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Abstract: It is often called into question how classic literature is relevant to the here and 

now. However, many aspects of classic literature, especially from the Romantic 

Movement, have modern applications.  Specifically, the Byronic hero has been molded 

from Lord Byron’s classic works into many of our well-loved superheroes today, such as 

the figure of Batman. DC Comic’s Batman has evolved. He is no longer the over-the-top 

campy superhero chasing petty villains. Instead, director Christopher Nolan has 

reimagined the figure of Batman through his Batman film trilogy (2005-12) into a dark 

knight, a Byronic hero. Taking a look at Byron’s Manfred, The Corsair, Lara: A Tale, 

and Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, Nolan’s Batman embodies all of the classic character 

traits found in Byron’s heroes, with a twist. Nolan has taken the Byronic hero into the 21
st
 

century, and for good reason. The tragedy of 9/11 and the War on Terror have brought 

the Western world into a state of darkness. Nolan’s audience is looking for hope in the 

face evil. So, he transforms Batman into a Byronic hero to give them the hero they 

deserve.  

 

Introduction 

The figure of Batman is in a state of transition. The Caped Crusader as paragon of 

goodness and light, played for campy comedic effect in the 1960s by television actor Adam 

West, has given way to the morally complex hero of Christopher Nolan’s recent Dark Knight 

film trilogy (2005-12). The change is not simply one of switching genres: from small screen to 

big screen, from near parody to action drama. The transition is a substantial one, with indefinable 

literary roots. The extent of the change can be illustrated by contrasting two dissimilar scenes 

featuring the same iconic characters.  
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The first scene comes from Season 1, episode 5 of the 1966 Batman television series, 

written by Robert Dozier and entitled, “The Joker is Wild.” The episode begins with the Joker’s 

escape from Gotham State Penitentiary. Immediately, Commissioner Gordon is informed of the 

situation by Chief O’Hara over the telephone: 

“In the meantime, if it is the Joker we are up against, that clown prince of crime, there’s 

only one man who can handle this. I don’t have to tell you who,” Gordon dramatically 

concludes. After hanging up on Chief O’Hara, Gordon reaches for the Bat-phone to call upon 

Gotham’s Caped Crusader. The shot transitions to Wayne Manor where Bruce Wayne sits 

reading the newspaper, and Dick Grayson practices the piano with Aunt Harriet.  

 “All music is important, Dick. It's the universal language. One of our best hopes for the 

eventual realization of the brotherhood of man,” Bruce remarks sagely. Alfred enters the scene to 

discreetly tell Bruce of the Commissioner’s phone call. As soon as Bruce is informed, he jumps 

up, summons Dick to his side, and the two gentlemen hurry away to the study. Bruce picks up 

the Bat-phone and inquires about the situation.  

 “How soon can you get here?” Gordon asks.  

“Quick as a flash, Commissioner,” Bruce promises. Soon, Batman and Robin are parked 

at the police station and rushing up the steps. Together, Batman, Robin, Chief O’Hara, and 

Commissioner Gordon discuss the Joker’s escape. Batman calmly comments upon the Joker’s 

ingenuity and proceeds to muse over the Joker’s next move. The four men brainstorm as a team 

and Batman quickly devises the Joker’s next plan of attack. Batman is confident and self-assured 

as he and Robin head out to prevent the crime (Weis).  

In contrast, consider the interrogation scene from Christopher Nolan’s film The Dark 

Knight (2008). Commissioner Gordon enters the interrogation room where the Joker is being 
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held in order to deduce the location of kidnapped District Attorney Harvey Dent. The light in the 

room illuminates Gordon’s face. However, everything behind the Joker is cloaked in darkness. 

Soon Gordon gets up, takes off the Joker’s handcuffs, and begins to leave the room. 

“Ah, the ‘good cop, bad cop’ routine?” The villain snidely remarks.  

“Not exactly,” Gordon replies and shuts the door behind him. Suddenly, the fluorescent 

lights turn on and out of the darkness Batman appears, standing behind the Joker the entire time. 

Batman swiftly slams the villain’s head on the metal table and crushes the Joker’s fingers with 

his fist. He attempts to discover Dent’s whereabouts, but the Joker starts talking about Batman, 

instead. 

“I don’t wanna kill you. What would I do without you? Go back to ripping off mob 

dealers? No, no…You complete me,” says the Joker. Batman tries to separate himself from the 

villain by calling him garbage that kills for money. However, the Joker cuts him off. 

“Don’t talk like one of them. You’re not. Even if you’d like to be. To them, you’re just a 

freak, like me. They need you right now, but when they don’t they’ll cast you out like a leper.” 

With gritted teeth, Batman hurls the villain up against a wall. The Joker reveals that Batman will 

have to break his “no killing” rule in order to save one of “them.” It finally dawns on Batman 

that there are two people who need saving: Harvey Dent and Batman and Dent’s mutual love 

interest, Rachel Dawes. This realization puts Batman over the edge. He brutally throws the Joker 

onto the metal table, and then grabs a chair to lodge under the door handle to prevent any police 

interference. Batman violently smashes the villain’s head into the glass window with a sickening 

crunch.  
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“Where are they?!” Batman roars, fully enraged. He repeats this question as he punches 

the Joker over and over again. Once the Joker rattles off the two addresses, Batman is seething 

with anger. Rushing out of the room, Batman tells Gordon he is going after Rachel (Nolan 2008).  

As this scene demonstrates, this Batman, played by Christian Bale, is portrayed quite 

differently than Adam West’s character in the 1966 television series. For instance, the Adam 

West Batman works with a team and has many close companions. In his personal life, Bruce 

Wayne lives with Alfred, his butler and close confidante, and his Aunt Harriet. In addition, he 

cares for Dick Grayson as his young ward at the Wayne Manor, and Grayson also doubles as 

Robin the Boy Wonder. Together, Batman and Robin investigate cases and fight crime. Batman 

relies on Robin in many ways to watch his back and to keep him company. Batman also works 

closely with Gotham’s police department, almost as an extension of their influence. When the 

Commissioner discovers the Joker is on the loose, his immediate response is to call in Batman. 

Further, having a Bat-phone in his office demonstrates a high level of trust and confidence. 

