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Chris Sims: Even though Smallville has finally been put out of its misery, David Uzumeri and I didn't want to stop our weekly look at how the mass media has interpreted comics. We had a hard time narrowing down what we wanted to discuss, but eventually, we found something that I think is going to give us a lot to talk about. Ladies and gentlemen, I give you...
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Chris: Remedial Batmanology, ComicsAlliance's in-depth look at the Batman film franchise! This week, we're kicking thing off with one of the most successful and influential super-hero movies ever: 1989's Batman, directed by Tim Burton and starring Michael Keaton.

David: Now, I've got a lot of personal history with this flick.

Chris: You and me both, brother.

David: This is the first time I've seen it since I was around ... eight or so, but you have to understand, I watched this movie I believe eight times in the theater, including once in Turkey where I dragged my entire family. This was during a visit to Turkey in which I actually brought an official licensed Batman cape and cowl, and wore it in every single cave we went to, as well as the beach.

Chris: Turkey? Were you in... the city of Batman?

David: I did not go to Batman, because it wasn't on the trail. I did attempt, repeatedly, to force my parents to go, even though they kept pointing out it was just a tiny town with nothing to do.

Chris: So I think it's safe to say you enjoyed it.

David: It was tied with Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles. Oh, and I saw an advance screening for college students that my dad got me into because he was a professor at Rensselaer Polytechnic at the time. I think my mom still has my VHS tape of it, which is like 90% static at this point, so coming back to it again as an adult was utterly fascinating.

Chris: I'm sort of the same way, except that I've spent at least two decades absolutely hating this movie. I remember seeing it when it came out when I was about to turn 7 and loving it, and then when it came out on VHS, I didn't watch it right away. I saved it, until one day I was home sick from school, so I brought my pillows and blankets out to the couch, got set up, and put it in the VCR. I think I made it about 20 minutes in before giving up on it and going back to Super Mario 3. I haven't really watched it again in at least ten years, though, so I'd like to think that I came at it as fresh as I could, and I honestly tried to give it the benefit of the doubt this time.
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David: Here's the deal: This is a pretty good Tim Burton movie. It's an awful Batman movie. It misunderstands basically every aspect of the character. It's the product of, quite possibly, the most Hollywood-eccentric creative team of all time: Jon Peters, Tim Burton and PRINCE.

Chris: Pee-Wee's Big Adventure is a pretty good Tim Burton movie, Uzi. This thing has some stuff to like, but it's a mess.

David: It's a hard movie for a kid not to love, really. Which is funny, since it's a fairly hard PG-13. I'd forgotten they even threw "s***" in there -- it's funny that the film has less stringent content regulations than the actual Batman comics. I imagine this was largely because Tim Burton ended every conversation with "F*** you, I'm Tim F***ing Burton and I can do whatever I want." Which is really the movie's main problem, because Tim Burton does not understand the mythos of Batman whatsoever. If you asked me to tell you what this movie is about, I couldn't. There isn't a single theme. It's not even that he got the themes wrong; there just isn't a theme. It's a series of events that occur with the flimsiest of motivations. Batman and the Joker are competing for a girl, for Christ's sake!

Chris: This movie really does get everything it possibly can wrong about Batman. And what a lot of people don't realize is that it's the direct descendent of the 1966 TV show, as filtered through Tim Burton. It's not the comics that are the primary source material for this movie, it's Adam West.

David: If I had to give this movie a genre, I'd go with "noir camp."

Chris: Looking back on it, it's so strange that people thought this movie -- and especially Batman Returns, which we'll get to next week -- were so much darker than Batman '66. I mean, there's less light involved, but thematically, they're just as silly, and even more inconsistent. Jack Palance alone, man.

David: It's also, and this word is overused a lot, but it's incredibly toyetic, far more so than the Nolan films.

Chris: It also cannot be overstated how huge this movie was.

David: Which brings me to my first major criticism: In 1989, the Bat-Symbol was everywhere. It was a sigil that wormed itself into every aspect of the collective unconscious. You could not go anywhere without seeing it on a T-shirt, a billboard, graffiti, anything. This movie made an absolutely vulgar amount of money.

Chris: That's your first criticism? Because I didn't think either one of us would mind Batman being popular.

David: It was the traditional Bat-Symbol, too. So why, in the movie, does he wear that ridiculous barbed variant?

Chris: Oh man. I try not to get fannish about stuff, Uzi, but I hate that movie Bat-symbol with a burning passion. For me, it's a metaphor for the entire movie: They took something simple, clasisc streamlined and great, and then just added some nonsense on it for no reason.
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David: Exactly. Why would you mess with that? What made someone think, "You know what we should do? Change one of the most iconic logos of all time."

Chris: Especially since they didn't do it for any of the merchandise, or even the movie poster.

David: Because the marketing department realized, I imagine, it was a terrible idea.

Chris: Regardless, it was an absolutely massive success, both monetarily and culturally. My favorite story about how big this thing is comes from my friend Phil, who sent away for a holofoil Batman t-shirt from a cereal box or something, and demand was so great that it didn't get to him for an entire year.

David: I know that Morrison has said that the power of the Bat-Symbol used in this movie's marketing is the reason why he brought it back. The big black bat just isn't the same, especially when the intent is corporate branding.

Chris: And no joke, that is a great poster. Just a big ol' huge Batman logo, all shiny and jumping out at you. You knew just from seeing it that it was going to be massive. Massively what, we'll see.
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David: The movie kicks off with a kid and his parents leaving the Monarch Theater, where they watched Footlight Frenzy, which you will notice apparently was also playing twenty years earlier when Bruce's parents died as we see later in flashback, because they didn't think to replace the posters on the set.

Chris: Apparently Footlight Frenzy is an actual movie.

David: Or, at least, a real play.

Chris: I wonder why it never really overtook Mark of Zorro in Batman's origin story.

David: It's better than Bruce being scared s***less at Die Fledermaus. I never liked that part of the Nolan version.

Chris: Yeah, I'll admit that's weak, and way too on the nose, but that's a column for another day. In any case, it's nowhere near as weak as what we're about to see.

David: So anyway, a family comes out of there, and Hamm and Burton are clearly attempting to make us think that this is Bruce Wayne, since it very clearly mirrors his origin. I remember this led five-year-old me to exclaim in the theater, "Bruce's dad's name is Thomas, not Robert!"
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Chris: You think that's the intent? They don't look rich at all, and they talk about being tourists to Gotham, not residents. I thought they were setting up the obvious parallel, not a fakeout.

David: They don't, but it's just close enough, you know? Either way, this family decides to take a shortcut through Crime Alley, because they're idiots, and predictably, they get mugged. Now, you'd think this would be a great chance for Batman to swoop down and actually save the family, but instead the muggers are completely successful, so they go to a rooftop and trade stories about the freaky Bat. Of course, Batman then shows up to beat the crap out of them and then, as far as I can tell, never actually returns the valuables to that family.

Chris: Batman just chilling on the roof while watching the mugging go down and only intervening whenever he got around to it? That was strike one. But you missed the most important part.

David: His ridiculous move where he just spreads his wings while walking towards people like that makes him scarier?


Chris: No, but man, talk about being a direct line from Adam West. I'm talking about how the very first thing we see from Batman in this movie is that he gets shot and falls down.
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Chris: Steeeeerike two.

David: Oh yeah! Batman gets the crap kicked out of him a LOT in this movie. He also gets shot and falls down, at least, like, three or four times. Like, Batman's idea of going up against a gunman here isn't to dodge the bullet, it's to stand there and let his body armor take the hit.

Chris: It's probably best to address this right off the, uh, bat: Michael Keaton is not exactly believable as Batman.

David: Well, Keaton isn't exactly cut. I don't think Bruce should be the hulking Frank Miller man-mountain all the time, but he should look way more fit than Keaton does here. I mean, Bruce Wayne looks like a dude in decent shape. Batman is supposed to be peak human.

Chris: Sam Hamm's script actually describes Batman as being "muscles on top of muscles." And when I hear those words, I immediately think "Michael Keaton."

David: They could have at least used makeup to give him some scars, but no go.

Chris: I don't even think he has to be super ripped, but the costume they've got him in is so bulky and restrictive that he just sort of lumbers around like an 8th grader in his third karate lesson. Like, go watch the opening to Batman: The Animated Series. There's a fluidity to movement that -- while exaggerated for the cartoon -- is just completely impossible for Keaton here. And I don't even blame him for it, you know? He does a decent job with the weird, goofy Bruce Wayne character he's given, but I don't think he's anywhere near being the right guy to play Batman. He's just an actor Tim Burton liked to work with, I think, which makes me wonder what would've happened if this movie had been made a few years later, when Burton's leading man of choice had switched over to Johnny Depp.

David: Honestly, I think he does a great job as Bruce.

Chris: I think he does a decent job as Bruce Wayne, the character in this movie who shares a name with Batman's alter ego completely by coincidence.

David: In any case, after this opening sequence, we also have the 200th Anniversary Celebration coming, with a press conference featuring new District Attorney Harvey Dent, played by Billy Dee Williams, and I still think it's a tragedy he never got to become Two-Face. Billy Dee Williams as Two-Face is just a hilarious idea to me. Also at the press conference is Commissioner Gordon, and an empty seat for one Bruce Wayne.

Chris: Nobody got screwed by these movies harder than William December Williams Jr. Not even the viewing audience.


[image: image7.jpg]





Chris: They even introduce him with this huge Citizen Kane setup, right down to old-timey photographers with flashbulbs. Uh, those were old-timey in 1989, right? It's so hard to tell here in our future world of digital informatioscopes.

David: That's absolutely true. They brought him on for a role basically guaranteed to lead to a bigger role later, and he got completely sidelined. Is he even in Returns at all?

Chris: I think he's in Returns and gets cut out by Forever so that Tommy Lee Jones can chew so much scenery that if you watch it on BluRay, you can see the tooth marks in the Batcave. Again, we'll get to it, but what a huge waste.

David: Williams's Dent here is a high roller; he's committed to rooting out crime, but he also constantly chomps cigars and wears sweet suits. In any case, they announce that Gotham's bicentennial celebration is coming and will happen no matter what, even though Boss Carl Grissom (who we'll later see played by Jack Palance) has a strangehold over the city, pretending to be a legitimate businessman. His number one enforcer is Jack Napier, played by Jack Nicholson, and he's basically just your standard bullying psychopath.

Chris: I'd actually disagree with your description there. One of the weird things about this movie for me is that I find Jack Napier, the psychotic triple-crossed mob enforcer to actually be way more interesting than Burton and Nicholson's take on the Joker.

David: Napier's banging Alicia, who's Grissom's main squeeze, behind Grissom's back, believing Grissom doesn't know. A reporter named Alexander Knox starts harassing Lieutenant Eckhart about Batman, but Eckhart (who's basically your standard corrupt cop a la Lieutnant Flass) tells Knox that he's "full of s***", and that Knox can quote him on that. He then goes for a meeting with Napier, who gives him a bunch of cash and tells him to stop Billy Dee Williams from looking into "one of their front companies," which we later see is Axis Chemicals. Now, here I have to ask you: Is Axis new to this movie, or actually from the comics? I honestly forget.

Chris: Let's see... The plant doesn't have a name in the Red Hood's first appearance in Detective Comics #168, but in The Killing Joke, Moore has it written as "Ace." I'm pretty sure "Axis" was new for the movie.

David: No problem. I know that Axis eventually KIND OF became part of the books -- if nothing else, it was mentioned repeatedly during Last Rites.

Chris: Although Ed Brubaker still used "Ace" for The Man Who Laughs.

David: And yeah, it wasn't even a chemical plant originally, was it? They made playing cards. I never understood why a playing card manufacturer had vats of toxic chemicals, but here we are.

Chris: No, see, the playing card company was next door to a chemical plant.
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David: Oh, right! Monarch was the playing card company. God, I love/hate the quote on the cover of the deluxe edition of Killing Joke: "I loved THE KILLING JOKE... It's my favorite. It's the first comic I've ever loved." -- Tim Burton. So, you know: In case you wonder why he misunderstood Batman so badly, keep in mind his favorite Batman comic is Alan Moore's least favorite of his own works. And the entire "maybe Batman is just as crazy as the Joker" thing is something Burton hits on again and again and again in this movie. That said, Killing Joke came out in 1988, so there's no way it could have actually influenced Burton, since the movie must have been in production by then at least.
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David: After that, we see more of Alexander Knox, the movie's real protagonist, most interesting character and the viewer identification character for sure. He's a reporter who's trying to report on Batman, except nobody believes him, including a dick cartoonist who draws a "HAVE YOU SEEN THIS MAN?" poster with a drawing of a bat, signed "Bob Kane." Bob Kane: a dick in every universe.
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Chris: Seeing Bob Kane's signature on that drawing is pretty much a guarantee that it was actually drawn by Dick Sprang. Anyway, Knox is probably the best character in this movie. He's the only one who actually has clear motivation, and who totally wins in the end. He probably gets his Pulitzer for reporting on Batman before anyone else.

David: Wuhl does a great job with the character, and the idea of a Batman movie where we get to know him from the POV of a reporter investigating him is a good idea. To be completely honest, he's someone I'd like to see enter the Batman titles right now. He's likeable, he's funny, and I hate Vicki Vale for choosing Bruce over him. But we'll get to that.
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David: Vale introduces herself as an award-winning photojournalist who actually believes Knox and wants to work with him on the Batman story. Now, this must be Knox's dream come true, except that Vale basically treats him terribly throughout this entire movie. He wants to go to a party at Wayne Manor to harass cops about Batman, but he can't get an invitation, so Vale invites him as her plus-one.

Chris: This is also about when we learn that Knox and Vale are actually the worst reporters alive. They're even worse than the guys who work at the Daily Planet but can't figure out why Clark is never around when Superman shows up.

