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This thesis focuses primarily on homophobia and how it plays a role in the construction 

of queer identities, specifically in graphic novels and comic books. The primary texts 

being analyzed are Alan Moore’s Lost Girls, Frank Miller’s Batman: The Dark Knight 

Returns, and Michael Chabon’s prose novel The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier and 

Clay.  Throughout these and many other comics, queer identities reflect homophobic 

stereotypes rather than resisting them.  However, this thesis argues that, despite the 

homophobic tendencies of these texts, the very nature of comics (their visual aspects, 

panel structures, and blank gutters) allows for an alternative space for positive queer 

identities.   
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I. INTRODUCTION 

Batman is one of the most iconic comic book characters ever created: constantly 

being re-imagined for each generation, building off of previous versions while redefining 

his relationships to his supporting cast of heroes and villains.  In the 1980’s, Frank 

Miller’s Batman: The Dark Knight Returns brought the homoerotic relationship between 

Batman and the Joker to the forefront (while simultaneously eradicating the 

homoeroticism of the Batman and Robin dynamic).  Miller’s version of the Joker was an 

openly queer one—taking the duality of the characters to a new level.  Batman and his 

arch-nemesis represent more than just the duality of hero/villain: Miller’s modified 

Batman is now the heterosexual opposite to the Joker’s severely disturbed representation 

of homosexuality.   

While this duality is clearly showcased throughout Miller’s Dark Knight, one of 

the clearest images is found in the moment of the Joker’s death.  As the two men fight to 

the inevitable end, the Joker whispers tender, violent words to Batman – egging him on, 

inciting him to kill (see Figure 1): “I’m really… very disappointed with you, my sweet… 

the moment was… perfect… …and you… didn’t have the nerve…” (3.150, emphasis 

his).   Miller repeatedly reiterates the Joker’s overwhelming desire for Batman and 

directly links those desires to murderous urges.  Miller’s Joker is instigating a form of 

homosexual panic within Batman—threatening the hero’s very sexual being with 
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homoerotic taunts.  From this we can understand that the Joker’s desire for Batman to 

murder him in the end is there not merely to have Batman commit murder but also for 

Batman to fulfill his role in what he perceives to be their violently homoerotic, 

sadomasochistic relationship.   This queer Joker is a villainous threat, not only to society, 

but to the very heterosexuality of Miller’s Batman.  

 

Figure 1 - Dark Knight & Joker 

 

The Joker’s queer identity, then, is established as the antithesis to Batman’s 

heteronormative one. The Joker’s queerness manifests itself in a murderous villainy; 

Batman’s heterosexuality is threatened by the Joker but ultimately wins out, as he is the 

hero who knows what is best for society.  Miller’s panel layout even reinforces the 

duality of their natures—the placement of the panels’ gutters creates the appearance that 

they are leaning against one another, each identity on the opposite side of the same coin.   
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This is how authors like Miller and Lost Girls writer Alan Moore represent queer 

identities: they are the murderous, villainous threats to heterosexuality and 

heteronormative culture.   But at the same time Miller is presenting this homophobic 

assault on the Joker/Batman relationship he is allowing for an alternate reading of this 

same panel.   The panel’s gutter which places Batman in opposition to the Joker also 

situates them together quite intimately.   The Joker rests himself upon Batman (hardly 

standard fare for the typical super-hero/villain confrontation) and Batman makes no effort 

to separate himself physically from the dying Joker.   Through the gutters of comics, and 

through a reading of the visual alongside the verbal, queer identities can exist where an 

author (like Miller) did not perhaps intend them to.   

My thesis focuses primarily on homophobia and how it plays a role in the 

construction of queer identities, specifically within the graphic novel/comic book genre 

(or comics, as it is collectively known).  Comic books present a format where the visual 

presentations of the text require as much emphasis and critical analysis as the verbal 

portions do.   The primary comic book texts that I will be analyzing are Alan Moore’s 

Lost Girls and Frank Miller’s Batman: The Dark Knight Returns. From there, I will 

conclude my analysis of homophobia’s impact on queer identity through an examination 

of Michael Chabon’s novel about comics, The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier and Clay.  

Although each text addresses homosexuality and homophobia, the homosexuality in each 

text is shown in different ways and at different levels of visibility.   These varying 

presentations provide several specific areas for engaging the texts in distinct ways.  Why 

must the comics genre (and these three works specifically) continuously define 

homosexuality and homosexuals in a negative light? When the overwhelming 
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presentations appear homophobic, where are the positive queer identities to be found in 

these works?  Through-out these and many other works within the comics genre, queer 

identities reflect homophobic stereotypes rather than resisting them. These identities 

regularly appear as threats to heterosexual society: gays as murderers, villains, rapists, 

and pedophiles.  Sometimes, in the absence of a positive look at homosexuality, the 

homophobia that resides in its place is instead utilized to construct a separate, negative, 

queer identity.  And yet despite the homophobic tendencies of these texts, the very nature 

of comics (their visual aspects, panel structures, and blank gutters) allows for an 

alternative space to be created where queer identities need not be saddled with 

homophobia.  

Theoretical Framework 

The portrayals of homosexuality within comic books and graphic novels have 

been the subject of critical analysis for much of comics existence. Critics and fans alike 

have been discussing the homoerotic and homosexual content of comics even when 

openly homosexual/queer characters were not acknowledged or featured. Queer 

characters and situations have become more of a regular part of modern comic books in 

the past thirty years.  DC Comics and Marvel Comics (the two major publishers of 

modern comics) have created new queer superheroes, had older characters come out of 

the closet, and even featured functioning same-sex relationships.  In the Wildstorm 

Productions comic book The Authority, two of the main characters are the married crime-

fighters The Midnighter and Apollo (respectively the Batman and Superman analogues of 

a separate universe).  In 2009, DC Comics’ flag-ship title Detective Comics became the 

first major mainstream comic to feature a lesbian character (Batwoman) as its solo lead.  
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But in addition to these positive influences and effects, there have been negative ones too.  

During the 1950’s morality witch-hunts, Frederic Wertham’s text Seduction of the 

Innocent targeted crime and sexuality in comics, taking specific issue with the 

homoerotic relationship of Batman to his young ward Robin1.   Wertham’s study altered 

the face of comics as well as the manner in which they are studied and discussed.   In 

spite of his homophobic reactions, comics also gained a new prominence in thought and 

study; Wertham raised comics to a higher level, one worthy of critical study.  But for 

every stride forward, comics as a whole (including the creative community and society’s 

reactions to them) were still fraught with homophobia.   

Queer Theory: Intersections and Interactions 

Homophobia, in particular our understanding of how it is made manifest in 

literature, is fundamental to my examination of queer identity within the comics genre, as 

I believe that it is the basis of these authors’ queer characterizations.  A proper 

contextualizing of what homophobia is, does, and means is therefore essential before we 

can begin looking at its relevance to comics.  The simplest and most straightforward 

definition of homophobia comes from Byrne Fone’s Homophobia: A History which 

analyzes the changes in, and spread of, homophobia through works of literature around 

the world.   Fone’s basic definition of homophobia uses the popular understanding of it: a 

“fear and dislike of homosexuality and of those who practice it” (Fone 5).  But Fone does 

not stop at merely defining homophobia; rather, he attempts to construct a reason as to 

why this fear occurs. “One basis,” he considers, “is the perception that homosexuality and 

homosexuals disrupt the sexual and gender order supposedly established by what is often 

called natural law” (5). In the minds of “normal” society, the difference between 



6 
 

heterosexuality and homosexuality can be frightening precisely because of the 

interruption that homosexuality presents.  What Fone refers to as “natural law” is defined 

by society as the homosocial—a specific heterosexual relationship that homosexuality 

endangers and interrupts.  For Fone, this interruption generally takes the form of 

“effeminacy in homosexual men, mannishness in homosexual women,” but also can be 

broadened to recognize disruptions in “the social, legal, political, ethical, and moral order 

of society” (5).   That these disruptions can take the form of stereotypes is not lost on 

Fone, nor should it be forgotten during the study of such disruptions—in particular our 

look at these disruptions within comics.   

Within the comics I will be working with, these homophobic interruptions of the 

homosocial take the form of an intense emphasis on heteronormativity along with visual 

and verbal representations of homosexual panic.  Queer theory is generally a field unto 

itself and as such there have been many critics who have worked on defining the specific, 

yet fundamental, aspects that emerge out of modern queer theory and the formation of 

homosexuality as a societal taboo.  Concepts such as heteronormativity, the homosocial, 

and homosexual panic have become pillars in discussing the identity issues that surround 

queer theory.   Although each one is distinct in-of-itself and fully realized, these ideas are 

also connected strongly with one another and with how we understand and process queer 

identities.  These concepts are also manifestly connected with our understandings of the 

social aspects of homosexuality and homophobia.  While they might initially seem 

disparate from my examinations of comics, these ideas constantly reassert themselves 

throughout the genre, and in particular the works I will be looking at here.  
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 Homophobia and heteronormativity are two terms which are almost symbiotically 

linked together, each furthering and strengthening the other, while maintaining their own 

individual characteristics.  At its basest level, heteronormativity is the manner in which 

heterosexuality is used as the sole basis for the establishment of “normal” thoughts, 

attitudes, beliefs, and actions in our culture. In his introduction to the critical essay 

collection Fear of a Queer Planet: Queer Politics and Social Theory, Michael Warner 

discusses society’s penchant for viewing itself as a heterosexual construct.  Warner 

analyzes it by saying that “Het[-erosexual] culture thinks of itself as the elemental form 

of human association, as the very model of inter-gender relations, as the indivisible basis 

of all community, and as the means of reproduction without which society wouldn’t 

exist” (xxi).   Heterosexual culture does not merely set itself apart from other cultural 

options—instead it elevates itself to become the only true culture; homosexuality and 

other cultural-styles become subservient to the hetero-centric construct.  They become the 

deviances and taboos—the “other” to heterosexuality’s natural primacy.  Through 

heteronormativity sex and gender roles are established and validated through 

heterosexual interactions—homosexuality is a disruption of hetero-based relations such 

as marriage or the homosocial.  Our understanding of heteronormativity serves as a 

foundational support for understanding so many of the other concepts (linked through 

homophobia) like the homosocial. 

  While homophobia specifically addresses the heteronormative culture’s reactions 

to homosexuality and the disruptions it presents, the homosocial (in particular homosocial 

desire) is the very thing that is being disrupted.  In comics, the homosocial remains a 

constant presence, representing the “healthy” male-bonding between superheroes (often 
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made manifest in team-ups between two heroes of different titles appearing side-by-side 

in the same issue).  And while studies into the homosocial abound, this aspect of queer 

theory is not generally applied to comics theory despite its frequent dalliances with 

homosocial concepts (groups of super-heroes like DC Comics’ Justice League of 

America rely heavily on male/male bonding).  Because there is such an immediate 

relevance to comics theory (and my argument here as a whole), I will need to first lay out 

a clear delineation between the homosocial and the homosexual. Whereas the 

homosexual—in the simplest form of the term – deals with male/male or female/female 

sexual desire and sexual activity2, the homosocial is used to describe the non-sexual 

relationships between men or women (never crossing sexes), primarily those men and 

women who identify their sexuality as heterosexual.  The homosocial then is not the 

same-sex social aspects of the homosexual, but of the heterosexual.  In her text Between 

Men: English Literature and Male Homosocial Desire, Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick defines 

homosocial desire as simply “social bonds between persons of the same sex” (1).  

Sedgwick uses the term desire (as opposed to love) in connection with homosocial to 

emphasis the raw eroticism of homosocial relationships; “‘love’ is more easily used to 

name a particular emotion” (2).   Male writings, particularly those from the time before 

homosexuality became a medical (and societal) classification in the end of the nineteenth 

century, are laden with highly-charged homosocial desire; so much so that the 

homosocial becomes indicative of the natural “normal” order of male/male relations.  

Modern parlance has created terms such as “buddy film” and “bro-mance” to describe 

books and movies that deal primarily within the male homosocial3.   As the heterosexual, 

heteronormative society perceives the homosexual as a disruption to their homosocial 
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relationships, homophobia, often in the form of homosexual panic, is made manifest.   

Engaging in physical sex acts, or embracing the emotion of same-sex love over simple 

desire, creates an interruption within the homosocial, taking it one step too far for the 

heterosexual to accept.  Teenagers today use the extremely homophobic phrase “no 

homo” to acknowledge when this socially accepted line has been crossed4.  In certain 

instances hetero-culture allows homosexual violations in the homosocial to be punishable 

through violent means such as acts of homosexual panic or “gay panic.”   

 Because homosexual panic so prominently figures into Miller’s climactic scene 

between Batman and the Joker, I need to present a clearer picture of what it is and what it 

entails.  Homosexual panic, a culturally acceptable form of homophobia, is rooted in 

society’s heteronormative view of itself as a heterosexual culture.  Eve Kosofsky 

Sedgwick, having worked with homosexual panic in Between Men, discussed its judicial 

use in her text Epistemology of the Closet: 

A ‘homosexual panic’ defense for a person (typically a male) accused of antigay 

violence implies that his responsibility for the crime was diminished by a 

pathological psychological condition, perhaps brought on by an unwanted sexual 

advance from the man he then attacked. (19) 

Of course the unwanted advance need not be physical or sexual.  The court case People v. 

Schmitz saw the homosexual panic defense invoked after the victim professed his love for 

his male friend (Schmitz) on a talk show.  Schmitz bought a gun and killed the gay man 

claiming homosexual panic.  Kara S. Suffredini in her legal analysis “Pride and 

Prejudice: The Homosexual Panic Defense” discusses the Schmitz case as well as many 
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other legal instances of the homosexual panic defense (which she abbreviates to HPD) 

being invoked in order to justify homophobic violence.  Suffredini reinforces the lack of 

distinction between physical and verbal acts when she writes “Another anti-gay 

perception that the HPD triggers in jurors is that a homosexual advance, even if merely 

verbal, is equivalent to a sexual attack” (307).   Homosexuality is so firmly perceived as 

being in direct opposition to modern society that even hints or allegations of its violations 

of the heteronormative hegemony warrant a death sentence.   Homosexual panic is the 

direct result of a disruption within the homosocial; it is the physical representation of an 

internal homophobia.  

But Sedgwick, in previous texts, had also used homosexual panic in an alternative 

definition.  In Between Men, she used it to describe the “structural residue of terrorist 

potential, of blackmailability, of Western maleness through the leverage of homophobia” 

(89, emphasis hers).   If a man does not wish to be perceived as homosexual, then he 

must behave within the heteronormative guidelines put before him.   This definition is 

even more strongly connected with the homosocial; cross that line and everyone will 

think you are queer, regardless of your actual sexuality.  As a result of this form of 

homosexual panic, men behave in gross stereotypes of masculine behavior, its 

extremeness a form of homophobia in of itself.   It is this hyper-masculine homophobia 

that Frank Miller readily applies throughout many of his graphic novels (as we will 

discuss in chapter three) and that serves as the basis for his characterizations of 

homosexuals. 
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Comics Theory: Life in the Gutters 

 In the same way that certain guidelines and established theories govern queer 

studies, there are also theories that guide my study of the comics genre. Unfortunately, 

while the medium of comics is gaining popularity in literary studies, discussions of the 

theories behind their creations remain limited.   Major American theorists such as Will 

Eisner (a founding father of comics as an art form and one of its first theorists), Scott 

McCloud, Hillary Chute, and Douglas Wolk, to name a few, are some of those analyzing 

the functions and forms of comics as a literary genre.   A critical study of comics focuses 

on certain key elements: the use of symbols and symbolism, the balance of words and 

pictures, and the inherent absences that occur in the space between panels and images 

(within the gutters, as they are so known).  

