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Introduction 

Something as simple as an animated superhero show contains deeper, persuasive 

elements that are contained within intricate storylines and character development. This includes 

an artifact such as Batman: The Animated Series, which was aired generally to an audience of 

children. Through the rhetorical analysis of the artifact, the findings of this paper will contribute 

new developments to rhetorical theory regarding the relationship between the artifact and its 

audience. At a time when beliefs and values are regularly becoming a topic of heated debate, 

popular films and television shows contribute to the persuasion of certain beliefs. Even cartoons, 

such as the artifact in this paper, presents a conflict that could change a young audience’s belief 

on what exactly is wrong or right. This leads to the research question: How can an audience be 

encouraged to sympathize with round characters through kernel events? The answer to the 

research question will be found using the “Heart of Ice” episode from Batman: The Animated 

Series to provide a basis of how character development persuades an audience, specifically the 

development of a villain. Along with key concepts pulled from artifact, the method of narrative 

criticism and contributing sources will aid in the results of the analysis.  

Description of Artifact 

The artifact used to help explain the persuasive elements of a cartoon television show, 

Batman: The Animated Series, aired from September 1992 to the early 2000s. It ran for four 

seasons consisting of 110 episodes and three feature films. Developed by Bruce Timm, Eric 

Radomski and written by Paul Dini, the show was inspired by the popular Tim Burton Batman 

movies that had just been released in 1989 and 1992 (“Batman,” n.d.). One of the most notable 

characteristics of the television show is the style of artistry and theme for the way the cartoon is 



 
 

Bennett 2 

drawn, which is a dark “noir” and retro design. Unlike any other animated children’s show at the 

time, BTAS breaks the mold and is inherently geared to adults as well. The episodes contain 

complex themes and stories from both the villains and Batman, who deals with internal struggles 

as well as external. There are countless acts of violence, guns, and action. Each episode focuses 

on a central villain, whether it be famous ones such as the Joker, Two-Face, Bane, and the 

Riddler, or villains have not been shown very much or at all in the comics before the show. This 

includes Harley Quinn, Baby Doll, Killer Croc, and more. However, instead of just presenting 

these villains as nothing but simply evil people waiting to be thwarted by the Batman, BTAS 

gives villains life and character beyond robbing banks or holding civilians hostage. They are 

given detailed backstories and shown as people conflicted with choosing to do the wrong thing, 

but for the right reason.  

This point is made clear in the BTAS episode “Heart of Ice.” Aired on September 7, 1992, 

this is the first time during the animated series that Mr. Freeze is shown. Batman is on the trail of 

a number of robberies committed by Freeze, which all include particular items at GothCorp 

offices. Living up to his title of “World’s Greatest Detective,” Batman concludes that the items 

are necessary to build a giant cannon that emits an amplified ice beam. He chases after Freeze, 

unable to stop him, and tries to figure out why Freeze has a grudge against GothCorp in the first 

place. Upon entering a GothCorp office building late at night, Batman finds a security tape that 

explains Mr. Freeze as actually being Victor Fries. Fries, a cryogenics scientist at GothCorp, was 

trying to help his terminally ill wife Nora by putting her in a cryogenic state until he could find a 

cure for her disease. Boyle, CEO of GothCorp, rushes into the lab to shut down the experiment 

and basically kills Nora. After trying to beg Boyle to stop, Fries gets kicked into a table of 
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chemicals and becomes Mr. Freeze. Now, Freeze is relentlessly determined to destroy Boyle for 

ruining his life.  

Batman stops Freeze from achieving his goal to kill Boyle, but he does show sympathy 

for Freeze, which is unlike any other villain. After being taken to Arkham Asylum at the end of 

the episode, Batman looks into Freeze’s window to see him longing for his wife, Nora. The 

message of this specific episode is a complex and philosophical one that begs the audience to ask 

themselves, “Is Mr. Freeze really a villain?” The results of this analysis can be found through the 

use of narrative criticism.  

Description of Method 

Narrative criticism is used to analyze short stories, plays, books, films, graphic novels, 

songs, poems, video games, and anything else with a narrative (Foss, 2008, p. 307). Walter 

Fisher has been credited as one of the most important key scholars in developing narrative 

criticism. A number of other scholars that contributed to the criticism include Victor Turner, 

Clifford Geertz, and Richard Bauman. The growth of narratives also came from folklore, which 

combines both narrative and song into one to put meaning and art into something that multiple 

cultures could understand (Foss, 2008, p. 309-310). 

 A narrative must be comprised of at least two events (Foss, 2008, p. 307). This includes 

an active event, or action, and stative event, or something that expresses state or a condition. 