David: Cut to Napier and Boss Grissom, who's played by a Jack Palance who couldn't possibly chew more scenery. Noticing his woman glancing at Napier, it's pretty clear that he's aware that they're banging, so he sends Napier to go to Axis Chemicals and destroy all the evidence of the illegal operations they're using it to front. He does this with one of the greatest hammy moments in movie history, where he grabs Napier by the shoulders and goes "you... are my number one... GUY."

Chris: It's exactly how I feel about you, Uzi. Seriously, after Smallville, you're lucky I don't own a chemical plant.

David: In all honesty, if you've never done it to a friend, I highly recommend it. There is nothing more fun than pretending to be Jack Palance. Honestly, I wish he was in more of this movie.

Chris: I wonder if anyone ever managed to drop one of those on Palance himself.

David: Oh man, that'd be fantastic.

Chris: Especially since his name was Jack.

David: At the very least, Daniel Stern could have done it to him in City Slickers 2: The Legend of Curly's Gold.

David: Palance rules in this movie. Really, Palance rules in every movie.

Chris: Even Angels Revenge!

David: But yeah, as soon as Napier leaves, Grissom calls Eckhart and sells him out, since he wants him to stop banging his lady.

Chris: Right, the great thing about this movie is that you don't just get one long, drawn-out incomprehensible origin story, you get two!

David: Anyway, we cut to Wayne's fundraiser, and apparently Bruce Wayne lives on a Native reservation because for some reason he can operate a mini-casino in his mansion attended by basically the entire police department.
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Chris: One more time for those of you in the back: Batman just straight up running a gambling operation in his house. It's Flashpoint all over again!

David: Vicki asks this random dude who Bruce Wayne is, and the random dude says he has no idea. Note: This random dude is Bruce Wayne. Smooth move, bro.

Chris: Seriously: What a dick move.

David: Meanwhile, Knox annoys the cops so much they straight up leave the craps table midgame. Seriously, Wuhl steals this movie for me. I love every scene he's in. Actually, sorry, he doesn't annoy Gordon, Gordon has to leave the table due to the "anonymous tip" sent in that Napier's cleaning out Axis. After finding out Eckhart's on the case, he leaves, presumably since he knows Eckhart's dirty and this is about to be a gigantic mess.

Chris: There's also a scene in this part where Bruce just sort of wanders around his house with Alfred cleaning up his mistakes after him. It's good, but unlike every other portrayal of the character, his distracted klutziness is never presented as any sort of act or facade. There's no reason to believe that Batman isn't just some weird dude.

David: That's very true, but Bruce is a remarkably ill-defined character in this movie in the first place.

Chris: We haven't gotten to it yet, but nothing really says that better to me than the scene where Batman tells Vicki Vale that he doesn't understand what he's doing. Seriously? But anyway.

David: So yeah, Vicki and Knox walk into a room with a bunch of suits of armor, and after Knox makes fun of it for like three minutes Bruce finally decides to introduce himself. Knox jokingly asks for a grant, which Bruce gives him. Note: this is, like, the only decent thing Bruce does in this entire movie.

Chris: The thing with the grant was actually really fun, as is Keaton's delivery on "because I bought it in Japan." But remember when I said that Knox and Vale were terrible reporters?

David: Yeah?

Chris: Not only do they not recognize billionaire philanthropist Bruce Wayne, who presumably would have been in their newspaper at some point, but neither one of them ever once thinks: "Hey, this really weird, spacey rich dude who collects weapons... do you think he might be the one dressing up as a bat and fighting criminals? They're both around 5'1", right?"

David: God, I wish Batman was actually 5'1" in this movie. It's the only way my young self could have loved it more.

Chris: Was it comforting for you to know Batman wears glasses?
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David: I didn't wear glasses until I was a teenager! Anyways, Bruce leaves the room and goes down to the Batcave to be a creepy voyeur over the entire proceedings, noticing Gordon being informed about the Axis situation before going off to basically completely screw up Gordon's entire operation.

Chris: This will be a recurring theme. Batman is responsible for every bad thing that happens in this movie.

David: Eckhart's there to try to get him shot on Grissom's orders, but Gordon wants him alive, and then, after a fairly protracted action sequence where Batman comes pretty damn close to killing a dude or two, he completely botches the entire thing and ends up tossing Napier into a vat of chemicals, where nobody thinks to look for his body.

Chris: There's a great (read: dumb) scene where Batman picks up napier like he's going to punch him, then Bob the Goon -- the actual villain in this movie -- holds Gordon hostage and makes him gently set Napier down. And then Batman stands around watching while the Napier shoots a man. 

David: Oh man, yeah, I totally glossed over that! He even yells "THINK ABOUT THE FUTURE!" since he shoots Eckhart basically as a screw-you for giving him guff earlier in the movie about being too crazy to ever take over Grissom's operaiton.

Chris: Also, it's never really clear whether Batman's trying to pull Napier back up or drop him into the vat himself. The way it's shot and the way other characters refer to it is really ambiguous, but given what Batman does in the rest of this movie, I'm going to go ahead and call this "Attempted Murder #1."

David: Man, Bob the Goon. Bob the Goon is really in more of this movie than I remember, although he barely had any lines. However, he did get his own action figure.

Chris: I know, I had one! Check this BAMF out:
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David: POWER KICK! Man, I loved that figure.

Chris: Don't you wish this movie was about Alex Knox bringing down Jack Palance and Bob the Goon's criminal empire? That would be so much better.

David: God, I know. There's a good movie in here somewhere, it just has absolutely jack to do with Batman. Anyway, predictably, Napier survives, and they show this in the hammiest way, with his clawed hand reaching out of the reservoir outside.

Chris: To its credit, the scene where the Joker has his bandages taken off is really, really good, and justifiably iconic.
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Chris: I remember being horrified at the shot of the surgeon's table of grotesque, bloody tools.

David: Knox and Vale are trying to track down Batman, and Knox proposes doing some actual work that night, but Vale turns him down so she can go have an awkward date with Bruce Wayne and the Worst Wingman Ever, Alfred Pennyworth. Now, I have to say, I think Michael Gough does a terrific job as Alfred in this flick.

Chris: He does really great with the dialogue, even though the character itself is kind of a massive dick to Bruce the entire time.

David: That's very true. Anyway, there's this honestly fantastic scene in an absolutely giant dining room in Wayne Manor, which Burton doesn't reveal until halfway through the scene - it's really funny when it switches from the closeups to the wide shot of that entire gigantic, impractical table. Honestly, this is one of my favorite parts of the movie. It's a really well-done scene showing how Bruce is uncomfortable with his opulence.
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Chris: It's very good characterization but at the same time, it doesn't really have much to do with anything else in the movie, does it?

David: I might as well enjoy the little things, man. Halfway through the first entree they say to hell with it and go eat in the kitchen with Alfred, who proceeds to get Vicki absolutely smashed and embarrass Bruce as much as humanly possible.

Chris: Dude's rich and handsome and still needs his charming English butler to get his dates drunk and tell cute stories about his childhood to get them into bed. Mystery would be so disappointed.

David: So we cut to the Joker taking off his bandages, and you're right, this is another really great scene -- the thing is, I remembered him killing the surgeon. I'm surprised he didn't.

Chris: Yeah, that's another weird aspect. There's never any mystery to the Joker at all. You know exactly who he is, and he never makes any attempt to disguise it at all. He's just Jack Napier, only weirdly less threatening.

David: And yeah, after that, Batman proceeds to start date-raping Vicki and Napier shows up at Grissom's shoot the hell out of him. I mean, seriously, Bruce: If you're dead sober, your date is dead drunk, and it's night one, that's basically date rape. Also, in one of the most absolutely, utterly stupid details in this movie, it's revealed that Bruce sleeps upside down, like a bat.
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David: Tim Burton, I know that was your idea, and you suck.

Chris: Even at six years old, I thought that was dumb.

David: Is it even physically possible to sleep with all the blood rushing to your head?

Chris: Maybe he's not sleeping. Maybe that's his post-coital tradition, like how some people smoke a cigarette.

David: It was a ten-minute microsleep.

Chris: Also, pretty awesome how when they wake up the next morning, she's all "HEY COME OVER TO MY HOUSE AND HAVE A MEAL AND TALK ABOUT THINGS I LIKE" and he's like "You gotta get the f*** outta here." Our Hero, ladies and gentlemen.

David: Anyway, Joker starts to takes control of Grissom's operation, scaring the crap out of everybody by shocking a dude to death with a buzzer mid-handshake. And yes, not only does Bruce kick Vicki out, he claims he's going out of town for a few days, a lie completely blown when Alfred goes "What? We aren't going anywhere."

Chris: Worst. Wingman. Ever.

David: Also, Joker gives Bob the Goon a recreation of the "You... are my number one... guy" thing from earlier, which is a nice reprise of one of the best parts of the movie.

Chris: I had to Netflix the DVD for this article. Is there a special feature on the BluRay or anything of the footage that I am absolutely sure exists where everyone in the cast does that line?

David: Not that I'm aware of, but if the entire movie was just that line repeated ad infinitum, I would not be disappointed.

Chris: There's also the part in this scene where the Joker puts on makeup to look normal, which seems really strange for the Joker to do. He's still trading on his old identity rather than, you know, being the Joker.
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David: That's because this isn't the Joker, it's Jack Napier. He never really changes his methods when he becomes the Joker; he laughs a bit more and gets more theatrical, but he's still the crazy guy he was fifteen minutes ago. He still has the same motivations, none of which involve chaos. He just wants to get rich and stay rich and kill a lot of people. At least for now. He inexplicably turns to "homicidal art" later in the movie.

Chris: Which isn't an entirely off-kilter or unprecedented take on the Joker, but... why? Why use the Joker for this, and show his origin when there's no change in the character? Hell, why use Batman, since he's virtually unrecognizable apart from the pointy ears? If this thing were, I don't know, Tim Burton's The Black Terror, it'd make a lot more sense. And no one would remember it.

David: It's weird. People always say that Batman '66 was this really campy take and this restored things to the true vision of the character, but honestly, Batman '66 was pretty much identical to the Batman books being published at the time, and while DC certainly did narrative backflips to reimagine Gotham City to match this movie (especially with "Destroyer"), thematically it wasn't much like the comics of the time at all.

Chris: Like I said, it's the direct descendent of the '66 TV show, only with murders.

David: And with that, all of the major characters and conflicts are in place: Napier's taken control of the crime operation with Bob as his number one guy, Bruce is out patrolling the streets as Batman and being a dick to Vicki Vale, Knox is still trying to find out who Batman is, and Vale's using Knox to try to figure out more about Bruce, not knowing these are two sides of the same story. The bicentennial is coming closer as the Joker begins to hatch his plans. Join us next week for the next part of Remedial Batmanology, as we handle the second half of Tim Burton's 1989 Batman.

ComicsAlliance Reviews 'Batman' (1989), Part Two

http://www.comicsalliance.com/2011/05/30/batman-1989-part-two-review/
Each week, Chris Sims and David Uzumeri take a look back at one of the most successful and influential comic book movie franchises of all time, in ComicsAlliance's in-depth retrospective on the Batman films.
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Chris: Welcome back to Remedial Batmanology, and the second half of our review of 1989's Batman, directed by Tim Burton and starring Michael Keaton and Jack Nicholson. Last week, we discussed the overwhelming cultural impact of the film and discussed the first 45 minutes of the movie itself. Any highlights you want to remind everyone of before we get into the rest of it, Uzi?

David: The story thus far: "legitimate businessman" Boss Grissom has been murdered by his number one guy, Jack Napier, who, after being set up over a frail (I've been reading way too much '80s Claremont), gets into a pugilistic altercation with the Bat-Man and falls into a vat of chemicals at Axis, emerging with white skin and green hair. The Bat-Man is wealthy, brooding gothic millionaire Bruce Wayne, who's just banged Pulitzer-winning photojournalist Vicki Vale, who's trying to find out both A) why Bruce Wayne is so weird and B) who the Batman is. She shares the second mission with Alexander Knox, an oft-mocked journalist at the Gotham Globe.

Chris: "Number one guy" aside, I don't think either one of us has really been keen on what we've seen, but it's in the second half that things start to go right off the rails.
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David: Which brings us up to now, where Vale asks Knox to look up what the hell is going on with Bruce Wayne, and it turns out everything about him's been deleted from police records. Which seems pretty hard to pull off in 1989, when police records were actually sheets of paper you could not telnet into and delete.

Chris: I have to assume this is all Alfred's doing, since at one point Bruce asks him for Jack Napier's file, and Alfred chucks a massive stack of criminal records, psychological profiles and report cards at him so that we can have some tenuous reason for the second half of this flick to exist.

David: So Vicki does something that's pretty new to her in this movie: reporting. Or the investigative process leading thereto, except she never reports any of it. Basically, she stalks Bruce Wayne as he goes to Crime Alley to lay some flowers for his parents, assumedly because it's the anniversary of their death.
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David: After this, we switch to what is, I swear to god, a press conference held by mobsters on the steps of Gotham City Hall, with some douchebag announcing that he's taking over Grissom's businesses.

Chris: I think they were signing the papers that gave them control of Grissom's business. Or gave the Joker control of their businesses. I really have no idea, although I like the fact that the movie's actual hero, Alex Knox, just straight up calls them out for being crooks.

David: Knox rules here here, seriously. He just has absolutely no fear. He's just mocking the hell out of these incredibly dangerous mobsters, because he is the only character in this movie with any balls or integrity. Then, the Joker kills the douchebag taking over the business with a well-aimed fountain pen to the throat, leading him to proclaim that "the pen is truly mightier than the sword." Then, Sam Hamm high-fived the mirror and drank a fifth of vodka. And Bruce Wayne. Just. Stands. And. Watches.
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David: He doesn't even duck or play dead. He walks around with a stupefied look on his face, before being confronted by Vicki Vale for two seconds and then running off because he's afraid of cooties. This scene is TERRIBLE.

