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Introduction. 
Three stories, one grin 
 
 
 
 
 
There is a smile that neither comforts nor welcomes. 

It’s a slanted mark that existed before it ever found a face — a way of standing 
against the world, of turning it upside down through laughter. You encounter 
it in three seemingly distant places: on the card table, in the lore of the fool 
and the jester, and in the cinematic close-up. Each time, that sign changes its 
substance without losing power. 

When we say “Joker” today, we name the convergence of these three streams: 
function, archetype, image. 

The first stream has the simplicity of useful things. 

A new card — introduced to disrupt the hierarchy of tricks — becomes the 
emblem of everything that interrupts a system without stepping outside of it: 
inside the rules, yet bending them to its own advantage. 

Its nature as an added piece gives it a calling — to be variable, adaptive, able 
to take on different values depending on context. 

Within that elasticity lies the seed of the character to come: an entity with not 
one single center but many shifting points of focus. 

The second stream comes from afar. 

The fool of European iconography, the jester who lingers beside the powerful 
in order to contradict them, is the mask that suspends certainties. 

He wears bells and rags not for folklore but for function: to make noise, to 
disturb, to trip the gaze. 

In the Tarot cards, he often walks out of scale — unnumbered, or marked with 
a zero that is both beginning and deviation. 

He is not the figure who advances along the line of progress, but the one who 
cuts across it. 

He represents an excess that refuses to be absorbed and, precisely for that 
reason, reveals the structure of the order he defies. 



JOKER 

 6 

The third stream belongs to the modern age of technical images. 

Cinema, by inventing the close-up as a genre of vision, makes anatomical what 
was once mere expression or gesture. 

A forced laugh, a mouth stretched beyond measure, makeup that doesn’t 
imitate but declares itself — the camera turns these anomalies into icons and 
gives them back as the smallest narrative units. 

From that moment on, fractured laughter ceases to be a mere attitude and 
becomes a surface: something that can be edited, reproduced, instantly 
recognized. 

The grin, filtered through film, is no longer just a sign of mockery — it 
becomes a form. 

From this crossing of currents, a fertile paradox emerges: a character who is at 
once particular and universal. 

Particular, because each incarnation gives him a different body — vivid hues 
or dirty grays, clownishness or cruelty, a sample library of laughs, tones, and 
postures. 

Universal, because his minimal vocabulary remains strikingly stable: a mouth 
that dominates, a palette that tears through the frame, a diagonal gesture that 
always seems to be escaping the scene. 

You recognize him instantly — and, a moment later, you see him change skin. 

The reason Joker fits so easily into such different eras and media is that he 
never coincides with a single moral register. 

He can be funny and cruel, ridiculous and threatening, childish and 
philosophical. 

Wherever he appears, he introduces friction: laughter becomes a way to 
wound, play a way to declare war. 

Even when he seems harmless, he isn’t; even when he seems tragic, he keeps a 
hint of mockery. 

In him, popular culture has found a pressure gauge — measuring the health of 
the rules and their capacity to withstand the staging of exception. 

Another reason for his longevity is that Joker is a language as well as a figure. 

He is a set of visual instructions that anyone can execute with minimal 
variations and still achieve recognition. 
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Sometimes only a few strokes are enough: an exaggerated smile, a jarring color 
contrast, a playful object turned upside down in its purpose. 

That makes him extraordinarily quotable: any medium can appropriate him 
— drawing, photography, poster, performance — without explanation. 

It’s a short alphabet, but one capable of many grammars. 

Yet his fortune isn’t explained by the power of the sign alone. There’s also a 
question of position. 

Joker isn’t merely an antagonist; he’s the place where order argues with itself. 

When the rules harden, his grin sounds like liberation; when they loosen, it 
sounds like threat. 

He is both safety valve and systemic challenge. 

That’s why he moves so freely across the discourses of the present — social, 
political, psychological — without merging with them: he refracts them, sends 
them back deformed, like the funhouse mirrors of a carnival. 

Read in reverse light, Joker’s story is also a story about the relationship between 
images and power. 

The court allowed the jester what it denied everyone else: to laugh at the king 
in the king’s presence. 

The game allowed the new card to break the hand and remake it elsewhere. 

The screen allows the distorted face to take the center, forcing the viewer to 
confront excess. 

In each passage, the system absorbs an eccentric force and uses it to tell its own 
story better. 

That is the dialectic sustaining the character: the world that rejects him and yet 
needs him to define itself. 

Then there’s the matter of time. 

Joker doesn’t age because he never belongs to a single context: he changes as 
our fears and desires change, keeping a constant irony toward both. 

His laughter is historical and meta-historical: it speaks of the season in which 
it sounds, and at the same time of the eternal game between order and chaos. 

That’s why he can be read as a barometer: showing the pressure that the era 
exerts on the rules, and the pressure that the rules exert on the era. 
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He isn’t a consoling figure. 

He’s more like an experiment that culture performs on itself: 

What happens when we replace judgment with laughter? 

When we turn a pastime into a weapon? 

When we bring a mouth too large into close-up? 

The answers vary with the languages and the authors, but the testing ground 
remains the same: how much of our own exception can we tolerate? 