Batman is someone the police rely on. The police also have Batman’s loyalty. As soon as Wayne 

hears the Commissioner needs him, he drops what he’s doing to answer the call. While at the 

police department, Batman works with the Commissioner and Chief O’Hara to figure out the 

Joker’s next crime wave. He doesn’t attempt to figure it out on his own; he works with the police 

because he is a part of the police force. His own moral code aligns with that of the police 

department and the law. Therefore, it is his job to enforce the law and prevent the Joker from 

robbing the museum. In addition, Adam West’s Batman evokes a calm self-assurance. He also 

displays an analytical and intellectual mind when he uses deductive reasoning to divine the 

Joker’s next move. While commenting on the universality of music, West’s character shows a 

sophisticated understanding of himself and the world around him. This makes sense because 
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inner wisdom breeds inner peace. He never appears out of control. His actions aren’t motivated 

by emotions, but by his sense of duty, albeit in a mock-comic book fashion.   

Batman in The Dark Knight functions on a much different level. While Adam West’s 

Batman had his ward fighting by his side, Christian Bale’s character fights alone. He is very 

much alienated from and by the people in the police department. The Joker points this out when 

he tells Batman that the cops may need Batman right now, but eventually they will make him an 

outcast. Batman cannot deny that, either. Even Gordon, who works with Batman and sets up the 

interrogation scene, admits that Batman is not exactly a cop. He is not one of them, and he never 

will be. This is because Nolan’s Batman goes farther than the law is willing to go. Indeed, 

Batman may not be a bad cop, but he does embody the dark side of human possibilities. He is not 

afraid to use violence or physical torture while interrogating the Joker. Batman realizes that this 

moral code does not align with the law and at times bars the door to prevent anyone from 

interfering. He distrusts Gotham’s institutionalized justice to do what is necessary. Adam West’s 

Batman was an extension of the law who was in constant partnership with the city police. In The 

Dark Knight, Batman is a law unto himself with his own moral code. The Joker highlights this 

moral code by pointing out Batman’s one rule: no killing. This rule leaves a lot of room for other 

questionable activity, at least in the eyes of the law. The Joker ironically states that he doesn’t 

know what he would do without Batman, because Batman completes him. Indeed, the Joker 

identifies with Batman in a way that the police cannot. This connection immediately puts 

Batman on the defensive and reveals some of his internal conflict. He doesn’t want to be like the 

Joker, but his brutal torture tactics make him little better at times. In addition, it is symbolic that 

Batman hides behind the Joker in the shadows of the interrogation room. Batman hides in the 

darkness because he feels more comfortable with it. His placement behind the Joker reveals an 
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affinity with evil at the same time that he is trying to prevent it. Batman is not solely associated 

with the police; he is also associated with the villains. At first, his intention is to figure out 

Dent’s location and save him because saving Dent is the necessary and right thing to do for the 

greater good. However, when Batman discovers that Rachel is in danger as well, he loses his 

temper. With his anger out of control, Batman is warring within himself over what to do: what is 

right or what he wants. In the end, his choice is not for duty, but for the love of someone 

ambiguously attached to him.  

What accounts for these extreme differences in the portrayal of the same iconic hero, in 

part, is that different times call for different heroes. In a post-modern, post 9/11 world, different 

heroic qualities are needed to achieve the same cathartic effect in an imaginative battle between 

good and evil. Nevertheless, different does not mean original. In fact, the representation of 

Batman in The Dark Knight embodies key character traits of a well-known literary hero: Lord 

Byron’s Conrad-Lara in his poem Lara: A Tale (1814).  Conrad-Lara “stood a stranger in this 

breathing world” as “a thing of dark imaginings, that shaped / By choice the perils he by chance 

escaped” (Lara 1.18.315-18). However, he was tormented by their memories and “his mind 

would half exult and half regret: / With more capacity for love than Earth” (1.18.320-21). 

Alienated from the outside world, internally conflicted, embodying both good and evil; the 

similarities are no coincidence. I propose to show here that Christopher Nolan, in his Batman 

film trilogy, actually reimagines Batman as a Byronic hero symbolically combating evil in a 

morally ambiguous world. I now want to argue this case in three stages, pointing out the origins 

of the Byronic hero, then discussing Batman as a 21
st
 century Byronic hero, and finally 

explaining the necessity behind making Batman a Byronic hero today.   

 



Johnson 9 
 

Origins of the Byronic Hero 

 In order to properly understand the similarities between Nolan’s reimagined Batman and 

the Byronic hero, we must first learn the basic characteristics of this dark archetype and where it 

originated. The Byronic hero was born out of, but also against, part of the English Romantic 

Movement as the brain-child of George Gordon, Lord Byron (1788-1824). The dark heroes of 

Byron’s works, such as Manfred, Childe Harold, and Conrad-Lara, embody common character 

traits which helped to bring the archetypal Byronic hero to full maturity. For instance, as a thing 

of dark imaginings, the Byronic hero is not the quintessential white knight racing to the rescue of 

damsels under duress. Instead, he is tainted by secret sins or a dark and tragic past. In Byron’s 

Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, Canto I (1812), the character of Childe Harold spontaneously 

decides to leave his life of excess in order to take on a pilgrimage. The reason for his abrupt 

departure remains unclear, but his traveling companion observes that Harold often has “strange 

pangs” that flash across his face “as if the memory of some deadly feud / Or disappointed 

passion lurk’d below” (Byron 2010, 28: lines 65-67). Despite the ambiguity, it is apparent that 

Harold is troubled by his past even during moments of merriment. Similarly, Conrad-Lara is 

plagued by past wrongs which motivate his present behaviors and state of mind. His heart “was 

formed for softness—warped to wrong, / Betrayed too early, and beguiled too long” (Byron 

1900, 275: lines 1830-31). Conrad-Lara’s dark and tragic past taints his character, warping him 

into a more grotesque version of who he was originally supposed to be. In addition, there is 

Byron’s Manfred who recalls his own secret sins. Indeed, Manfred is tormented by the fact that 

he committed incest with Lady Astarte, and even Byron himself was reputed as having a love 

affair with his half-sister. Here Manfred exclaims, “I say ‘tis blood – my blood! The pure warm 
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stream / which ran in the veins of my fathers, and in ours” when we “loved each other as we 

should not love” (Byron 2010, 259: lines 24-25, 27).   

