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Wartime Weddings:

Realism and War Representation in Shigeru
Mizuki’s Onwards Towards Our Noble
Deaths

Rik Spanjers

Abstract

Historical representations in comics have often been lauded for the subjective view they offer on historical
events. In this view, these comics’ subjective approach to history arises partly from their hand drawn graphic
style. In this article, I argue that there is no such thing as a unified or singular comics style. Rather, the hand
drawn images presented in comics can vary from the schematic to the near photorealistic, each of these styles,
or combinations thereof, moreover, have their own connotations with regards to the representations’ veracity.
In an analysis of Shigeru Mizuki’s Onwards Towards Our Noble Deaths, 1 demonstrate how this historical
war comic depicting the hardships of a Japanese soldier during the Pacific War constructs its own brand of
realism by combining the schematic with the near photorealistic in different ways on its pages. Realism in
historical war comics, I argue, building on both Jameson’s Antinomies of Realism and Gombrich’s Preference
for the Primitive, arises from a juxtaposition of competing graphic styles that are continually combined in
different manners to different effects. Only such a conception of realism as a continuous struggle to challenge
the conventions of other realisms is able to shed light on how Onwards Towards Our Noble Deaths both

approximates an experience of war and shows the fundamental impossibility of a representation of the past as

it really was.
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Shortly after the conclusion of World War II, John Shearman published an article in Documentary News
Letter (1946) describing a peculiar wartime wedding. Shearman argued that under the various pressures of
wartime, two seemingly distant modes of representing the war—documentary and feature film—had engaged
in holy matrimony:

Documentary directors found that they needed the technical resources of the studio in order to
make their films big enough to match the giant size of their subject—war. Feature film makers
found themselves wanting to leave behind the fantasy-life of the popular film and turn to a life

which was a good deal closer to reality: a fusion of techniques was inevitable. (Shearman 53)

In this article, I will argue that the graphic style of Shigeru Mizuki’s Onwards Towards Our Noble Deaths (Soin
Gyokusai Seyo! 1973)' should be seen as its own kind of wartime wedding. Onwards, in order to represent
the horrors of the Pacific War, weds the distinct visual traditions of schematism and photorealism in different
ways on the comic book page. In itself, this statement of intent both follows from and challenges the dominant
description of Mizuki’s work in English-language reviews as cartoonish or simplified figures set against near
photorealist backgrounds.? While this basic description does a good job in approximating Mizuki’s style,
it does not hold up to greater scrutiny of the panels of this comic book. Looking at, for example, a typical
spread of the comic on page 32-33 (fig. 1), only one of the frames unquestioningly fits the description, other
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Fig. 1: Shigern Mizuki, Onwards Towards Our Noble Deaths, Drawn & Quarterly, 2011, pp. 32-337

1 From now on: Onwards.

2 See Spurgeon (2011), Alverson (2012), Bennett (2015), Olukotun (2011), and Robinson (2011). A similar statement can also be
found in Gravett’s Manga: Sixty Years of Japanese Comics (2004, p. 49). Of the reviews, only Robinson’s problematizes this some-
what simplified binary characterization of Mizuki’s use of different graphic styles.

3 I would like to thank Zack Davisson and Maki Hakui for their aid in securing image permissions for this essay. I would also,

of course, like to extend my gratitude to Mizukipro for graciously allowing me to publish a number of images from Onwards with
this article.
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images show (1) isolated cartoony (or deformed) figures set against completely black backgrounds, (2) near
photorealistic images of scenery interspersed by onomatopoeia, (3) photorealistically depicted soldiers exiting
a landing craft and moving towards an equally densely detailed jungle background, and (4) a mixture of of
a more realistic style with a more expressionistic style which utilizes bodily deformation for emphasis: the
bottom left frame of page 32. Onwards draws its strength precisely from the different graphic oppositions
engendered by the compositions in panels and pages. It is through these oppositions that the work presents
its narrative about the uselessness of war, the inhumane conditions of jungle warfare, the brutal bullying of

soldiers by their superiors, and the utter disregard for human life that pervaded the Imperial Army.

As a manga artist, Mizuki is mostly known for his Japanese ghost stories. However, throughout his
career, the manga artist dealt with the subject of war often and in depth.* Of his war stories, Onwards is the
most famous and the first to be translated into English. Mizuki’s own experiences as a soldier in the Imperial
Army during World War 1I serve as the basis for the most famous of his war stories, and in the case of
Onwards, he states that the story is 90% fact (368). The main difference between his own experiences and the
story being that he was exempted from a suicide charge because he was severely ill from malaria and had lost
an arm to a bombardment while recovering. The death of the protagonist, who is a stand-in for Mizuki,’ then,
can be seen as an attempt to approach the unrepresentable experiences of his fallen comrades, and causes a

breakdown of the already unstable style of the work.