How much freedom can error claim before it becomes style? 

Faced with these questions, Joker offers not a verdict but a rehearsal. 

He enters, disrupts, laughs, dismantles, sometimes kills, often seduces. 

And when he exits, he leaves a useful trace: the map becomes clearer. 

The fragile zones of the system are illuminated; the automatisms of perception 
have been broken; the repeated gestures we call “normality” have shown their 
seams. 

In this sense, Joker is, paradoxically, a pedagogue of the image: he teaches 
without meaning to, teaching only how to look. 

What follows does not ask for ideological complicity — only attention. 

Cards speak of rules, fools of limits, faces of technique and emotion. 

Placing them side by side, patterns emerge that require little explanation: they 
make themselves understood. 

Joker is one of these. 

He’s a short circuit that works even when removed from his original context, 
because it isn’t the context that defines him — he redefines the context each 
time he appears. 

One could say, by way of an image, that Joker is the card reminding the deck 
that it is a deck: not a destiny but a pact, not an essence but a provisional 
agreement among players. 

When the card appears, the pact trembles — and, in trembling, reveals itself. 

The same happens with the jester before the court, and with the cinematic face 
before the plot. 
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In every case, laughter is not the conclusion; it’s the beginning of the 
discussion. 

The rest is variation on a theme. 

The hands that draw him change, the bodies that play him, the technologies 
that reproduce him. 

What remains is the strength of the icon and its ambivalence. 

We laugh — and we’re not sure we can do so without paying a price. 

Perhaps that’s why Joker continues to fascinate: because he compromises our 
position as spectators. 

He forces us to decide whether we are witnessing a game or a threat, a parody 
or a stress test — and the answer isn’t always the same. 

If there’s one promise Joker always keeps, it’s this: to make exception visible. 

Whether it’s a card that bends the game, a fool who speaks out, or a close-up 
that gives no escape, that grin reopens the contract with the rules and invites 
us to reread it. 

Sometimes that’s enough to understand that an era has changed. 

Sometimes that’s enough to make it change. 
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Timeline of the Joker’s Evolution 

 

1863 — Cards — Imperial Bower (Samuel Hart) 
Birth of the proto-Joker as a technical function in card games. 
 
1928 — Film — The Man Who Laughs (Paul Leni, Conrad Veidt) 
Definition of the visual matrix of the carved grin as wound. 
 
1940 — Comics — Batman #1 (Finger, Kane, Robinson) 
Debut as serial killer; establishment of the chromatic palette. 
 
1954 — Publishing Industry — Comics Code Authority (Wertham) 
Moral sanitization: transformation into an “innocuous prankster.” 
 
1966 — Television — Batman (Cesar Romero, ABC) 
Consecration of the pop and camp icon. 
 
1973 — Comics — Batman #251 (O’Neil, Adams) 
Return to the dark, psychopathic roots. 
 
1988 — Comics — The Killing Joke / A Death in the Family 
Foundation of the modern myth: trauma, philosophy, tragedy. 
 
1989 — Film — Batman (Tim Burton, Jack Nicholson) 
The Joker as “homicidal artist.” 
 
1992 — Animation — Batman: The Animated Series (Dini, Timm, Hamill) 
Definition of the vocal archetype. 
 
2008 — Film — The Dark Knight (Christopher Nolan, Heath Ledger) 
The Joker as “agent of chaos” and anarchic philosopher. 
 
2012 — Comics — Batman: Death of the Family (Snyder, Capullo) 
Redefinition as mythical, quasi-immortal entity. 
 
2019 — Film — Joker (Todd Phillips, Joaquin Phoenix) 
Reinterpretation as “social symptom” rooted in realism. 
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PART I. 
The Origins of Chaos 
 

 

 

Chapter 1. 
The Fool and the Joker: Genealogy vs. Archetype 
 

Genealogy: How an Out-of-Scale Card Was Born 

The story of the Joker begins with a technical necessity. 

Among the most popular Anglo-American card games of the nineteenth 
century was Euchre, a trick-taking game played with a shortened deck. In it, 
the Jack of the trump suit and the Jack of the same color — called the Bowers, 
right and left — ranked as the highest cards in play. 

Over time, American players felt the need for an even higher card, one capable 
of breaking ties and overturning the balance of the table: a trump of trumps. 

In the 1860s and 1870s, an extra card was introduced above the Bowers — 
first called the Best or Imperial Bower, and soon after, the Joker. The name 
likely derived from Jucker or Juckerspiel, the German ancestor of Euchre, 
phonetically adapted into English. 

It was an act of rule-making engineering rather than inherited tradition — a 
deliberate addition that immediately became a recognizable sign. 

In 1863, the publisher Samuel Hart printed an Imperial Bower illustrated with 
a court jester: the function of the new card was instantly iconized by that figure. 
From that moment on, decks labeled “Joker” began to appear, and within just 
a few years, the extra card had stabilized in American production — ready to 
become a symbol of its own. 
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Imperial Bower, Samuel Hart, c. 1863. Considered the earliest proto-Joker. 

Source: World Web Playing Card Museum / Wikimedia Commons. 
 

  