 This type of tragic past leads to various levels of guilt and internal conflict. Childe Harold 

is described as a “wandering outlaw of his own dark mind” (Byron 2010, 197: line 20). He was 

born uncorrupted, but was soon tainted and became the corrupter himself. Instead of venturing 

out on a pilgrimage to a religious shrine, it is more likely that Harold is trying to escape the dark 

recesses of his own mind, the “hell within in his own heart” (Hopkins 57).  Conrad-Lara battles 

internal demons as well. As I have mentioned previously, he is: 

A thing of dark imaginings, that shaped  

By choice the perils he by chance escaped;  

But ‘scaped in vain for in their memory yet   

His mind would half exult and half regret: 

With more capacity for love than Earth  

Bestows on most of mortal mould and birth. (Byron 1900, 335-36: lines 317-22)   

Conrad-Lara, then, embodies both good and evil. He is a “thing of dark imaginings,” and yet he 

has a greater capacity for love than most men. On the one hand, he glories in his piratical 

adventures, but regrets them all the same until he confounds “good and ill” all together (Byron 

1900, 336: line 335). He is constantly at odds within himself about his very identity. Manfred 

also reflects the same inner turmoil of good and evil. He should have been a “noble creature: he / 

Hath all the energy which would have made / A goodly frame of glorious elements,” but instead 

he is “an awful chaos – light and darkness” (Bryon 2010, 276-77: lines 160-62, 164).  

 Another trait of the original Byronic hero is his being an outcast or a loner, alienated 

from mankind. Childe Harold had “life-abhorring gloom / [that] wrote on his faded brow curst 
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Cain’s unresting doom” (Byron 2010, 51: lines 826-27). This is an allusion to the biblical figure 

of Cain who was condemned to wander the earth forever after he murdered his brother, Abel. 

Harold is cursed to wander as well, a self-imposed exile from his ancestral home. More than that, 

he feels that he is fated to be alienated from mankind (51: lines 828-31).  Conrad-Lara has even 

insolated himself from mankind of his own free will. He has chosen to 

[Soar] beyond, or [sink] beneath, 

The men with whom he felt condemned to breathe, 

And longed by good or ill to separate 

Himself from all who shared his mortal state. (Byron 1900, 337: lines 345-48) 

Conrad-Lara is unable to relate easily to his fellow man, which is a common character flaw of 

the Byronic hero. Manfred experiences similar sentiments. He claims, “my joys, my griefs, my 

passions, and my powers, / Made me a stranger; though I wore the form, / I had no sympathy 

with breathing flesh” (Byron 2010, 262: lines 55-57). He finds himself estranged from mankind, 

although he recognizes he is supposed to be one of them and even to do things in their service. 

He neither identifies with them, even while he seeks to help them, nor has any hope of being 

accepted as one of them.  

 This outcast mentality derives from the Byronic hero’s refusal to accept strictly Western 

traditions of belief and selfhood. Byron’s own extensive travels across the Orient are reflected in 

both Conrad-Lara’s and Childe Harold’s flirtation with what was then thought of as the Orient. 

Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage was meant, in part, to be a sort of travelogue about Bryon’s 

experiences abroad. At the beginning of his journey, Childe Harold abandons England for 

Central Europe and then makes his way eastward. In Canto 2, Childe Harold makes an extended 

stay in Greece; from whence he takes a journey across Albania. Harold cannot help but be 
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captivated by the wonders of this foreign realm. Upon entering Albania, he “saw the evening star 

above / Leucadia’s far-projecting rock of woe” and he “felt, or deem’d he felt, no common glow” 

(Byron 2010, 66: lines 361-62, 364). He is strangely touched by the land’s beauty, and even 

takes pleasure in the Albanian camaraderie around him. Conrad-Lara also escapes his homeland 

for the welcoming embrace of the Orient. In The Corsair (1814), Conrad-Lara lives amongst the 

Turks as a pirate leader. The tale is full of references to Allah, turbaned sultans, and Turkish 

harems; oriental influences that Conrad-Lara carries with him on a daily basis.  

 However, Manfred’s estrangement does not usually stem from conflict between eastern 

and western influences.  Manfred, it turns out, is unable to fully relate to others because he is not 

limited to ordinary human abilities. He has the power to summons spirits and command them to 

do his bidding, though often unsuccessfully. No ordinary man has the ability to control spirits. In 

fact, he claims to be not of the order of man, but “half-dust, half-deity” (Byron 2010, 257: line 

40). As a demi-god, Manfred says, “my spirit walk’d not with the souls of men, / Nor look’d 

upon the earth with human eyes” (Byron 2010, 260: lines 51-52). If Manfred is unable to identify 

with humanity, it means he must be something more. Even Conrad-Lara believes himself to be 

larger than the spectrum of acuity that mankind can muster. He alleges that his mind lived “far 

from the world, in regions of her own” (Byron 1900, 337: lines 350). Humanity could not 

contain his sense of self, nor that of Manfred’s. A pervasive element of the Byronic hero is that 

they are given nearly superhuman abilities and appear larger than life while also being cursed 

and exiled (Stein 1). 

 Characteristically as well, Byronic heroes resist oppressive conventional authorities and 

refuse to submit to them. For instance, Childe Harold refused to “yield dominion of his mind / to 

spirits against whom his own rebell’d” (Byron 2010, 199: lines 105-6). He is distrustful of the 
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institutional authority in the realm of mankind. Instead, he prefers “a life within itself” where he 

can be his own master (199: line 108). Harold wants an autonomous existence where he creates 

his own moral code, another pervasive element of the Byronic hero. Conrad-Lara lives according 

to his own moral code, too. He openly violates social conventions and institutional authority by 

leaving his ancestral home and becoming a pirate (Stein 21). Pirates do not live according to the 

standard law of the land; they live according to their own sense of morality. Manfred spurns 

authority multiple times, such as the moment he refuses to kneel to Arimanes, the ruler of spirits, 

and acknowledge his submission (Stein 10). At the end of his life when the spirits come to take 

him away, Manfred tells them: 

 Thou hast no power upon me, that I feel; 

 Thou never shalt possess me, that I know: 

What I have done is done; I bear within… 

The mind which is immortal makes itself 

Requital for its good or evil thoughts. (Byron 2010, 283: lines 125-27, 129-30) 

Manfred not only refutes their authority over him, but he claims that the only thing he is subject 

to is his own mind. Although the spirits have come to end his life, Manfred dies on his own 

terms, conclusively demonstrating the autonomous nature of the Byronic hero.  