In order to present the ways in which these writers and artists manifest 

homosexuals steeped in homophobia, I have to first dissect how comics work on a 

foundational level and then from there how creators like Moore and Miller build on those 

foundations.  One of the major works of comics theory is Scott McCloud’s 

Understanding Comics: The Invisible Art wherein he outlines the main components of 

graphic novels and how the intersection of words and art should be studied. McCloud 

looks heavily at the notion of symbols (the literal representation of something) in 

opposition to symbolism (the literary method of attributing meaning), as well as the 

border between reality and abstraction, and the methods in which comic books can relate 

senses and emotions through symbols, backgrounds, line-work, and more.  McCloud 

expands the vocabulary of comics by acknowledging that the word ‘symbol’ really only 

represents one facet of the imagery of comics.  Rather, he prefers the term ‘icon,’ 
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defining it as “any image, used to represent a a [sic] person, place, thing, or idea” (27).  

Regardless of whether they are called symbols or icons, of importance here is that they 

are acknowledged and treated differently than simple symbolism.  Symbols and icons in 

comics may also be symbolic, but a study of them cannot ignore what they literally 

represent. Beyond his analysis of symbols and symbolism in comics, McCloud attempts 

to define comics itself—a necessity in establishing its visual/verbal boundaries, yet in 

doing so stirs up a wave of controversy as other theorists seek to complicate his initial 

studies.  

The balance of pictures and words, on the surface an obvious characteristic of 

comics, is a fundamental and hotly contested issue in the study of comics as a medium. 

But because this balance is one of the methods in which queer identity is presented in 

comics, I need to explicate its theoretical foundations.  For McCloud, comics are most 

simply defined as “juxtaposed pictorial and other images in deliberate sequence, intended 

to convey information and/or to produce and aesthetic response in the viewer” (9).  

Stemming from this dry and somewhat pedantic definition, McCloud tells his readers 

“oh, it doesn’t have to contain words to be comics…” (8, emphasis his).  If comics do not 

contain words, then are they still comics—or are they a different form of art?   Does 

every panel need to contain words in order to be considered comics, or can a plurality of 

panels be considered?   And how do DC Comics’ and Marvel’s “silent” comic book 

issues (published without any dialogue or narration) factor into this argument?  McCloud 

would consider them comics, as would the general populace (including their creators and 

publishers), but would others?  Hillary Chute, in her article “Comics as Literature? 

Reading Graphic Narrative,” argues against McCloud, defining comics as “a hybrid 
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word-and-image form in which two narrative tracks, one verbal and one visual, register 

temporality spatially” (452).   In Chute’s terms, the words run in direct linkage with the 

pictorial (the image of train-tracks comes to mind).  Chute also cites Robert Harvey (who 

rejects McCloud’s non-word stance) and Thierry Smolderen (who rejects the sequential-

as-essential aspects of McCloud’s definition) in her assault on McCloud’s definition of 

the genre.    But whether or not words are essential to a definition, comics still more often 

than not contain them—the form is, overall, a balance between word and image 

(something most American critics, even McCloud, agree with5).   

Some European critics have a different take on the subject of word/image 

importance.  French theorist Thierry Groensteen, in his critical text The System of 

Comics, goes far beyond McCloud and argues that the primacy of the image far 

outweighs the text and renounces the idea that “comics are essentially a mixture of text 

and images, a specific combination of linguistic and visual codes” (3).  Rather, for 

Groensteen, by examining the “collaboration between the arthrology and the spatio-topia6 

that the sequential image is seen to be plainly narrative, without necessarily needing any 

verbal help” (9).   While other critics, notably American ones, agree that the spaces 

around and between panels and images are very relevant to the study of comics, most are 

unwilling to allow such spatial studies to supplant dialogue and/or narration entirely.  

In comics then, homosexuality and homophobia do not just appear in the verbal 

aspects (as they do in traditional literature); they are also represented in the visual 

portions.  Because comics are a mixed medium—relying on words and visuals in 

unison—they require a theory which allows for the understanding of how these aspects 
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function separately and together.   Because comics can be composed of more than just 

words and images, homophobia need not only reside there.  As a result, we need to look 

beyond the image itself and examine the borders and interstitial spaces surrounding the 

panels.  There is no question that spaces—the panels and their surrounding gutters—are 

of importance in analyzing comics (after all, Groensteen spends over 75 pages discussing 

“The Spatio-Topical System” of panels and page parameters).    Panels are one of the 

basic elements of comics—a starting point for discussion and analysis.  The panel itself is 

not essential; many comics regularly break the borders of panels or omit them entirely in 

places.  But for reference, the panel is the key starting element.  Simply put, Groensteen 

defines it as “a portion of space isolated by blank spaces and enclosed by a frame that 

insures its integrity” (25).   Panels can be moved, removed, reordered, copied, repeated, 

magnified, and minimized all for differing effects.   As comics are discussed and 

analyzed, the panel is the base reference point.    

But there is more than just form and function to the panel.  McCloud delineates 

between what a panel says and what it does not say. “Within these panels, we can only 

convey information visually. But between panels, none of our senses are required at all. 

Which is why all of our senses are engaged!” (89, emphasis his).   The panel then is the 

gateway to the reader’s imagination.  The reader (and the critic by extension) interjects 

himself into the panels—linking them together with only the imagination to build a 

cohesive image and story.   What is not shown, then, is just as important—if not more 

important—then what is shown.  McCloud calls the joining of panels by the reader’s 

mind “closure” which is “the phenomenon of observing the parts but perceiving the 

whole” (63).  So why is understanding panels and “closure” so important?  Because in the 
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study of comics, we must understand that what the reader brings to the book is equally as 

important as what its creators have brought.   McCloud calls the reader a silent 

accomplice, as “closure in comics fosters an intimacy surpassed only by the written word, 

a silent, secret contract between creator and audience” (69).   The works then demand to 

be analyzed and discussed.  Authorial intent can only take a reader so far—the panels 

require readers to fill in the gaps with their own ideas, prejudices, desires, and intentions.  

This notion of what lies between the panels will be central to my discussion of these 

texts, since it is through the understanding of closure that I can extrapolate the manner in 

which Moore and Miller present homosexual identity and homophobia by reading the 

gutter as more than just a shift between angles in the scene.  Instead the gutter becomes 

the tool through which Moore and Miller both reaffirm their own thoughts on what a 

queer identity should be as well as allow for the reader to infer a separate presentation of 

queer identities.  As I examine homosexuality and homophobia in the following chapters, 

the ability to read gutters through acts of closure will be fundamental in arguing for how 

these words and images work in tandem to create negative portrayals of homosexuals 

grounded in homophobia. 

Literature Review 

 Because my thesis encompasses so many different areas (primarily the separate 

and overlapping theories behind queer studies and graphic novels), there are not many 

critics who have covered this mix of material before.  There are several critics who have 

examined homosexuality in comics, but the discussion of homophobia is often minor or 

tangential to their overall work. For Lost Girls, there was a roundtable critical discussion 

at the University of Florida (published through their ImageText journal) that focused 
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primarily on the issues of pornography that surround Moore’s work. This emphasis on 

sexuality and pornography over homosexuality is continued in the criticisms of Tom 

Crippen, Noah Berlatsky, and Craig Fischer, all published in The Comics Journal.  The 

critics overall, when confronted with the blatant sexuality displayed in Moore’s graphic 

novel, seem to let the analysis of that consume their work.  As a result, homosexuality is 

relegated to brief discussions and is too often simply grouped with other social and sexual 

taboos that Moore tackles.  

 Because of the myriad of social and political issues that Miller’s graphic novel 

addresses, much of the criticism out there responds directly to those areas. Yet due to the 

overwhelming popularity and cultural influence of Batman as character, there have been 

certain authors who directly addressed homosexuality (both within and apart from 

Miller’s representations of Batman).  In the 1954, Frederic Wertham’s shattering expose 

of crime and comic books Seduction of the Innocent openly attacked the Batman family 

of comics for their portrayal of Batman and Robin as “a wish dream” for homosexuals 

(190). There are several interviews with Miller in which he directly discusses his 

intentions in the work as they apply to Batman, Robin, the Joker and homosexuality.  

More recently in 2008, Nathan Tipton’s criticism “Gender Trouble: Frank Miller’s 

Revision of Robin in the Batman: Dark Knight Series” focused specifically on Miller’s 

transformation of Robin from a male character to a female one (albeit a different person 

entirely).   Several collections of criticisms have been published, including The Many 

Lives of the Batman and Batman and Philosophy, which address social, political, and 

gender issues that arise in examinations of Batman.   
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Much of Chabon’s work contains homosexual or queer elements and Kavalier 

and Clay is no exception.  Yet there has been little significant critical study of the 

homosocial, homosexuality, and homophobia found within his texts.  For Kavalier and 

Clay much of the critical analysis focuses on the treatment of Jews and of the Holocaust 

in the storyline.  Lee Behlman, Christoph Ribbat, and D.G. Myers all concentrate on how 

Chabon portrays European Jews in the times surrounding World War II7.  The closest 

anyone comes to really discussing the homosexual/homophobic aspects of the novel is “A 

Half-Naked Muscleman in Trunks” by Richard Landon, which focuses on comic book 

masculinity, specifically in Grant Morrison’s Flex Mentallo8 but also analyzing the 

father/son issues in Kavalier and Clay.   Unfortunately, despite rave critical attention to 

Chabon’s novel, overall there has been little serious criticism written about the work. In 

this way, my thesis hopes to rectify a small part of that critical oversight.   

Rationale for Texts 

Each of the three major texts were chosen for their individual merits (quality is 

such an unquantifiable value), their critical reception, their authors’ literary statuses (as 

well as overall oeuvres), and their distinct relationships to homosexuality and 

homophobia.   Each text was also chosen specifically because they represented attitudes 

of (and towards) homosexuality through expressions of homophobia in specific (yet 

extremely different) time periods and locations.  

Lost Girls is Alan Moore’s adult-minded expansion of classic children’s 

literature; that is to say, he does not re-imagine the original stories so much as he re-tells 

them through aged eyes.  His main characters are Wendy from J.M. Barrie’s Peter Pan, 
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Dorothy from L. Frank Baum’s The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, and Alice from Lewis 

Carroll’s Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking-Glass9. Moore 

supposes a world in which all three characters exist together and encounter one another in 

a hotel at the outset of World War I.  Lost Girls contains many of the author’s strengths 

and weaknesses and is essentially a prototypical example of his overall work.  Moore 

displays his intense writing style (full of sweeping imagery, hyper-real symbolism, and, 

though at times obscure, strong literary references).  It received mixed critical 

reception—as do many of Moore’s works—being perceived as perhaps too esoteric in 

places; its handling of pornography and other sexual taboos lauded and reviled (and 

occasionally both simultaneously). And yet Moore is considered one of the grand masters 

of the comic book genre; his Watchmen, Swamp Thing, V for Vendetta, Promethea, and 

takes on Batman and Superman are considered to be among the finest works in the 

graphic novel sphere.  Moore’s open take on sexuality is perhaps too open: sexual fluidity 

is over emphasized for the sake of fluidity, often times to the detriment of character and 

self-identity.  Additionally, Moore spends so much of his energy within the work fending 

off cries of child pornography that he often neglects the queer aspects.  An 

embarrassment of taboos leads to an abandonment of depth in establishing homosexual 

identity.    Yet the homosexual in culture and in sexual practice remains a major aspect of 

the work, almost demanding a closer criticism of its facets.  

A landmark in graphic novels, Frank Miller’s dark take on the Batman mythos 

prompted a revolution in the comic book industry and (along with Moore’s Watchmen) 

spawned a dark age in comic books not seen since the hardcore horror comics of the 

1950’s.  Batman: The Dark Knight Returns is regularly referenced by critics and readers 
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alike as one of the definitive Batman stories ever created. Setting itself 10 years in the 

future, in a world in which superheroes have retired or left the planet, Batman comes out 

of hiding and gains a new, now female, Robin.  The long storied homoerotic relationship 

between Batman and Robin is briefly handled early on and then eradicated with the 

arrival of the female Robin.  Additionally, Batman’s relationship with his arch-nemesis 

the Joker is one of the focal points of the work.  Miller presents a queer Joker—gay for 

Batman as it were—a love / hate relationship that had been toyed with before but now 

taken to a new, blatantly homoerotic, level.   The overt homophobic tones that run 

through Miller’s Batman: The Dark Knight Returns (and its 2001-2002 sequel Batman: 

The Dark Knight Strikes Again) reveal two different models of what Miller perceives a 

homosexual is: the homoerotically-charged, repressed rage of Batman and the violent 

psychopathic nature of the Joker.   While homoeroticism in Batman comics is nothing 

new, Miller’s text ascends to a different level as it deconstructs the superhero and his 

relationships to his friends, family, and enemies.  

A winner of numerous book awards, including the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction, 

Michael Chabon’s The Amazing Adventures of Kavalier and Clay is an ideal novel to 

analyze as it supersedes and yet is engrossed in the comic book genre. Telling the story of 

the birth of the superhero genre of comic books, the text takes the form of the traditional 

novel yet allows itself to be heavily influenced by the comic books it is describing.  Like 

many of his novels, Kavalier and Clay focuses heavily on the Jewish experience—here 

set against the onslaught of World War II.   The novel received enormous critical praise, 

from traditional media and literary groups alike; yet there has been little literary criticism 

written about it in the past ten years since it debuted.  The setting of the novel, New York 
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City during World War II, lends itself to a specific feel and attitude towards 

homosexuality and homosexuals themselves. Clay’s plight of balancing his awakening 

sexual desires with his familial desires is a common one; one which resonates throughout 

queer culture and literature for most of the 20th century.  Within Kavalier and Clay, 

homosexual identity is treated as merely one facet of life—Clay is always treated as more 

than a homosexual (although other characters in the text are not handled so equally).   
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II. OF LOST LOVES AND LOST GIRLS 

In his controversial storybook/graphic novel Lost Girls, Alan Moore has created a 

decidedly adult look at the myths of our childhood. Moore brings into adulthood three 

heroines of classic children’s stories: Alice (from her days in Wonderland), Wendy (from 

her adventures with Peter Pan), and Dorothy (from her romp through Oz).   That Moore’s 

Lost Girls concerns itself with sex and sexualities is a magnificent understatement.  There 

is no way to separate sex from the text; they are so intertwined that the work is generally 

considered to be a porno-graphic novel.   Within Lost Girls, sexuality is regarded with 

extreme fluidity and openness; yet although the text is quite liberal in many ways in its 

treatment of sexuality, there are still some areas that can come across as homophobic.   

This homophobia is most evident in Moore’s characters—heterosexual and homosexual 

alike.  His characters are all, for all intents and purposes, extremely sexual (and 

sexualized) beings.  Their sexual liberation seems more akin to the “free love” of the 

1960’s than Europe at the dawn of the century.  But in spite of this liberation, those 

characters of Moore’s with homosexual leanings regularly appear as threats to 

heterosexual society.  Plainly put, his queers are villains and pedophiles.   