Chris: I could seriously talk for an hour about this scene. First of all: The movie everyone said returned Batman to his darker, more serious roots? Yeah, it has a scene with MOBSTER MIMES.
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Chris: Second, the Joker just stone cold kills a guy on the steps of City Hall, and nobody does anything at all to stop him, especially -- as you've said -- Batman. Even the cops in Batman '66 weren't THAT incompetent.

David: Well, they're apparently also incontinent, because in the next scene the Joker uses a boxing glove gun to punch a television set and proclaim, famously, that "this town needs an enema."

Chris: Third, I have no idea why this is happening. I guess he says in the scene where he fries the guy with a joy buzzer that he's going to kill them all, but it's never explained why he would do this or what he gets out of it. I mean, I get that he's the Joker, and if any character should allowed to just kill people for no reason, it's him, but then, why the previous scene? What part of the plot did that advance?


David: If they were doing what the Joker wanted them to do, they'd be saying Jack Napier's running things, right? The movie never makes this clear, though.

Chris: Watching it again, I guess they're blocking Napier's takeover of Grissom's holdings? The apparently 100% legal takeover that wanted felon and presumed Batman Murder Victim Jack Napier is enacting? That has to be stopped by filing papers with the city tax office? Seriously, edge of your seat excitement here. Maybe the Joker showed up to kill them because he realized how dumb and boring this part of the movie was for pretty much everyone except Tim Burton.

David: Anyway, after Joker punches the TV, we get a scene where Alfred tries to make Bruce sweeter on Vicki, forcing Bruce to admit, begrudgingly, that she is "pretty great." Also, Vicki gets poor damn Alexander Knox to do research for her on what was up with those roses in that alleyway while she was stalking Bruce, which is pretty cruel of her to do.

Chris: Also, if I can nerd out for a second, I do think it's pretty ridiculous that the street address she gives Knox for the location of the Wayne murder wasn't on Park Row. Sure, it's a minor detail, but c'mon, that's like having Clark Kent raised in Littleton, Nebraska.

David: To be fair, Park Row could BE the alley at Pearl and Phillips. That's how I'm interpreting it, anyway. I also love how absolutely nobody remembers the Wayne murder, either. In the comics, it's usually a big deal that shakes up the city for a long time to come. Like, in the DCU, people probably tend to associate "Bruce Wayne" with "that dude whose parents were killed." Or did until very recently. I mean, I'm no big city history professor, but a lot of people remember Patty Hearst.

Chris: Yeah, it's this weird thing this movie has where nobody knows anything about Bruce Wayne, but he also has charity casino nights at where everyone in the city government shows up to roll dice. So is he the well-known philanthropist or the mysterious recluse? You can't have it both ways, movie. Why would Vicki Vale even bother with getting his official file, when Gordon, Dent and the Mayor seem to know this guy pretty well? Just ask around.

David: Well, it makes for a convenient narrative device allowing her to not find out for another 30 minutes of movie time.
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David: Meanwhile, Joker's cutting up pictures of people affected by nerve agents for unexplained reasons (I guess some kind of collage -- this movie really tries to sell us on Napier being a brilliant artist), when Bob shows him some photos including one of Vicki Vale, who Napier immediately falls in love with. That's right, guys: this is a Batman movie where Batman and the Joker are fighting over the affection of a woman. Which would ALMOST work if Vicki actually found the Joker remotely interesting, but she just runs and screams a lot. It's a very acute isosceles love triangle.

Chris: It is seriously the driving conflict of this movie. The stuff about the Joker killing Batman's parents -- Spoiler Warning! -- barely figures into it. Which is good, because it's also dumb as hell. But we'll get to that.

David: Also, I'd like to mention that he's already gotten patches printed with what looks like a Dick Giordano Joker on them for all of his goons. Note: This Joker looks absolutely nothing like Jack Nicholson as the Joker.
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Chris: I actually love that, because that's exactly the kind of thing the Joker would do. Maybe he gets a deal on them when he shops at the store that sells canes that look just like his head. It makes me wonder, though. With all the Batman merchandise that was floating around in 1989, did they ever release Joker Goon jackets to the public? It seems like that would be a total no brainer. Can I buy one at the last remaning Warner Brothers store, which appears every hundred years like a retail Brigadoon?

David: But yeah, now we get to the Joker's villainous plan: shipping tons of products from Axis Chemicals with nerve agents in them to cause a citywide shopping nightmare. Two models are the first victims reported, leading to a scene where a female newsanchor with sweet, sweet, sweet '80s shoulderpads cracks up on the air because she apparently used the same deadly cosmetic products.
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Chris: That's right, everyone: For those of you keeping score at home, the actual plot of the movie has finally showed up at 54 minutes in.

David: Joker takes over the feed to deliver this actually pretty funny mocking commercial, where he basically announces to everyone that anything you buy could kill you, after making you crack up. Bruce watches this commercial with that same stupefied look on his face.
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David: Alfred delivers him "information he requested" about Jack Napier, including that he's a brilliant psychopath with aptitudes in art, science and chemistry. That's right: science and chemistry.

Chris: And don't forget art! I wasn't kidding when I said that the Joker's permanent record provided the reason for every single thing that happens in the second half of this movie. Hamm's script just straight up announces "this is what the Joker's into," almost directly to the audience.

David: Yeah. Joker suddenly reinvents himself as a "homicidal artist," which is kind of a neat idea, but totally at odds with the entire first half of the damn flick.

Chris: Didn't Arkham Asylum come out in '89?

David: 1989, yeah. October. (I used Wikipedia, lazybones.)
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Chris: I almost wonder if Morrison's verison of the Joker as someone who constantly reinvents himself was informed by this movie, and the fact that millions and millions of people were seeing a guy who was a mob enforcer, then a guy trying to take over the mobs, then a guy with a team of evil mimes, then a guy who was going to kill everyone at random, then a guy who just wanted to be more popular than Batman, then a guy that wanted to kill everyone. It's like there are eight different Jokers in this movie, and I'll admit that his unpredictability would be kind of cool if I thought that he was written that way, you know, on purpose.

David: The next scene is actually pretty great, with the newsanchors reporting on the continuing scare, except that they both look like COMPLETE CRAP since they can't wear any makeup or hairspray or anything that might straight up murder them. Seriously, the awfully kempt hair, the visible zits and creases, this was pretty clever.
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Chris: It's almost something you would've seen in RoboCop, the highest honor I can give to a movie.

David: However, this does not stop Harvey Dent, since Billy Dee continues to look like he puts product in his hair to look like Lionel Richie. In any case, Vicki phones Bruce to inform him that she'll be late to their date, a date he doesn't remember setting up, at the "Fluegelheim Museum." Once there, she's delivered an orange and green gas mask and told to put it on, at which point the entire place gets poisoned and we get treated to the best damn scene in the entire movie.
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David: I LOVE THIS SCENE.

Chris: Colored sleeping gas. "Flugelheim Museum." Bright plastic gasmask and coordinated henchmen. This is straight out of Batman '66.


[image: image31.png]




David: The Joker, and his goons, deface the living hell out of an art museum to the tune of Prince's "Partyman," written just for this scene, played out of an old-school ghetto blaster held by one of his goons. They paint all over famous works of art and sculptures, except for a really weird, clearly disturbed picture of a dude between a cut open cow or something, which he orders them not to touch since he actually likes it. He asks to take a look at Vicki's portfolio, hates all of her Vogue and Cosmo work, and proceeds to praise her work photographing dead bodies in Corto Maltese. Joker tries to level with her as a fellow artist, while Vicki tries to process him being a total crazy person. It escalates until he shoots her with the acid flower, and she gets him with a pitcher of water to the face, where he feigns injury and Vicki starts to feel bad about injuring him after he just tried to kill her and did kill an entire museum full of people.

Chris: Also after seeing that he's scarred up his old girlfriend, because... Well, from the way it plays out, because they suddenly remembered that they established that Jack Napier had a girlfriend in the first half of this movie and realized that they should probably include her in the second half.

David: A girlfriend important enough to get a hit put on him by his boss, too! Anyway, then Batman crashes through the skylight and zooms away with her in the Batmobile, causing a whole hell of a lot of public damage. Since his idea of a sharp turn is shooting a grapple out of the side of his car and boomeranging around. He turns the shields on the Batmobile, providing Kenner with yet another accessory for the official Batmobile that I could whine and beg my grandparents to get me.
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Chris: Pretty cool of Batman to not bother with catching the guy who just killed ten people with nerve gas, too.

David: So they end up in an alley, and Batman grapples up with her and then drops, allowing her to shoot all the way up while he gracefully falls onto a pile of trash and lies prone in an alley. And then gets shot. In the chest. Twice. He is barely saved from getting unmasked by Vicki Vale's flash lightbulb as she tries to take a picture of the unmasked Batman. This is... the second time he's gotten shot and passed out and gotten saved? Or the third?

Chris: I think it's the second time he's immediately gotten shot and fallen down, but the first time he's had to be saved from having his identity revealed because he's really terrible at being a super-hero.

David: The only reason Batman should ever be horizontal is if he's banging someone. After a quick action sequence against the swordfighter from Raiders of the Lost Ark...
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David: ...Bruce takes Vicki to the Batcave in a pretty sweet sequence where he drives through some foggy forests and through a cave wall that opens into the Batcave, which is filled with bats. Asked why he likes bats, he says it's because they're "great survivors." Perhaps the only accurate Batman character moment in this movie.

Chris: Are bats really great survivors, though? And is that why Batman likes them? I don't want to tell Sam Hamm how to do his job or anything (yes I do), but seriously, he should've said "I like bats. They're f**king terrifying."

David: In the Batcave, Batman reveals to Vicki the combinations of products that cause death, and then says he needs "something else" from her before somehow making her pass out by enveloping her in his cape. The "something else," it turns out, was the film of him. Why he knocked her out and sent her home rather than just asking for the film back and driving her home, I have absolutely no idea.

Chris: It's worth noting that she stuffed the film into her bra. So Batman, the same dude who previously got her super-drunk and had sex with her, has now knocked her out and undressed her. Also? Batman figures out what the deal is with the Joker's poison, and rather than telling the cops, the DA or the mayor, he gives the information to Vicki Vale and then knocks her out for seven or eight hours, presumably while people are still dying because they want to shower. And we haven't even got to the worst stuff with this guy yet!

David: Alfred finally guilts Bruce into telling Vicki that he's Batman, something she's going to figure out on her own in like twenty minutes of film time anyway, but he's really terrible at admitting things and gets interrupted by the Joker, who decided that showing up at Vicki's place after that last failed attempt at a date was a fantastic idea. Meanwhile, Bruce places a silver tray beneath his shirt while Joker tells Vicki that Alicia committed suicide, yet another brilliant attempt at making her go "you know what? I actually do love you. Please, disfigure me, and let's become crime artists together." Which sounds a lot like Harley Quinn.

Chris: You know, I actually like this part of the Joker. His "courtship" of Vicki really is weird, creepy, disturbing and completely insane. He just does not understand why she's not totally into him after he killed all those people.
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David: So Bruce provokes Joker until Joker shoots him, at which point he plays dead, but not before asking Bruce if he's ever danced with the devil in the pale moonlight, the definitive clue that lets Bruce figure out this is the dude who killed his parents. NUMBER THREE, FOR THE KIDS KEEPING TRACK AT HOME.

Chris: That line is so hack.

David: Not as bad as "never rub another man's rhubarb," which doesn't even make any sense. Also, Bruce Wayne ninja vanishes while Joker and Vicki are talking, leaving the silver plate with the bullet imprint in it for... well, no damn reason.

Chris: I think it's way worse than the rhubarb line. Hamm does that thing in the script where he admits that a line has absolutely no meaning other than sounding cool, and unlike Pulp Fiction, where Tarantino does that and actually goes back to it and makes it an underlying theme of the movie, it just lays there, having been cranked out of the Catchphrase Generating Unit they keep on the Warner backlot. Except that I guess Vicki ends up actually dancing with the Joker in the moonlight later? So he's the devil? Ugh, it's garbage. It's a major plot point that's introduced an hour and a half into a movie, and then gets immortalized in the MySpace profiles of people with truly terrible taste.

David: Vicki opens the present Joker left, and it's a porcelain hand holding wilted flowers. Adorable. She passes out, and when she wakes up, Knox has figured out what the deal with Bruce is: she finally discovers that his parents were murdered, using the amazing research power of microfiche.

Chris: I'd like to point out that at this point, Vicki's romantic choices in this movie are a) the mass murdering psychopath clown, and b) the guy who date rapes her, knocks her out and gropes her so that he can steal something from her, and shoves her down onto a couch and says "you're a real nice girl and I like you a lot but for right now, shut up." Also Knox, who is funny and charming and actually does his damn job, and even ends up saving her life. But he's not really in the running.

David: I will never understand that. He's the only person who comes out of this movie without looking like a douchebag. A bit of a lovestruck puppy, maybe, but in comparison to Napier and Wayne he's, like, Ryan Reynolds.

Chris: Compared to Keaton's Bruce Wayne, he's Danny Ocean. Who we'll be seeing in about six weeks. Where were we?

David: We were at Bruce looking at the unsolved case file for his parents' murder, which is a black binder that says "POLICE CASE - UNSOLVED" on it. It's given to him by Alfred, who gives him s*** for continuing to look into his parents' murder, a scene I don't get at all. Meanwhile, Bruce flashes back to the Batman Origin Story Shooting, which is almost a perfect metaphor for this movie, since it goes basically exactly in the Frank Miller vein, pearls and all, until Bruce drops his popcorn with the pearls. Pearls and popcorn. He also remembers a totally different, skinnier Jack Napier asking him that same dumb hacky question, thus allowing both Bruce and the viewer to figure out the Joker killed his parents. At this point, Vicki shows up, after being let in by Alfred, since the murder of his parents and ninja vanishing from her apartment had her put things together pretty quickly.
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Chris: Isn't it weird how when Jack Nicholson was young, he only sort of vaguely resembled himself?