 Further, Byronic heroes are well-known for their star-crossed and even fatalistic 

romances. For example, Childe Harold “loved but one, / And that loved one, alas! Could ne’er be 

his” (Byron 2010, 31: lines 39-40). Although there is no larger explanation of what occurred, the 

love that Harold has valued above all others was sadly unattainable. The Conrad-Lara love story 

has even greater tragedy to it. At one point, Conrad-Lara’s wife Medora begs him not to leave 

her for his last piratical exploit. She tries to persuade him with her love, but Conrad-Lara’s sense 
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of self won’t allow it. He sees giving in to love as an unmanly weakness and leaves anyway 

(Byron 1900, 242-44: lines 420-81). Due to his actions, Conrad-Lara is captured, and Medora 

dies of a broken heart. Manfred’s love is sadder still because his love for Lady Astarte is both 

star-crossed and fatal. Lady Astarte is, after all, related to Manfred, and their incestuous love is a 

sin. In addition, he carries the guilty burden of Lady Astarte’s death, although he did not commit 

the act himself (Stein 80). He claims, “I loved her, and destroy’d her…[my] heart – which broke 

her heart - / it gazed on mine, and wither’d” (Byron 2010, 264: lines 117-19). He goes further to 

claim that if he had never lived, his love would still be alive (266: lines 192-93).  

  Each trait of the contemporary Byronic hero originates with one of Byron’s characters, if 

not all of them. This foundation even extends to how Nolan’s Batman is both charismatic and 

self-destructive. For instance, Conrad-Lara as a pirate leader had “an art / Of fixing memory on 

another’s heart” (Byron 1900, 337: lines 363-64). The people he encounters have a hard time 

forgetting him and they are fascinated with him. What makes him so unforgettable is his “power 

of Thought – the magic of the Mind” and his ability to “[mould] another’s weakness to his will” 

(Byron 1900, 233: lines 182, 184). However, such charisma has its consequences. Conrad-Lara’s 

followers are successful in battle at first, but that initial triumph destroys their discipline (Stein 

20). He tries “to check the headlong fury of that crew” but he finds the “hand that kindles cannot 

quench the flame” (Byron 1900, 358: lines 936, 938). The consequences of the serf rebellion and 

Conrad-Lara’s charismatic abilities lead not only to his army’s defeat, but his own self-

destruction. Although Conrad-Lara isn’t able to recognize his self-destructive behavior, Childe 

Harold can. He admits “the thorns which I have reap’d are of the tree / I planted, – they have torn 

me,– and I bleed” (Byron 2010, 301: lines 88-89).  
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Another such quality consistent in contemporary Byronic heroes comes from Byron’s 

Manfred (1816). Manfred is a nobleman who is a reluctant leader. He says he “disdain’d to 

mingle with / A herd, though to be leader – and of wolves. / The lion is alone, and so am I” 

(Byron 2010, 276: lines 121-23). Manfred neither accepts outside authority, nor imposes it on 

others. The nobility are meant to lead their people, but, despite Manfred’s station, he chooses to 

be simultaneously the subject and despot of his own world (Stein 12). Conrad-Lara himself is 

pushed towards a leadership role that he wants to refuse. Once he returns to his homeland and 

reclaims the management of his estates, Conrad-Lara eventually becomes embroiled in some 

local blood-feuds which later escalate to open warfare. As a count, Conrad-Lara has the desire to 

supervise his lands. However, he is given no choice but to become the leader of his own serf 

army to defend himself from his enemies (Byron 1900, 354-357: lines 802-908).  

 The Byronic hero archetype, in sum, depicts a man with a tragic past, secret sins, and 

internal conflict bordering on pure guilt. He embodies both good and evil and lives his life 

according to his own sense of morality. He will not submit to any authority besides his own. He 

is an outcast, alienated from society either of his own accord or by force. Oriental influences 

even separate him from typical Western traditions. Characteristically, he is unable to relate to 

society due to his own sense of superiority. As for his romantic endeavors, they are doomed from 

the beginning to fail. He is simultaneously charismatic, self-destructive, and a reluctant leader.  

 This type of hero resonated with the public at the time of Byron’s publications. His 

poetry cut across class boundaries and even found a “receptive audience among the working 

classes” (Stein 20). The popularity and ultimate success of his works derived less from his 

talented verses than the relevant applications to the time period. His audience, recently 

influenced by the French Revolution and the even more destructive Napoleonic Wars, was 
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embroiled in the corrupt politics of European society. Charismatic leaders, such as Napoleon 

Bonaparte, were simultaneously worshipped and berated; Bonaparte was especially seen as a 

paradox due to the transformation of his “fight against tyranny into a war for imperialism” 

(Watkins 22). Despite, or perhaps because of, the public’s ambivalence towards Napoleon, they 

were fascinated by him in his “unorthodox seizure of power, in his boundless ambition, [and] in 

his willingness to break with law and convention” (Stein 14). In the same vein, Byron’s literary 

career soared because he deliberately catered to that fascination with what he created as the 

archetypal Byronic hero. As Byron understood, this was a confusing time of “paradoxical 

servility” which threatened the clarity and conviction of everyone (Watkins 16). He appealed to 

his readers’ desire for a “powerful, charismatic, but gloomy outlaw-hero who can openly flaunt 

social conventions and institutional authority” (Stein 21). At the same time, he knew that their 

fascination derived from their ambivalence. The Byronic heroes, much like Napoleon Bonaparte, 

were fascinating, simultaneously loved and feared by his readers (Stein 21).  Indeed, the 

concurrent glorification and condemnation of Byron’s heroes kept the public coming back for 

more.  