Homosexuality in Lost Girls is, of course, far more complicated than that.  Moore 

has not written any male characters who might identify as homosexual; none who only—

or even primarily—desire intercourse with another male; instead male/male sex is seen as 
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either secondary, shameful, or pedophilic.  And since it can be argued that a character’s 

feeling of shame towards homosexual acts is not the same as Moore’s personal feelings 

about male homosexuality, all we are left with for critical analysis is the actions and 

attitudes of his characters.  However, since the characters’ shame is such an integral 

aspect within the text’s primary male/male sex scene, their shame is not something that 

cannot be dismissed as obviously disparate from Moore’s personal notions of shame (and 

yet it is important to note that shame by itself is not necessarily homophobic).  Yet 

Moore’s lesbian characters (or even just women who engage in same-sex sexual 

encounters) embrace their sexuality with aplomb.  In the midst of stereotypical sexist 

readings of graphic lesbian intercourse there lies the possibility of a reading of queer 

identity as positive and healthy.  Moore keeps this reading just off-panel at times, 

however, forcing the reader to construct this identity within the panels’ gutters.    As a 

result, every queer identity is mitigated and saddled with dual identities—a sort of forced 

bisexuality perhaps because heteronormative hegemony deems that more tolerable.    

Textual and Historical Backgrounds 

 Within every discussion of an author’s work, some questions of authorial intent 

are bound to surface.  Questioning whether or not certain moments in a text, or certain 

characters (and their actions and attributes), are indeed homophobic is not the same as 

accusing authors of being homophobic (either in their fictions or in their real-lives).  

Such is the case with Alan Moore.  Moore is noted for his liberal views, particularly 

when it comes to sexuality and personal freedoms.  In the 1980’s Moore worked with a 

group of comic book writers and artists to create the anthology AARGH (Artists Against 

Rampant Government Homophobia) which tackled Clause 28, a homophobic British law.  
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Moore’s contribution to the comics anthology was his epic poem The Mirror of Love, a 

history of homosexual love from the ancient world to the present.   Moore’s intimate 

relationship with his wife and their girlfriend framed his concerns over the British 

government’s interference in the sexual activities of its citizenry.   

 With such a history of opposition to homophobia, how does one then account for 

the perceived homophobia within Moore’s Lost Girls?  It is not so much, perhaps, that 

Moore intends certain characters or their actions to be read as homophobic. Rather it is 

possible for the comics reader, using the act of closure, to extrapolate on their own the 

manner in which a character or scene might evoke homophobia.   Authorial intent can 

only take the comics reader/critic so far; our interpretation of a scene, as McCloud 

suggests, rests equally on the parts that do not appear in the panels as much as in the parts 

that do.   It is through closure that the reader can criticize/analyze a character’s or scene’s 

potential homophobia, and it is through acts of closure that I will primarily engage 

Moore’s text in this chapter.   

The Medium and Milieu of Lost Girls 

In order to have a fuller understanding of what Moore is doing with his 

characters, I must first elaborate on some of the choices Moore makes in creating Lost 

Girls.   Moore’s artistic choices serve different purposes, however the ones I am most 

concerned with involve the establishing of his characters and characterizations.  Though 

the girls themselves may now be adults, Moore has resisted the urge to (21st-century) 

modernize them.  Instead the central action of the story takes place at a hotel in Eastern 

Europe on the eve of World War I.  Isolated from the rest of the world, the women re-tell 
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the stories of their youths and their sexual awakenings.  At the same time, they explore 

their current sexualities through multiple liaisons with each other, the hotel staff, and 

other guests.  The moments before the war breaks out are, for Moore (and perhaps 

others), the death of the Victorian age which gave birth to these characters and therefore 

are a fitting setting in which to provide fresh perspective on our nostalgic way of 

remembering the tales of our youth.  

 Moore combines two separate mediums within the pages of Lost Girls. He makes 

a calculated decision to connect the medium of comics with old school style pornography 

(though the mediums are not entirely unrelated, as pornography has a long history of 

using comics and cartoons for eroticism and titillation). His collaborator/wife Melinda 

Gebbie paints the artwork to give it a washed, watercolor-like retro look.  Their artistic 

vision, similar to much of Moore’s other work, harkens back to another era, quite apropos 

considering its historical and chronological setting.  As a work of graphic fiction, Moore 

succeeds on multiple levels.  His choices in primary characters allow for the re-creation 

of several magical worlds and mythologized creatures (he recasts Lewis Carroll’s 

Jabberwocky as a large phallus ejaculating over a terrified Alice) without losing the 

immediate connections to the originals the audience knows almost instinctively.  Moore 

embraces both the realism and the fantasy of the original works, using nostalgia to its full 

advantages by treating the fantastic as reminiscences. For instance, Dorothy’s 

experiences with the farmhands who become Scarecrow, Tin Woodsman, and Cowardly 

Lion are set as traditional pastoral scenes and it is only in the climactic moment where 

they are transformed into their fantastical counterparts.   
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Yet Lost Girls is more than just a retelling of tales from an adult perspective. Its 

aim is to reveal something about how we view those things that happen in our youth once 

we are adults. Or is it? Perhaps instead Moore’s aim is to illuminate how sexuality is so 

mythologized in our younger days that our childlike minds create a fantastical world 

around it.  Since the impetus for Lost Girls relies heavily, to say the least, on three works 

of classic children’s literature (Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland, Peter Pan, and The 

Wizard of Oz), at minimum a cursory knowledge of those texts’ plots is essential. In each 

tale, a young girl is transported to a magical realm.  Once there, she meets fantastical 

creatures, friends and villains alike, and in the case of Alice and Dorothy, begins a quest 

to find her way back home.   Home is of course, as the moral of each story suggests, the 

place good little girls belong.  

It is, perhaps, somewhat relevant to emphasize that although Moore alludes to 

these classic works (and makes extensive use of their foundations and frameworks), he 

does not adapt them.  Writing about Moore and adaptation is Tof Eklund, one of the 

critics for ImageTexT, an online literary criticism journal published by the University of 

Florida.  In his essay on Lost Girls entitled “A Magical Realism of the Fuck,” he 

addresses this very issue. “The work of Lost Girls is not one of adaptation,” Eklund 

writes, “but of pure difference.  If plot, characterization or setting are (any of them) 

necessary criteria for adaptation, then Lost Girls cannot be an adaptation” (5).  Moore 

takes only certain aspects of the characters themselves (most notably their names) and 

leaves behind so much else.  Even the flashback sequences, with nods here and there to 

their literary foundations, do not fully replicate those foundations.  While certain 

moments might overlap, the majority of the flashbacks completely re-imagine what had 



26 
 

come before.  For example, in Dorothy’s flashbacks she is having sex in the fields or barn 

with the farmhands and at the moment of climax each farmhand morphs into his “Oz” 

counterpart (the pretty but dumb farmhand becomes the brainless Scarecrow, and so on).   

In this way, Moore is making allusions to the characters that have come before and not 

merely adapting their stories.  Furthermore, by aging the main heroines of those stories, 

Moore can bring the stories into adulthood without necessarily modernizing them.   But 

aging them allows Moore certain freedoms with the characters—the ability of the 

character to reflect on her childhood, to forget those parts that might no longer seem 

relevant or essential to the tales, and to engage in sexual escapades with more fully 

realized sexual identities. 

Homophobia in Early 20th Century Europe 

 Although the purpose of this thesis is not to double-check Moore’s historical 

research, a brief exploration of attitudes towards homosexuality in pre-World War I 

Europe may assist in my examination of Moore’s treatment of those same attitudes.    

Near the end of the Victorian period (in 1897 specifically), British sexologists Havelock 

Ellis and John Symonds published their groundbreaking work of scientia sexualis, the 

critical/medical text Sexual Inversion which deconstructed sexual taboos as medical 

issues.  And while Ellis and Symonds acknowledge homosexuality as a possible sexual 

inversion, they also make distinctions between the two10.  Ellis and Symonds were 

responsible for shaping much of intellectual discourse surrounding homosexuality in the 

early 20th century.   Fone’s Homophobia: A History recounts that even though Sexual 

Inversion maintains a relatively positive attitude towards homosexuality (and homosexual 

desire), it too still faced enormous external homophobic pressures in both Europe and 
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America.     A pro-homosexuality letter was originally published in a 1901 edition of the 

text, but was removed from subsequent editions due to strong anti-homosexuality 

reactions, particularly in America (Fone 356).  While homophobia was ultimately present 

in Europe, it maintained a far stronger social and political hold in America.   

 The European scientific community’s openness to a pro-homosexuality sentiment 

is also evident in the German magazine Monthly Reports of the Scientific Humanitarian 

Committee which published an anonymous letter in one if its 1907 issues in defense of 

homosexuality.  The magazine’s activities, products of sex researcher Magnus 

Hirschfeld, “formed part of the general prohomosexual ferment then taking place in 

Germany” (Fone 356).   While anti-homosexual fervor, homophobia in particular, clearly 

existed throughout Europe, Fone clearly indicates that it was far more rampant in 

America where a sort of “Anglo-American hypocrisy” ran wild.   Sedgwick also 

discusses these same Anglo-American reactions towards homosexuality noting that 

“homosexual panic is not only endemic to [them] but a mainspring of their treatment of 

politics and power” (Between Men 201).   Of course, Sedgwick notes comparable 

homophobic instances in Britain around the turn of the century (citing D.H. Lawrence’s 

reactions to Whitman’s “perverted” poetry as one example); yet like Fone she considers 

Europe as behaving far more respectfully towards homosexuality than America (216).   

Of course, both Fone and Sedgwick deal with homosexuality and homophobia on a 

literary/intellectual level; neither author really discusses the topics as the vox populi see 

them.   Clearly Europe maintained some level of understanding and acceptance of 

homosexuality while simultaneously enacting a heteronormative hegemony that allowed 

for homosexual panics to fester.  Moore reflects these vagaries within Lost Girls by 
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contrasting the homophobic reactions of the invading German soldiers with the rampant 

sexual promiscuity of the hotel denizens (3.30.5 for example).    

Previous Critical Analyses: Touring Sexual Taboos 

 In a work as complex as Lost Girls, there are often several majors issues and 

taboos being addressed at any given point.  All too often in the study of such works 

behaviors, concepts, or ideas that are deemed taboo or deviant are too readily lumped 

together and treated as a singular issue (i.e. Moore’s sexual taboos).   As a result, critics 

often focus on only one or two of the myriad of issues while leaving others for another 

time (or critic).  Major critical areas that have been focused on within Lost Girls include 

sexuality, pornography, and pedophilia/child pornography.  Perhaps it is due to the 

heteronormative nature of our culture, but the homosexual and homophobic aspects are 

often only mentioned in passing (and if mentioned, rarely even fully discussed).   

 Several critics have concentrated specifically on the ways in which Lost Girls 

addresses sex and sexuality.  José Alaniz, in his article “Speaking the ‘Truth’ of Sex: 

Moore & Gebbie’s Lost Girls,” discusses the methods in which Moore has the women 

recount their previous histories through storytelling.  Alaniz calls their recounting “the 

confession/erotic autobiography of initiation” and links it directly to Foucault’s thoughts 

on “speaking sex” through the act of turning sex into discourse (312).  Critic Susie 

Bright’s analysis instead analyzes Moore’s decision to ascribe sex and sexuality to classic 

literary characters.  In her article “The Erotic Lost Girls: Alice, Wendy, and Dorothy 

Grow Up,” Bright looks at perceived reactions from society to Moore’s “sexing” of the 

heroines.  She interviews Moore where he tells her that, for him, characters need to be 
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fully developed and well-rounded: “having some sort of sexuality would be an important 

[sic] to a personality” (2).  For Moore and Bright, “sexing” the heroines is merely 

rounding out the characters so they seem more three-dimensional.  Other critics, like 

Craig Fisher, Richard Gehr, and Richard Von Busack, each specifically focus on the 

themes of sexuality that run throughout Lost Girls. But some critics, like Gary Groth, 

look closely at the intersections between sexuality and pornography within the text.  

 In one of the first (if not the first) published discussions on the work, Groth 

interviewed Moore in 1991 when Lost Girls was in its earliest (and somewhat 

hypothetical) stages, appearing, fragmented, in the magazine Taboo.  Publishing the 

interview as “Pornographer Laureate: An Interview with Alan Moore,” Groth spent time 

discussing society’s attempts to control and police pornography.  Yet really, the article is 

merely Groth giving Moore an open space in which to vocalize his personal takes on 

pornography as literature: Moore is not in favor of “coercive” or rape-style sex in porn, 

nor is he in favor of a feminist approach in which all offensive imagery and acts are 

removed (118).  Throughout the interview, Moore expresses his personal preferences 

when it comes to pornography, as well as what he sees as problematic about most other 

porn.   When I say that Moore is “not in favor” of coercive porn, I do not mean to sound 

as if he is condemning it wholesale or suggesting that it should be censored.  Rather I 

mean to emphasize that Moore is against coercive porn within his own sexual activities 

and pornographic works and, as the interview also makes clear, he is against censorship 

in all forms.  Moore is, as he is frequently prone to doing, merely expressing his personal 

sexual preferences and the reasons for them, not advocating or forcing a sexual lifestyle 

upon others.  
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By 2006, Moore would have his defense of the pornography within Lost Girls 

down to an art form—an 11,000+ word interview with Adi Tantimedh serves as the 

magnum opus of Moore’s philosophies on pornography.  Beyond his role as interviewer, 

Tantimedh offers up his own defense of the text, specifically addressing some critics’ 

complaints that the work is too taboo: “In fact, the sex may be less interesting than what 

it is being used to say” (Tantimedh 1).  What Moore is trying to say is actually quite a lot.  

He wants to make a statement about the state of pornography in our culture and society.  

He makes this point over and over again.    In an interview with Pádraig Ó Méalóid, 

Moore discusses his quest to use the text to reclaim and/or “rehabilitate” pornography, if 

such a thing is possible.  Moore wants the work to be a “benchmark” for future 

discussions of the intellectual possibilities of pornography to refer back to (4).  One of the 

main reason the critics are discussing the pornographic aspects to such an extreme extent 

is because Moore is11.  Tom Crippen, Charles Hatfield, Nik Dirga, Annalisa Di Liddo12, 

and Meredith Collins all make pornography the focal points of their criticisms, often 

times passing judgment on the text for its quality of pornography (i.e. whether or not it 

turns them on).  One of the other major (though tangential) issues that arises from the 

work’s pornographic aspects (and of which the critics love to discuss at length) is 

Moore’s handling of child sexuality.   

 Because Moore is eager to generate social commentary, he pushes extreme 

societal taboos by addressing child sexuality, child pornography, child prostitution, and 

pedophilia.  In a pair of columns on his personal website, comics creator Neil Gaiman 

looks at the balance between the ideal of freedom of speech and the ideal of protecting 

children.  Gaiman’s “Why defend freedom of icky speech?” makes the distinction 
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between works of art (or fictions) and actual acts occurring to/against actual people.  

Gaiman’s critical separation is precisely what Moore is trying to say throughout the work. 

In a blatantly meta-fictive/post-modern scene, Moore even has one of his characters 

(Monsieur Rougeur, the Hotel Manager) say it for him: “Fiction and fact: only madmen 

and magistrates cannot discriminate between them” (3.22.4).   Rougeur then compares 

the tragedy of real children being raped by adults with their fictive counterparts (see 

Figure 2): “But they are fictions. They are uncontaminated by effect and consequence. 

Why they are almost innocent.  I, of course, am real, and since Helena, who I just fucked, 

is only thirteen, I am very guilty” (3.22.5, emphasis his).    

 

Figure 2 - Lost Girls & “Fictions” 

Other critics cannot resist Moore’s invitation to generate discussion and debate. 

