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The Feminine Nature of DC’s Poison Ivy: An Exploration of American
Ecofeminism and Environmental Sentiment from 1966 - 2000

Olivia Nagy

Abstract

First introduced to readers as a series antagonist in the pages of Batman #1381
in June of 1966, Poison Ivy (the alter-ego of Lillian Rose, later renamed Dr.
Pamela Lillian Isley) made her debut as a villainous femme fatale. Having
emerged as a caricature of the US environmental and feminist movements of
the mid-twentieth century, Poison Ivy’s over sixty year legacy has seen her
assume the roles of seductress, subversive, misandrist, and misanthrope. In
turn, her embodiment of subversive environmental and feminist sentiment has
established Poison Ivy as a recognizable symbol of ecofeminist ideology. The
feminine nature’ that Poison Ivy embodies is constructed as presenting a
challenge to the social fabric of the era in which she appears. As such, the
differing ways in which the ‘challenge’ of her character is constructed can be
used to gain insight into the historical treatment of the concepts she embodies
on a decade-by-decade timescale. “The Feminine Nature of DC’s Poison Ivy”
uses Poison Ivy’s comic book appearances from 1966 to 2000 as primary
sources through which to examine the evolution of ecofeminism, as well as
broader notions of gender and environment, within US culture.
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1966, Poison Ivy (the alter-ego of Lillian Rose, later renamed Dr. Pamela Lillian
Isley) made her debut as a villainous femme fatale. Through her almost six-decade long
existence, Poison Ivy has been motivated by money, disdain, and desire, while the
character of her villainy has been predicated upon a hostile relationship with men and
her sense of kinship with the natural world. In the Batman comics, Poison Ivy is a
scorned and seductive misandrist who is both armed by, and representative of, the
dangers of nature; in the real world, her character is a recognizable symbol of
ecofeminist ideology. The connection drawn by ecofeminism between the patriarchal
oppression of women and environmental destruction is embodied in Poison Ivy, as her
narrative depicts her gender and sexuality as functionally inextricable from her
connection to nature.'”” Her character personifies a conceptual linkage between
femininity and the natural world that exists in an antagonistic relationship to a
male-dominated modernity. The unique ability of the American comic book to respond
to and incorporate emerging cultural shifts on a monthly timescale has allowed Poison
Ivy to act as a lens through which change in popular constructions of ecofeminism, as
well as broader notions of gender and environment, can be examined. Through her
status as a recurring antagonist, Poison Ivy’s character has been made to evolve
alongside the ecofeminist concepts she embodies. Between 1966 and 2000, Poison Ivy
transitions from embodying an environmental connection that denoted her nature as that
of a “bad woman” who is—Ilike the untamed environment— in need of male

subjugation, to becoming a character whose gender ideologically prescribed, yet

17 Rosemary Radford Ruether, New Woman, New Earth: Sexist Ideologies and Human Liberation, 1975, 204.
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simultaneously undermined, radical environmentalist sentiment. Her radical, subversive,
and fundamentally feminine nature is consistently presented as a challenge to the social
fabric of the era in which she is written. As the culture of the United States underwent
profound change throughout the latter-half of the twentieth-century, the evolution of
Poison Ivy’s ecofeminism was driven by her role as an embodiment of sentiment
antithetical to the normative culture of the time. As such, the differing ways in which her
character is constructed and the nature of the challenge she presents to the cultural
status-quo can be used to gain insight into the historical treatment of the concepts she

embodies.

The 1 - Radical Beginnin

Fig. 1. Poison Ivy'’s First Appearance. Cover Image from Batman no. 181, June,
1966. Robert Kanigher, Sheldon Moldoff, Joe Giella.



Ascendant Historian | 77

First appearing in 1966, the Poison Ivy of the 1960s embodied timely
preoccupations regarding social and environmental control. An analysis of her
appearances throughout the decade colours her as a caricature of radical feminist
ideology whose danger was animated through her transgressive, unmanaged sexuality.
Her first appearance in Batman #181 depicts Poison Ivy as a cunning, manipulative
woman whose power stemmed from her willingness to weaponize her natural sexuality
against men—embodied by her use of chloroform lipstick to hypnotize Batman with a
kiss.'® As such, the dangers of the untamed feminine and the mismanaged environment
are conflated and find expression through Poison Ivy’s characterization as a figuratively
and literally “poisonous woman.”