The Byronic Hero in 21
st
 century Batman 

 I now want to show that the Byronic tradition doesn’t end with the tales of Childe Harold, 

Conrad-Lara, or Manfred. In fact, Lord Byron’s influence is so pervasive throughout Western 

culture that some of the best-loved heroes today, especially Nolan’s Batman, adhere to this 

Byronic tradition. Nolan actually has a reputation of directing films with Byronic protagonists, 

even prior to his involvement in the Batman trilogy. For instance, the character of Leonard 

Shelby in Nolan’s Memento (2000) lost his wife to a murderer and is haunted by the tragic 

events. He constantly seeks his own form of justice by attempting to find the killer, yet the lines 
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are blurred between good and evil because Leonard is not as innocent as he seems (Nolan 2000). 

As the director of Insomnia (2002), Nolan also employs the character of Will Dormer, an LAPD 

detective. He takes justice into his own hands when he fabricates evidence in order to convict a 

pedophile he knows is guilty of murder. However, he is plagued by internal guilt, especially after 

he accidentally shoots his own partner (Nolan 2002). Nolan is fascinated by the “tortured 

manhood” of these two characters (Brooker 28). As it happens (and as we have seen), a tragic 

past, autonomy, internal guilt and blurred moral lines are basic characteristics of the traditional 

Byronic hero. Therefore, it is no wonder that Nolan also molded Gotham’s Caped Crusader to fit 

his interest in Byronic themes (Brooker 28). Only in this cinematic Batman trilogy, Nolan has 

time to more fully develop these themes in a single character. 

The first film in the epic trilogy, Batman Begins (2005), “unveiled the untold origins of 

the Dark Knight’s emergence as the savior of Gotham City” (Brooker 26). No one before had 

attempted to explain Batman’s background at this level of detail, so this gave Nolan creative 

freedom in the depiction of the events. First, Nolan ensures that, much like Conrad-Lara, Bruce 

Wayne is haunted by a tragic past that has warped his identity. When he is still a young child, 

Wayne witnesses the cruel murder of both his parents (Nolan 2005). As so often occurs with 

Byronic heroes, Bruce’s tragic past leads him to various levels of guilt and internal conflict. For 

instance, he blames himself for the death of his parents. In the film, the Wayne family leaves the 

theatre because Bruce is frightened. Once outside, they are accosted by a mugger at gun point. 

Eventually, Bruce tells Alfred, “It was my fault, if I hadn’t of gotten scared–” then his parents 

may still be alive (Nolan 2005). He is tormented by memories of his loss to such a high degree 

that Wayne admits, “My anger outweighs my guilt” (Nolan 2005). Much like Childe Harold is a 
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“wandering outlaw of his own dark mind,” Bruce Wayne is daily subjected to that impossible 

rage, his internal guilt, and the pain of his loss (Byron 2010, 197: line 20). 

 His internal conflict transcends the guilt of his parents’ deaths and touches upon his 

moral center, as well. Batman is reminiscent of Manfred and Conrad-Lara in that he also 

embodies both good and evil qualities. Often this makes the super-villains of Gotham City more 

similar to him than Gotham’s police. For example, Nolan strongly emphasizes the parallels 

between Batman and his villainous counterparts over the course of the trilogy. In many ways, 

Nolan has molded the traditional Byronic hero to reflect, not just common immorality, but the 

evil that people face today in the post-9/11 world: terrorism. For instance, in Batman Begins, 

Scarecrow uses a biochemical weapon that warps the reality of its victims to reflect their worst 

fears (Nolan 2005). In essence, Scarecrow uses fear as weapon to manipulate other people. 

Similarly, Batman seeks to turn fear against those who prey on the fearful. Another example is 

the cultist terrorist group League of Shadows. An essential component of their ninjutsu training 

is becoming one with the darkness. As a former member of the League of Shadows, Batman 

incorporates the same tactic while fighting crime on the streets of Gotham (Nolan 2005). In 

addition, The Dark Knight (2008) makes way for the Joker, a terrorist who supports anarchy and 

chaos by thwarting the police and destroying institutionalized authority. Gotham’s Caped 

Crusader supports anarchy himself, up to a point, when he refuses to let himself be ruled by the 

constraints of the law. Batman can’t help but identify with these terrorists even while protecting 

the innocent.  

 Although Batman does choose to be Gotham’s Caped Crusader, his natural inclination, 

like Byron’s Manfred, is to isolate himself from society. Upon returning to Gotham as the 

Batman, Wayne admits that he doesn’t “have the luxury of friends” (Nolan 2005). Wayne must 
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protect his secret identity in order to continue his fight against corruption. Ultimately, his alter-

ego prevents him from truly engaging and relating to Gotham’s citizens because he isn’t a 

normal citizen; he is the Batman. The Joker makes an accurate observation saying, “Don’t talk 

like one of them. You’re not. Even if you’d like to be. To them you’re just a freak, like me. They 

need you right now, but when they don’t, they’ll cast you out like a leper” (Nolan 2008). Batman 

is an outcast in his city much like Conrad-Lara was exiled from his homeland. He is never 

accepted as one of the police and is often hunted for his vigilante efforts rather than appreciated. 

Nolan’s Batman further embodies the Byronic hero archetype because he is a solo crime fighter, 

a loner. Batman may aid the police by cleaning up the streets, but he tends to work alone. 

As part of Nolan’s Batman Begins and the dark hero’s origin story, Nolan incorporates 

Eastern influences in ways parallel to other Byronic heroes. For instance, Childe Harold 

abandons his homeland for the welcoming embrace of the Orient. Similarly, when Wayne rejects 

society for the unknown, he ends up journeying to Asia where he meets Ra’s Al Ghul and the 

League of Shadows. There Wayne receives formal martial arts training in the form of ninjutsu. 

This Japanese martial art emphasizes agility, minding your surroundings, the ability to become 

invisible, and theatricality (Nolan 2005). Wayne is heavily influenced by his sojourn in the 

Orient and incorporates many ninjutsu tactics as the Caped Crusader. Indeed, he is especially 

touched by the League of Shadows’ value of what they consider is true justice versus lawful 

justice, which is essential to the stance Batman takes as a vigilante.  