David: After a really lame relationship scene where Bruce and Vicki promise to "try to love each other," Bruce goes "but he's out there," and then... and then... Well. Now we reach the crux of things.

Chris: Yup.

David: Batman blows Axis Chemicals to Hell, with tons of people inside. But he does it with an unmanned Batmobile, so, uh, I guess that makes it ... okay?

Chris: We're talking about Batman's Batmobile that has MACHINE GUNS mounted on it and blows people up with bombs?


[image: image36.jpg]




David: Yes.

Chris: Well, I'm done here. Batman kills people with bombs. I'll see myself out.

David: While researching this next scene, I discover that there was a song on Prince's Batman album called "The Arms of Orion." I'd like to think Prince was able to see the future and wrote it about Final Crisis, but I'm pretty sure that isn't the case. Because the bicentennial kicks off, and it largely consists of just the Joker and a float and throwing millions of dollars at the people of Gotham, who are apparently dumber than the citizens of the Marvel Universe, since they go "hey, yeah, let's go downtown and get free money from the guy who just poisoned every cosmetic product in Gotham." In a shocking twist, the parade balloons are filled with poison gas. Vicki is the first person to figure this out, and Knox heroically locks her in the car, grabs a gas mask and a baseball bat, and starts running in the streets trying to maintain public order.

Chris: So let me ask you a question.

David: Is Knox the real hero of this movie? Unquestionably.

Chris: I already know the answer to that one. No, my question is this: Up to this point, this entire movie has been built around the big Gotham City Bicentennial, right?

David: Yeah, that was called off by the actual city, so Joker held his own.

Chris: Yeah. So... if the Bicentennial was canceled, then why are all the people out on the street when the Joker shows up? And where did he get all the money he was throwing around? And if the Bicentennial was the one thing that was going to save Gotham from becoming a crime-ridden cesspit, and it ends up being a massive terrorist strike with nerve gas, then doesn't Gotham pretty much lose at the end of this movie, which no one acknowledges?

David: Because he announced on television earlier (I forgot to recap it) that he was going to give away millions of dollars to the public in his own Gotham Bicentennial parade float. And apparently the public in Gotham City is insanely stupid.

Chris: They did see this guy on TV talking about how he was going to kill them all like fifteen minutes ago, right?

David: And the cops and government do nothing to stop this, they basically just hope that Batman will show up in a stealth jet, cut the balloons loose with pincer razor things, fly all the way up to overlay over the moon to create a Bat-symbol to look cool to five-year-old me sitting in the student movie theatre at RPI...
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David: ...and then zoom down and start shooting at Joker, missing with every single damn shot.

Chris: One more time for those of you in the back: BATMAN SHOOTS AT A GUY WITH MACHINE GUNS.

David: I realize Batman does not regularly use guns, but I am pretty sure he also doesn't shoot like me drunk at 4:30 in the morning trying to shoot a sober guy with the lasers on a Banshee in Halo 3 on Xbox 360. So he totally sucks at shooting, and then the Joker pulls out a gun that's like the length of his leg and somehow manages to use it to shoot down an experimental stealth jet. Like, a revolver.

Chris: Because at this point, why not?

David: And he WRECKS it, I mean, it just straight-up crashes and BURNS and EXPLODES like NUTS on the front steps of Gotham Cathedral. Martians wouldn't go anywhere NEAR that thing.

Chris: I wonder if Prince felt bad about writing songs for the Joker after all this was over. The one who lives in the universe of the Batman movie, I mean. I'm sure the real Prince was just fine with it.

David: Batman is chasing Joker and Vicki Vale (who Joker's captured in the chaos) up the stairs in the cathedral when Joker shoots the cord keeping the bell up, so it falls and prevents Gordon and his men from entering, both a) reminding us that Commissioner Gordon is in this movie and b) reminding us that that Commissioner Gordon and the GCPD are hilariously inept in this movie. Batman fights some more of Joker's goons using his patented brand of "stand there and take it" martial arts while Joker dances with Vicki Vale in the pale moonlight, thus completing the movie's dumb metaphor. If the Joker is the devil, then I guess... Batman is... Jesus? Sam Hamm, you realize this isn't a Superman movie, right?

Chris: Also, in case there was any doubt about the factory, Batman straight up throws a thug to his death. Admittedly, he does it with a huracanrana, so at least we get to see some luchador action in this thing, but still. Batman killing.

David: So anyway, Vicki pretends to love Joker until Batman asks him if he's ever danced with the devil in the pale moonlight, and then beats him until he's falling off of the tower while accusing him of killing his parents. "I made you, you made me first."

Chris: Just in case anyone didn't get it before this point. Really hammer that point home, guys.

David: Batman punches him off the edge of the cathedral, but somehow he catches a ledge, and then pulls up his hands and PULLS BOTH BATMAN AND VICKI VALE OVER THE EDGE. Like, they both just flip over. That would take an INSANE amount of upper body strength.

Chris: This guy DID just bring down a fighter jet with a pistol, Uzi. He is capable of amazing things.

David: Meanwhile, the Jokercopter shows up to rescue Joker from his predicament, and while Joker's hanging onto the rope ladder, Batman, with one grapple shot, ties his leg to a gargoyle on the side of the cathedral. After Joker holds on hard enough to REMOVE THE GARGOYLE FROM THE SIDE OF THE CATHEDRAL, the strain is too much and he falls and dies.
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David: Batman and Vicki fall, but he saves her. Then they debut the Bat-Signal, with a letter from Batman to the people of Gotham, offering to continue fighting the "forces of evil" when necessary. Who the f--- says "forces of evil" in actual, human conversation?

Chris: I'm glad Batman has resolved to fight the forces of evil. I hope he brings down that dude who blew up the Axis Chemical factory and killed all those guys that were working there.


David: Also, Vicki completely screws over Knox and basically decides not to help him with his story after all, since she kind of likes Batman now. Adios, journalistic integrity! Vicki goes off in a limo driven by Alfred with champagne in it, both breaking open container laws and allowing her to, I guess, get smashed enough to bang Bruce Wayne again. And then, oh, thank the Lord, we are done with this movie.
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David: The museum sequence.

Chris: For all our grousing, there are two really great things throughout this movie: Danny Elfman's score and Anton Furst's designs.
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David: Gotham City LOOKS great - great enough that it really changed the way Gotham was portrayed in comics. It's this neo-gothic aesthetic made up half of the gothic imagery that informs Batman and half of the chemical/pipeline/thing that informs the Joker.

Chris: Quite literally: As we mentioned before, Furst's designs were used as the basis for a story where they were incorporated to make Gotham City look more... well, gothic.

David: Like, even Vicki's apartment has an exposed pipe.

Chris: Yeah! Even the fancy art museum looks like it was rivited together from scrap metal and bulkhead. I remember reading that Tim Burton's vision of Gotham was a city from Hell that brust through the crust of the Earth, and he really captures that. I just wish he'd made a movie that wasn't so dark that you can't actually see any of it. It's not just the buildings, either: I love the whole design sense of this movie, in that it's clearly set in the present -- the present of 1989, anyway -- but everyone dresses like it's the '40s. The cops all have those leather jackets, the reporters and mobsters all have three-piece suits and fedoras. It's got a definite look to it that's really appealing.

David: Honestly, technically, there's almost nothing wrong with the movie. Aside from the storytelling and script. Every shot is gorgeous, and it's tied together with an amazing score.

Chris: When you say there's nothing technically wrong with this movie, I assume that you can sense things in a way that does not require lighting.

David: Okay, touche. Granted, I saw this in a dark room on my new 40" LCD on BluRay, so the lighting problems bothered me less than they did when I was a kid watching my VHS copy on my parents' 20" CRT.

Chris: But yeah, what you can actually see of Furst's designs are really great, and do a lot to give the movie character, which is great because the script sure doesn't. Ditto for Elfman's score, which has held up as well as the John Williams's Superman theme. Maybe better, since it was also used for Batman: The Animated Series.

David: It's also worth mentioning that the neo-'40s aesthetic in this movie also really informed everything to come, ESPECIALLY The Animated Series, not to mention the look of it in the comics. I mean, what started here continued into the cartoon with the zeppelins and '40s mobster coats, and that's something that still permeates current Gotham.

Chris: Also, Bob the Goon. Especially the part where he attempted to dance.
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David: The script. Oh God, the script. Also, the direction. Sam Hamm and Tim Burton are an unthinkable axis of screwing up Batman. Bruce Wayne wore glasses, for God's sake. I get that they had a conception of Batman, but it was a conception informed by a very limited cross-section of Batman stories.

Chris: It's like we said last week: Michael Keaton does not make a great Batman. Part of me wonders if he got the job just because of his eyebrows.
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Chris: I mean, admittedly, those eyebrows are totally awesome.

David: And I do love how Chris Burnham has recently given Bruce in Incorporated those Michael Keaton eyebrows. They're just perfect arches.

Chris: No joke. But man, what ISN'T a low point of this movie? Kim Basinger is bland and boring, Jack Nicholson's not so much acting as being himself and occasionally doing a Cesar Romero impression, it's never clear what anyone in this movie wants other than Alex Knox, who wants to shtup Vicki Vale and report on the Batman and gets neither.

David: Poor Alexander Knox. Poor Robert Wuhl.

Chris: Oh, and then Batman kills a s***load of people.
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David: Final thoughts? Look, we can sit here and nitpick as much as we want about how this is a crappy Batman movie and the script's dumb and you can barely make anything out, but our opinions are small drops in the bucket. Some of our commenters accuse us of overinflated selfimportance, and while I admit we kind of went out to slaughter a sacred cow here, I can't deny that this movie was a cultural monolith.

Chris: All those times I pointed out that Burton was referencing Batman '66? Those weren't complaints. I love Batman '66. But there are a ton of people, even today, who thought that this was a huge departure from that silliness, because they apparently missed the part where the Joker's poison gas parade balloons are dealt with by Batman flying a bat-shaped airplane with a giant pair of scissors that comes out from between its bat-ears. This thing's silly as all hell, and while nobody wanted to admit it back then, that's not a bad thing. The bad thing is that it's silliness that's not very good.

David: Actually, with regards to the Batman '66 comparison: you'd know more than me, but did they ever, ever address Batman's origin in it? Like, the movie or the TV show?

Chris: In the first episode, Bruce Wayne mentions that his parents were murdered and that's why he fights crime. Which, really, is all you need.

David: Yeah, I'll agree with that. This movie's really WAY campier than I remember, and let's be honest here: if you reshot this entire script with a silly cloth Batsuit, Cesar Romero and scenes that actually take place in daylight, nobody would know the difference. Like, a movie is not dark just because you have to squint to make out what's going on. A movie is dark when its subject matter is dark.

Chris: And that's something we'll be getting into again next week with the sequel, which is even more directly inspired by the Adam West show, only unwatchably terrible. Yeah, I said it.

David: Dude, what? Unwatchably terrible? I think we're really gonna be at loggerheads in seven days, dude.

Chris: Sounds like. Join us next week for our next subject, 1992's Batman Returns, in which Batman... returns.

ComicsAlliance Reviews 'Batman Returns' (1992), Part One

http://www.comicsalliance.com/2011/06/06/batman-returns-review/
Each week, Chris Sims and David Uzumeri take a look back at one of the most successful and influential comic book movie franchises of all time, in ComicsAlliance's in-depth retrospective on the Batman films.
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Chris: Welcome back to Remedial Batmanology, everyone. This week, David and I are moving on to 1992's Batman Returns, which I described last week as being "unwatchably terrible."

David: I'd say it's watchably terrible.

Chris: Yeah, I might've overstated things a little bit on that front. But only barely.

David: This is the least erotic 'sexy' movie I've ever seen.

Chris: Oh come on, Danny DeVito's not that bad. Of all Burton/Schumacher era Batman movies, this is the one that I've watched the least. In fact, I'm pretty sure that watching it for this column was maybe third time I've seen it, and the first in at least a dozen years.

David: It's funny, because I haven't seen Batman & Robin at all, and I haven't seen Forever since the theatre, but watching this right now I pretty much remember every single plot twist. Like, I can still finish some of the dialogue.

Chris: Well when a movie has Batman record-scratching the words "HARP FROM HELL!" over and over, they do sort of stick in your memory.

David: I almost kind of get what screenwriter Daniel Waters was going for here with the Penguin as a dark inversion of Batman's loss of his parents, except that he very quickly abandons that in favor of... terrible puns and Danny DeVito acting really horny.


Chris: This movie's full of weird divergences like that. In a lot of ways it's a more unified vision in terms of design and character, while also spending two hours completely unsure of what it actually wants to be at the same time. But for good or ill, it does deliver on the first movie's promise of being a Tim Burton remake of Batman '66, right down to hitting one of the same plot points.

David: Make no mistake: this movie is the campiest of camp. There's somewhat of a dark psychological undercurrent, but it's so incredibly simplified as to be essentially castrated.
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Chris: Before we get into the actual breakdown, though, a little background. Batman '89 was, as I think people are probably aware, a massive success, and while Batman Returns didn't have quite the same omnipresent hype machine going on with it, I think it's fair to say that it was one of the most anticipated sequels of the era.

David: I certainly anticipated the living hell out of it. Except that I was really afraid of it, since I read the comic adaptation first and there was blood, and when I was eight I was a really really huge wuss.

Chris: It's weird: Because the movie is set at Christmas (and because I got a lot of Batman Returns merchandise under my tree that year), I always remember it as coming out in December, but it didn't. It was 1992's big summer blockbuster, released back in June.