In the absence of an imposing physicality, Poison Ivy’s threat stems primarily
from her use of her sexuality to manipulate and poison men. The threat of her
character serves to animate the crossroads between liberalism and conservatism that
the identity of American women occupied throughout the 1960s. The immediate
postwar years of the late 1940s and
1950s emphasized the domain of women as being the domestic, inward-facing family
unit.”" The baby-boom generation that came of age in the 1960s, however, not only
began to challenge the centrality of the family unit and the containment of the feminine

to the home, but visibly critiqued the gendered post-war status quo through the women’s

180 Robert Kanigher, “Beware -- Poison Ivy!” in Batman no. 181, June 1966.
181 Elaine Tyler May, Homeward Bound: American Families in the Cold War Era (New York: Basic Books, 1988),
13.
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movement.'®> The Poison Ivy of the 1960s reflects a backlash to the challenges presented
by the women’s movement. Her character represents a radical construction of a feminist
who has been emancipated from the containment of the family unit, and as such, has no
social constraints placed upon her gender to prevent her from destabilising male society.
Part of the subtextual threat of her character is her transgression of the socially
protective gender roles of the postwar, freeing the feminine to disrupt domestic social
stability. Poison Ivy’s association with radical feminism may be similarly gleaned
through the misandry that undergirds her interactions with men. Ellin Willis’ work
“Radical Feminism and Feminist Radicalism” colours radical second-wave feminism as
broadly decentering men through the adoption of an ideology in which “male supremacy
was in itself a systemic form of domination - a set of material, institutionalized relations,
not just bad attitudes.”'® Poison Ivy’s character takes pleasure in taking such power from
men and actively pursues the subversion of male superiority as part of her villainy.
Batman #183 best exemplifies this, as Poison Ivy, having subjugated Batman, places
him on a leash and refers to him as her ‘pet’ in what is portrayed as an uncomfortable

and unnatural power dynamic.'

Throughout this period, the Comics Code Authority exercised significant
authority over the depiction of women within American comic books. Despite predating
the feminism of the 1960s, the Comics Code reflected social concerns surrounding the

seditious character of unmanaged female sexuality that Poison Ivy represented. In her

182 May, Homeward Bound,13.
183 Ellen Willis, “Radical Feminism and Feminist Radicalism,” Social Text 9, no. 9/10 (1984): 93.
18 Robert Kanigher, “A Touch of Poison Ivy!” in Batman no. 183, August 1966.
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book The Secret History of Wonder Woman, Jill Lepore deals briefly with the effect of
1954’s Comics Code on female characters and explores the disproportionate regulatory
emphasis of the code on restricting depictions of female sexuality in ways that do not
“emphasize the value of the home and the sanctity of marriage.”"* The existence of the
Comics Code lends credence to an interpretation Poison Ivy as not only as a negative,
but necessarily cautionary characterization of radical feminism. Within its “General
Standards” section, the Comics Code stipulated that the “inclusion of stories dealing
with evil shall be used or shall be published only where the intent is to illustrate a moral
issue” and, “in every instance, good shall triumph over evil and the criminal punished
for his misdeeds.”®® Therefore, under the Comics Code, Poison Ivy and the radical
feminism that characterized her criminality must have been presented as morally
cautionary. Batman is only able to overcome her poisonous sexuality through the force
of his discipline, as their confrontations frequently see him defeat Poison Ivy through the
strength of his moral character.”” His role as the hero is to act as a force for containment,
thus subtextually reaffirming the social necessity of managing female sexuality by
textually placing Poison Ivy in prison.

The environmental motifs associated with Poison Ivy colour her sexuality as
existing in a wild, unmanaged state that, like the unmanaged natural world, may seduce

but is ultimately contrary to the civilized man whose security requires dominance over

185 Jill Lepore, The Secret History of Wonder Woman (Scribe Publications, 2014), 270.

18 "Code of the Comics Magazine Association Inc." Comics Magazine Association Inc. 1954.
187 Robert Kanigher, “Beware -- Poison Ivy!” in Batman no. 181, June 1966.
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his environment.'® Her sexuality is, literally, poisonous; she is a “contagious beauty”
whose femininity possesses the potential to be a destabilizing, de-civilizing agent for the
men with whom she comes into contact."” The concern with social destabilisation that
Poison Ivy embodies through the 1960s echoes some of the decade’s prominent
environmental attitudes which understood man to be the destroyer of the environment,
and thus the facilitator of industrialized modernity."”® Though such sentiment was often a
part of broader anti-modernist counter-culture, the concept of man as facilitating
modernity through environmental domination may also have coloured Batman’s
oppositional role to Poison Ivy’s femininity as modernity’s symbolic safeguard. While
the Poison Ivy of the 1960s predated the emergence of formal ecofeminist ideology, the
linkage between her sexuality, nature, and her feminism implicitly identifies a
connection between the place of women and the environment within the American

cultural consciousness.!”!