Although Byron’s Manfred has supernatural powers, Nolan decides to take a 

contemporary twist on this Byronic characteristic. First, Nolan puts emphasis on the symbolism 

behind Batman rather than Bruce Wayne himself. The first time Wayne meets Ra’s Al Ghul he is 

told “if you make yourself more than just a man, if you devote yourself to an ideal and if they 
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can’t stop you, then you become something else entirely” (Nolan 2005). The point is to become 

more than just a man in the mind of your opponent, whether that is a legend or an idea (Nolan 

2005). That way, it does not matter if Batman really does have supernatural powers. It only 

matters if other people believe it. For example, when storming the Arkham Asylum looking for 

Rachel, Batman inspires fear amongst Scarecrow’s men without even making an appearance. 

Just by knowing he is in the building, Scarecrow’s men start panicking and asking each other 

“Can he really fly?” then commenting “They say he can disappear!” (Nolan 2005). For Wayne, 

the symbol or the idea behind Batman makes him more than just flesh and blood. As a symbol or 

an idea, Batman is more powerful than Bruce Wayne could ever be. Clearly, Batman’s reputation 

precedes him, but he reinforces his nearly superhuman persona with the help of technology, as 

well. As opposed to campy gadgets, Batman utilizes modern, high-tech tools such as the giant 

sonar system that uses cellular technology or the grapple gun (Nolan 2008). He may wear a 

“cloak of mystery” and have an “air of the sublime,” but most of his superhuman persona comes 

from his ability to engineer and purchase such technology (Thorslev 69). Money may indeed be 

the modern day superpower.  

Similar to traditional Byronic heroes, Batman has a general distrust of institutionalized 

authority. However, the central authority for Batman is neither the societal conventions of 

Conrad-Lara, nor the mythical spirits of Manfred. Instead, Nolan has modernized the Byronic 

hero by centering his distrust on the police force and Gotham’s judiciary system.  As a young 

adult, Bruce lost faith in the judicial system after his parents’ murderer was granted parole 

(Nolan 2005). Since his training in the League of Shadows, Batman doesn’t trust the police to do 

the necessary thing in order to save the city. In fact, he doesn’t even trust their competency while 
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on the job. For example, after recovering a valuable USB drive, Batman returns to the Bat-Cave 

to examine it.   

 “Aren’t the police supposed to be investigating?” Alfred demands.  

“They don’t have the tools to analyze it,” Bruce replies. 

“They would if you gave it to them.” 

“One man’s tool is another man’s weapon…the police weren’t getting it done.” (Nolan 

2012) 

As much as Batman works to save Gotham’s citizens, he cannot hope to trust the 

institutionalized authority that have so often disappointed him and others of his beloved city.  

Batman also reflects Childe Harold’s autonomous nature and Conrad’s individual sense 

of morality. In Batman Begins, Wayne emphasizes the need for compassion to separate himself 

from other criminals. He refuses to become an executioner knowing that makes him little better 

than the villains. In addition, Batman’s crime-fighting tactics don’t necessarily align with the 

law. For instance, in The Dark Knight Batman goes outside of U.S. jurisdiction in order to 

apprehend Lau in Hong Kong and bring him back to Gotham City (Nolan 2008). This course of 

action is illegal, but Batman doesn’t have to adhere to those restrictions because he is a law unto 

himself. Nolan also draws attention to the unethical usage of the giant sonar system. The intent is 

to find the Joker, but Fox quickly points out that the system is a huge invasion of privacy and an 

abuse of power. Batman simply states, “I gotta find this man Lucius” (Nolan 2008). Wayne, like 

Conrad-Lara, does not live according to the law of the land. Instead, his moral code allows him 

to bend the constraints of the law when necessary to get the job done. 

A sad aspect of the Byronic hero, which Batman experiences over the course of the 

trilogy, is an ambiguous and often fatalistic love interest. Rachel Dawes, a completely original 
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character Nolan created for his films, is Wayne’s childhood friend from Batman Begins. It is 

clear once the two grow up that they are attracted to one another. At the end of the film, Rachel 

tells Bruce she wants to be with him, but they can’t be together while he is Batman (Nolan 

2005). Later, The Dark Knight opens by highlighting Rachel’s blossoming romantic relationship 

with Harvey Dent and Wayne’s forced indifference to the matter. Wayne desperately wants a life 

with Rachel and sees an opening to do so by turning himself in to the police. Wayne holds on to 

the hope that in the end they will be together like Rachel promised, but she dies before that hope 

could ever come to fruition. Their botched relationship demonstrates how Byronic heroes tend to 

have relationships with disastrous, even fatal, ends.  

However, Nolan does allow Batman to retain a successful relationship with Selina Kyle, 

the notorious Catwoman. Their relationship is rocky at first: she steals his mother’s pearls, he 

tries to trust her, and then she hands him over to Bane (Nolan 2012). It has all the clear signs of 

ending disastrously in typical Byronic fashion, but Nolan switches at the last minute to give his 

contemporary audience the happy ending they desire. The final scenes in The Dark Knight Rises 

depict Bruce Wayne and Selina Kyle blissfully happy in a little café in Venice (Nolan 2012). 

Nevertheless, this ending does not occur without certain concessions. Unfortunately for Gotham, 

Batman as a Byronic hero is only able to be with the woman he loves by faking his death and 

hanging up his mantle.  

 Further, Nolan also works to emphasize Bruce Wayne’s charismatic persona and 

Batman’s self-destructive tendencies as Byronic characteristics. For instance, the people are as 

fascinated with Wayne as they were with Conrad-Lara. Bruce Wayne is a mysterious, playboy 

millionaire who frolics with models in restaurant fountains seemingly without a care in the world 

(Nolan 2005). He holds lavish parties which he rarely attends, yet the people of Gotham 
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willingly go, desperate to catch but a glimpse of the handsome recluse. Whether it’s the girls on 

his arms or the expensive automobile, Bruce Wayne makes an impression. However, this 

playboy persona only partly disguises his tendency towards self-destruction. Wayne’s journey as 

Batman begins when he abruptly decides to leave the comfort and security of his wealth to 

experience what it means to be desperate. This desperate state for him includes starving, stealing, 

and participating in illegal activity. He even antagonizes other prisoners to fight him, which 

shows little concern for his well-being (Nolan 2005). In The Dark Knight Rises, Alfred attempts 

to convince Wayne not to take up Batman’s mantle for a final time. Wayne accuses Alfred of 

fearing he will fail in the tasks set out before him. Alfred’s rebuttal, “I’m afraid you want to,” 

leaves little room for reply (Nolan 2012). Alfred knows that Wayne is self-destructive, and 

Wayne cannot even deny his words. Wayne is much like Childe Harold in that he recognizes his 

self-destructive behavior. Fortunately, this behavior doesn’t lead to his demise like that of 

Conrad-Lara.  