Unfortunately, most of them seem to consent to Moore’s interpretation with little 

resistance.  In his chapter on Alan Moore in Reading Comics: How Graphic Novels Work 

and What They Mean, Douglas Wolk looks at the child-taboos, but seems ready and 
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willing to accept Moore’s defense of reality versus fiction. In fact, Wolk becomes almost 

giddy in his defense of Moore: “All of this is terribly uncomfortable to read; it’s meant to 

be, obviously, because the argument is no fun if it’s too easy” (255).   Wolk recognizes 

that Moore is trying to be controversial, and Wolk is all the happier for it.  

One of the other major pieces of criticism to examine the pedophilic aspects is 

Kenneth Kidd’s article “Down the Rabbit Hole.”   Kidd delves into Alice author Lewis 

Carroll’s real-life issues (there were of concerns of perceived pedophilia between Carroll 

and the real-life Alice) to connect them with Moore’s interpretations of those actions (this 

in connection with Alice’s molestation at the hands of the White Rabbit).  Kidd also 

discusses the Peter Pan/Hook relationship by bemoaning Moore’s choice to reduce Hook 

to a bisexual pedophile, an act which downplays the homoeroticism inherent in the 

original text.   His essay contains some of the most queer theory applied directly to Lost 

Girls—but he primarily focuses on the child/pedophile aspect and does not look at the 

non-pedophilic adults.  Other critics, like Kurt Amacker, Noel Murray, and Philip 

Sandifer focus more on the overlap between pornography and child sexual taboos with 

little interest in homosexuality or homophobic elements within the text.  

The Homosexual as Pederast: Homoeroticism and Homophobia 

So what of the homosexuality and homoeroticism in the text?  What does Moore 

really say when you look beyond the shock and awe of graphic sex, mass orgies, 

pedophilia, incest, and prostitution being so flagrantly depicted with Lost Girls?    As the 

sexuality is examined past the painted pictures, we see that Moore is creating extremely 

fluid sexualities—men and women are willing to engage in same-sex sexual liaisons, so 



33 
 

long as they are not labeled gay or homosexual as a result.   When we realize that there 

are no male characters who desire only same-sex intercourse, certain things start to 

standout as homophobic. Within the text, there are no clearly gay males; the main 

male/male sex scene occurs between two straight-identifying males and is never spoken 

of again (certainly not by the two men themselves, although it is possible that Wendy 

references another, later, encounter); other moments of male/male intercourse occur 

during orgies and are permitted and validated through the presence of females—these 

acts skirt the edges of the homosocial, and through the female-presence cause less 

disruptions of the heteronormative sexual activity than if the sex was strictly male/male 

(this works in reverse as well—the presence of the male bellhops in this same scene serve 

to hetero-normalize the female/female sex which was in progress); and any male/male 

sex in the flashbacks is pedophilia or child pornography.    

 That there is an absence of gay males entirely is not necessarily homophobic.  

There are, after all, a great number of works in which there are no homosexuals (or at 

least openly identifying as homosexual).  What makes this appear homophobic is its lack 

in the midst of a glut of other sexual activity.  The work does feature homosexual sex, but 

all of the males in the text have sex with women as their primary source of sexual 

enjoyment.  Harold Potter13, who is there at the hotel with his wife Wendy (our heroine 

from Peter Pan), is frequently seen masturbating to images of naked women and 

engaging in detailed lurid fantasies (including devil/angel sex acts) of his wife (Moore 

2.11.7-8). Captain Rolf Bauer, another hotel guest also regularly seeks the sexual 

company of women—shortly after arriving he engages in boisterous outdoor sex with 

Dorothy (Moore 1.2.4-7).   Monsieur Rougeur, the previously mentioned Hotel Manager 
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sleeps with women (and to be fair, men) throughout the entire work (including all three of 

the heroines) and some under-aged girls running around the hotel.  The bellhops are 

prostitutes hired by Rougeur to please the guests (and his own) every whim (Moore 

3.23.5).  That all of these males regularly engage in (and desire/prefer) heterosexual 

couplings, but rarely homosexual ones can be seen as homophobic as Moore still attempts 

to maintain some form of heteronormativity—men fooling around with one another 

might be perceived as a stretching the boundaries of the homosocial without actual 

violating its fundamental precepts.  

 The male/male sex that does occur generally comes in two forms: sex en masse, 

with at least one woman present (more often than not there is more than one), and to an 

extremely lesser extent, one-on-one male/male intercourse.  In one of the key scenes, 

Wendy and Dorothy have sex with two male bellhops.  One bellhop takes Wendy from 

behind as she bids farewell to her husband out of her hotel window.  Much of the scene is 

played for comic relief as Dorothy has the bellhop surprise her with the act of 

penetration.  Dorothy then directs the other male bellhop to sodomize his coworker 

(Moore 3.21.7).   
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Figure 3 - Lost Girls & Bellhops 

 

The sexual activity in the room leading up to this moment had all been heterosexual – the 

bellhops taking turns pleasing the ladies.  The males cannot initiate homosexual sex on 

their own—they must receive the permission and instruction of the woman (see Figure 3). 

Male homosexuality is most permissible when it is female-induced: the man’s real desire 

is to please the woman, not himself or the other man.   

 The only true one-on-one male /male sex sequence occurs between two straight-

identifying males (Harold and Rolf) and is never spoken of again by Harold or Rolf. With 

their sexual intercourses, Moore offers up a homophobic look at gay sex: when a man’s 

needs are not being met by a woman, then homosexual sex is an acceptable, though 

perhaps less-desirable, alternative for sexual outlet.  The encounter happens in secret 

between two men whom otherwise sleep with women—Harold being married to Wendy 
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and Rolf having regular sexual dalliances with Dorothy at the hotel.  As the chapter 

opens, Harold references homosexuals and same-sex intercourse as “rum,” a phrase Rolf 

is not entirely familiar with (see Figure 4). “You know,” Harold continues. “Peculiar. 

Women messing about with women; chaps on top of chaps, that sort of thing” (Moore 

2.13.1).  

 

Figure 4 - Lost Girls & "Rum" 

 

The scene is full of visual puns and foreshadowing—Rolf pouring them a nightcap while 

discussing “rum,” the placement of Harold’s speech balloon (discussing “chaps on top of 

chaps”) over part of Rolf’s rear-end, the prominently placed phallic-shaped flowers, and 



37 
 

Rolf’s choice of toasts as the two men drink: “Bottoms up” (Moore 2.13.1)   In a sense, 

Moore is preparing the reader for the reality that these two men are going to have sex 

with each other, and so they do.   Moore’s take on gay sex has that tinge of naïveté that 

haunts most poorly done gay pornography (an anal-virgin like Harold using only spit 

would be in torment, not ecstasy).  But Moore also grounds the scene within the 

homosocial: the men confirm that they had engaged in homosexual dalliances when they 

were young, “innocent boyish fun” as Harold refers to them (2.13.2).   

 The sexual acts are initiated by Rolf.  After Harold reveals that he has never been 

on the receiving end of oral sex (from male or female), Rolf comes to the aide of his new 

friend.  Even as the male/male sex is beginning, Moore chooses to present it as a last-

resort option for the men: Wendy will not perform it on her husband, so he will have his 

needs met elsewhere. In his commentary on this specific scene, Eklund addresses the 

men’s motivations here: “the only acceptable reason for sexual intercourse in Lost Girls 

is a mutual ‘want to,’ and that mutual ‘want to’ is treated as the only justification 

necessary to do whatever is mutually desired” (4).    Eklund goes on to call the scene “a 

beautifully seductive double narrative of male homosexuality pairing [Harold and Rolf] 

... alongside one of the book’s many erotic pastiches” (4).  Eklund is too busy being 

entranced by the overall effect of the scene (it is quite beautifully rendered) to properly 

critique it.  Although the scene is nothing like rape or coercive sex, Moore certainly 

writes a great detail of hesitation into Harold leading into the sexual acts.  The mutual 

“want to” is in reality Rolf’s “want to” that Harold gradually defers to – notably only 

after Rolf has actually begun the oral sex.  Rolf’s come-on is actually met with a 
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statement of confusion and a look of shock by Harold (see Figure 5).   Proper gentlemen, 

or so his shock would have us believe, do not engage in homosexual behaviors.  

 

Figure 5 - Lost Girls & Gentlemen 

 

Although the sex itself is treated with respect from there on, Moore offers no 

respect for men who might enjoy such pleasures with pride.  After it is all said and done, 

the men slink back quietly afterwards to their respective beds—in shame and silence.  

Moore utilizes a series of panels to convey this, in which Harold looks guilty while 

dressing himself, returning to his room, and going to sleep with his wife (2.13.8).  Does 

Harold’s shame come from his overwhelming sense of sexual repression?  Is it possible 

to read Harold as repressed instead of the scene as homophobic?  To be sure, Harold is, at 
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times, sexually repressed (certainly when it comes to male/male sex).  And yet Moore 

never treats Harold’s heterosexual activities with the same degree of post-coital shame 

(or any real degree of post-coital shame at all).      Rolf’s post-(same-sex)-coital feelings 

are never really examined—perhaps because he was the instigator of the scene (Moore 

2.13.3) or perhaps because Moore cannot (or is simply unwilling to) connect male/male 

sex with lasting satisfaction.  Moore does not have the men reference this sexual 

encounter again anywhere in the text, despite characters’ referencing other prior 

heterosexual or lesbian encounters. In two separate instances Wendy makes allusions to 

the possibility that the men might be having sex—but neither reference is quite concrete.  

At one point Wendy notes that the men are not coming out with the ladies because they 

(Rolf and Harold) are heading to Turkish baths (2.17.1).   But this passes without 

commentary (from Moore or from the characters) as if no one reads anything sexual into 

this moment of male bonding (in fact, the moment might actually fall entirely within the 

realm of the homosocial and neither man might cross the boundary from homosocial into 

homosexual encounter). Wendy’s later reference connecting Rolf and Harold with 

homosexual acts concerns her reading of the two men arguing about the war.  The 

intensity and passion with which they argued morphed into an intense sexuality which 

appeared to Wendy as “well, like they was fuckin’”(3.21.4).  Moore even flashes a panel 

(amidst the men’s arguing) referencing back to their original sexual encounter.   But this 

is Wendy’s reading of the fight as homoerotic—not the men engaging in or referencing 

an earlier sexual encounter.   If anything, this scene allows to see another example where 

homosexual activity can be read as pushing the boundaries of the homosocial past its 

breaking point.  This initial scene of male/male intercourse is, however, one of the few 
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instances where male/male sex occurs between consenting adults—the rest of the 

male/male sex acts Moore links directly with other social and sexual taboos. 

All of the male/male sex that Moore presents via the extensive flashbacks is 

pedophilia or child pornography. The relationship of Captain Hook and Peter Pan is 

recast as one of pedophile and boy prostitute where Wendy spies Peter servicing “the 

fellow with the funny hand” and being paid for it afterwards (Moore 3.25.3).  That Hook 

is a pedophile14 is explicitly spelled out when in a later flashback Wendy confronts Hook 

and realizes he is afraid of grown-ups and only attracted to children: “You can pretend 

you’re still young, like them, that the clock isn’t ticking.  That’s why you fuck children, 

why you dye your hair. You’re afraid of women.  And you’re afraid of getting old” 

(Moore 3.27.5, emphasis his).  Wendy’s condemnation of Hook’s pedophilia may not be 

the most scientific, but Moore uses it to connect back to one of the overall themes of 

Barrie’s Peter Pan—the struggle between youth and aging.   For this cause, Moore is 

more than willing to repeatedly show Hook as the pedophile and gives him many 

opportunities to spy on the young boys engaging in sexual acts together. Peter’s Lost 

Boys and Wendy’s brothers (the Darling boys) frequently have underage same-sex sexual 

encounters, some of which are observed by Hook. As if child-sex were not taboo enough, 

Moore has young boys sodomize one another.   Moore’s association of male/male sex 

with other societal sexual taboos (like pedophilia and child sex-acts) reveals his 

homophobic perspective on gay male sexuality. 

The Lesbian in the Mirror:  Homosexual Identity in the Looking-Glass 

 And yet in spite of Moore’s rampant mistreatment of male homosexuality, Lost 

Girls reads at times as a feminist manifesto in support of the lesbian experience.  That 
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this reading can be critiqued as a typical fantasy of the heterosexual male is almost too 

dismissive—Moore is too nuanced and focused of an author to have his work mistreated 

so reductively.  Instead, Moore offers a complicated examination of lesbianism, 

particularly focusing on age relations amidst sexual discovery as well as the connection 

between youthful explorations and sexual fantasies.  His main lesbian character (that is to 

say, the one who identifies herself as a lesbian) is the now mature Alice, who throughout 

the tale recounts the lesbian experiences of her younger days with an older, married 

woman (an analogue for the Red Queen).   To make the connection between youth and 

sexual awakenings more explicit, Moore opens the work with a chapter focusing on the 

elder Alice’s masturbating to thoughts of her younger self still existing beyond the 

reflection of her looking-glass (and perhaps more importantly, in the gutters surrounding 

the mirror and reflection-filled panels).   Of course, by examining the Moore’s 

complicated aspects of lesbianism, I do not mean to ignore the other areas of the text 

which are replete with flagrant, graphic hyper-sexualized lesbian encounters; rather, I 

mean to offer an alternative to those very scenes, showing how Moore’s work leaves 

room for a non-homophobic reading of queer identity to be established (if only through 

the use of closure in examining the gutters between the panels). 

   The mirror is a strong image in literature, in critical studies, and in the stories of 

Alice’s times in Wonderland.   The mirror serves as a portal, a passageway, for youthful 

Alice to visit her fantasies and desires.  Moore plays off this significance by framing Lost 

Girls with two chapters told entirely within the reflection of Alice’s childhood looking 

glass.   Every panel consists only of the mirror on a dressing-table and is limited to the 

mirror’s reflected field of vision.  The opening chapter begins in Alice’s bedroom in 
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Pretoria with Alice speaking erotically to a young woman who remains off-panel 

throughout the scene while the closing chapter reflects the German (male) soldiers as 

they overrun the hotel after everyone has fled.  The sexually open, feminine opening 

chapter is mirrored with the homophobic, masculine, violent closing chapter.   And yet 

lesbian identity is scarcely found within the actual panels; instead it must be inferred 

from the dialogue, through the act of closure, as existing in between the visible 

reflections.   

In the opening two pages, as Alice touches herself while talking to and looking at 

a young woman, only Alice remains visible with the panel’s borders.  In fact, the woman 

remains so invisible that it could be questioned as to whether or not she is even present 

(as if Alice was speaking both sides of the conversation to herself).  It is only through the 

discussion of the two maids later mentioning the presence of the young woman in Alice’s 

room that the reader assumes the sexual encounter actually occurred.  “She ‘ad a girl ‘ere 

yesterday art’noon.  I ‘eard ‘em,” one maid confirms to the other (1.1.3).    Because of 

Alice’s advancing years, the maids are quite judgmental of her activities (not in regards 

to the lesbianism, but rather involving the assumed age difference between Alice and her 

lover).  And Moore, through the act of concealing the young woman’s appearance from 

the panels of the opening pages, leaves the relationship open to interpretation on the part 

of the reader.  Is the sexual encounter pedophilia? Or is she simply a woman so much 

younger than Alice that shocks the maids’ sensibilities?   But the maids did not actually 

see the woman.  They, like the reader, merely assume an understanding of the situation 

based on an overheard conversation.   Moore is in fact relying on the reader’s use of 

closure to misread (and misunderstand) the situation as the maids do.    Unlike Moore’s 
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male homosexuals, his lesbians are not pedophiles.   Later in the opening chapter, when 

Alice is reunited with her mirror in the hotel, she again masturbates in front of it.  This 

time, however, she speaks directly to the mirror—or rather, the child trapped beyond the 

mirror, within the mirror, in the looking-glass world (see Figure 6).  