The 1970s - Ecofeminist Origins
The radical, subversive core of Poison Ivy’s character experienced an
intensification reflective of the anxieties permeating American culture through the

1970s. The conflation of her subversive sexuality and weaponized environment

'8 Matthew Farish, “Creating Cold War Climates: The Laboratories of American Globalism,” in Environmental
Histories of the Cold War, ed J. R. McNeill (Washington, D.C.: German Historical Institute ; New York, 2010), 58.

18 Kanigher, “A Touch of Poison Ivy!”.

1% Thomas Robertson, ““‘This Is the American Earth’: American Empire, the Cold War, and American
Environmentalism*,” Diplomatic History 32, no. 4 (September 2008): 566.

I Though Poison Ivy’s ecological aspects are almost entirely conflated with her gender during this decade, the
choice to theme her character around ecological poisons could similarly be read as a ‘nod’ to the impact of Rachael
Carson’s Silent Spring upon public perceptions of the role of DDT pesticides within environmental management.
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strengthened with the emergence of formal ecofeminist ideology and found its
expression through the language of the Cold War. Themes of violence characterized
Poison Ivy’s ecofeminism and defined the relationship between man and the
environments that she embodied as being malefic, corrosive, and ‘evil.” Similarly, the
decade saw Poison Ivy act as an agent of sedition within the United States, as her

ecofeminism was used to typify her as an ‘other’ within the narrative.

Formal ecofeminist ideology grew from the anti-establishment character of the
previous decade’s radical feminism, with ecofeminist works beginning to see publication
in the United States in the early 1970s."* The connection between the plight of the
environment and the social status of women first found formal ideological expression in
1975 through Rosemary Radford Ruether’s seminal work of ecofeminist ideology, New
Woman, New Earth. Ruether characterizes the relationship between women and the
environment as one of mutual oppression under patriarchy, as, “women must see that
there can be no liberation for them and no solution to the ecological crisis within a
society whose fundamental model of relationships continues to be one of domination.”"*
Noél Sturgeon elaborates upon this connection in her essay on ecofeminist movements,
and characterizes ecofeminist ideology as one that, “makes connections between
environmentalisms and feminisms.”"* Building upon Poison Ivy’s implicit ecofeminism

of the 1960s, World's Finest #252 links her connection to the environment with her

192 Noél Sturgeon, “Ecofeminist Movements,” in Ecology: Key Concepts in Critical Theory (Rowman & Littlefield
Publishers, 2007), 237.

193 Ruether, New Woman, New Earth: Sexist Ideologies and Human Liberation, 204. " Noél
Sturgeon, “Ecofeminist Movements,” 237.
19 Gerry Conway, “A Poison the Heart” in World’s Finest #252, September 1978.
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gender through an experience of subjugation by a man. The comic contained the first
articulation of Poison Ivy’s origin, in which her younger self (then named Lillian Isley)
is seduced, manipulated, and poisoned by her environmental professor. The poison gives
her an undefined sense of command over ecology, while her professor’s betrayal imbues
her with the misandrist sentiment that facilitates her ‘rebirth’ as the villainous Poison
Ivy.'"® While the themes of violence within her origin story add an element of victimhood
to her character, the narrative does not extend meaningful sympathy to her. Rather, the
violence inflicted upon Lillian Isley is portrayed as a transformative experience that
creates the evil, not entirely human ‘other’ of Poison Ivy.