 Another way that Nolan transforms Batman into a Byronic hero is by demonstrating 

Wayne’s reluctance to take on a leadership role in Gotham City. Bruce Wayne is sarcastically 

referred to as the Prince of Gotham by the mob boss Falcone, but the title is nonetheless true 

(Nolan 2005). The widely successful Wayne Empire, built by Thomas Wayne, has helped make 

the Wayne family urban royalty. Bruce was born to be a leader, but he has a hard time taking his 

father’s place. For instance, in Batman Begins, Alfred tells Bruce that Wayne Manor is now his 

house. Bruce refutes his statement by saying “No, Alfred, it’s my father’s house…if I have it my 

way, I’ll pull the damn thing down brick by brick” (Nolan 2005).  Wayne only chooses to return 

to Gotham as Batman out of necessity, not desire. This closely resembles Conrad-Lara who 

begrudgingly becomes the leader of his own serf army due to self-defense. As we have 
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previously seen, most Byronic heroes are unsuccessful upon accepting leadership roles. For 

example, Conrad-Lara’s leadership led to his own destruction. However, Nolan contradicts this 

tendency and allows Batman to successfully clean up the streets of Gotham for years before his 

eventual departure.  

 Nolan has simultaneously molded Batman into a Byronic hero and adapted the Byronic 

hero to fit his 21
st
 century audience. For instance, Batman’s relation internal darkness is 

influenced by modern-day evil, as in his identification with the terrorists plaguing his city. His 

nearly superhuman abilities range from his sheer performance of invulnerability to technological 

advances made possible by contemporary engineering. As for his romantic endeavors, his 

ultimate success reflects the desires of the audience for a happy ending. He is self-destructive, 

but not to the point of failure or death, and he maintains a victorious leadership role in Gotham 

city. Although many of the traditional elements remain untouched, such as his tragic past, 

internal conflict, autonomy, eastern influences, and charisma, Nolan has shaped certain 

characteristics to craft a more contemporary Byronic hero.   

Batman as Byronic Hero – Why now? 

So far, I have explained the traits of the traditional Byronic hero as they appear in 

Byron’s texts, and I have also demonstrated how Nolan has transformed the figure of Batman 

into a contemporary Byronic hero. The ultimate question, however, is why. Why has Nolan 

chosen to reimagine Batman as a contemporary Byronic hero in the 21
st
 century? The answers 

begin with Nolan’s cinematic audience. Blockbuster movies, like Nolan’s Batman trilogy, accrue 

wide-popularity and financial success because they are accessible to a broad audience. This aim 

is accomplished by such films creating heroes, themes, and problems relevant to what the target 

audience encounters in this day and age. As people of the 21
st
 century, the one fear we have in 
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common is the constant threat of terrorism. We live in a world of pervasive terrorism in a variety 

forms, what with genocide in Africa, envelopes filled with anthrax, and suicide bombers. As 

Anthony Kolenic explains in the Journal of Popular Culture, “A great deal has been made of the 

post-9/11 world, where security concerns ring loudly around the globe, and fears of the next 

inevitable attack are rampant” (Kolenic 1023). Especially since the horror of September 11, 

2001, villains are larger than life, their crimes have reached international proportions, and their 

influence extends to all corners of the Earth. 

In order to relate to his audience, each villain in Nolan’s trilogy is representative of 

common terrorist threats we have dealt with in this post 9/11 world: chemical warfare, extremist 

groups, and bomb threats. For instance, the Scarecrow uses chemical weapons in the form of a 

psychotropic hallucinogen to poison Gotham’s water supply. The League of Shadows, an 

extremist and vaguely oriented organization, believes they must purge the world of their view of 

corruption. Then there’s the Joker who kills high-ranking officials, blows up hospitals, and puts 

the whole city in a panic. In addition, the crimes they commit are represented as widespread 

destruction rather than simple bank robberies. Terrorism and expansive destruction are two 

threats that go hand in hand for audiences over the last decade and a half.  

As Nolan carries this theme of terrorism throughout the course of the trilogy, it is hardly 

surprising that many people believe his films embody a certain political agenda. From The 

Washington Times to AzureOnline, there is unanimous agreement that The Dark Knight is an 

explicit post-9/11 allegory (Brooker 200-01). For instance, several articles examine the 

similarities between Batman and the Bush Administration. In John Ip’s article “The Dark 

Knight’s War on Terrorism,” Ip argues that Batman’s violent interrogation tactics reflect similar 

techniques used on Al-Qaeda detainees which required the Bush administration’s approval 
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(Brooker 201). In addition, Jessica Kowalik in the International Journal of Comic Art observes 

that Batman’s sonar surveillance system is a clear allusion to the PATRIOT Act supported by 

President George W. Bush (Kowalik 388). Now, despite the agreement that Nolan developed 

these films to reflect our current age of terrorism, there is some dissent on the exact political 

message: whether Nolan intends to critique or support the actions of the Bush administration. As 

always, there are arguments for both sides. For example, Ip proposes that the film “is plainly not 

an endorsement of perhaps the most controversial aspect of the Bush Administration’s war on 

terror. Indeed, it is better seen as a critique” (Brooker 204). On the other side, Andrew Klavan 

writes in The Wall Street Journal: 

There seems to me no question that the Batman film...is at some level a paean of 

praise…to George W. Bush…Like W, Batman sometimes has to push the boundaries of 

civil rights to deal with an emergency. (Kowalik 388) 

Klavan even goes so far as to say Batman is a stand-in for Bush, while Spencer Ackerman from 

the Washington Independent argues Batman better represents Vice President Dick Cheney 

(Brooker 201).  The implication behind these theories is that Batman’s success against terrorism 

in Gotham parallels the success of Bush and Cheney.  However, the Bush administration was not 

very successful in the end.  