Narratives also consist of events organized by a measurement of time that includes a sequence of 

events. However, this sequence of events does not need to be in chronological order. Events can 

be shown in flashback instances that relate back to the present time in the narrative. In addition, 

events can be shown in flashforward and relate back to the present. In each case, the events have 
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a relationship between each other (Foss, 2008, p. 308). Key terms related to narrative criticism 

include characters that are defined as flat and round. Flat characters are highly predictable. They 

experience no change throughout the narrative and continue to be the way they were portrayed 

from the beginning. Round characters are not predictable. They are likely to change and 

experience some sort of transformation that changes them from how they were in the beginning 

(Foss, 2008, p. 312). Coding for this artifact through narrative criticism consists of two steps. 

The first includes identifying the objective of the narrative, or what the story is trying to address 

to the world (Foss, 2008, p. 310). The next step is to identify the characteristics of the narrative 

that contribute to the objective, which includes the setting, characters, events, narrator, audience, 

and themes.  

Characters are broken down into main characters and supporting characters that 

contribute to the narrative. The traits and actions of the characters are most important to the 

overall objective. Characters that only have one or a handful of traits that make him or her 

predictable describe a “flat” character (Foss, 2008, p. 312). On the other hand, characters that 

have multiple traits that cause the character to have some sort of internal struggle describe a 

“round” character. This type of character is likely to change throughout the narrative (Foss, 

2008, p. 312).  

The types of events portrayed in the story are also important to code for. This includes 

major and minor events. “Kernels,” or major events, have a primary importance to further the 

plot and move the story along. If the major event was taken out of the story, the plot would not 

be the same (Foss, 2008, p. 313). “Satellites,” or minor events, help flesh out the ideas of the 

kernels. They elaborate on the direction of the narrative, but are not necessarily crucial to the 
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story. Satellites can be removed but ultimately change the rhetorical aspects of the narrative 

(Foss, 2008, p. 313).  

The units for the artifact are divided up in a way that is easy to replicate. The episode 

“Heart of Ice” is approximately twenty-two minutes and twenty-five seconds long. Omitting the 

first minute for the opening credits, the length is left at twenty-one minutes and twenty seconds. 

The units are divided into six, three minute and thirty second increments.  

Findings 

Through coding for the artifact, the settings throughout the entire episode are the offices 

of GothCorp, the Batcave, the Humanitarian Award party, and Arkham Asylum. The setting 

changes from each of those places and ends at the Asylum. The setting of GothCorp is especially 

important to the theme and objective of the episode. In the present, it is where Mr. Freeze is 

obtaining the pieces he needs to build his giant ice-ray contraption. In the flashbacks, the 

audience is shown that the GothCorp lab is both where Mr. Freeze is created and his wife, Nora, 

was frozen forever. This major event and setting is a kernel to the narrative.  

The main characters are Mr. Freeze, Batman, and Ferris Boyle. To the relevance of the 

narrative, the most important character is Mr. Freeze. Batman and Boyle are both flat characters. 

They both do not change their traits from the beginning to the end of the story. Boyle, the CEO 

of GothCorp, was a rude and greedy man who basically murdered Victor Fries and Nora by not 

allowing him to experiment on her in his lab. In the end, he was still portrayed as a 

unsympathetic person even though he put on a convincing facade. In addition, Batman is a 

ruthless vigilante whose purpose in this episode is to bring Mr. Freeze to justice. He 
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accomplishes this goal in the end, even reasoning with Freeze to give up his quest for revenge 

against Boyle instead of understanding Freeze’s point and letting him go without arrest.  

Mr. Freeze is the round character in this artifact. In the beginning the audience is shown a 

stone-cold villain with absolutely no emotions or feelings for others. Through the surveillance 

tape scene, the audience now sees a gentile man who cares deeply about his wife and is simply 

trying to save her. Through the traumatizing events with Boyle in the lab, the audience has a 

better understanding of Freeze and can even sympathize with his unconventional behavior. This 

is the pivotal point of persuasion in the narrative, because now an audience’s beliefs and 

perceptions have been changed. This is similarly addressed in Kopak and Sefiha’s journal article 

(2015) that found that “students were able to identify key concepts of an observable 

understanding of crime and deviance” through the artifact Breaking Bad (p. 108). Similar to the 

downfall of a normal man like Mr. Freeze, Walter White experiences a traumatic event that leads 

him to a life of crime. In their study, Kopak and Sefiha found that students could understand that 

Walter White was a bad person for the crimes he committed, but did not necessarily hate him for 

it. They found him “compelling...and establishes an emotional connection between viewers and 

Walt’s conventional moral code” (Kopak & Sefiha, 2015).  