David: That does seem like bad timing for a such a Christmasy movie. But also about as well thought out as everything IN the movie, so it's fairly appropriate.

Chris: That also puts its release about two months before the debut of Batman: The Animated Series, which rode the wave of success from the movies and subsequently made them look terrible by being absolutely phenomenal in pretty much every way.

David: That must have been eternally confusing to kids at the time, to suddenly have a good version of Batman in the mass media. I mean, by the time Returns hit, I was already fully immersed in the comics; it was right at the beginning of the Moench/Dixon period. I believe they launched Shadow of the Bat around the time of the movie, actually, much as they launched Legends of the Dark Knight around the time of the first one. So as a kid, in the theater, I was way more aware of how thoroughly messed up this was as a Batman story.

Chris: I remember really liking Batman Returns when it came out. I had this weird little activity book with a section where you could storyboard out your favorite scene of the movie, and I distinctly remember sitting in fifth grade, drawing the scene with Bruce Wayne and Selina Kyle at the "Maxquerade" ball where she pulls out the gun.
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David: God, this masquerade scene. Get it? Bruce and Selina aren't wearing masks, because their FACES are masks! Much like the first, this movie is really best when it stops pretending to have emotional weight and just goes for an army of expoding penguins. The actual plot to this movie makes absolutely no sense, especially Catwoman, whose character arc is absolutely baffling.

Chris: I'll admit right now that there's a lot to really like about this movie, and on one level, I can see why even the people who didn't like the first one would think that this one is way better. In a lot of ways, it is. But when it's bad... man, it is absolutely terrible.

David: I think it's far more self-aware than the first flick. Unlike the first movie, this one kind of seems to be about something. It's just so self-consciously clever about it that there's nothing even remotely resembling subtlety. It's funny, because you see people calling this movie "darker" than the first one. I don't get that all. Not only does way more of it take place in the daylight, but it's also just... I mean, who can take this dialogue seriously?

Chris: As you mentioned, Batman screenwriter Sam Hamm got the axe after writing two drafts that involved Catwoman and the Penguin, and was replaced with Daniel Waters, the writer of Heathers who was fresh from scripting the previous year's Hudson Hawk, a movie that has the distinction of actually being worse than its NES adaptation.

David: To be fair, Chris, the same went for the first Batman movie.

Chris: That's true. Return of the Joker was a classic.
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David: I actually meant the original Sunsoft Batman game, but Return of the Joker was pretty damn good too.

Chris: This was the movie that pretty much defined the need of the super-hero genre to keep getting bigger in the sequels. The first one was essentially Batman against the Joker, but in this one, it's Batman vs. Catwoman and the Penguin and also Christopher Walken in his amazing pinstripe suits. Some movies can pull off the multiple villains really well, but in this one, there's an entire plot about Christopher Walken's evil power plant that goes absolutely nowhere because the movie suddenly decides it's about rocket penguins instead. It's just sloppy.

David: You mean the giant capacitor that presumably required an engineering team to design and will require an entire construction team to build where nobody's going to notice that it doesn't actually generate power? Despite the plan clearly making it seem aboveboard, which you think would require some sort of government oversight?

Chris: That's the one.

David: Not a single character's master plan in this movie makes sense. Don't even get me started on Penguin's grand babynapping plan, which required A) every single adult in Gotham to be at the same party (which they were), B) not a single babysitter being hired, and C) not a single cop being out on patrol, allowing them to drive their roadworthy carnival train on the open streets.

Chris: Maybe it's best to just move on.

David: Yeah. Let's just get to the recap of the... "plot."
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Chris: Our movie opens on Paul Reubens with a monocle, and I'm not going to lie, this is probably one of the best things that has ever been shot on film.
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Chris: Unfortunately, it's all downhill from here.

David: Holy crap, Penguin's dad is Pee Wee Herman. I never noticed that.

Chris: Yep: Paul Reubens and Diane Salinger are reunited from Tim Burton's best picture, Pee-Wee's Big Adventure, to play the Penguin's parents, who are seriously great. Their son is born with flipper hands, and so they decide (silently, while drinking martinis) to throw him in the river and be done with him. Uzi, I'm actually at a loss... Was this origin ever in the comics, or was it introduced here?

David: I'm fairly confident it was brand new for this movie. I mean, the Penguin in the comics... you know what? I've barely ever read any decent Penguin stories, and he's not exactly a character I have a huge amount of affection for. But he was a bitter trust fund kid who became an angry crime boss, not a freak who was raised by penguins in a sewer. Because penguins are in a sewer.

Chris: Yeah, about that. After that great opening, nothing else really makes a whole lot of sense. The Penguin is thrown into the river, bassinet and all, and rather than sinking and drowning, he floats into the sewers where he's found by a flock of penguins who are inexplicably living in Gotham City's sewer.
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David: I guess they escaped from the zoo?

Chris: The movie actually shows them being from an abandoned aquarium, because apparently when the money runs out, you just stop going to work and leave all the animals to fend for themselves. And again, I mentioned this in passing with the first movie, but I'm kind of okay with Gotham City being a place where weird stuff like that happens.

David: And I have no idea how he hooks up with the Red Triangle gang, either. At the beginning of the movie, he's just returning to Gotham City, after being a traveling crime boss in a freak show, right? Except that he continues to act like he has no idea how to operate in society.

Chris: That's another weird thing: It's pretty clear from the setup that the Penguin's been living down in the sewer for a long time, but he's also got his evil crime circus that's been traveling around with him as a member of the freak show. I really got the feeling that the crime circus was something left over from an earlier draft that they didn't want to abandon because it makes for a good visual.

David: The crime circus makes no sense without the traveling part, though, because how else did a hermit who'd lived in the sewer his entire life have the money to afford all the crap he pulls off in this movie? Exploding presents, flamethrower-wielding clowns... and on top of that, didn't they realize that they kind of just did the evil circus stuff in the last movie? Granted, it was just the Joker and his goons and the mimes, but it's really a very similar aesthetic. As we'll see, though, this movie apes the first in a lot of ways.

Chris: And we haven't even gotten to the start of things not making sense. Cut to 33 years later, and it's Christmas time in Gotham City! There's a Christmas Tree lighting ceremony, and we're introduced to billionaire industrialist Max Shreck, who I will try to refer to only as "Christopher Walken" in order to avoid confusion with the cartoon ogre.
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David: And don't forget his dutiful son Chip!

Chris: Christopher Walken runs a department store that has absolutely nothing to do with the plot other than to have a giant cat face and provide a set for Catwoman to flounce around in in about an hour, but he also.. builds power plants, I guess? While also running a department store?

David: He's an industrialist! Vertical integration, baby! You gotta diversify your markets. Including building gigantic damn capacitors that you've somehow convinced everyone in the world is a power plant.

Chris: There's a lot of talk about this power plant and how Gotham City actually has a power surplus in the first half of this movie, and I want to make this absolutely clear to everyone: NONE OF THIS HAS ANYTHING TO DO WITH THE PLOT. I mean, it certainly seems like it's going to tie in later, and his secret capacitor plans are even the reason that he tries to kill Selina Kyle, but the movie just cold hits a point where it just straight up stops mentioning this stuff at all.

David: The entire thing is just to provide proof of Max's lawless nature, but it's just a reason for A) Max to kill Selina and B) an excuse for them to claim it's dramatic irony when he gets electrocuted at the end. HOISTED BY YOUR OWN PETARD, WALKEN.

Chris: And Walken's shadiness could've been done any number of ways. I mean, he's a department store owner at Christmas. That alone is the seed of a plot that could actually have something to do with the rest of the movie.

David: This is what happens when you have a script that's the result of multiple rewrites by different people, unfortunately. I understand the first flick had two different writers as well, but this one seems way less coherent -- although I'm not sure if that's a symptom of the rewrites or needing to compress things for time. There's a lot going on in this movie, and things move fast. It's far faster-paced than the first, that's for sure.

Chris: The only thing that realy matters in this scene is that we're introduced to three extremely important characters: Max Shreck, who we've covered, his secretary Selina Kyle, who will go on to become Catwoman, and -- most importantly -- Max's son Chip, who is fantastic.
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David: He's a chip off the old shreck, he is!

Chris: Chip is played by Andrew Bryniarski -- who would go on to play Leatherface in the Texas Chainsaw Massacre remake -- and he is basically just a kid doing a hilarious impression of Christopher Walken, while actually talking to Christopher Walken.

David: I can't believe I'd never thought about it like that, but you're absolutely correct.

Chris: It's probably more important to the overall plot that we're introduced to Selina, as played by Michelle Pfeiffer in one of cinema's greatest failures in taking a beautiful actress and putting her in big glasses and mussed hair to make her look mousy.
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Chris: Get it? Mousy? Because she becomes Catwoman?

David: This is the first of several awful visual and lingual puns we're going to get in this movie. Pfeiffer totally overacts the secretary, the same way she will soon overact the hell out of Catwoman.

Chris: I actually don't mind that so much. I mean, yes, she chews scenery -- as do DeVito and Walken -- but at least she's way more interesting than Kim Basinger's dead-eyed Vicki Vale from Batman '89. The crazy thing is that a lot of people seem to think that the overacting villains only showed up for the Schumacher movies. There is, and I mean this seriously, nothing that Mr. Freeze says in Batman & Robin that is any dumber than the lines Penguin and Catwoman are spitting out all over this movie. But at least Catwoman isn't boring.

David: No, "boring" is definitely not the word I'd use to describe Michelle Pfeiffer in any context.

Chris: You know what would make this movie a hundred times better?

David: A good script?

Chris: Besides that.

David: Only one villain?

Chris: Well, yes, but: If you watch it with the idea that "Selina Kyle" in this movie is actually Elvira Hancock, Michelle Pfeiffer's character from Scarface, having entered the Witness Protection Program. She's so nervous because she's actively trying to repress her gangster instincts, and when Christopher Walken tries to kill her, she snaps and becomes the female Tony Montana.
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David: Now I want to see a video of Michael Bolton playing Catwoman. Damn you, Lonely Island. I've also never seen Scarface, which I hate to admit.

Chris: My theory basically hinges on the fact that she and Tony own a pet tiger. Anyway, Christopher Walken goes to make a speech at the tree-lighting, but -- in the first of several explicit homages to Batman '66 -- the ceremony gets attacked by a giant Christmas present..
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Chris: ...that then explodes into a gang of evil carnies.

David: I'll give the movie this: It didn't wait for the big action set-pieces. We had to wait a WHILE for one in the first Batman flick, but this gets right to the point, but not before the most ridiculous Bat-Signal scene in the history of Batman. And I'm counting the one where Tommy Monaghan put a dead cat on it to summon Catwoman.

Chris: Oh man, this is insane. Would you like to do the honors, Uzi?

David: Please, let me.

Chris: By all means.

David: They shine the Bat-Signal into the sky, which somehow hits a mirror at Wayne Manor, which then causes a chain reaction of other moving mirrors all around Wayne Manor, essentially redirecting the Bat-Signal three hundred and sixty degrees around his house until it hits him right in the face, just so he can get a scene where he stands up in front of a huge, lit-up Bat-Symbol in his library. Bruce, aren't you supposed to have a secret identity?
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Chris: Oh dude, they're not mirrors. They're actual Bat-Signal spotlights. Just sitting on his walls. Which I guess he had Alfred install on a slow weekend.

David: What? I honestly assumed they were some sort of elaborate light refraction technology.

Chris: Nope. They're actual Bat-Signals themselves.

David: Bruce, you f***ing idiot.

Chris: So Batman suits up and makes it to the heart of Gotham City in about a minute, which is pretty impressive in and of itself, and commences to just beating the living crap out of evil circus people who are trying to ruin Christmas. And at this point, I'll admit that I am fully on-board with this movie. Even the fights look better.

David: Batman actually uses martial arts! He doesn't get shot and pass out until the very end, either!

Chris: He also saves Selina and knocks out a thug by using his grappling hook to pull some drywall onto his head, giving Selina some non-Scarface-related inspiration for what she does later. It's like, at this point, you can actually see a story forming.
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David: BARELY. What Selina does later is astonishingly random, as far as I'm concerned -- maybe not as random as what happens to her, but still very random.

Chris: Oh, no, I totally agree that it's about to go off the rails big-time, but at this point, you're given every reason to belive that Christopher Walken's power plant is an evil plot that Batman will have to stop at some point, and that Selina Kyle will be inspired by Batman to become a vigilante thief herself, a la Year One. The thing is, none of this is what actually happens.

David: No, it's not, because we've got the Penguin to deal with. This entire Christmas conflagration was engineered for the sole purpose of setting up a meaning between Max and the Penguin. If he's rich enough to operate an evil crime circus, and has the connections, couldn't he just ... call him?

Chris: Probably, if this movie could actually decide whether they wanted him to be a freaky crime-boss or a dude who's been living in the sewers for thirty years, which it can't. It definitely skews to the latter in this scene, where the Penguin talks about how he goes through everything that gets flushed down a toilet in Gotham City, which is just awful. As a result, he now has a ton of evidence of Christopher Walken's shady deals that he's going to blackmail him with, because apparently Walken killed a dude and then flushed him down a toilet? I guess?

David: He shows him a severed hand. How does that even work? How do you get a severed hand into a sewer?
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Chris: I have no idea.

David: Alongside, I presume, his other dismembered body parts? Maybe Gotham has really, really big toilets.

Chris: Then, in what is seriously my favorite moment of complete insanity in this entire movie, Max decides that the way out of all of his problems is to help the Penguin run for mayor.

David: If there's any way to get a crazy person out of your life, it's engineering their executive takeover of your hometown. There's no way that could possibly go wrong, Max. Couldn't he just get some of his own hired goons to go find the freaky penguin dude in the sewer and shoot him? He's got access to the power grids, wouldn't there be a really bizarre power usage spike where Penguin is in the sewer, especially because it's a gigantic goddamn room that for some reason has air conditioning?