Poison Ivy’s appearances throughout the 1970s cast her connection to the
environment as profoundly violent and seditious in character. The threat represented by
her character continued to construct her transgressive sexuality as poisonous to the
social cohesion of American society, but did so through the visual and ideological
language of Cold War anxieties. The narratives of the 1970s used Poison Ivy to
represent the internal social dangers of external, foreign threats that mirrored cultural
fears of a diminishing American identity amidst a Cold War that the United States
appeared to be losing." Dense, tropical ecologies reminiscent of the jungles of Vietnam
were introduced as motifs related to Poison Ivy’s character, as she resides within a
greenhouse full of dense foliage and spends much of her page time traversing foreign

jungles."”® Due in part to the diminished authority of the Comics Code by the early

195 Thomas Borstelmann, The 1970s : A New Global History from Civil Rights to Economic Inequality (Princeton,
Nj: Princeton University Press, 2013), 19-72.
19 Gerry Conway, “A Kiss of Death Times Three” in World s Finest #251, July 1978.
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1970s, Poison Ivy’s sexuality and ecological powers were allowed to take on a violent
character better suited to convey the perils of the Cold War. Within World’s Finest #251
and #252, Poison Ivy seduces and kills US diplomats on behalf of a foreign dictator in
exchange for a plant that would allow her to transform Batman into her slave."’” Poison Ivy
is aided in her plot by a former lover that she has used her powers to transform into a
tree-man stripped of his former identity and forced to enact her will."”® The comics of the
1970s use foreign, often expressly ‘evil’ environments as weapons against the life and
identity of the American man, embodying the culturally pervasive concern that the, “war in
Vietnam was the test of capitalist America’s ideological staying power. America failed the
test.”"” Through Poison Ivy, male encounters with the environment are either lethal, or
corrosive to their identity in a way that binds them to her and removes their agency; her
primary motivation remains a desire to subvert male superiority through the erasure of
their identity. Through the 1970s, Poison Ivy continued to exist as a caricature of an
unsympathetic, radical feminist, and gestured towards a larger cultural anxiety that
conflated the subversion of gender roles with domestic communist subversion.>” Poison
Ivy and the ecofeminism she embodied served as an antithesis for the modern,

male-dominated society of the mid-century, and did so in an explicitly antagonistic manner.

17 Conway, “A Kiss of Death Times Three”
1% Conway, “A Poison of the Heart”

19 Sandra Scanlon, The Pro-War Movement (University of Massachusetts Press, 2013), 338.
200 5, Zeitz, “Rejecting the Center: Radical Grassroots Politics in the 1970s — Second-Wave Feminism as a Case
Study,” Journal of Contemporary History 43, no. 4 (October 2008): 676.
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Fig. 2. Poison Ivy’s Plan. Image from
World s Finest no. 251, September,
1978. Comic by Gerry Conway, Rick
Estrada, Jack Abel, Mario Sen, Jean
Simek.

The 1980s - Mother Earth as a Murderer

The comics of the 1980s were the first to link Poison Ivy’s character with the
environmental movement. The political climate of the decade facilitated a transition
away from understanding environmental preservation as an apolitical issue, and instead,
charged it with the potential to exist in opposition to the dominant culture.” Poison Ivy’s
subversive nature allowed her to easily adopt the colour of radical, ecocentric
environmentalism. Her growth in popularity—garnered through her growing number of
appearances throughout the decade—indicates that her character was well suited to the
expression of anxieties around radical environmentalism and the environment itself.
Comic narratives elaborated upon Poison Ivy’s misandry and her sense of being more
plant than human as a means of connecting her character to new ecofeminist ideologies,
and allowed her to personify fears of apocalyptic ecological disaster.*® Her ecofeminism

is thus transformed into a twisted, and sometimes expressly satanic, construction of an

201 Robert C Paehlke, Environmentalism and the Future of Progressive Politics (Yale University Press, 1989), 2. * D.
T. Kuzmiak, “The American Environmental Movement,” The Geographical Journal 157, no. 3 (November 1991),
273.
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Earth Mother like figure. There remains a conflation between her gender, environmental
connection, and capacity for harm, as the ‘evil’ of her character is communicated through
her misandrist beliefs and, as such, is defeated by men alone.