In addition to flat and round characters, coding for kernel and satellite events are also 

important. This artifact is divided into six units. The fourth unit, as discussed later, is the most 

significant. The first three minute and thirty second unit contains a kernel event. Batman, 

researching the string of GothCorp burglaries, figures out that someone is planning on building a 

giant freeze ray. The setting is the Batcave and transitions to one of the GothCorp offices, where 

Mr. Freeze is stealing another part. Mr. Freeze effectively beats Batman in their first encounter, 
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freezing the road in front of Batman and causing his car to wreck. This kernel event is necessary 

to further the plot; without Batman deducing the reason for the stolen parts and where to go next, 

he would not have ran into Mr. Freeze at all.  

The second unit includes a satellite event. Although this part allows Mr. Freeze to escape 

Batman and get away with the GothCorp part, there is no other major plot advancements. 

Interacting with Mr. Freeze leaves Batman with a cold, which will give context to the story later, 

but at this point the event could be altered and not necessarily change the outcome of the plot. 

The third unit is also a satellite event, where Bruce Wayne meets with Ferris Boyle to investigate 

who could be robbing the GothCorp offices. At the same time, Mr. Freeze is shown building his 

giant freeze-ray to take to the humanitarian event. While important in giving context to the 

artifact, this event is not majorly important. 

The fourth unit has the most crucial kernel event in the entire artifact. This event is when 

Batman watches the GothCorp surveillance tape, figuring out Mr. Freeze’s origin and the crimes 

committed by Boyle. Mr. Freeze then walks in and takes Batman by surprise, freezing him and 

hanging him in what seems to be Mr. Freeze’s hideout. Batman sympathizes with Mr. Freeze, to 

which Freeze responds that he is “beyond emotions...they have been frozen dead in me.” This is 

the event in the story that contains the most persuasive, narrative elements as well as 

contributions to furthering the plot. The fifth unit contains satellite events that include Batman 

escaping Mr. Freeze’s lair and Mr. Freeze showing up to the Gotham Humanitarian Event with 

his freeze ray, sealing off the front of the building and working his way inside. 

The sixth and final unit contains the last kernel event, Mr. Freeze finding Boyle and 

freezing him halfway before being interrupted by Batman. In an effort to win the fight, Batman 
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pulls out the soup that Alfred gave him earlier and smashes it into Freeze, then arresting both 

him and Boyle. The end of the artifact shows Mr. Freeze in his cell in Arkham, praying that Nora 

can forgive him while Batman watches from the window.  

Similar to other villain origin stories, the major kernel event found in the fourth unit is 

the exact moment Victor Frieze changes from a flat to round character, now called Mr. Freeze. 

Although Mr. Freeze may be recognized as an important Batman villain in the DC Universe 

itself, villains like him are also found in the other comic universes. Meyer’s study found that the 

2002 film Spider-Man, which was for both children and adults, was portrayed as a predictable 

superhero movie that would end with the hero winning and the villain failing (p. 519, 2003). 

Heroes in narratives are usually found with the most compelling backstories and portrayed in a 

way that contributes to their heroism, while the contrasting villains are left to be one-dimensional 

bad guys (Meyer, p. 519, 2003). However, Meyer finds that in Spider-Man, the Green Goblin is a 

complex villain containing an internal struggle, much like Mr. Freeze. Green Goblin lets viewers 

see into the “dark,” evil shadow following Norman Osborne. Green Goblin is the “anti-Norman,” 

his alter-ego that accepts the evil parts within him. Just like Victor Frieze, Norman Osborne is 

transformed to Green Goblin after experiencing a kernel event. After this, Norman speaks with 

the Green Goblin side of himself through mirrors and the Goblin mask, never being able to both 

be in the same body at the same time (Meyer, p. 523, 2003). Meyer states that Green Goblin, 

presented as an evil “shadow” following Norman Osborne, is culturally given narrative meaning. 

Some audiences perceive the shadow as true, and believe evil is not inherently a part of someone 

but rather someone else entirely (p. 527, 2003). In the case of Mr. Freeze, the same narrative 

principle can be applied. Audiences may recognize as his desire for revenge not so much “evil” 
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but as a result of the kernel event where he undergoes his change from Frieze to Freeze, and 

therefore sympathizes with the actions of the character.  

It is imperative to note that other Batman villains may be associated with this type of 

kernel-event origin story, turning them from a flat to round character. This can include but is not 

limited to characters such as Killer Croc, Penguin, the Joker, Two-Face, and Harley Quinn. 

However, the defining trait that separates Mr. Freeze from the other villains is the way in which 

Mr. Freeze acts before and after his kernel event. The reason for his change in the first place 

stems from his desire to cure his wife’s disease. Through attempting to cure her in the GothCorp 

lab, this leads to the altercation with Boyle and causes the change from Frieze to Freeze. 

However, even after the change, Mr. Freeze commits crimes in a selfless way that the others do 

not. He steals from labs to try to find the cure for Nora still, and ultimately would stop 

committing crimes as soon as his objective of saving her is reached. Mr. Freeze can be 

sympathized with better this way because the audience realizes the character is not inherently 

evil. Unlike the other Batman villains who purposely kill innocent civilians with no main goal in 

mind, the audience can relate to why Mr. Freeze commits crimes to save Nora. 