Chris: I'm not kidding. I genuinely love this. The mayor is blocking the construction of Max's Evil Power Plant, so he decides that he should have him recalled and replaced with a deformed albino circus freak crime boss that he has known for five minutes. That is a jaw-droppingly terrible plan. Cobra Commander would look at that and go "you know, you may want to read through that one again."
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David: I still don't know if it's as jawdroppingly terrible as Penguin's plan, except that Penguin's plan actually would have worked if Batman hadn't been around. Which still blows my mind. Other than Commissioner Gordon, is there a single police officer in this entire movie? The Shreck security guards don't count.

Chris: There is not.

David: And even Gordon's in it for, like, five minutes.

Chris: Like I said, this movie is a gigantic tribute to Batman '66, and it seems to have adopted that show's practice of having the cops just flat-out turn things over to Batman. Which, by the way, is great to see if you watch the show straight through. In the early episodes, Gordon actually gets reports from the cops that can't stop the Joker or whatever and seems to make the call to Batman only out of necessity. About halfway through that first season, though, he's like "Oh, it's the Riddler again? Yeah, hand me the phone, I've gotta be on the golf course by ten."

David: Actually, I'm completely wrong about the lack of cops. There are cops, but they only show up later, when Batman gets framed. Then they disappear again. Like, the only thing cops do in this entire movie is persecute the good guy.

Chris: There was an uncredited rewrite by Ice Cube and Dr. Dre.

David: And Eazy-E and MC Ren, dude. Please.
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Chris: Meanwhile, back at the department store, Selina Kyle is working late getting some papers together for Max's meeting with Bruce Wayne the next day, when Max walks in on her and she decides it's a good idea to tell him that she went through his secret encrypted files and discovered his evil master plan to steal Gotham City's power surplus.

David: Tell him? It was obvious, because she was looking at the super secret files. First off, why in the world did she think he'd want her to go through his encrypted crap? "Oh, I just guessed your password." Selina, that ish is creepy, dawg.

Chris: So Max Christopher Walkens at her for a few minutes...
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Chris: ...and then cold shoves her through a window in an attempt to kill her. Unfortunately, he chooses a window that's directly above like eight awnings, and we are then treated to what is, without question, the dumbest origin story of all time.

David: She crashes through the awnings, and then... and then she... she gets... resurrected... by getting licked by cats?

Chris: Yep. And as a side effect of being defenestrated, she gets multiple personality disorder.

David: MPD? I didn't get that at all. I thought she just went ... well, she just went all CRAZY WOMAN like she was in a Brad Meltzer story.

Chris: It's not quite defined like a split, but there's definitely dialogue in there about how her Selina personality that wants to date Bruce Wayne is at odds with her Catwoman personality and both sides are struggling for control. It's basically the movie trying to reflect the duality of Batman and Bruce Wayne, only done without any coherence or subtlety whatsoever.

David: We skipped over the first Selina's apartment scene, so I'd just like to say this: exactly why does anyone in the world have a gigantic neon sign in their bedroom that says "HELLO THERE" in asymmetrical letterforms? Other than for a totally hacky wreck-the-apartment scene where she can smash the O and T so it can say "HELL HERE." You're so damn clever, Tim Burton.
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Chris: Well how else do you signal a dramatic change in personality? Other than spraypainting your cat shirts, of course.

David: What in the world was the point of the spraypaint?

Chris: Even at ten years old, sitting in the theater, loving the hell out of Batman, I thought that bit with the sign was dumber than a sack of hammers. Even the fact that Catwoman is a cat lady is way too on the nose.

David: The entire scene is ridiculous. It's apparently catlike to trash your apartment completely? How do you make a skintight leather suit without any patterns or anything? If she was this brilliant of a seamstress, she didn't need to be an "executive assistant" for such a raging douchebag.

Chris: Ah yes. The costume that everybody loves, despite the fact that it's absolutely awful.
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David: How could anyone like this costume? She looks like a budget gimp.

Chris: The argument that I always hear whenever talk about how awful it is tends to be "But she's so hot in it!" Son, of course she's hot. She's a Hollywood actress in skintight vinyl. This does not actually make it a good costume.

David: Honestly, I don't even find it remotely attractive.

Chris: It'd be fine without the dumb stitching.

David: Did she run out of black thread?

Chris: She probably didn't have any on hand. You know, unlike her yards and yards of vinyl.
Anyway, if we're ready to move on from tipping yet another sacred cow, the Penguin makes his public debut by pretending to save the Mayor's baby from being kidnapped by an acrobat. It's also worth noting that the Mayor of Gotham City is dumb enough to bring his baby to a press conference where he denounces crime.

David: The entire movie has a way less interesting look. The stylishness is gone.
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David: It's all drab cityscapes and, like the first movie, everything takes place in like the same three areas: the city square with the Christmas tree, Shreck's, and city hall.

Chris: Hey, you forgot the Penguin's abandoned sewerquarium, but since Shreck's and the Christmas Tree are actually in the same place, the point stands. The Penguin goes on TV and claims that he just wants to find his familiy and know where he came from, and Bruce -- having wached everything with his typical slack-jawed stare -- determines immediately that he's lying. Except that he has no real reason to, and the way it plays out just makes it seem like Batman's jealous of the new guy.
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David: Bruce just doesn't trust people! Like Vicki, who's disappeared into nowhere in between films.

Chris: At least she gets mentioned. The whole exchange about her that comes later reminded me of how Daniel-san explains his girlfriends away in one line in each of the Karate Kid sequels.

David: To be fair, it's a pretty damn funny exchange, even if it is just an f-you from Sam Hamm. Per Wikipedia:

"Bruce Wayne chastises Alfred, saying 'Who let Vicki Vale into the Batcave?' This is actually writer Sam Hamm's none-to-subtle jab at the rewrites give to his script by Warren Skaaren. Hamm's script never included a scene where Alfred leads Vicki into the cave, and as the script was re-written during production, Hamm felt this was a particularly sloppy revision."

Chris: We're getting a little ahead of ourselves, though. Before all that, the Penguin goes to the Hall of Records where he copies the names of all the first-born sons in Gotham City -- which is supposed to be analagous to New York, which has MILLIONS OF PEOPLE -- by hand, for future use. Then, the Penguin goes to visit his parents' graves, where he lays roses on them in a huge parody of Bruce Wayne doing the same thing in Crime Alley in the first movie. And I have to say, to this movie's credit, Danny DeVito totally sells this scene.
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David: Except that this movie can't have it both ways. Is the Penguin a socially stunted malcontent who just wants to get laid and eat raw fish, or is he a criminal genius masterfully playing the public's sympathies?

Chris: Exactly. There's a lousy script trying to pull him in both directions at once, and the actors are just left to make the best out of what they have. And what they have is "I was their number one son, but they treated me like number two." Someone got paid a ridiculous amount of money to write that down on a piece of paper for other people to say out loud, folks.

David: Oh man, I didn't get the "number two" joke as a kid. I audibly groaned this time.

Chris: Speaking of awful one-liners, Catwoman stops a mugging with a combination of kicks and terrible dialogue that culminates in "I am Catwoman: Hear me roar!" Right now, I want everyone who said they like this movie but they don't like Batman & Robin because of the dumb Freeze puns to take a good long look at themselves and think about that line.

David: She also gives the mugged party, a woman, guff for making it "too easy." Way to blame the victim, Selina.

Chris: Bruce Wayne then has his meeting with Max, and again, Keaton does a bang-up job with the material.
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David: That's the thing: despite how bad the lines are, basically everyone in this movie is an A+ actor.

Chris: Also, Walken's amazing delivery of "Power Surplus, Bruce... shame on you. No such thing." In fact, basically EVERYTHING Walken says in this scene is hilariously great.

David: I'd love to see this cast in a good movie. This film like the equivalent of a Chuck Austen/J.H. Williams III collaboration.

Chris: Bingo. Selina walks in with her fresh new attitude and her super-frizzy hair, and Bruce immediately sets his sights on getting his freak on and then sleeping upside-down. We call that "Keatonstyle."

David: Honestly, though, Pfeiffer looks like a damn zombie in this movie. I'm not sure what Bruce sees in her.

Chris: As established by his relationship with Vicki Vale, he has a thing for dead-eyed blondes.

David: Batman likes to see his own apathy reflected back at him.

Chris: Max then goes to see the Penguin, who is back in slobbering degenerate mode, as he is lured with a raw fish downstairs, where Max has set up his mayoral campaign. And this is where the references to Batman '66 hit critical mass, as this entire plot is based on on an episode of the show: "Hizzoner the Penguin"/"Dizzoner the Penguin."
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David: I admit, I haven't seen it. Certainly, the Penguin is an... unhinged candidate, and the idea that the public would even THINK about accepting a crazy dude who just walked out of the sewer is... look, it's not even close to the stupidest thing in this movie, so I really don't want to dwell on it much longer, but in this movie as in the last, the people of Gotham are either utterly deranged or complete imbeciles.

Chris: Can't it be both?

David: "Here's free money! Here's a freakish penguin-man running for mayor! Hey, now you have to hate Batman, even though it's an obvious setup!" Does Batman even clear his name at all in this movie?

Chris: Not really, he just makes the Penguin look bad. But the Batman '66 episode is easily one of my all-time favorites. The Penguin gets out of jail and starts to run for mayor with the intent of pretty much legalizing crime, gaining support through theatrics and charisma, while Batman runs against him, taking a beating in the polls because he's such a goody-goody square. Like, he won't kiss a baby because it's really unhealthy for everyone involved, so the Penguin casts him as a dude who hates kids by kissing babies while smoking a cigarette.
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David: That's amazing.

Chris: It seriously is. And it also informs a lot of what happens in this movie, too. Like, the Penguin's super-horniness is obviously someone's updated version of the fact that the Penguin uses three sexy college girls to do his campaigning, while Burgess Merideth is just kind of charmingly lascivious about them. Here, though, Penguin just straight up goes "I want to have sex with these women."

David: DeVito does his best with the material, just like everybody else in the movie, but it's still completely devoid of anything even remotely resembling subtlety.
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Chris: And with that, everything is set up for what happens next: The Penguin's running for mayor, Catwoman's out for revenge, Batman's staring at things with his mouth open, and Christopher Walken is... well, he's being Christopher Walken.

David: At least they fixed the Bat-symbol.

Chris: Join us next time when Batman gets framed, Catwoman gets shot and Uzi gets drunk as we tackle the second half of Batman Returns.
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David: Welcome back to Remedial Batmanology as Chris Sims and I tackle the second half of 1992's inexplicable summer blockbuster, Batman Returns, in which Batman returns! When we left off with Part One of our review last week, we'd tackled the major plot instigators of the film: Penguin's running for mayor, Max Shreck is Christopher Walken, Selina Kyle is now Catwoman and trying to get her revenge on Shreck and his department store, and everybody's completely forgotten about the magical capacitor power plant that was supposedly Shreck's big villainous plot.

Chris: To be fair, I think it does get one more mention. Maybe even two! Right now, though, all that matters is that everything's in place for the Penguin and Catwoman's war against Batman's reputation. So let's move on with Batman Returns, or as I like to call it, Frank Reynolds Begins.
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Chris: When we last left off, the Penguin had, after being led to it by Christopher Walken, just decided to run for Mayor. And while we glossed over it in our initial recap, this leads directly to one of the more famous scenes in the movie.

David: Which, the one where he first enters his electoral station and tries hitting on every female in sight like, well, Danny DeVito in Always Sunny in Philadelphia?

Chris: No, the one where we find out that no one in Gotham City has been able to suss out that the guy who lives in the sewer with a bunch of circus criminals is dangerously psychotic, which leads to one of his new publicists insulting his appearance. And, let's be honest here, rightly so, because this is about the point of the movie where Danny DeVito's fat suit becomes a really obvious as a terrible bit of costuming.
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David: I honestly didn't notice the fat suit, largely because all the prosthetics on his body were hilariously obvious. But yes, he totally does bite a dude's nose off for making a joke about the fact that he looks like a freak. I always wondered about the message this movie sent - it's okay to look like a freak! except it isn't, you're probably a complete psychopath. Like, how many bullies felt justified beating the crap out of Different Kid X after seeing this thing?

Chris: Different Kid X was my favorite character from the Morrison/Quitely run on New X-Men, but you're right. And it's done as a really inept moment that's trying so hard to be social satire that I genuinely hope Tim Burton cut a royalty check to Paul Verhoeven.

David: I'd get that reference, but I've never seen RoboCop. I know.

Chris: Wait, what?

David: You heard me. Read me.

Chris: You've never seen RoboCop, American cinema's greatest achievement?
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David: Nope. We just figured out what we're doing after Remedial Batmanology, didn't we?

Chris: Could be! I mean, I haven't seen RoboCop 3, so it could be an experience for both of us. Anyway, back to the movie we're actually getting paid to talk about: Penguin chomps on the publicist's nose and we get a total schoolyard gross-out moment, which is ironic, since any sort of physical violence is way less disturbing than the Penguin looking at Saturday Night Live's Jan Hooks and talking about how he wants to "fill her void" and "show her the French flipper."

David: That's where I recognized her from! Who played Josh, The Guy Whose Nose Got Bitten Off? Because he looks like Matthew Lesko.

Chris: Steve Witting, who according to the IMDB is best known for... Batman Returns.

David: Poor guy.

Chris: The Penguin then agrees to run for Mayor on the platform of "Christopher Walken's Master Plan is Hilarious Insane," but then frumps off to start in on his own master plan to discredit Batman. Last week, you called the movie out for its completely jumbled-up portrayal of the Penguin, and that's really evident here. He goes directly from a scene where he's so socially inept that he's walking around in a horrible gray union suit and a Tuxedo ruff, shoving raw fish into his mouth and biting off a dude's nose and bragging about the size of his parasol to enacting this seriously complex master plan to manipulate the public.