 

Figure 6 - Lost Girls & Alice's Mirror 

Although it is perhaps redundant to address it, Alice is actually addressing the younger 

version of herself who once passed through the mirror into Wonderland.  Alice, having 

returned from Wonderland more mature, now treats her youth as if it was left behind in 

Wonderland; the mirror allows her to address her younger, youthful, innocent self.   

 Moore’s treatment of lesbian sex acts lacks the shame he attaches to male/male 

intercourse.  Whereas Moore’s writing of Rolf’s and Harold’s post-coital interaction feels 

homophobic, his treatment of Alice’s and Wendy’s reaffirms lesbian sexuality (and 

sexual identity) as something positive and accepting.   After the women are finished, they 

remain naked in bed, cuddling as it were—in contrast, the men were quick to dress and 
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depart.  And while Moore, by removing any dialogue from the men’s closing scene, 

forces his audience to read the shame within the silent panels, the women (and their lack 

of shame) are given voice.  “It was like something in me waking up” is how Wendy 

describes her sexual experience with Alice, all the while the two remaining naked and in 

embrace (2.12.8).  Unlike Moore’s men, his women are allowed to enjoy their same-sex 

encounters.  Is this perhaps because lesbian sex does not violate the homosocial in the 

ways that male/male sexual encounters do?  Since women are removed from men’s 

homosocial bonds with one another, their same-sex sexual activities cannot threaten those 

bonds.  Is it possible, in fact, that those lesbian identities can instead reaffirm those 

homosocial bonds by providing a site upon which men can gaze (and through gazing, 

subjugate)?  Though a full answer lies outside the scope of this thesis, this line of inquiry 

certainly opens up new and evocative spaces for analyzing the role of women, 

particularly lesbians, in the homosocial.   

Although Moore is to be lauded for his frank discussion of sexuality and his 

willingness to foray into taboo sexual realms, portions of the text remain homophobic in 

nature.  There is an overall exclusion of gay males in the sex acts, creating the perception 

that they do not exist (or do not belong) in a world of sexual fantasy.  Additionally, 

Moore’s treatment of male/male intercourse as shameful and regretful negates the 

validity of such same-sex couplings.  That Moore so clearly equates homosexuality with 

pedophilia is dangerous—on both a social level and an intellectual level. Moore puts 

forth a gay identity in which gay men can only be perverts or man/boy lovers.  Although 

Moore wishes to be sexually permissive, the absence of a single gay male in the sexual 

tableau reveals an inherent homophobia towards gay males by heterosexual males.  And 
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yet the same acts of closure that allow us to critique Moore’s homophobia also reveal a 

positive feminine queer identity in the character of Alice.  Looking beyond the mirror, 

Moore’s heroine is not the pedophile so might assume, but rather a self-aware, sexually-

active lesbian who engages in same-sex activities without doubt or remorse.    
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III. A DARK DISCOURSE 

 At the advent of superhero comics, and for much of their first two decades, heroes 

like Batman and Superman fought against mobsters and crooks (the crazy, monstrous 

villains were there, but to a much lesser extent).   Batman’s origin was simple—he was a 

millionaire playboy named Bruce Wayne whose parents had been murdered in his youth; 

he dressed like a bat to inspire fear in the criminals he fought.   Living in the fictional 

Gotham City, Batman drove his Bat-mobile, operated out of his Bat-cave, and was joined 

in his fight by his butler Alfred and his sidekick Robin (originally Wayne’s young ward 

Dick Grayson, though later others would assume the same title).    In the 1960’s 

Batman’s eponymous television show bolstered his popularity to even greater heights: a 

cheesy, campy, over-the-top take on the superhero, his sidekick, and their super-villains 

that in turn influenced their portrayals within comics.   Although the 1970’s comics 

returned him to his detective roots, Batman remained a rather one-note character until 

Frank Miller came along in the mid-1980’s rewriting Batman’s beginning and ending15.   

Miller’s 1986 mini-series Batman: The Dark Knight Returns morphed Batman 

into an entirely new character through the creation of a possible future in which Bruce 

Wayne comes out of retirement after ten years to a world where most of the superheroes 

and super-villains are gone, save Superman (who is now a puppet of the seemingly 

endless Reagan administration).   The first Robin (Dick Grayson) having already retired 
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in the regular comics, Miller kills off the second Robin Jason Todd, prior to the book’s 

beginning16 introducing instead a replacement Robin—a female Robin—named Carrie 

Kelley.    Miller’s take on Batman brought a real-life, grim and gritty feel to the character 

(much as his early-1980’s work on Marvel Comics’ Daredevil had done for that 

character).  Alongside Alan Moore’s Watchmen, Miller’s The Dark Knight Returns is 

regularly credited with elevating superhero comics to literary status.    

One of the keys to Miller’s success in The Dark Knight Returns is his tight and 

complex artwork—most pages contain a series of small, intricately connected panels 

which mix multiple narratives to form a more detailed storyline.  Some panels might be 

newscasters or public figures discussing the major issues, themes, and relationships 

surrounding the action; others might bounce backwards in time to the scene of his 

parents’ deaths—reflecting the internal thoughts of Batman in the present moment. The 

varied panel structure makes every page a discrete tableau while still remaining part of 

the larger whole; there is a vast myriad of images coming at the reader at an almost 

stream of consciousness-like pace, yet each page remains visually distinct and engaging.  

The tightness of the panels is more effective when seen in direct contrast to Miller’s full-

page images like Batman and Robin soaring through the night sky or Superman lifting a 

tank.   But along with the positive aspects of the work, there are many instances where 

Miller’s creation comes off as homophobic.   

 The relationship between Batman and Robin has been the subject of much 

speculation, discussion, and analysis for almost as long as the characters have been 

around.   Miller’s interruption of the male/male relationship with the female Robin can be 
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seen as a homophobic move designed to preemptively subvert any critical speculation 

that their relationship might violate the accepted boundaries of the homosocial.  In effect, 

Miller reaffirms Batman’s heterosexuality by removing the very object that complicates 

his sexual identity.   And yet the character of Robin remains intrinsically linked to 

masculinity (the irony of this is not lost on me), so much so that Miller must alter 

Batman’s sidekick even further (hence Kelley’s eventual switch from Robin to Catgirl in 

The Dark Knight Strikes Again).   

Additionally, Miller’s emphasis of the Joker’s desire for Batman is another 

homophobic move to reinforce the homosexual as a deviant, a pervert, and a violent 

sociopath who needs to be separated from society. The homosexual as villain is an 

overused trope that becomes no less homophobic each time it is abused and subsequently 

reaffirmed within the literary community17.  Miller’s newly hetero-sexualized Batman 

serves as society’s tool for squelching the Joker’s homosexual violations of the 

heteronormative hegemony; their final fight becomes a sort of homosexual panic on the 

part of Batman.  Miller may not have intended to convey a homophobic message within 

his Batman stories, but he does so nonetheless.   

Previous Critical Analyses: Socio-Political and Gendered Criticisms 

 It is precisely because Batman is such a major cultural icon/comic book character 

that critics have been analyzing and appraising his myriad adventures for the past seventy 

years.  There has been quite a bit of scholarship that looks at different aspects of Batman, 

not all of which necessarily discuss Miller’s two Dark Knight series.   In 2008, a 

collection of criticisms with a philosophical slant were compiled and published as 
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Batman and Philosophy: The Dark Knight of the Soul.  These articles focused on issues 

steeped in morality, ethics, and justice; one essay questions the legal and moral aspects of 

why Batman does not kill the Joker but ignores any sort of critical examination into or 

connection with their unique intrapersonal bond.   Other generic criticisms look at 

Batman through the lens of mass cultural studies: The Many Lives of the Batman: Critical 

Approaches to a Superhero and his Media is one such book that examines several 

different cultural facets of Batman, including his commoditization, ethnography, and 

integration into mass culture and cultural memory.  These works do not necessarily cover 

Miller’s work specifically, but often address Batman on a global scale.  By looking at 

Batman’s entire comic book history and distinct variations in the character, the criticisms 

focus on several major Batman works, with particular references back to Miller’s texts.     

 Texts that look specifically at Miller’s dystopian interpretation of Batman, like 

Tim Blackmore’s essay “The Dark Knight of Democracy: Tocqueville and Miller Cast 

Some Light on the Subject,” examine Miller’s text from a political and militaristic point 

of view.  Blackmore interprets Robin asexually preferring to overlook the history of 

sexual discussions that surround the Batman/Robin relationship.  Taking off from 

Miller’s line in the text about the Jason Todd incarnation of Robin was a good soldier, 

Blackmore decides to emphasize that Batman’s “followers are soldiers” (52).   He also 

reinforces Batman as a militant father figure, to both Robin and the gang/mob he leads in 

the book’s climax; unlike so many other criticisms, there are no sexual connotations 

addressed or alluded to within Blackmore’s critical discussion of the Batman and Robin 

dynamic.   Yet Blackmore’s decision to focus on the militaristic aspects of Miller’s text 

opens the door to an analysis of the role of the homosocial in military groups.  Examining 
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the text in this light would reveal that Miller’s decision to feminize Robin could possibly 

weaken the homosocial bond within Batman’s burgeoning fighting forces.   

Of course, Blackmore is not the only critic to consider Miller’s work in a political 

light; Miller’s blunt political allegories leave the door wide open for extensive criticisms 

along that vein.  R. Fiore’s “Funnybook Roulette” examines the real-life implications of 

Miller’s Batman through a look at the case of “vigilante” Bernard Goetz18.  Fiore 

concerns himself with the societal aspects of Miller’s Batman and Goetz’s self-defense 

case, primarily the way in which society reacts to militant violence and vigilante-style 

justice in its midst.  Fiore was not the only one to look at the political relevance of 

Miller’s take on Batman and crime; Andrew Ross’s “Ballots, Bullets, or Batmen: Can 

Cultural Studies Do the Right Thing?” critically analyzes what Miller’s Dark Knight says 

about crime and “the racially-specific way in which Dark Knight treats the question of 

vigilanteism [sic]” (33). Although Ross does not make any connections back to Goetz (as 

Fiore does), it is interesting to note that Goetz’s case also becomes wrapped up in race-

issues; Ross’s text is perhaps defending Fiore’s argument without really intending to.  

Beyond its philosophical issues and socio-political statements, Batman: The Dark Knight 

Returns has received an extensive amount of critical attention regarding its place within 

the medium of comics as a whole.   

Miller’s take on the Batman mythos crossed genre boundaries within comics; as 

with his work on Daredevil, Miller blended superhero stories with a crime noir sensibility 

while featuring issues of race, gender, and sexuality.  As a result, his texts provide many 

different avenues for exploring their structures and philosophies.  J.R. Cochran’s 

“Resuscitation” examines Miller’s Batman in the context of other crime noir comic series 
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like The Shadow, Dick Tracy, and Dakota North.  In “Dark Knight Debased,” Richard S. 

McEnroe throws down harsh criticisms of The Dark Knight Returns’ assault on the rules 

of the Batman canon, including Miller’s choice to have Batman fire a M60 and drive a 

new Bat-mobile that is more tank than car19.    Discussing the relevance and placement of 

Miller’s The Dark Knight Returns within the comics canon has been a popular pastime 

for many critics for some time now; and though it is often acclaimed and sometimes 

loathed, it remains especially relevant to the ongoing debates over the portrayal of 

sexuality within the Batman family of comics.  

 Apart from looking specifically at Miller’s two Dark Knight series, many critics 

have looked into how sexuality, primarily homosexuality, is written into Batman texts.  

Nearly all of this criticism finds its basis in Wertham’s initial critical assault, and much of 

the scholarship refers directly back to Seduction itself.    Freya Johnson’s article “Holy 

Homosexuality Batman!: Camp and Corporate Capitalism In Batman Forever” uses 

Wertham as a launching point for her analysis of the homoeroticism within the film 

Batman Forever.  Johnson, writing for the web-journal Bad Subjects, tackles the notion 

of sexuality as subtext: “Queer signification so saturates Batman Forever that it would be 

inaccurate to call it a subtext.”  She continues later, “How did director Joel Schumacher 

get away with turning loose so many queer signifiers to float freely about in Warner 

Brothers' biggest asset?  By turning the queer subtext hidden beneath the surface of many 

Batman representations into an overtly queer supratext that goes right over the head of 

the mainstream viewing audience [sic]” (Johnson, emphasis hers).   Yet Johnson is 

content to merely notice (and notify the reader of) the flagrant homoeroticism- she never 

argues that the extremely campy queer aspects might actually be homophobic (or be able 
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to be read as homophobic20).  Additionally, there have been some works which have 

looked into the homoerotic and homophobic aspects of Miller’s take on the Batman 

mythology.  Most of those criticisms have been primarily targeted at Miller’s gender-

swapping of Robin in surface-level criticisms of the gender alteration with little 

examination as to how it affects Batman and his own sexual identity.   

Even though its writing predates Miller’s Batman: The Dark Knight Returns by 

several decades, any discussion of Batman and Robin in connection with homosexuality, 

homophobia and the homosocial must make room for some discussion of Fredric 

Wertham’s shattering criticism/expose Seduction of the Innocent.   Wertham had for 

some time been targeting the comics industry, alleging that comics (crime comics in 

particular21) had destructive and damaging influences on America’s youth.  Wertham’s 

claims generally fell on deaf ears until he published Seduction in 1954.   In a chapter on 

psycho-sexual developments in children (melodramatically entitled “I Want to Be a Sex 

Maniac!”), Wertham laid out his argument that “Batman stories are psychologically 

homosexual” (189). Anyone can see, or so Wertham suggests, that there is “a subtle 

atmosphere of homoeroticism which pervades the adventures of the mature ‘Batman’ and 

his young friend ‘Robin’” (190).   This atmosphere of homoeroticism, which Sedgwick 

would later describe as the homosocial, violated acceptable boundaries, although 

Wertham never precisely identifies how or why this occurs.  Beyond the simple 

intrapersonal (homoerotic/homosocial) relationships, Wertham maintains that there must 

be homosexual subtext because of the clothing, attitude, and posture of Robin:  “Robin is 

a handsome ephebic boy, usually shown in his uniform with bare legs. He often stands 

with his legs spread, the genital region discreetly evident” (191).  Never mind the 
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conventions of the superhero genre in which most heroes are posed in such a manner, 

clearly Robin’s stance must imply some sort of homosexuality (or homosexual intent on 

the part of the creators).   

From there he offers up a series of scenes which may be construed as homoerotic 

in subtext; however he never identifies where the scene comes from, and several times 

offers no context for the scene or dialogue.  At best it is spotty scholarship22; at worst it is 

a misrepresentation of the text.   Wertham attaches to his study of Batman comic books 

several case studies of young boys who admit to having sexual fantasies that involved 

Batman or Robin: “I did want to have relations with Batman” he quotes one youth as 

saying (192).  This does not seem so far off base when we consider McCloud’s earlier 

discussions on closure—the reader does give some shape to the reality of the comic and 

what it means. And yet throughout his work, Wertham was open about his loathing for 

homosexuality and homosexuals; Seduction of the Innocent is full of homophobic 

accusations and rants about societal morality and culture.  Perhaps most threatening is his 

constant need to directly link homosexuality with pedophilia—all homosexuals are (in 

the eyes of Wertham) perverts who chase after little boys.  