The alien sense of ‘otherness’ within Poison Ivy’s embodiment of ecofeminism
echoed the character of ecocentric environmentalism.?” The decade sees her powers grow
beyond an immunity to poison and transform into a force that allows her to physically
control and weaponize plants—strengthening her connection to nature and transforming
her into something more than human. The plot of Batman #367 sees Poison Ivy luring
men to her greenhouse—aptly named ‘exotica’—and guiding them through suggestive
meditation in which vines under her control steal the strength of the men. Their strength
is transferred to her “children”, who themselves are men Poison Ivy has transformed into
plants.?” Both visually and subtextually, the comic draws a parallel between Poison Ivy’s
greenhouse and the biblical Garden of Eden that colours her both as an Earth Mother, and
as a distorted, ‘evil’ version of Eve. Such a portrayal of Poison Ivy as an Earth Mother
coincided with the ecofeminist movement’s adoption of Gaia theory, in which the
creative, and nurturing, living spirit of Earth is gendered female.?* Her embodiment of an
Earth Mother is sacrilegious and derisive, as the comic depicts her, like Eve, figuratively
‘biting the apple’ by knowingly setting fire to her own garden.?”” The act is contrary to the
ecofeminist belief in a self-managing and protective Mother Earth, as Poison Ivy cast

herself, Batman, and Robin down to her true lair—the “Hell below”—her burning

202 K eith Mako Woodhouse, The Ecocentrists : A History of Radical Environmentalism (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2018).

2 Dick Giordano, “The Green Ghosts of Gotham” in Batman Vol 1. #367, January 1984.
204 Ellen Cronan Rose, “The Good Mother: From Gaia to Gilead,” Frontiers: A Journal of Women Studies 12, no. 80
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greenhouse. The fight that ensues between the protagonists and Poison Ivy is strikingly
disorienting and violent, as the body-horror of her unnatural “children” compounds the

comic’s characterization of Poison Ivy as a near-satanic perversion of the natural world.

V- 4 CERIAIN LALY IN GREEN, ”” e e
o
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THERE MIGHT BE A
SERPENT LURKING
IN THIS GARDEN...
Lo vy,

Fig. 3. Poison Ivy in Exotica. Image from Batman Vol. I no. #367. Comic by Dick
Giordano, Doug Moench, Don Newton, Alfredo Acala, Adreienne Roy.

Secret Origins #36 similarly constructs Poison as a perverted, malicious
embodiment of Mother Earth by means of her misandry. The comic, presented through
the lens of its male protagonist, depicts Poison Ivy’s failed attempt to seduce and

manipulate a prison officer into facilitating her release from Arkham Asylum. Upon the
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officer’s rejection of her advances, Poison Ivy’s formerly undetailed face creases with a
grotesque anger as she explains her nature to him: “At night the earth mother, nature, she
whispers to me. She whispers ‘You are my daughter. The world is yours. Whatever you
want is yours, Ivy... Just reach out and take it.””** As such, the comic maintains Poison
Ivy’s environmental connection as being inextricable from her gender through her
assumption of a ‘Mother Nature’ type role.

Similarly, Secret Origins #36 contains the first textual mention of Poison Ivy’s feminism,
as the comic portrays her reading a book that the prison officer dismisses as “feminist
trash.”” The comment undermines the agency that Poison Ivy perceives herself as
having, and draws forth male anxieties regarding depictions of a Mother Earth. The loss
of Poison Ivy’s agency at the hands of the male protagonists subtextually reaffirms
notions of male superiority over both the planet and women, as the men heroically

neutralize the threat of an Earth spirit that is inherently female.*”

In line with her characterization as an agent of a hostile natural world, Poison
Ivy’s environmental powers were utilized to communicate fears of ecological disaster
that pervaded the American consciousness throughout the 1980s. Batman #367 depicts
Poison Ivy committing an act of eco-terrorism by infecting Gotham’s air with genetically
modified plant spores.*® The airborne spores transform men into her ‘children’ who are
capable of choking cities and undermining urban environments; her plot transformed

Gotham into a “New Hell’, and was broadly evocative of ecocentric

205 Neil Gaiman, “Pavane” in Secret Origins Vol. 2 #36, January 1989.
206 Gaiman, “Pavane”

27 Ellen Cronan Rose, “The Good Mother: From Gaia to Gilead,” Frontiers: A Journal of Women Studies 12, no.
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environmentalism.**®*21®  Similarly, her spores share their insidious, invisible, and
transformative qualities with nuclear radiation, and, in the context of the 1980s, likely
evoked comparison to the Three Mile Island nuclear disaster in 1979.*"" Despite Poison
Ivy recontextualization as environmentalist commentary, the radical nature of her
feminism continued to define her capacity for harm throughout the decade.