David: I also wish this movie even attempted to explain the Penguin's umbrella obsession other than "it's what the Penguin in the comics used."

Chris: It's really a movie that wants to have it all ways but doesn't want to actually work for any of it.

David: The first movie at least provided in-film explanations for the Joker taking up the entire Joker motif, his playing card obsession and everything, but this one just ... I guess Selina is resurrected by an ancient cat spirit, and the Penguin ... grew up with penguins ... and collects umbrellas? One of the great things about Batman's rogues gallery isn't just that they're colorful psychos, it's that they're colorful psychos with tragic raisons d'etre. They get the "psycho" part right, but this movie is far from colorful, and the Penguin's motivation changes depending on which scene you're in.

Chris: Fortunately, it's a lesson the franchise learns full well by the time Mr. Freeze shows up. You will never doubt for a moment that he is a dude way into cold stuff.

David: Does the Penguin want legitimacy? Does he want to get revenge on his parents' memory? Does he want to control Gotham crime? Does he want to become mayor? Does he want to bang a lot of chicks? Does he want to get revenge on Batman? It's all or none of the above depending on which script revision the scene you're watching came from.

Chris: Much like the cast of High School Musical 3, he wants it all.

David: The Penguin: the Zac Efron of the '90s.

Chris: So step one of his plan is to just send his gang of carnies out into the street so that Batman can beat them up, and... Look. this movie is already over two hours long, but I really, genuinely wish there was a scene put in where he explained this to them. "Look: You're going to get the crap kicked out of you, and since this is Tim Burton Batman, some of you are probably going to die. But when I, the 4'9" nose-biting sewer-dwelling sociopath, win the Mayoral election..."

David: Aren't there easier ways to get a Batarang? Also, the preprogrammed Batarang is stupid. So stupid.

Chris: Ah yes. Batman is confronted with four evil circus folks, and decides that the best way to take them all out is to use this Batarang that he apparently made out of a Tiger Electronics handheld game.
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Chris: That's some serious technology back then.

David: There's really no question that the Batarang is smarter than Batman could ever be.

Chris: It's also a pretty good example of how much this Batman sucks. Yes, I know. David and I are pretty attached to the Batman of the comics, and this is certainly not him. But c'mon, Batman can't just throw batarangs at three four dudes? He has to use his doofy Gameboyrang? And he still screws it up?

David: He gets owned by a f***ing poodle.

Chris: I mean, if that's your Batman, you're welcome to him. Also, it's pretty important that a key aspect of the Penguin's plan involves Batman using a Batarang, which we have yet to see him do in this film. Why does the Penguin know that he's going to use one? And why doesn't Batman bother to get it back after the Poodle Woman just casually walks away?

David: "Go confront Batman. He'll throw a really dumb Batarang at you. Steal it so we can frame him later."

Chris: While all this is going on, Catwoman skips down to Shreck's department sore so that she can commit some vandalism, which at least sort of makes sense.


[image: image76.jpg]





David: Where did her whip come from? Did she make it herself? It would have been pretty great if she just walked into the department store and ganked it from Shreck's Fetish Sports Section.

Chris: I'd also wonder where she got good enough to snap mannequin heads off with her whip. even my Scarface crossover idea doesn't explain that.

David: Shreck's also has these rotating cat clocks on the outside, with like no frame of reference as to what the hands are pointing to. They are the worst clocks in the world. Since not only are they hard to read, they're a flat clock surface over something spherical, and... oh, to Hell with it, some commenter will call me dumb and semantic for harping on the clocks. We've also got the dumb security guards going "hahaha look it's a woman committing vandalism! Haha, a woman. That's adorable."

Chris: But then she defeats them! Grrl Power! Anyway, we cut back to Batman, just in time for him to flat-out murder a dude who looks a heck of a lot like Bam Bam Bigelow.

David: And Batman straight up smirks after he kills a fat clown.

Chris: Yeah, he's seriously happy about it.

David: There was no reason for this dude to die, other than Batman being lazy.

Chris: That's the thing: Batman cold plans this. He takes the bomb away from one of the Penguin's goons who is apparently a suicide bomber -- I'd really like to see the scene where he convinces that dude that this is going to work out -- and then carries it around until he finds soemone he wants to murder with it. Our hero, everybody!

David: It would be a badass scene for basically any other action hero ever.

Chris: Fair enough. If John Matrix had done this, it'd be awesome. But, and I think this is a key point that we need to establish, Batman is not John Matrix, even when he's being written by Jeph Loeb.
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Chris: So Catwoman blows up Shreck's with hairspray in the microwave, giving kids all over the world a handy intro chapter to the Anarchist's Cookbook, and then Batman meets up with the Penguin, who is back in Mastermind Mode.

David: It would really be one thing if the movie showed us Penguin's erratic behavior was a front, but ... look, Oswald's character makes no sense. I just need to deal with this fact.

Chris: After they have a little chat where Michael Keaton tries his best to make his lines sound cool and badass by whispering them -- the classic Baldwin/Arnett technique -- Catwoman does some gymnastics at them. Then, I swear to God, she starts looking around like she can't remember what her line is, and just settles on "Meow."
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Chris: I mean, I have no doubt that that's what was in the script, but the way she looks, it's that sort of apprehension like "what do I say again?" Or in Michell Pfeiffer's case, "Do I really have to say this?"

David: The dialogue in the next few minutes is some of the most atrocious ever, though, including in a Batman film.

Chris: If you look closely, you can see them mentally counting the zeroes on their paycheck.

David: Penguin also goes "I saw her first! Gotta fly!" like he's going to go after her, and then disappears from the scene.

Chris: Now, that's when he turns his umbrella into a helicopter, right?
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David: Yes.

Chris: And this is what people are telling us was the serious, mature take on the Batman mythos?

David: The Adam Westeries aren't over yet, man. Batman and Catwoman fight it out on a rooftop, and Catwoman totally fakes out by going "I'm a WOMAN! How COULD you?!" And Batman falls for it.
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David: Dude. It's not like this lady just showed up and fake-fought you out of nowhere, which would be dumb enough. She just blew up a goddamn department store. Hell, even the Adam West Batman would mercilessly mace her. Keaton just goes to help her up.

Chris: I'll admit that Michael Keaton kind of stumbling over his forty-pound costume and trying to apologize is pretty damn charming. Like, Keaton's a really good comedic actor, and I really wish the movie would've gone all out with it instead of this crazy halfassed mashup of camp and the Dimestore Dark 'n' Serious nonsense they're throwing into it.

David: Keaton isn't a bad dramatic actor, either. I'm pretty sure that with a good script, he would have killed this role. Hell, he DID kill the role, considering the material involved. I bear no ill will towards any actor in this movie. They all did their absolute best with what they were dealt.

Chris: Unfortunately, what they're dealt is a script with lines like "Life's a bitch... now so am I!" and "Who's the man behind the bat? Maybe you can help me find... the woman.. behind the cat."

David: Yeah. Yeah, readers. Those lines are actually spoken. And they're terrible.

Chris: Also, I'd definitely like to point out that Batman goes from blowing up a dude with a bundle of dynamite to feeling bad because he karate-fought a woman to then throwing a vial of acid at that same woman.

David: Using up one of her mystical nine lives, which are taken as an actual plot point in this movie.

Chris: This movie is dumb.

David: Like, it's not an illusion, the subtext of this film is that Selina Kyle was resurrected by some sort of cat totem goddess and given nine lives. Oh, and let's not even get into the fact that Batman punches her onto a roof, presumably to her death, except that she falls into a dump truck of kitty litter that Batman doesn't bother going after at all.

Chris: This is followed by a scene of the Penguin groping a young lady's breasts, and... remind me again why we're doing this?

David: "You're the coolest role model a young person could have!" "And you're the hottest young person a role model could have." Daniel Waters, what the hell is wrong with you?

Chris: Don't forget that when he meets Catwoman, he says "Just the pussy I've been looking for."

David: After she's introduced by a random clown hanging out in his attic apartment with disheleved blinds as "some body's here to see you." Note that space: he goes "some body," not "somebody." Becuase she's got a sweet body. Get it?!

Chris: How anyone watched this movie and didn't just sit there slack-jawed for two hours in shock at the fact that someone got paid a dumptruck full of money to write this stuff down on a piece of paper boggles the mind. This scene is stupid, so we'll get through it quick: Catwoman has decided that she hates Batman, and she wants to help the Penguin discredit him, but for some reason these two people who have the exact same goal are trying to blackmail each other. By which I mean Catwoman literally tries to eat the Penguin's pet bird.
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Chris: Because she's a cat. GET IT?!

David: Penguin also reveals his master plan to "disassemble the Batmobile and turn it into an H-bomb on wheels," which is funny because A) there's nothing nuclear about the Batmobile, and B) he's somehow gotten his hands on the blueprints to the Batmobile. Also, Penguin accuses Catwoman of being "some screwed-up sorority chick trying to get back at her daddy," which ones again displays a level of societal insight that Penguin doesn't display whenever he's actually dealing with people. THIS MOVIE MAKES NO SENSE.

Chris: It doesn't make sense at all. There's no reason for the Penguin to have the plans for the Batmobile at all. They just show up, as if by magic, and if there's a scene where they reveal that the Penguin is actually a wizard, maybe they should've left that in.

David: And Catwoman "gives herself a bath," licking herself like a cat. God. Then, Batman watches more television.

Chris: This movie, man. This f***ing movie.

David: And then, Batman invites Selina to the tree-watching ceremony at his place, except that she has to leave to frame Batman and he has to leave to keep it safe. Why Bruce is interested in this chick makes no sense to me.

Chris: Well, I mean, she is Michelle Pfeiffer. She's a good-looking young lady.

David: Yeah, but they go out of their way to make her look as unattractive as possible, even after the accident. She's got this deathly pallor and frizzy hair disaster.
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Chris: To be fair, trying to make a beautiful Hollywood actress look unattractive always just lowers her down to, like, well above average. Besides, it was the early '90s, man. Frizzy hair and deathly pallor were way in. It all leads to a scene where they hang out on Batman's couch and he basically paints her a gigantic sign saying "NO SERIOUSLY I AM ALSO BATMAN." Meanwhile, the Penguin kidnaps the Snow Princess and leaves the stolen Batarang that he randomly acquired in order to frame Batman for it.

David: I love how nobody in the entire city goes "hey, isn't this entire operation way too amateur hour for Batman? Why would he leave a Batarang?" Like, not only does Batman suddenly turn criminal, he does it with astonishing incompetence. I guess he was just as bad at being a hero, though.

Chris: Dude, this is the same Batman who let a f***ing poodle walk away with that Batarang 20 minutes ago. For that guy, this thing makes perfect sense. It makes slightly less sense, however, that the Penguin's goons are able to break through the Batmobile's impenetrable bulletproof shields, but I guess when you've got the blueprints and a wizard on your side...

David: Hey, now! We're skipping over Batman discussing with Selina how things didn't work out with Vicki, because he "couldn't deal with duality," which makes absolutely zero sense. Also, they both freak out about the time and make awful excuses to Alfred to bail.

Chris: Then Batman fights Catwoman, and we get another one for the Bad Dialogue Hall of Fame:


"Did someone say fish? I haven't eaten all day!"

"Eat floor. High in FIBER."

Chris: And then the Penguin shows up:


"Lawn dart! Bats with wings, do your thing!"


David: THING RING, DO YOUR THING!


Chris: And then Catwoman shows back up:


"Mistletoe can be deadly if you eat it."

"But a kiss can be even deadlier if you mean it."

Chris: Anybody still want to tell me that this movie's script is any better than the next two? Because you can, but you are objectively wrong.

David: I also love the TV image of Gordon holding the Batarang in a GCPD evidence bag. Because I guarantee you that Batarang cost more than the entire GCPD's yearly salaries.

Chris: It has over two kilobytes of RAM!

David: I wish that was actually printed on the batarang.

Chris: So Batman escapes by using the hang glider cape that he suddenly has now that looks super awkward and gets back into the Batmobile, which now has a gigantic jawbreaker stuck to the bottom so that the Penguin can play, I s*** you not, a custom made Batmobile arcade game.
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David: The custom made Batwoman arcade game is just .... how does that make any sense? Why would Penguin have the money to manufacture this, even with Shreck's resources? And even if he did, why go through all the trouble of making it actually look like a Batmobile?

Chris: I'm actually willing to let this slide, as it's exactly the sort of thing that would happen in Batman '66 or even in the comics, though it's more of a Joker gag than a Penguin one. Does that mean it makes any sense to do it here? No. No it does not.

David: Maybe the original idea is that it's a reprogrammed racing game from the circus Penguin was supposedly in in what we assume was an earlier draft?

Chris: Or maybe he just magicked it into existence. I'm sticking with this whole "Penguin is a Secret Wizard" thing from here on out. Penguin also broadcasts himself onto Batman's dashboard TV, and Batman has the foresight to put a blank CD in there so that he can record the Penguin saying this movie's greatest line, "I played this stinkin' city like a harp from Hell!" I hope you guys like that line as much as I do, because we're going to be hearing it again. And again. And again.

David: Just a second, let's rewind for a second: this is 1992. Batman has a fast enough CD burner to record video at real time in 1992? In his car?

Chris: Well. He is Batman. Sort of. Besides, if you're going to get on them for the use of CD technology, we'll have plenty of time for that in a minute.

David: Ha, this is very true.

Chris: But first, Batman finally escapes by turning the Batmobile into what I can only describe as a rocket-powered phallus.
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David: I had this toy! ...wow, okay, that came out wrong.

Chris: It's only in the movie for about ten seconds, but I remember this being a way bigger deal than it actually is, because it was the focus of the toys. I had this one thing, I want to say it was from a Happy Meal, that you pressed the button and the little Batwang shot out of the larger Batmobile.