 But Wertham’s work cannot be dismissed altogether.  To be sure it has its many 

faults, but it did open the door for this type of direct criticism and analysis of comic 

books as a genre.  Wertham justified the study of comics as a viable, relevant cultural 

entity—even if his intentions were for the imposition of a moral code upon the works. 

But despite the few positives that can be gleamed from Wertham’s publication, other 

critics (and comics fans) still think rather harshly of Seduction.  In his examination of the 
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history of comics entitled Comic Book Nation: The Transformation of Youth Culture in 

America, Bradford Wright calls Wertham’s work “pompous, polemical, and sensational” 

(157) and criticizes the doctor for filling the text with “conspiracy rhetoric” that “evoked 

an image of a large and pervasive industry, cloaked in secrecy, masterminded by a 

ruthless few, and operating upon young, defenseless minds” (162).   Wright is not alone 

in his overall derision of Seduction, comic book writers and artists tend to get rather upset 

when critics try to impose their own morality on others’ creativity.    In the introduction 

to the 2006 collection of both of his Dark Knight stories, Miller himself lambasts 

Wertham while simultaneously invoking his influence: “In the early 1950s, a pop 

psychiatrist wrote a truly crappy book that traumatized my lovely art form for a 

generation” (i).  The trauma, as Miller explains, only fed his desire to create something 

great with Batman and Robin.  Miller’s The Dark Knight Returns sought to bring 

relevancy back to comics, and to Batman in particular.  Since its publication, Wertham’s 

Seduction has drawn attention (both praise and contempt) to comics.  Although his view 

is predominately homophobic, he opened the door for discussions about sexuality in 

comics and about the manner in which comics are considered worthy of intellectual 

consideration.  Wertham in turn prompts and provokes Miller to create a more 

heteronormative Batman and Robin, one above reproach from Wertham’s legacy.  

The Heterosexual Knight Returns: Miller’s Modified Batman and Robin 

 In looking at the Batman/Robin dynamic within The Dark Knight Returns (and its 

sequel), there are two distinct gender relationships to examine: those of the earlier male 

Robins and that of the newly initiated female Robin.  The two Robins (Dick Grayson and 

Jason Todd) that existed in the Batman mythos prior to Miller’s text were both male.  In 
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the pages of The Dark Knight Returns, Miller introduces the first female Robin—Carrie 

Kelley.   Miller is candid about his purposes in bringing the Robin character into the 

story, although he remains genderless in his references to the character; in a 1986 

interview he said “Until Robin is part of Batman in Dark Knight, he feels incomplete” 

(Schuster 50).  For Miller, Robin is an extension of who Batman is as a person—as a 

character. Miller continues along this line of reasoning, “I think that that’s a necessary 

part of the chemistry for the character and Robin works better with Batman being an 

older man than if Batman’s a man in his prime” (50).   Miller highlights the age 

difference in his Batman and Robin (55 and 13 years old, respectively), yet he does not 

address the shift in Robin’s gender.   Miller’s analysis of the Batman/Robin dynamic 

could be construed as focusing on the homosocial aspects, except for Miller’s choice to 

keep his Robin genderless in the interview and therefore ignoring the homosocial (or 

even homosexual) connotations before him.  Rather, his choice of words like “chemistry” 

to describe their connection seems reserved for a crossed-gender relationship; terms 

Miller does not use when describing the relationship of a male/male Batman and Robin.   

In a later interview23, Miller is asked directly about his changing of Robin’s gender and 

whether or not there were motives in the change to remove or emphasize the homoerotic 

aspects.  Miller insists that their relationship is one of a father and his child and that 

Batman (at least his version of the character) is not gay: “he’s borderline pathological, 

he’s obsessive. He’d be much healthier if he were gay” (Sharrett 38, emphasis his).   Why 

exactly Batman’s pathology and obsessive behavior must be seen as disparate from his 

(potential) queerness is not really explained; is Miller afraid of labeling his hero 
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pathological and queer—matching characteristics normally reserved for the villain of a 

tale?   

But if Miller insists he is not making a commentary on the homoerotic 

possibilities within the relationship of Batman and Robin, everyone else still thinks he is.  

In the foreword to The Many Lives of the Batman, Tony Bennett outlines the changes 

Miller made to the Batman mythos and lists one of them as “the transmutation of Robin 

into a girl as a commentary on the repressed gay aspects of the Batman/Robin 

relationship” (vii).  For Bennett it appears evident that there are homosexual undertones 

within the various adventures of Batman and Robin.  Bennett’s use of the word 

“transmutation” to describe the shift in gender implies that Miller’s alteration changes the 

Robin character at a base, elemental level—beyond even gender, Robin must become 

something else entirely in order to strip away any possibilities of disruptions in the 

homosocial.  This transmutation becomes even more prescient with the name and 

costume shift; the character once so essential for Miller’s Batman completes her 

transformation with the birth of Catgirl in The Dark Knight Strikes Again.   Miller may 

not see Batman as gay, or the relationship as homoerotic, but that does not prevent queer 

readings of Batman by critics like Bennett from regularly occurring.  Regardless of 

Miller’s intentions, there are still queer aspects to Batman’s relationship with his male 

Robins. Miller’s decision to insist that Batman is a heterosexual and the subsequent shift 

in Robin’s gender reeks of almost too much protest—the denial is too loud, the situation 

too complicated.   
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 Not all critics need to separate the Robins according to their genders. Jordana 

Greenblatt, in her essay “I for Integrity: (Inter)Subjectivities and Sidekicks in Alan 

Moore's V for Vendetta and Frank Miller’s Batman: The Dark Knight Returns,” discusses 

each Robin (male and female alike) as psychological extensions of Batman—each a 

“prosthetic phallus” (4) to replace Batman’s missing “Dick.”  Through some Lacanian 

analysis, Greenblatt removes the sexuality from the Robins, positioning each one as a you 

to Batman’s I: “In this model, you is an androgynous child who must always either die or 

grow into a gendered adult who can never be I, but who no longer functions as the 

determinant you” (Greenblatt 4, emphasis hers).  But because Greenblatt strips away the 

gender issue from Miller’s Robin, she cannot critique him for altering the gender (after 

all, the androgynous child bears no gender marking).   

 And yet the act of simply cataloging the laundry list of changes to Robin that 

Miller undertakes, or pointing out how each one may or may not be read as homophobic, 

covers little new ground24.  Nathan G. Tipton’s article “Gender Trouble: Frank Miller’s 

Revision of Robin in the Batman: Dark Knight Series” tends to be a fairly comprehensive 

listing of what alterations Robin undertakes in Dark Knight.  Tipton states that he 

perceived the gender switch as Miller’s way of handling the claims of homoeroticism 

between Batman and Robin: “his ‘troubling’ of Robin’s gender suggests that he, along 

with many comics business-people and aficionados alike, was troubled by Batman and 

Robin’s continuing homoerotic legacy” (324).  But Miller’s intentions aside, Robin’s 

recasting as a female only really “troubles” the homosexual; Miller’s Robin reinforces the 

heteronormative structure that heterosexual pairings are preferable to same-sex pairings.  

The gender-swap becomes nothing more than an excessive response to a perceived 



58 
 

violation of the homosocial.  Miller’s changing of Robin’s gender is then a homophobic 

act because it only occurred as a reaction to the manner in which the heteronormative 

hegemony was “troubled” by the challenges that a same-sex Batman and Robin coupling 

regularly posed to the homosocial order of things.   

 Yet Miller’s attempt to create a female Robin (and therefore a heterosexual 

Batman) is not without its flaws.  Although it was a female dressed in a Robin costume 

throughout The Dark Knight Returns, there were still challenges being made to the 

dominant heterosexual culture.  Tipton emphasizes how Robin’s appearance, due to her 

nearly identical costume, “is not transformative, because Miller continues denying Carrie 

any sense of femininity” (330).  Here Tipton contradicts Bennett, chastising Miller for 

not taking the changes far enough (a criticism Miller obviously takes to heart in The Dark 

Knight Strikes Again).    But Tipton’s analysis speaks to a known understanding of 

Robin’s gender.  He sees the Robin costume, because it was historically worn by boys, as 

being masculine in nature.  But this is precisely what Wertham (and decades of theory 

since then) speak against.  The costume appears feminine—extremely short briefs, pixie 

boots, and bright colors through-out—it is only the reader’s historical association of the 

costume with a young boy that invokes this feeling in Tipton.   On its own terms, the 

costume is so completely identified with femininity that when a young boy puts it on the 

resulting look is considered a violation of the homosocial order.   But Robin (and his 

costume) is historically considered a male—both inside the make-believe comics world 

and outside of it.  As a result, the feminine aspects of the costume get caught up in the 

overall pageantry of superhero costuming (tight briefs and bright colors are, overall, par 

for the course when it comes to super-heroics) and summarily dismissed.   There are 
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other immediate links between Robin and femininity, particularly involving the name 

Robin.  A robin is a bird (and it is no great leap to connect the slang usage of “bird” with 

girls).  Additionally the name Robin is poly-sexual in its everyday use—both men and 

women are regularly named Robin.   

There are further cracks in Miller’s attempt to hetero-sexualize the Batman/Robin 

relationship, particularly because throughout The Dark Knight Returns, the Carrie Kelley 

incarnation of Robin remains in a state of gender-flux.  Carrie’s appearance, though 

feminine, remains strongly associated with masculinity, as do her posture, attitudes, and 

actions.  And while Tipton goes on to discuss Carrie’s posture while in the Robin 

costume, the lack of femininity is also made crystal clear in Miller’s dialogue (in spite of 

Miller’s attempt to feminize the character).  The police, serving throughout the text as 

both catalyst and bystander, echo the reader’s confusion with the new Robin (see Figure 

7).  As Batman and Robin escape the police, Police Commissioner Yindel shouts orders 

to another officer, “Cease Fire. Is that a kid with him?” and receives the reply “Boy 

Wonder—got to be” (Miller Dark Knight 3.138, emphasis his).  Because Carrie was 

dressed nearly exactly like the Dick and Jason incarnations of Robin were, society still 

viewed the Batman/Robin relationship as a pedophiliac violation of the homosocial. 



60 
 

 

Figure 7 - Dark Knight & Boy Wonder 

 

 In Batman: The Dark Knight Strikes Again, Miller rectifies this perceived 

violation through the transformation of Carrie Kelley from Robin into Catgirl, a persona 

whose femininity is made clearly evident to all due to her skintight and shapely costume 

(along with her explicitly feminine moniker).  The identity shift itself remains a 

homophobic act—Miller’s attempt at a heteronormative Batman and Robin having failed, 

the only way to erase the issue is to erase the identity.   Yet Tipton argues that it is this 

failure that reinforces the homoerotic relationship of Batman and Robin: “it seems that 

the male bond between, and attendant homoerotic readings of, Batman and Robin, must 

remain forever intact and forever problematic” (335).   But despite Tipton’s attempt to 

put a positive spin on the action, Miller’s Robin to Catgirl shift remains problematic 

precisely because it attempts to remove and deny the homoerotic in an attempt to sustain 

the heteronormative hegemony.   Yet ultimately, as Miller asserted all along, Batman is 
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revealed as a heterosexual figure through Miller’s use of the male/female relationship; all 

of the pent-up (once homo, now hetero)-erotic feelings can be properly expressed as a 

part of the heteronormative hegemony.  With his heterosexual hero now intact, Miller 

shifts his rebranding to the Joker whose homosexual nature is as much a threat to society 

as his villainous, murderous impulses.  

The Gay Villain versus the Hetero-Hero 

 In today’s comics, portraying the Joker as queer/homosexual is nothing out of the 

ordinary25.  But for Miller in 1986, it was nothing short of revolutionary.  Following a 

sterilization of comic book villains in the aftermath of Wertham’s Seduction, the Joker 

lost many of his twisted aspects, becoming more of silly jester than criminal mastermind. 

The 1970’s brought a more dapper and darker Joker into the Batman mythos, but the 

concept of a queer Joker never took full form until Miller got his hands on the character.   

In fact, it was Miller’s every intention to create a (homo)sexually-charged Joker in Dark 

Knight.  In the aforementioned interview with Sharrett, Miller discussed the sexual 

aspects of the work and called the Joker a “homophobic nightmare” (36).  The nightmare, 

per Miller, is not that the Joker is gay, but rather that he is a mass murderer.  When asked 

about the gay signifiers surrounding the Joker, Miller responds frankly:  

It seemed like a good idea at the time I was working on the character.  I know we 

live in very rough times in terms of persecution of gays and gay stereotyping, but 

I wasn’t trying to address this as much as portray this villain in a way I felt to be 

sensible and interesting. (37) 
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But authorial intent can really only take us so far. Despite Miller’s (lack of) intentions, 

there are serious issues of homophobic gay stereotyping that pervade the character of the 

Joker.  His look and demeanor are far more effeminate than previous incarnations while 

his murderous appetite is as insatiable as ever.  The villainous homosexual trope is 

dragged out in full force here—particularly when the Joker is putting on makeup for a 

television appearance, but insists on using his own lipstick (that the lipstick is drugged is 

relevant to the plot; his use of lipstick as the method of delivering the poison is Miller’s 

equating of the feminine with the queer forming a sort of homo fatale).    As the Joker 

and Batman prepare for their climactic (and fatal) showdown at the fair, the Joker 

witnesses Batman’s descent from on high and thinks only to himself: “Darling” (3.141).   

 

Figure 8 - Dark Knight & "Darling" 

Again the effeminate dress and mannerisms are linked through the panel structure 

directly with the Joker’s gun—his agent for violence and death which he appears to 

almost be kissing (see Figure 8).   The homosexual villain is more than disrupting 



63 
 

Batman’s attempt to restore order and normalcy to society; he is the very thing that must 

be removed in order for het-culture to reassert itself and Batman to take his place as hero 

of that queer-free society.  This homo-erotically charged relationship with the Joker is the 

last thing standing in the way of Miller fully realizing a heterosexual Batman.   

 The violent homosexual is also a threat to women – not just to men – especially 

when those women get between him and the object of his homoerotic desire.  Miller has 

the Joker murder a television hostess with a kiss (that tainted lipstick again) in order to 

announce his return to Batman.  Later, the Joker visits, threatens, and assaults Selina Kyle 

(aka Catwoman).  He leaves her tied up, beaten, and wearing a Wonder Woman costume 

(Miller 3.131, 136).   As Batman departs, Selina warns him not to bring Robin—“the 

girl”—out of fear of what the Joker might do (see Figure 9).   Selina, as Miller does, 

recognizes the Joker’s motivation in removing all threats (feminine or otherwise) that 

stand between him and his Batman.  

 

Figure 9 - Dark Knight & Selina Kyle 
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Batman’s departure from Selina (with a kiss, no less) reinforces the homoerotic bonds 

between Batman and Robin (it is with Robin he leaves) and Batman and Joker (it is to 

meet the Joker that he rushes off).   The kiss is little more than Miller’s further attempt to 

hetero-sexualize Batman reaffirming his position as protector of Miller’s idealized, 

heteronormative culture.      