The 1990s - Misandry to Misanthropy

There is a direct through-line between much of Poison Ivy’s characterization in the

1980s into the 1990s, as the radical, ecocentric environmentalism and misandry that
Poison Ivy had come to embody remained the focal point of her character. The
introduction of anthropogenic climate change as a point of public and political concern
serves as a point of separation, however, as the Poison Ivy of the 1990s takes on an
expressly misanthropic character in a reflection of anti-human radical
environmentalism.?? Similarly, the popularity of ecofeminism through the decade
emphasized the connection between Poison Ivy’s gender and the environment, as comic
narratives depict her character’s trauma and the degradation of the natural world as
having occurred at the hands of men.”® Though her trauma is constructed somewhat
sympathetically throughout the decade, its primary narrative function is to characterize

Poison Ivy’s misandry as the primary motivation for her environmentalism. The Poison

5 (1991), 77.

2 Dick Giordano, “The Green Ghosts of Gotham” in Batman Vol 1. #367, January 1984
21 Giordano, “Brambles”

21D, T. Kuzmiak, “The American Environmental Movement,” 273.

212 Adam Douglas Henry, “Public Perceptions of Global Warming,” Human Ecology Review 7, no. 1 (August 21, 2000):
25-30.

213 Greta Gaard, “Ecofeminism Revisited: Rejecting Essentialism and Re-Placing Species in a Material Feminist
Environmentalism,” Feminist Formations 23, no. 2 (2011): 26.
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Ivy of the 1990s may express radical sentiment without being treated as an inherent
‘evil’, however, the decade’s narratives undermine her ideological convictions through an
emphasis on her misandry that serves to relegate her to the role of a mentally ill, scorned
woman.

For the first time, the connection between Poison Ivy and the environment is
expressed through narratives depicting the mutual suffering of women and the
environment in a patriarchal society. Poison Ivy’s origin receives a small rewrite within
Batman: Legends of the Dark Knight #43 that depicts her professor, Dr. Woodrue, as
having tortured animals through genetic restructuring before convincing Pamela to be one
of his test subjects.”* Her retold origin associates Pamela with the natural world through
her role as an ‘experimental animal’, and communicates her transformative trauma
through its narrative of male cruelty towards the natural world. The framing of her origin
is reminiscent of Carolyn Merchant’s work of ecofeminist analysis “The Scientific
Revolution and the Death of Nature” which argues that “nature cast in the female gender,
when stripped of activity and rendered passive, could be dominated by science.” As
Poison Ivy’s environmental connection begins with an experience of mutual subjugation,
nature is now able to move beyond a passive role. This is first explored in Batman:
Shadow of the Bat #3, in which Poison Ivy acts directly as an agent of the environment.
The comic examines her relationships with both men and the natural world through a plot
in which Batman (a frequent love-interest) burns her plants. Tellingly, Poison Ivy

responds to his action by conflating her hurt with the hurt of the environment:

214 John Francis Moore, “Hot House Part Two” in Batman: Legends of the Dark Knight Vol.I #43, March 1993.
215 Carolyn Merchant, “The Scientific Revolution and the Death of Nature,” Isis 97, no. 3 (2006): 514.
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“Plants are very sensitive, you know. Call one and it’ll respond to you. Prick one

and it hurts. If you listen hard, you can even hear them scream. So how will we

take our revenge, me and my little green friends?”*'® Poison Ivy’s linkage of the
oppression of women with the denigration of the environment is perhaps best

exemplified by her response, as she finds more kinship with nature than with a

patriarchal society.

Despite Poison Ivy’s ecofeminism receiving attention, she remains within the
confines of male domination through the narrative’s use of her trauma to undermine the
legitimacy of her environmental connection. Batman: Shadow of the Bat #3 explores
Ivy’s misandry as the means through which she is connected to the environment, and
during an altercation later in the comic, Batman and Poison Ivy have the following
exchange: “You’re sick, Ivy.” “I am what I am - what lying men have made me! [ am a
freak with poison instead of blood!”*"” Though Batman meets her villainy with sympathy,
her ecofeminism is constructed as a product of underlying mental illness. She is not
allowed to act as a legitimate agent of the environment, despite the narrative
acknowledgement that both Poison Ivy and the natural world have suffered under the
dominion of men. A similar incident occurs in the aforementioned Batman: Legends of
the Dark Knight #43, in which Poison Ivy is depicted first as an intelligent, yet
manipulative, ecologist before an exploration of her trauma —prompted by her romantic
interest in Batman—reveals her ‘true nature’ as being weakened, unstable and broken by
men and ultimately forces Batman to save her from herself.?’®* While Poison Ivy is not

characterized as evil, her embodiment of ecofeminist ideology precludes serious

treatment of her environmentalism. The hesitancy surrounding the legitimization of