David: Happy Meal? Dude, that was the expensive-ass Kenner car that I begged my grandparents for.

Chris: No, this one was little. Like, palm-sized. A tiny little wang-shaped Batmobile you could fit in a child's hand. ... Well, there goes my last happy childhood memory. Hope you're happy, Tim Burton, David Uzumeri and Laura Hudson.

David: At least it's not the Bruce Wayne Custom Coupe.
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Chris: Oh, I totally had the Custom Coupe! They rereleased that thing for ages. I think once it was even Clark Kent's car, which.. C'mon. Clark Kent drives to work? Get outta here with that.

David: My favorite Batman Returns toy was the Batcave/Penguin's Lair combo, which was actually the Batcave/Axis Chemicals combo repainted with new stickers.

Chris: I love that Bruce Wayne figure that came with the Custom Coupe, too. Straight up wearing a turtleneck with a little Batman logo on the pocket. I like to imagine that he goes to work like that. Just daring anyone to say something.

David: There was also the Bruce Wayne figure that came with the attachable Batman costume! Man, those toys were way cooler than the movie.

Chris: No joke!

David: Anyway, this is when Alfred decides to lecture Bruce on the importance of secrets, and Bruce finally counters by pointing out that Alfred let Vicki Vale into the damn Batcave. He then takes an Iron Maiden that retracts the spike and has the floor fall out so that he falls down a slide. Seriously, this is the dream of home of a ten year old.

Chris: That is pretty awesome. But then the Penguin goes to give a speech, and Batman decides to flip the script and discredit him by playing the audio from when he was driving the Batmobile and looking to run over old ladies.

David: He does this by placing the CD he recorded into an open CD reader (wouldn't this hurt his eyes even more than they already are?) and then DJ record-scratching it. Really.

Chris: And it's a Batman brand CD player too!
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Chris: This is, after Max's plan, the second dumbest thing in this movie. And not coincidentally, it's my second-favorite thing about this movie.

David: Absolutely. Penguin then fires into the crowd from his umbrella, stage dives, tackles a dude, and runs off, eluding cops by jumping into a river because, apparently, Gotham cops can't swim.

Chris: Would you want to jump into a river that was currently being turned into Penguin Tea on their salary?

David: I'm pretty sure being a cop means doing a lot of things you don't want to do.

Chris: Whoa. You just got all Film Noir on our asses. But it's worth noting that in this movie's ham-handed attempt at plot symmetry, it's the same river he's dumped into by his parents, which he now returns to after having been rejected by society.

David: "having been rejected by" = "attempting to criminally dupe and then firing a machinegun into". That's the thing: everyone accepted Penguin, even with his bizarre, misogynistic, antisocial, violent behavior.

Chris: I did not say it was a good attempt. Anyway, the plot makes the first of several attempts at climaxing by turning to Christopher Walken's "Max-querade Ball," in which Bruce and Selina are the only people not wearing masks, because metaphors.

David: Also, everyone's dancing to a crappy muzak version of Superfreak.

Chris: Or possibly, considering the time, "U Can't Touch This." No wait. A sax comes in for the Rick James vocal part. You're right.

David: Either title has the same awkward attempt at metaphor.

Chris: Selina reveals that she's going to try to shoot Christopher Walken in the face, but then she and Bruce swap the same bit of dumb dialogue they said when they were in their masked identities, and lo, they have figured each other out!

David: DIDN'T THIS JUST HAPPEN IN THE LAST DAMN MOVIE?

Chris: It also happens in Batman Begins! It's a trifecta of hackery! Anyway, the Penguin bursts through the floor in yet another reference/tribute to Batman '66 and announces his master plan to kidnap and murder the first-born sons of every family in Gotham City, or at least the fifty or so people who are at this party. This is the plot that the movie has been building to ever since it forgot about the Evil Reverse Power Plant like an hour ago, and guess what? It lasts about thirty seconds. But that's fine, because suddenly the Penguin has a THIRD master plan out of f***ing nowhere.

David: An army of trained rocket penguins!
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David: You also missed "So, no hard feelings?" "Well, semi-hard feelings, really." Get it? Batman has a boner!

Chris: According to Wikipedia (so, you know, grain of salt), the rocket penguins were added because producers didn't think the Penguin had a clear, coherent master plan. Which was true. He just had two other incomprehensibly dumb ones, which are now further complicated by a third, which is even more dumb. Hollywood, everybody!

David: That's pathetic.

Chris: Batman solves the kidnapping plot in like five seconds (seriously), marking the first competent thing he's done in this entire film franchise. And of course, this happens completely off-screen.

David: No, we actually see him interrupting one of Penguin's death trains rolling down the streets of Gotham, completely unpatrolled by cops or people.

Chris: Right, and then his shadow shows up and we cut to a monkey delivering the Penguin a script note about how that's not the plot anymore. So, like, 90% off-screen, then?

David: Yeah, that's totally accurate.

Chris: So Batman takes his boat down into the sewer while Alfred tracks the penguins via radar, which doesn't make any sense because they're like two feet tall, but whatever. When you're going to go so far as to suddenly have rocket penguins show up at the 1 hour, 41 minute mark, who am I to figure out your logic?

David: "Hell, the sexes are equal with their erogenous zones blown SKY HIGH!"

Chris: "They wouldn't put me on a pedestal, so I'm layin' 'em on a slab!"

David: All while Christopher Walken hangs out in a giant bird cage. I bet he wishes he'd get eaten by Michelle Pfeiffer right about now.

Chris: So then, Alfred hacks into the rocket penguins' mind control helmets. Let's go through that one more time, shall we? Alfred hacks into the rocket penguins' mind control helmets. I'm not even complaining. I just genuinely enjoy writing that sentence, and experiencing the dark, mature themes that it brought to the cinematic experience of Batman Returns.

David: They really get a lot of mileage out of jamming frequencies in this movie.

Chris: Then Batman fights the Penguin, which is actually pretty thrilling since Michael Keaton is only two or three inches taller than Danny DeVito, and even though Batman suddenly has a remote control for the mind-controlled penguins that he got from God knows where, the Penguin disarms him, and then some bats show up for some reason and the penguins shoot their rockets and blow up the abandoned zoo and the Penguin falls through a skylight into an aquarium that's actually underground now and holy s*** am I on peyote or is this movie actually happening?

David: It is actually happening. This was released into theatres, and people took it as a Serious Movie.

Chris: I have said this before, and I will say it again: I cannot wrap my head around people thinking that things start to get silly when Joel Schumacher takes over. He just added lights so that you could actually see it. That's all.

David: Big, glowing neon lights.

Chris: So Catwoman shows up -- again, out of nowhere -- and starts harassing Christopher Walken with her whip, and then Batman shows up and he speechifies at her about the importance of the law. Batman. Who blew a dude up with dynamite while wearing a Dracula costume. He also offers her some of that sweet, sweet Keaton, then takes his mask off, and we get the single best line of the movie.
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"Bruce Wayne? Why are you dressed up like Batman?"

David: That WAS an absolutely fantastic line, and kudos to whoever of the myriad script doctors came up with it. But yeah, Batman's a gigantic hypocrite. And then Walken starts shooting Catwoman while she spouts dumb nursery rhymes about how many lives she has left.

Chris: Then Catwoman kisses him with a tazer, and then everything explodes, because... hell, I don't even know anymore.

David: In an earlier draft of the script, I figure Max's electrocution was intended to be some sort of dramatic end to the entire stealing-power plotline. Then again, in earlier drafts Max was apparently Penguin's brother and also Harvey Dent, so who knows.

Chris: Also the Penguin shows up again and dies because the explosion knocked out the air conditioning and the movie forgot that he's not Mr. Freeze.

David: I've really almost run out of things to say. Catwoman survives, Batman saves the day by being ineffectual, the movie concludes.

Chris: And the last line of a movie released on June 19 is "Merry Christmas, Alfred. Goodwill towards men... and women."
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David: That's what Bruce Wayne learned: Women are different than men. Well done, Bruce.
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David: Christopher Walken. Max Shreck is awesome.
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Chris: Yes, he is. And yes, gentle reader, we do know where the name comes from. But that's the thing about this movie, though. Nobody's actually bad in it, they just have a truly abysmal script to work with. Keaton, Pfeiffer, Walken, DeVito, they're all really good. Given a better script, DeVito could demolish as the Penguin. But that doesn't happen. There are flashes of really good stuff in the script, like Shreck's reaction to seeing Bruce Wayne with his mask off, but the movie spends no time at all making Bruce Wayne act any different than Batman. There's no reason for anyone to not believe that when they see it.

David: The thing is, Bruce Wayne barely gets any time in the movie as it is. At least he got to kind of strut his stuff in the first flick, but here all he does is almost make out with Selina twice and watch a whole lot of television with his glasses on.

Chris: He has that one really good scene with Walken about the power plant, though. Which, again, is him being Bruce Wayne the savvy, moral businessman, which is exactly the kind of guy you'd expect to be Batman.

David: It's the only scene where he plays that character in this entire movie, though.

Chris: But like you said, it's one of only three times we see Bruce interacting with someone, only one of two in public, and only one that's not opposite Selina. And it's a really good scene, too. But it's a pretty big example of how this movie can't decide who anyone is. The only consistent character is Shreck.

David: Yeah, exactly. And even he changes master plans every five seconds.

Chris: Any other high points?

David: Other than all of the actors? I really can't think of anything. The script is a mess, the set design is still impressive but a step down from Anton Furst's...

Chris: The score's good. And I genuinely love Max's plan to install this creepy penguin-man circus criminal as his puppet mayor.
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David: The entire conception of Catwoman and Penguin. Batman's a total cipher too, but at least he's barely in the movie. Catwoman and Penguin have completely mercurial motivations - the latter more so than the former - and unbearably campy, terrible dialogue.
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Chris: We spent two entire articles harping on what's bad about this movie, but the Penguin is exceptionally terrible. There's no consistency whatsoever in his roles. I have no idea what his motivation was. Revenge? Fame? Groping coeds? He has three separate master plans that all happen one right after another, and while the second -- killing the firstborn sons -- is seeded early in the film, the rocket penguins have no explanation at all. Look. Guys. The record will back me up on this: I am a guy who wants stories about rocket penguins. But there's no explanation or reasoning behind them at all.

David: This movie can't have it both ways. Either it's a silly, trivial work where random cool-looking things can happen for no reason, or it's a modern, dark, serious, psychological take on Batman and his adversaries. It's two totally different moods, vibes, plots, scripts... just going to war, and this film was the result.

Chris: The multiple drafts really show through, which is a pretty good sign that somebody got to the point where they just couldn't be bothered to give a damn. And I'm going to go ahead and pin that one on Burton, because at the end of the day, it's his name on there as director.

David: Hey, Jon Peters is on there too. At least it didn't feature a mechanical spider.

Chris: Would a mechanical spider have been any more out of place than rocket penguins? If the movie spent a half hour talking about Christopher Walken's plan to build a giant robot spider instead of a reverse power plant, would it have seemed any more out of place than anything else in this movie?

David: I guess that's true, it just would have looked cooler.

Chris: But yeah, you can literally tell while watching it which scenes came from different drafts of the script. And then the cast has to try to reconcile these wildly different portrayals of characters. I mean, admittedly, Keaton had it figured out; he just sits around looking at things with his mouth open, and kudos to him for finding a solution. But the others... man, they've got no chance.

David: Exactly! Is the Penguin a cunning, sinister mastermind, a horny frat boy, a depressed reject from society, two out of three, all of the above, none of the above...

Chris: Does Catwoman want to kill Max or does she want to kill Batman? Or both? And why? Does she think Batman's going to stop her from killing Max, even though this is never brought up? Why didn't Max ever bother to mention that someone blew up his store? Seriously, that happens and then has absolutely no consequence in the rest of the movie! There are plot points introduced, discarded and then randomly resurrected in almost every scene.
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David: This movie is practically a chimaera of three more focused, better movies.

Chris: It's worth noting that Catwoman's survival at the end was meant to spin off into another movie, in which Pfeiffer would return as an amnesiac seeking to remember who she was by going to a super-hero spa resort in a fictionalized Palm Springs, which actually sounds kind of awesome.

David: Hahahaha wait, what? Really?

Chris: Yes. It was going to be written by Daniel Waters, who -- again, according to Wikipedia -- said:

"After the traumas of the Batman Returns she has amnesia, and she doesn't really remember why she has all these bullet holes in her body, so she goes to relax in Oasisburg. What Gotham City is to New York, Oasisburg is to Las Vegas–Los Angeles–Palm Springs. [It's a] resort area in the middle of the desert. It's run by superheroes, and the movie has great fun at making fun at the whole male superhero mythos. Then they end up being not very good at all deep down, and she's got to go back to that whole Catwoman thing."

David: Obvious time difference aside, that actually does sound like a Garth Ennis concept.

Chris: Despite the obvious campiness of that plot, Waters also said that "Catwoman is definitely not a fun-for-the-whole-family script."

David: Wait, Waters was going to write that? Lord. And this is the project that eventually turned into the disaster we'll see later?

Chris: Yeah. And considering what we've seen here, I'm actually not sure what would be better, this or Waters doing a dark, violent take on Catwoman On Vacation. Fortunately, we don't have to worry about seeing Catwoman again for another four weeks.

David: Until then, we've got Batman Forever and Batman and Robin, the latter of which I've never seen, the former I haven't seen since the one time I saw it in the theater.

Chris: You are in for a treat, my friend. So join us next week, as we meet the new Batman, the new Robin and the new love interest with a name that makes me crack up every time I say it -- Dr. Chase Meridian! -- and watch so much scenery-chewing that your jaw's going to ache just from reading about it.

David: God, I can't wait to see this movie again.