So what is the harm in having a villain be queer?  It goes beyond the simple link 

between sexuality and violence (although that is present too).  Instead, it reinforces the 

idea that gays are mentally unstable deviants, specifically due to their sexuality.  Would 

the Joker be a mass murderer if he was straight, or are these killings simply to get the 

attention of the (Bat)man he loves?  Queer villains also reaffirm hetero-culture’s 

homophobic fears that their society is under attack from homosexuality itself.  If the 

Joker were the only queer villain in literature and comic books, then these perceived 

homophobias might be a little too much.  But instead he is part of a long line of cultural 

re-positionings, each delineating the sexual deviant as a societal threat.  We have seen 

this stereotyping—this social warning—too many times before: in Lost Girls, Alice’s Red 

Queen and Wendy’s Captain Hook; here in The Dark Knight Returns, the murderous 

Joker26; and as we will see next in Kavalier and Clay, the closeted federal agent who 

rapes Clay.  Due the transitive nature of the comics genre (that is to say, creators come 

and go while the characters remain behind for constant reinterpretation), the queering of 

certain pre-established characters may not always last.  But for the past several decades, 

Miller’s radical reinterpretation of the Joker has left us with a violent, sociopathic, 

homosexual mass-murderer to be hated and to be feared. 
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It would be simpler, perhaps, to praise Batman: The Dark Knight Returns for all of its 

achievements as a work of comics. Reinventing other creators’ characters, as Miller has 

done here, is not really all that easy a task.  Characters, like Batman, Robin, and the 

Joker, must appear fully-formed and fresh—yet similar enough to their original (or just 

their previous) incarnations so as to not be seen as entirely new creations.   This balance 

between old identity and new identity is one which Miller strikes very well. 

Unfortunately, that balance is often maintained through homophobic strokes – the 

gender-swapping of Robin so as to remove homoerotic suggestions, the overt queering of 

the Joker (reinforcing once again the direct link between homosexual and villain), and 

using gay stereotypes in the name of establishing characters.    
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IV. CONCLUSION: TARNISH ON THE GOLDEN AGE 

Comic books themselves have expanded into such a cultural force that they have 

inspired works to be created about them. Michael Chabon’s novel The Amazing 

Adventures of Kavalier and Clay is one such text that concerns itself with the culture of 

comics, in particular how the superhero subculture came to be.  Chabon draws his interest 

from the true story of how Superman, one of the most iconic superheroes of all-time, was 

created by two young Jewish boys named Jerry Siegel and Joe Shuster in the early 1930’s 

and how the character was sold to (what would become) DC Comics where he debuted in 

1938 in Action Comics #1.   Chabon, like Moore and Miller, is playing in someone else’s 

sandbox, as he tries to tell a fictional tale steeped in the real-life trials and tribulations of 

the World War II comic book era.   Josef Kavalier and Sam Clay are presented as 

Chabon’s analogues for Siegel and Shuster (although to complicate the situation further, 

the two “real” men and their Superman also appear within the pages of Chabon’s novel).    

Kavalier and Clay covers the time-period surrounding World War II using the characters 

Jewish identities and occupations as comic book creators to frame a coming-of-age 

experience in a violent era.   However, simply because a novel deals with the subject of 

another genre does not necessarily mean that the same methods of criticism and analysis 

should be carried over from one work to the next.   Chabon’s novel is just that—a text 

containing only text, lacking visual images (though containing plenty of visual imagery).   
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But because this novel so closely mirrors/mimics its source genre, it can be read 

through an extension of the same guiding principles that I used in studying the comics 

themselves.  The concepts that drive the reader’s use of closure in order to read between 

the panels can also be used by the reader to read between the lines (or outside of any 

given scene/moment) in Chabon’s text.   Critic Hillary Chute, whose work on graphic 

narrative I referenced in the introduction, wrote on this very idea of applying comics 

theory to the novel in her essay “Ragtime, Kavalier & Clay, and The Framing of 

Comics.”  There she writes “the novel, like comics, makes evident its self-awareness of 

framing and discursivity in periodic episodes in which the prose tumbles into lengthy 

sections that narrate recognizable comic book stories intradiegetically” (“Ragtime” 272).   

These similar elements that unite the two genres also include Chabon’s use of dialogue to 

mimic the look and feel of comics dialogue.   As Chute mentions, Chabon’s choices in 

how he frames his episodes also create opportunities for the reader to use the same 

critical tools (such as closure) that are utilized in the study of comics.   So what aspects of 

Chabon’s work are so similar to Moore’s and Miller’s graphic novels? 

 Chabon’s presentations of homosexual identities can readily be read as full of 

homophobic characteristics.  Many of the standard homophobic tropes found within 

Moore’s and Miller’s comics are repeated within Kavalier and Clay—almost to the point 

in which the characters become caricatures of homophobic queer representations.   

Specifically, Chabon falls into the same trap of presenting the homosexual villain (his is 

the rapist Federal Agent Wyche) as both Moore and Miller do.  Chabon also sketches out 

a homophobic version of the self-loathing homosexual (his protagonist Sam Clay).  The 

reader, in examining both the given textual content, as well as those moments that appear 
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just outside of the printed word, can easily see how apparent these homophobic 

characterizations truly have become.   It is also possible (as I have done previously with 

Moore and Miller) to make use of these same tools of content and closure to locate a 

positive homosexual identity.  And though it requires some construction on the part of the 

reader, Chabon does allow for a non-homophobic reading of Tracy Bacon, the man who 

was, for a brief time, Clay’s boyfriend and lover.   

Previous Critical Analyses: Religion & Comics 

 Within a novel as dense and winding as Chabon’s The Amazing Adventures of 

Kavalier and Clay, there exist multiple areas for focus and critical examination.  

Chabon’s repeated decisions, throughout the course of his literary career, to emphasis the 

Jewish aspects of his main characters have led to a large number of literary critiques 

which focus primarily on Judaism, or the role of Judaism, within his works.  Kavalier and 

Clay, with its seeming digressions (at first) into the history and nature of the Golem, 

instead reveals itself to be a work of literature whose primary concern is recreating and 

understanding the Jewish experience in the 1940’s and 50’s.   

This primacy of Judaism has carried over into many of the analyses of Chabon’s 

text, like D.G. Myers’ essay “Michael Chabon’s Imaginary Jews.”    Myers examines 

novels from across Chabon’s career, with an eye towards the Jewish aspects of Kavalier 

and Clay and The Yiddish Policemen’s Union.  “Chabon’s midcareer decision to reinvent 

himself as a Jewish novelist was no fluke,” Myers writes (572).  For Myers then, this is 

Chabon’s attempt to fit into the long-standing literary traditions of Jewish authors like 

Saul Bellow and Philip Roth.     As he moves towards a detailed analysis of the Jewish 
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aspects of the novels, there is a cursory discussion of sexuality (and homosexuality in 

particular) early on.  And while Myers notes that Chabon’s debut novel The Mysteries of 

Pittsburgh “established his reputation for romanticized excursions into homosexuality” 

(573), Myers provides no actual literary critique or analysis of the physical texts.  Instead 

he waxes poetic about self-exploration and sexual experimentation without addressing 

any specific portion of text:  

What really matters to Chabon is not sexual identity but self-discovery through 

sexual experimentation. He shares the common opinion of the literary 

intelligentsia that the sexual act is a peak experience, the peak of peaks; and not 

only that, but is also potentially the defining moment of a person's life. 

Homosexuality as such is significant primarily as another means to self-

exploration. (574) 

  From here, Myers looks at the end results of different characters’ story-arcs—each 

resulting in a coming out experience.  What Myers is missing, however, is the nuances 

that go with these stories.  Because his focus is primarily on the Jewish aspects, Myers 

does not spend any time looking at how these characters’ identities are constructed—he 

merely assumes that as long as the end result is a homosexual character the methods 

through which that character reached that conclusion is acceptable.  And because Myers 

is willingly to mix his surface-analysis of queer identities with the author’s biographical 

connections to the queer lifestyle, he seems to accept that a (formerly) queer author 

cannot create a negative queer identity.  But Chabon’s dalliances with the queer lifestyle 
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isn’t the aspect of his history that Myers cares most about; the true focus of Myers’ 

criticism surrounds the Jewish identities of both author and characters.  

 Like Myers, Lee Behlman also focuses his critical analysis on the Jewish facets of 

Chabon’s novel.   In his essay “The Escapist: Fantasy, Folklore, and the Pleasures of the 

Comic Book in Recent Jewish American Holocaust Fiction,” Behlman draws 

comparisons between the novels of Chabon, Nathan Englander, and Jonathan Safran Foer 

and their treatments of the Holocaust.   And yet unlike Myers, Behlman makes strong 

critical links between Jewish identity and superhero comic books.   Behlman notes how 

Chabon, in Kavalier and Clay, “both dramatizes the use of fantasy in art as a response to 

the Holocaust and presents a running debate on its value and relevance” (56).   By 

making such direct critical links between comics and Judaism Behlman is filling an 

essential void in the critical analysis of the work; yet his analysis comes at the expense of 

exploring the intersections of homosexuality with comics and Jewish identity.  Behlman 

even addresses the tenuous links between masculinity and Jewish males as they are 

portrayed in superheroes (and superhero comics) but does not carry the discussion 

through to an investigation of those same masculine issues within the non-superhero 

characters in Kavalier and Clay.   At best, Behlman offers up Clay’s closeted queerness 

as something that “adds considerable complexity to his portrayal” (67); but he does not 

negotiate the distinct spaces of homosexuality and internal homophobia that build to such 

complexities (nor does he address the Jewish/homosexual dichotomy).     

 Like Judaism, comic books are another piece of Kavalier and Clay that has 

received quite a bit of critical attention.  And also like Judaism, comic books have been 

intricately linked with the masculinity of the characters.   In “A Half-Naked Muscleman 
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in Trunks: Charles Atlas, Superheroes, and Comic Book Masculinity,” Richard Landon’s 

research focuses primarily on the positioning of masculinity within the comics genre, 

focusing on Kavalier and Clay, the comic strip Charles Atlas advertisements that 

appeared for several decades in popular comics, and the comic book miniseries Flex 

Mentallo.  Landon does choose to link Clay’s homoerotic desires towards his naked 

father with “Atlas’s own beefcake status” (206), without actually doing anything with 

such a connection.   Additionally, Landon reads into the transformative natures of Harry 

Houdini’s great crate escapes, superhero comics (Clark Kent using a phone booth to 

change into Superman) and Charles Atlas advertisements (young boys can use Atlas’s 

programs to morph from wimp to warrior).  Landon is referencing here, and quoting 

directly from, the opening section of Kavalier and Clay in which Clay says “To me, 

Clark Kent in a phone booth and Houdini in a packing crate, they were one and the same 

thing…. You weren’t the same person when you came out as when you went in” (Chabon 

3).  Despite referencing Clay’s struggles with homoeroticism in his previous paragraph, 

Landon does not carry this connection beyond its heteronormative face-value—Landon 

does not allow for the phone booth or the packing crate to be read as stand-ins for the 

metaphorical closet of homosexuality.    

Of course, not all articles that address the role of comic books within Chabon’s 

text focus on masculinity; other literary criticisms of Kavalier and Clay take a psycho-

analytical look at the novel and its comic book aspects.  Marc Singer’s “Embodiments of 

the Real: The Counterlinguistic Turn in the Comic-Book Novel” uses the Lacanian 

notions of the “imaginary” and the “symbolic” orders so essential to comics to so how 

Kavalier and Clay and Jonathan Lethem’s comic book themed novel The Fortress of 
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Solitude utilize those same orders to tighten their connections with the comics genre.  

Singer’s analysis is notable for his recognition of “hypostasis,” which he identifies as 

“the embodiment of a concept as a material substance or being,” as “one of the most 

fundamental and potent trope available to comics, particularly to superhero comics” and 

something that both Chabon’s and Lethem’s novels share (284).  For Singer, Chabon’s 

use of hypostasis is most prominent in his repeated emphasis of Superman’s place in 

comics history and in his own characters The Golem and The Escapist.  By 

acknowledging the prevalence and importance of hypostasis, Singer is able to 

simultaneously elevate comics to the level of literary novels while showing how truly 

connected those same literary works are with their thematic roots.   

Other writers are not so analytical in their criticisms: R.C. Harvey’s “Fact and 

Fiction with the Old Caviler in Clay Feet” reads almost like a fact-checking piece 

dissecting the historical accuracy of the comic book origins of Chabon’s novel.   Since 

Harvey is mentioned within Kavalier and Clay, he pays specific attention to how true-life 

figures are accurately represented or fictionalized.  And in the midst of a casual 

discussion of what really happened versus what had been portrayed, Harvey mines 

theoretical gold as he realizes the extent of Chabon’s fictionalization: “He consigned me 

to a limbo between fact and fiction where I cease to exist in the normal way” (114).  But 

despite his attempts to fully grasp the concept of reality in fiction, Harvey’s overall 

analysis remains extremely limited (and mostly surface-level).   Like so many other 

critics and theorists, Harvey has little room save to explore one brief niche of Chabon’s 

epic novel.  Beyond its overt relationships to comic books, masculinity, and Jewish 
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identity, Kavalier and Clay has quite a bit to say about homosexual identity, how it is 

constructed, and what the role of homophobia is in that construction.  

Fear and (Self) Loathing: Clay’s Dark Fate 

 Like Moore and Miller before him, Chabon’s presentation of homosexual 

identities is consumed with homophobic characteristics.  Many of the standard 

homophobic tropes are reiterated within Kavalier and Clay—almost to the point in which 

the characters become caricatures of homophobic queer representations.   And also like 

Moore and Miller, Chabon is all too eager to present the homosexual as villain (here in 

the form of rapist Federal Agent Wyche) and the homosexual as self-loathing (Sam Clay 

goes to great lengths to conceal not only his homosexuality but also any hint of his 

possible violations of heteronormative society).  Through the textual content, as well as 

the use of closure on the part of the reader, these homophobic characterizations become 

apparent.   And yet, also along the same lines as Moore and Miller, it is possible to utilize 

the same tools of content and closure to see where a positive homosexual identity 

(beyond the constraints of homophobia) can be constructed.  For Chabon, I found that 

identity (though not without some construction on the part of the reader) in Tracy Bacon, 

Clay’s boyfriend/lover.   

 Normally, or so one would figure, federal agents are the heroes of their stories.  

Even when the tale’s protagonist is a criminal, the agent is at least on the side of the law 

(or rather, at least one agent is).    Crooked cops are nothing new either—bribing an 

officer or agent is a cliché in of itself.   What makes Chabon’s Agent Wyche so notable 

then is his intimate connection to homosexual sex as violence.  Unlike Moore’s Captain 
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Hook or Miller’s Joker, Chabon’s Wyche is the only villain to take sex by force—brutal 

force in the form of rape. Wyche’s rape of Clay takes place at a private home where Clay 

is attending a party with other homosexuals (including Bacon).   Federal agents raid the 

house precisely because they have been tipped off by the maid that several homosexuals 

are together—some of whom plan on sleeping together.   Instead of arresting Clay, 

Wyche rapes him and sets him free.  The rape itself requires the use of closure; like a 

comic book, much of the violence occurs between the lines, not explicitly presented but 

rather indirectly referenced and understood.  “Ten minutes later,” Chabon writes, “the 

bitter taste of Agent Wyche’s semen was in Sammy’s mouth, along with the putrid sweet 

flavor of his own rectum” (413).   Although it is extremely graphic in its wording, the 

statement necessitates an understanding of homosexual sex on the part of the reader 

(although it is fairly obvious what has occurred).    Chabon reinforces the stereotype (and 

social fear) of the homosexual as sexual predator—a rapist who takes sex through violent 

means.  Contrariwise, Chabon’s characterization of Wyche as the villain plays directly 

into the accepted practice of punishing homosexuality through acts of homosexual 

panic—since homosexuals violate the homosocial structure they deserve to be punished.   