In a study conducted by Krakowiak and Tsay-Vogul, they suggest that an audience bases 

their degree to which they can sympathize with a violent character on narrative cues (p. 180, 

2013). For example, the motivation for why the violent act is being carried out and what the 

outcome of the act is. In relation to my artifact, this would be Mr. Freeze plotting revenge against 

Boyle and finding a cure for Nora, but hurting (and killing) innocent people in the process. 

Violence was also found to be more acceptable when it comes in response to another violent act 

(Krakowiak & Tsay-Vogul, p. 182, 2013). Therefore, the audience may be able to sympathize 
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with Freeze’s actions because of the violent act that changed Victor Friese in the first place. In 

addition, Sanders’ paper on audience perception of villains found that the audience give villains 

a chance to prove why they commit the crimes that they do; if the reason for committing crimes 

are approved by the audience, there is some degree of compassion for the actions of the villain 

(p. 16, 2005). More importantly, Sanders found that audiences can sympathize with villains 

concerning their situational circumstances (p. 17, 2005). Instead of condemning the villain for 

their actions or crimes, the audience takes into account the previous circumstances for why the 

villain became a villain in the first place and excuses their behavior. These findings follow along 

with my proposed research question that the kernel event of a round character (even a character 

that is supposed to be found evil) such as a villain, can make the audience sympathize with the 

character and forgive them for their crimes. 

Although the audience’s ability to feel compassionate towards a villain’s kernel event is 

based on the previous factors, there is also evidence that morality plays a factor in the amount of 

understandability towards the round character. In a study conducted by Eden, Oliver, Tamborini, 

Limperos, and Woolley, they propose that the audience judges the villain in “appropriateness” of 

his or her behavior (p. 188, 2015). However, what is appropriate and what is not depends on 

cultural norms and individualistic values. That is why an audience will use the narrative 

experience they are given in a movie, television show, or any story that presents the conflict of 

good versus evil to make character judgments (Eden et al., p. 189, 2015). In this case, the “Heart 

of Ice” artifact should be examined by its units once again. During the first three units, the 

audience uses the narrative experience they are shown to judge Mr. Freeze as the evil character 

for stealing and escaping from Batman. However, once the audience is presented with the kernel 
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event in unit four and their narrative experience changes. Instead of assuming that Mr. Freeze 

was the villain from the beginning, they are forced to go back in time to watch a flashback that 

illuminates the situation Victor Frieze was put in. From this narrative, the audience’s perceptions 

of “appropriateness” of behavior changes and a new understanding of the character’s actions are 

established. Mr. Freeze can be shown sympathy from the audience, even with an underlying 

moral intuition that his actions are unagreeable and somewhat evil.  

Discussion 

The artifact “Heart of Ice” not only has persuasive significance but also contributes to 

narrative discussion. Using narrative criticism to understand this artifact in a more in-depth 

analytical way helps make sense of our own experiences and offers that knowledge to explore 

other stories we encounter in life (Pellico & Chinn, p. 59, 2007). Similar to the way audiences 

can identify and sympathize with Mr. Freeze, kernel events happen to real-life people that turn 

their lives from flat to round. The outcome of these events can change a life forever, and from 

that kernel event a person is forced to either choose a path that is morally right or wrong. Either 

way, an audience can see this change presented in a show such as Batman: The Animated Series 

and understand the complexity and significance of the situation. 

 The research question I presented asked; How can an audience be encouraged to 

sympathize with round characters through kernel events? I found that an audience can be 

encouraged to sympathize with characters through their own perceptions of appropriateness and 

following the narrative given to them. In addition, narrative cues can encourage an audience to 

show sympathy, waiting to see why the character retaliates with an “evil” act and why it might 

be acceptable. Finally, the audience is understandably sympathetic to round characters through 
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kernel events when they are presented in full-detail of the kernel event. Instead of glazing over or 

omitting the kernel event entirely, the audience is more prone to comprehension of a round 

character, even if he or she becomes a villain. This artifact has the persuasive qualities of a 

genuinely good narrative, which is that it is not only meaningful but also convincing (Pellico & 

Chinn, p. 63, 2007). The story itself, a simple man who is selflessly putting his life on the line to 

save his sick wife and in turn forced to become an icy, cold-hearted villain, is meaningful to 

audiences who may have experienced a similar traumatic life event. However, it is also 

convincing audiences to believe that this man is not an inherently bad person and that his actions, 

while not the best, can be overlooked or sympathized with. “Heart of Ice” gives more life to Mr. 

Freeze, a villain that could have been dismissed as another stereotypical villain character. Using 

narrative criticism to analyze this artifact, audiences can see how deep his character really is.  
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