216 Alan Grant, “Year One: Poison Ivy” in Batman: Shadow of the Bat Annual #3, October 1995.

27 Grant, “Year One: Poison Ivy”
218 John Francis Moore, “Hot House Part Two” in Batman: Legends of the Dark Knight Vol.I #43, March 1993.
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Poison Ivy’s ecofeminism mirrored the social landscape of the 1990s, in which feminist
ideas saw some broader incorporation but remained stigmatized within the media.?"***
The context under which Poison Ivy assumes the misanthropic and anti-human
sentiment of radical environmentalism was similarly predicated upon a connection
between her gender, the environment, and their mutual suffering. In Batman/Green
Arrow: The Poison Tomorrow, Poison Ivy plots to commit omnicide through vaccines
that she intends to distribute to babies so that she may become the mother of a new,
plant-hybrid type of man. Poison Ivy’s plot is articulated through the language of radical
environmentalism, but her character is primarily motivated by her desire to have children.
She explains that she doesn’t intend to stop climate change but rather to “worsen it.
Spread the disease far and wide... kill all except those who, like myself, can develop a
natural immunity...They will be able to rebuild...I am the new eve. The mother of the
men of tomorrow.””' Due to the poison in her biology, Poison Ivy is unable to conceive a
child; the damage she is willing to inflict upon the environment to achieve her version of
ecocentrism is fundamentally connected to her gender. Batman/Green Arrow: The Poison
Tomorrow utilizes Poison Ivy as a stand-in for the radical environmentalism popularized
in the late 1980s that advocated for a reduction in the human population as an answer to
the ecological crisis.?? Despite not acting on behalf of the environment in this comic,
Poison Ivy continues to act as a personification of the threat of anthropogenic ecological

collapse; her status as both plant and human allows her to animate environmental

21 Debra Baker Beck, “The ‘F’ Word: How the Media Frame Feminism,” NWSA Journal 10, no. 1 (April 1998):
220 753
22! Dick Giordano, “Batman/Green Arrow: The Poison Tomorrow", December 1992.

222 K eith Mako Woodhouse, The Ecocentrists : A History of Radical Environmentalism (New York: Columbia
University Press, 2018), 184.
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anxieties from both a human and ecological perspective. The focus placed upon her
character as an expression of environmental suffering was an implicit acknowledgement
of the reality of anthropogenic climate change. It is ultimately the narrative’s construction
of her gender—as her infertility motivates her to commit omnicide—that delegitimizes

and decenters her character’s environmental commentary.
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Fig. 4. Poison Ivy's Radical Environmentalism. Image from Batman/Green Arrow: The
Poison Tomorrow, December, 1992. Comic by Dick Giordano, Dennis O’Neil, Micheal
Netzer, Joe Rubinstein.

Conclusion: A Poisonous Woman...?

Throughout her almost sixty-year chronology, Poison Ivy has played the role of
seductress, foreign agent, misandrist, and misanthrope. While her roles have been united
by their consistent embodiment of radical, subversive, and ecofeminist sentiment, their
characterization within comic book narratives have grown alongside the culture that

Poison Ivy was created to oppose. Changing social fears and relationships to both the
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environment and the role of women in American society are exposed through the changes
made to her character and the narrative’s treatment of her. Poison Ivy’s character is
defined by the time period she occupies; viewing history through her character provides
insight into not only contemporary cultural preoccupations, but the ways in which they

manifest in visual and narrative form.

Poison Ivy spends much of her existence expressing a discomfort with the nature
of femininity within the United States’ cultural mainstream. Throughout her chronology,
timely environmental anxieties are expressed by the changing character of Poison Ivy’s
femininity, as the threats posed by, or to, the natural world are animated by her gendered
connection to the environment. In turn, as cultural attitudes shift, it is also Poison Ivy’s
environmental connection that allows her character to take on increasingly sympathetic
and nuanced dimensions that mirror the slow legitimization of both environmentalism

and feminism as cultural forces.
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