantles and 

repurposes the most 

dominant metanarrative 

in comics, that of the 

powerful superhero 

fighting for truth and 

good—the metanarrative 

that promises safety and 

salvation through  

faultless superheroes. 



You might be an avid book 

reader, but still genuinely 

“comics-illiterate.” In 

graphic novels, images and 

text arrive together, work 

together, and should be 

read together. There is no 

one rule, but in some 

combination you read 

words and pictures in 

tandem and in cross 

reference, one informing 

the other. Part of the knack 

of reading comics is being 

able to enter and move 

your eyes around inside 

each panel, the equivalent 

to one sentence or more. 

You scan the text in every 

caption box, speech 

balloon, and thought cloud, 

moving within them from 

top left to bottom right. In 

The Dark Knight Returns, 

Miller uses a dense, four-

by-four grid to instill 

claustrophobia and an 

adrenaline-pumping 

pulse. He interrupts this 

pace with full-page 

splashes and art bleeds to 

maximize the effect.   







A clown figure working in continuous opposition to the well-wishing creator very often appears in myth 

and folktale, as accounting for the ills and difficulties of our existence in the world. Behind the makeup 

and costume, it is possible to see that the one cause yields within the frame of the world dual effects—

good and evil. The Joker’s story is not as naïve as it appears, and it is a conception inherent in every myth.  



Universal too is the casting of the antagonist, the representation of evil, in the role of the clown. Devils—

both the lusty thickheads and the sharp, clever deceivers—are often clowns. Though they may triumph in 

the world of space and time, both they and their work simply disappear when the mythological hero 

reappears from the darkness. What are other examples of this devil-clown figure in popular culture? 



Ours is an increasingly symbol-oriented 

culture. In the twenty-first century, visual 

iconography may finally help us realize a 

form of universal communication. Society 

is inventing new symbols regularly, just as 

comics artists do, and these icons demand 

our participation to make them work. What 

do you see in the picture to the left? Few of 

you would say, “Just a drawing, pencil and 

ink.” Readers, not just Frank Miller, 

recreate the Batman symbol projected over 

Gotham moment by moment.  
 

The word “icon” has many meanings. For 

the purpose of our study of graphic novels, 

“icon” means an image used to represent a 

person, place, thing, or idea. This 

definition is significantly broader than the 

definition in my dictionary, but it is 

sufficient for helping us understand and 

define comics. The images we usually call 

symbols are one category of icon. These are 

the images we use to represent concepts, 

ideas, and philosophies. Then there are the 

icons of language, science, and 

communication—icons of the practical 

realm. And finally, the icons we call 

pictures: images designed to actually 

resemble their subjects.  
 

But as resemblance varies, so does the level 

of iconic content. In other words, some 

pictures are just more iconic than others. 

Unlike letters and other non-pictorial 

icons, in pictures meaning is fluid and 

variable according to appearance. 
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“The Batman thrives on continual reinterpretation, but I hope that the 

work of these three movies is ambitious and cohesive enough to stand the 

test of time as a distinct and notable interpretation of the great icon.” 

—

N E W  Y O R K  C I T Y ,  O C T .  2 0 1 3  