 And yet, as the rape scene unfolds, Chabon’s revelation of Clay as a self-loathing 

homosexual is more fully laid bare.  As he is being set free by Wyche, we are told that 

Clay “would always remember that feeling of doom in his heart, a sense that he had 

turned some irrevocable corner and would shortly come face-to-face with a dark and 

certain fate” (Chabon 413).  Clay equates his own homosexuality with doom—as if he 

deserved the violence heaped upon him by Wyche for being gay.  And it is this 

recognition on the part of Clay that prompts him to break up with Bacon.  “‘I just can’t 
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do it anymore, Bake,’ Sammy said. ‘It’s just—I don’t want to be like this.’”   Bacon (one 

of the only homosexual characters in the text who transcends Chabon’s homophobic 

portrayals) counters Clay’s decision: “‘You don’t have a choice….. Something like you 

and me is not a question of choosing or not choosing.  There’s nothing you can do about 

it’” (420).    But Clay refuses to view his own sexual identity as a positive one—whether 

it is the trauma of being raped or the overwhelming external (societal) pressure, Chabon 

crafts Clay’s queer identity as one subjugated to the heteronormative hegemony.  Chabon 

even justifies Clay’s internal homophobia to the reader (through omniscient narration): 

“Regardless of what he felt for Bacon, it was not worth the danger, the shame, the risk of 

arrest and opprobrium” (420).   Homosexuality then, at least as it is represented in Clay, 

is a shameful and dangerous experience. Another tangential question emerges: is Chabon, 

through this narration, justifying Clay’s rape as one of the dangerous side-effects of 

engaging in a homosexual lifestyle?  If Chabon himself is not expressing a personal belief 

in this, than at the very least is it possible that he is insinuating that Clay believes this to 

be true?  While this is hardly the same thing—after all Chabon’s text may well be 

criticizing the very repression that Clay (and to an extent, Wyche) may be experiencing—

both questions emerge as valid reactions to Chabon’s intense handling of Clay’s 

homosexual rape.  And if it is necessary for the reader (or even for Chabon) to place 

blame, where does that blame lie (or where does Chabon intend for the blame to lie), in 

the homophobic society or in homosexuality itself? 

 But Clay’s decision to break up with Bacon in the wake of the rape is hastily 

followed by another major identity-forming decision: he marries Rosa.  Kavalier, who 

was dating Rosa, suddenly joined the military to fight in World War II.  His decision to 



76 
 

enlist was based solely on the death of his brother, a young Jew trying to escape Europe 

similarly to how Kavalier had done so a few years previous.  What Kavalier did not 

know—and what Rosa told Sammy, prompting the marriage—was that Rosa was 

pregnant with Kavalier’s baby.    The wedding is revealed to the reader in an off-panel 

sort of way, through one of Rosa’s letters to Joe after the fact: “Then, in her fifth letter, 

Joe was startled to read that, in a civil ceremony on New Year’s Day of 1942, Rosa had 

married Sammy” (Chabon 456).    The wedding announcement, like the marriage itself, 

seems to be void of any real emotion.  Historically speaking, gay men marrying women 

(because it was the thing to do in society’s eyes) is nothing really out of the ordinary.  

What makes Clay’s decision to marry Rosa so self-loathing is that his decision is not 

founded out of some sort of ignorance of his queer identity—it is instead an act of the 

refusal of that homosexuality.    

 It is only when Joe ultimately returns (several years later) that Chabon offers up a 

fuller understanding of why exactly Clay married Rosa through the perspectives of both 

Kavalier and Clay.   The two men have a long heart-to-heart during which Clay comes 

out to his old friend: “I married her because I didn’t want to, well, to be a fairy. Which, 

actually, I guess I am. Maybe you never knew” (Chabon 580).   Chabon wants the reader 

to cheer for Clay here as he finally comes to terms with his homosexuality.   But it still 

confirms one of the main homophobic elements of the text: the main queer character 

cannot find happiness within his homosexuality or without.   That Kavalier recognizes 

Clay’s self-loathing attitude makes it no more acceptable, quite the opposite in fact.   The 

more the two friends talk, the more Kavalier grasps the “whole truth” surrounding 

Sammy’s decision to marry Rosa.  “It was only now that Joe understood the sacrifice 
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Sammy had made, not just for Joe’s or for Rosa’s or for Tommy’s sake, but for his own: 

not a merely gallant gesture but a deliberate and conscious act of self-immurement.  Joe 

was appalled” (581).   Kavalier recognizes the wedding as the most extreme form of self-

imprisonment that Clay could possibly undertake.   And as Kavalier comes to his own 

epiphany, the reader is brought to another one: it was more than just the act of marrying 

Rosa that would reestablish Clay’s place within heteronormative society; that same 

society would also recognize the child as Clay’s, adding another level to the deception.   

 The final feather in Clay’s cap of self-loathing is his “realization” that he could 

never be happy living in New York City once he made the choice to come out to 

Kavalier.  Clay can only be free to be his true self when he is living far away from 

everyone else.  As a result, Clay packs up and moves to Los Angeles.  But even there, 

away from his family and the society that knew him well, Clay had issues reconciling his 

homosexuality with the identity he had lived out for so many years: “Sammy could not 

even begin to imagine what it would feel like to live through a day that was not fueled or 

deformed by a lie” (Chabon 623).   It is not then, that Clay lacks imagination when 

picturing his new life in California.  It is then that, for Chabon, even in freedom that the 

homosexual cannot escape his inherent pain and misery.  This plays directly into the 

heteronormative power structure that sees homosexuality as a violation of its natural 

order and law.  

 And yet, in spite of the homophobic presentations of Wyche and Clay, Chabon 

does leave room for the reader to find a positive representation of homosexuality and 

homosexual identity.   This identity can be found in the self-awareness of Tracy Bacon.  
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As I identified earlier, Bacon’s parting declaration on choice and identity is one of the 

only queer-reaffirming moments in the text. “‘You don’t have a choice,’” Bacon tells 

Clay. “‘Something like you and me is not a question of choosing or not choosing.  

There’s nothing you can do about it’” (420).   The moment is still vague; Bacon only 

speaks of “something” and not homosexuals/homosexuality (or even “someone”).  But 

the message remains positive—they are what they are, and there is no two ways about it.   

 This was not the first time that Bacon was shown in direct contrast to Clay’s 

homophobic self-loathing.   In the beginning of their relationship, when the two men first 

kiss, it is Bacon who leans in to kiss Clay.  It is Bacon who takes the initiative to 

jumpstart the physical aspect of their coupling.   Sammy, in contrast, feels the revulsion 

that the heteronormative society had ingrained in him for some many years.  “Sammy 

was so taken by surprise that by the time his brain with its considerable store of Judeo-

Christian prohibitions and attitudes could begin sending its harsh and condemnatory 

messages to the various relevant parts of his body, it was too late.  He was already kissing 

Tracy Bacon back” (352).   Although there are other moments in the text where Chabon 

allows the reader access to the mind of Tracy Bacon, this is not one of the moments.  

Reading in to the text we can presume that this is precisely because Bacon is not feeling 

any of the negative emotions currently flooding through Clay.   The reader, through an 

act of closure in reading into the spaces and voids of the scene, recognizes the acceptance 

and comfort-ability Bacon truly possesses when it comes to his queer identity.   Bacon, 

like Alice in Lost Girls, gives the reader room to find a positive queer identity amidst all 

of the homophobic stereotypes and clichés.  
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Throughout my thesis, I have primarily examined homosexual identities, 

heteronormativity, and homophobia—specifically how such identities exist within the 

realm of the graphic novel/comic book genre.   I have shown, through a close reading of 

the pivotal comic book texts of Alan Moore’s Lost Girls and Frank Miller’s Batman: The 

Dark Knight Returns that comics present a format where the visual presentations of the 

text require as much emphasis and critical analysis as the verbal portions do. This 

analysis has found itself carrying through to works with the realm of comics (though not 

necessarily comics themselves), particularly in a look at homophobia’s impact on queer 

identity within Michael Chabon’s novel about comics, The Amazing Adventures of 

Kavalier and Clay.  Since they are shown at different levels of visibility, the varying 

presentations of homosexuality and homophobia found in these texts provide several 

specific areas for engaging each text in distinct ways.  At the start of this thesis, I sought 

to ask (and perhaps even answer) certain fundamental questions: Why must the comics 

genre (and these three works specifically) continuously define homosexuality and 

homosexuals in a negative light? When the overwhelming presentations appear 

homophobic, where are the positive queer identities to be found in these works?  That 

homophobia is used through-out these texts (and others within the comics genre) by the 

authors to establish queer identities has been made readily apparent.  All too often these 

identities are crafted as a reaction to the homosexual’s interruption of society’s 

heteronormative homosocial.  As a result, these homophobic identities regularly appear 

as threats to heterosexual society: gays as murderers, villains, rapists, and pedophiles.  

And yet we have also seen where the positive identities can exist.  It is due to the very 

nature of comics’ physical attributes (their visual aspects, panel structures, and blank 
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gutters) that we are allowed an alternative space where queer identities that are not 

saddled with homophobia can be formed.  
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NOTES 

1 This relationship (and Wertham’s criticism and analysis of it) will be discussed in 
greater detail in Chapter Two.  
 
2 Of course there is far more to homosexuality than simple same-sex sex acts; yet it is 
those sex acts (and the desire for them) that provide the easiest means of distinguishing 
the homosexual from the heterosexual as a term of classification.  
 
3 Female books and movies that focus on the homosocial are commonly referred to as 
“chick lit” or “chick flicks,” and the female homosocial factors heavily into Moore’s Lost 
Girls. 
 
4 Dude, You’re a Fag by CJ Pascoe explores the homosocial in great detail through an 
analytical and critical study of the social habits and homophobic vocabulary of high 
school males.  
5 McCloud 48-49 specifically, but also most of his chapter 2 reinforces this. 
 
6 Arthrology: a study of joints, anatomically speaking; and Spatio-topia: Groensteen’s 
take on examining how space is used. 
 

7 There seems to be a relationship between queerness and Jewish ethnicity/identity in the 
comics genre, extending beyond Chabon’s work.  While such an examination into 
possible correlations is certainly intriguing, for now it lays outside the scope of this 
project.  
 
8 Morrison’s overall body of work, in a longer analysis of this topic, would merit its own 
chapter; as it is, Morrison will factor briefly into the analysis of Batman and the Joker in 
chapter three. 
 
9 Alice’s visits to Wonderland are often jumbled together in the retellings and adaptations 
(in this Lost Girls is no exception); in Carroll’s original texts she visits Wonderland twice 
(Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland and Through the Looking Glass) though they are 
often jointly referred to as Alice in Wonderland due to the popularity of the Disney film 
with the same abbreviated title. 
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10 For Ellis and Symonds homosexual desire as it appears in the animal kingdom was not 
considered sexual inversion.  It was, rather, the intentional seeking of same-sex coupling 
as a preference that is truly sexual inversion (Ellis 97).  
 
11 Moore wants to push the work as porn so much that he writes “Bog Venus vs. Nazi 
Cock Ring” for Arthur magazine as a defense of pornography and a condemnation of 
societal sexual taboos, a work he then expands and publishes as the book 25,000 Years of 
Erotic Freedom in 2009.  
 
12 Di Liddo’s Alan Moore: Comics as Performance, Fiction as Scalpel is one of the first 
full-length critical treatments of Moore’s work to be published; it even contains a full 
chapter on Lost Girls. Unfortunately her criticism misses the point much of the time and 
ends up saying little new about the text (or Moore’s work in general).  
 
13 It is a stroke of charmed coincidence that Moore named Wendy’s husband Harold 
(Harry) Potter; but it is coincidence to be sure – the first portion of Lost Girls, in which 
he appears with that name, was published in Taboo magazine in 1991 – years before J.K. 
Rowling’s young hero of the same name debuted in a 1997 novel.  
 
14 The villain as sexual deviant is a long-standing literary tradition, one Moore is happy to 
repeat here. We will see the same villain / deviant connection in chapter three when we 
look at Frank Miller’s queering of the Joker. 
 
15 Miller’s Batman: Year One originally appeared in 1987 in Batman issues #404 through 
#407 and applied Miller’s gritty take from the previous year’s The Dark Knight Returns 
onto Batman’s origin story.   
 
16 Miller’s death of the Jason Todd Robin (manner of death not specified) predates the 
character’s eventual demise in the current continuity by several years when he is 
murdered by the Joker in the series “Batman: A Death in the Family.”  The memorial 
Miller created in the Batcave for Jason in The Dark Knight Returns is carried over into 
the regular books.  
 
17 Consider Melville’s Billy Budd, Mailer’s The Naked and the Dead, Highsmith’s 
Strangers on a Train, and Bloch’s Psycho for just a few notable examples.   Mailer 
addressed how this very issue occurred within his own novels in his article “The 
Homosexual Villain,” which was originally published in 1955 in the queer magazine 
One.  
 
18 In 1984, Goetz was attacked on the New York City subway by a group of kids; he 
pulled a gun a shot several of the youths, was tried on multiple counts (including 
attempted murder), but was eventually only found guilty of possession of an unlicensed 
firearm. The press simultaneously praised and persecuted Goetz, and Goetz was 
prosecuted in the media for what some considered racist vigilante actions. 
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19 Written in 1986 (shortly after the series was completed), McEnroe’s take on the work 
is refreshing precisely for its lack of historical perspective – not knowing how beloved 
the series would become, McEnroe slams into the comic with candor, calling it a “half-
finished, half-thought-out work” (58). 
 
20 For example, the homoerotic dialogue of the Riddler within the film once again serves 
to equate homoerotic discourse with villainy.  
 
21 Of course, to Wertham nearly all comics could be considered crime comics – 
superheroes fought crime after all, and most comics had some form of crime in them.  
Wertham’s gross generalities remain one of the biggest faults in his work.  
 
22 Wertham may not have intended his research, publications, and testimonies before 
Congress to be considered scholarship for a burgeoning comics genre, but it became just 
that.  
 
23 It is in this same later interview where Miller lambasts DC for their killing of the Jason 
Todd Robin in the 1988 storyline “A Death in the Family” saying “To me the whole 
killing of Robin thing was probably the ugliest thing I’ve seen in comics, and the most 
cynical” (Sharrett 40) while completely forgetting the fact that he had already killed 
Jason Todd several years earlier in The Dark Knight Returns for his own, arguably 
cynical, purposes.   
 
24 Which is precisely why I am not doing so in this chapter.  
 
25 Grant Morrison’s Arkham Asylum: A Serious House on Serious Earth plays extensively 
on Miller’s gay Joker, as does Kevin Smith’s Batman: Cacophony in which the Joker 
invites someone to sodomize him. 
 
26 In another of Miller’s work, Give Me Liberty, his heroine Martha Washington fights off 
the gay Nazi group “The Aryan Thrust” and their leader Colonel Crotch (see Figure 10).  

 
Figure 10 - Give Me Liberty & The Aryan Thrust 
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It can be argued that there is a certain level of social commentary being thrown around in 
Give Me Liberty – after all, the White House is under attack from gay Nazis, violent (and 
savage) Native Americans, and the women’s group “First Sex Confederacy.”   But once 
again, gay culture is shown by Miller to be violent and evil – a radical threat to America’s 
heteronormative culture.    
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