Perhaps the target in these films is more the ambivalence of the audience, who (in the 

U.S.) is clearly still conflicted over what to do in the face of 9/11.  In the post-9/11 world, the 

average citizen looks to our country’s leaders, its politicians, for an immediate solution to 

terrorism. And yet we remain dissatisfied with our leaders and their results, or lack thereof. 

Specifically, the Bush administration promoted a War on Terror in hopes of eliminating Al-

Qaeda and other terrorist organizations. Thirteen years after the fact, Osama Bin Laden is dead, 
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but terrorism couldn’t be more alive. We feel we cannot rely upon our leaders anymore because 

they are unable to deliver what we expect of them. Ultimately, we hold our politicians to an 

impossible ideal and expect them to be infallible. As much as we demand results from them, we 

remain ambivalent about their less-than-savory methods, such as the Patriot Act and torture. 

History can attest that not even our politicians are exempt from corruption, conspiracy or failure. 

Nolan demonstrates this well with the character of Harvey Dent. Harvey Dent is Gotham’s white 

knight who attempts to clean the streets of Gotham by maintaining a strict moral code in the face 

of corruption. But once Dent dips into Batman’s less-than-legal methods, there is no turning 

back: the villain Two-Face is born (Nolan 2008). While Batman is able to successfully toe the 

line between good and evil, Dent is unable to do so as an actual politician.  

Yet Batman’s success compared to Dent’s failure in the battle against terrorism requires 

further examination. Why is Batman able to defeat these villains while Gotham’s white knight 

goes to the dark side completely? Nolan is suggesting that the only hope in effectively defeating 

terrorism, at least in Gotham City, is Batman reimagined as a Byronic hero. It may appear 

arbitrary that Nolan chose to redevelop the Byronic hero as opposed to other anti-heroes, such as 

the Gothic-Villain. However, so much of the 21st century parallels Byron’s time period. For 

instance, the original development of the Byronic hero began at a moment of the West’s “deepest 

darkness” (McGann 832). As I have previously demonstrated, wars and political corruption ran 

rampant during this time. In the face of terrorism and the death of thousands at the hands of Al-

Qaeda, the western world has once again been brought into darkness. Byron began his poem Don 

Juan by “calling for a new hero to take the place of all the failed heroes of the past” (McGann 

850). That intended hero was Don Juan, another example of a Byronic hero. Byronic heroes 

always arise as a reaction to the injustices and moral destitution of social systems (Watkins 16, 
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17). Consequently, it stands to reason that Nolan is calling the Byronic hero to take up his mantle 

once again, for the general feeling is that our politicians have failed us and no greater threat 

exists today than terrorism.  

In lieu of 9/11, the public is once again facing a confusing time of paradoxical servility 

that clouds their clarity and conviction. Just as Byron chose to play off the ambivalence of his 

audience, Nolan’s reimagined Byronic hero embodies the public’s ambivalence towards the 

current political situation. Gothamites and movie viewers alike want to see Batman win because 

we simultaneously identify and separate ourselves from him as a Byronic hero. Batman is an 

“unattainable ideal, a hero who inspires awe but cannot be emulated” (Stein 2). He is an ordinary 

human subject to the same fallibility as everyone else, who also rises (as we all wish to) to nearly 

superhuman levels. While Batman has the means to defeat evil, we do not. The audience, 

powerless in the face of terrorists, “cheers the hero’s defiance of this authority and glories in the 

vicarious experience of this defiance” (Stein 3). We are drawn to the invulnerability of these 

heroes because we do not have the capacity to defy all forms of oppression. Indeed, Batman 

allows the audience the illusion of empowerment and subversion (Stein 3).  

At the same time, Batman as a Byronic hero is able to understand the terrorist mind-set in 

a way that we cannot and do not want to. While we cannot condone the ethical choices made by 

our leaders during the War on Terror, we are similarly afraid to accept Batman’s sense of 

morality. For instance, his violent torture tactics are reminiscent of the military’s controversial 

decision to torture prisoners of war. Even Gotham’s police department has a difficult time 

figuring out if Batman is friend or foe. That being said, Batman is the only figure in Nolan’s 

films to produce the desired results. Alfred is correct in saying, “That’s the point of Batman. He 

can be the outcast. He can make the choice that no one else can make” (Nolan 2008). Batman is 
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able to do the dirty work for us without our being sullied ourselves. In that sense, he is 

invaluable. Commissioner Gordon explains:  

There’s a point far out there when the structures fail you, when the rules aren’t weapons 

anymore; they’re shackles, letting the bad guy get ahead. One day you may be faced with 

such a crisis. And in that moment I hope you have a friend like I did, to plunge their 

hands into the filth so that you can keep yours clean. (Nolan 2012) 

Politicians are unable to successfully combat terrorism because they cannot understand evil 

without becoming evil themselves. As a Byronic hero, Batman embodies both good and evil 

characteristics from the start and at his very core. Each villain that Batman encounters mirrors 

certain qualities that Batman finds in himself. For example, Bane and Ra’s Al Ghul are both 

martial artists who, like Batman, want to cleanse the city of corruption. Batman recognizes this 

desire and uses it to his advantage. He is able to successfully defeat the terrorists time and time 

again because he understands the criminal mind and can function on its level. As a Byronic hero, 

Batman’s moral code may not adhere to societal expectations. In the minds of Gotham, though, 

Batman has become more than just a vigilante; he is a symbol of hope. 

Batman may embody an inherent darkness, but he is a hero. In this day and age, a 

superhuman evil requires a superhero to defeat it and the Byronic hero is the ultimate leader. 

Such heroes appeal to the public because there is something satisfying in the “fantasy of the all-

powerful leader who will serve us as protector and guide” (Stein 4). While our politicians have 

compromised to such a large extent during the War on Terror, the Byronic hero never 

compromises his very individual moral code. We need someone who follows their own moral 

code instead of institutionalized structures. We need someone who undermines their opponent by 

already understanding their motivations. We need someone who can make those hard decisions 
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because they aren’t afraid to be the outcast. We need Nolan’s Batman, the Byronic hero. Post 

9/11, people want to believe that this international and urban terrorist can be conquered. Nolan 

chose to recreate Batman as a Byronic hero because conquering terrorism in a fictional world 

gives that threat less power over us in reality and gives us more hope for the future.   
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