My analysis will focus on the narrative content of comic book graphic style.® An almost purely visual
analysis is fruitful here precisely because Onwards does not privilege the representational qualities of one
graphic style, such as photorealism, over another. Rather, Onwards shows that its deployment of widely
differing graphic styles forms a mutually constituent contrast that both enables and destabilizes any fixed
representation of the past. I will argue that Onwards both portrays and reflects on the past by simultaneously
utilizing and debunking the connotations originating from the graphic styles that it employs. The use of specific
combinations of graphic styles not just only makes Onwards’ representation of the past self-reflexive, but, more
importantly, it enables the comic to continually both insist on the constructedness of any visual representation
and construct a representation of the past. My approach to Onwards graphic style and the different ways in
which it creates and undermines meaning by way of visual oppositions can be called dialectical, and can
be roughly described as a combination of Fredric Jameson’s analysis of literary realism, Ernst Gombrich’s

approach to primitivism in art, and Thierry Smolderen’s work on the history of the comic book form.

The Dialectics of Realism

In order to be able to analyze the differences in graphic style in Onwards and what they connote, I will locate

4 For a more complete overview see Nakar (2008).

5 The main character of Onwards, Maruyama, closely resembles Mizuki’s autographic renditions of himself in both Showa: 4 his-
tory of Japan (Komikku Showa-shi 1988-1989, and Vie du Mizuki (Boku no Isshd wa Ge Ge Ge no Rakuen da 2001-2005).

6 1will analyze Onwards as it has appeared in translation in 2011. I will refrain, therefore, from any claims about Mizuki’s comic
book engagements with his own and the nations’ traumatic past, as any such claims should come from an analyst well versed in the
culture and language in which these engagements take place. However, I also firmly believe that Onwards is also part of a more
international comics culture and should be analyzed as such. Far too often, manga has been portioned off from comics scholarship
through fear of language and cultural barriers. Such cultural exceptionalism does not represent the globalized ways in which Japa-
nese comics influence and are influenced by international comics cultures (Berndt and Kiimmerling-Meibauer 1).
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them on a pictorial continuum constituted by the concepts of schematism and photorealism. Important here is
that I envision different graphic styles as part of one graphic community or family. Such an approach, following
Nanci Pedri’s Thinking About Photography in Comics (2015), makes the ways in which these images refer
to one another’s modes of representation possible instead of blocking it by claiming that the uniqueness of
these different images renders them fundamentally incomparable (7). Where I deviate from Pedri is in the

substitution of the terms “cartoon’ and “photographic” image for the terms “schematism” and “photorealism.”

My use of the concept of schematism stems from the work of E.H. Gombrich. Gombrich uses the term
in his discussion of Emmanuel Loewy’s evolutionist theory on the relations between child art, primitive art,
and the art by unschooled adults in Art and Illusion (1960). Gombrich holds that “since the primitive artist
obviously does not copy the outside world, he is believed to copy some invisible inside world of mental
images” (17). While Gombrich does not concede that humans have innate schematic images of the human
body or animals, because the images that are evoked by these words differ from individual to individual,
he does argue that there exist certain socially constructed visual shorthands that are used to very effectively
express events, people, and even emotions. Schematism, or the often used near synonym “the diagrammatic,”
is used to denote a degree of abstraction away from what is perceived as an objective representation of the
outside world. The more schematic an image, the more abstract or deformed it will seem. But for those who
have the cultural background to read it, schematic images effectively communicate a welter of information in

a few strokes.

On the other side of this pictorial continuum stands photorealism. Before anything else, any notion
of photorealism being absolutely objective must be eliminated. It has been proven time and time again that
photorealism s itself'a convention based on mechanical and/or social conditions. Photorealism s, in a regretfully
confusing way, just another kind of schematism; another set of conventions used for representation. However,
it is also true that the particular set of conventions headed by photorealism is one of the most privileged with
regards to objectivity — so much so, that any deviation from this set of conventions is perceived as a deviation
from objectivity itself and towards the perceived schematic. It is precisely here that the idea that a venturing
away from photorealism also involves a higher degree of subjectivity. Because of the perceived absolute
faithfulness of its representation, the photographic machine became a measuring stick for other media. It is in
this light that it can be understood that novelists, in the time of the Goncourt brothers and Emile Zola, were
commended for “photographically” describing the observed world (Jay 112). In a similar way, a graphic style
in comics that approximates the conventions of photographic representation can be called, to a greater or lesser

extent, photorealistic.

When the historical, social, and technological changes are factored into the ways in which different
sets of conventions are privileged with regards to objectivity it becomes obvious that the graphic continuum
constituted between the schematic and the photorealistic is more complicated than it seems. Rather than there
being a stable straight line from schematism to photorealism, the relation between these two terms should be
conceived of as a mutually constituent contrast or a dialectic. While both concepts might initially be thought
of as occupying opposite ends of a spectrum, it is precisely by the contrast between them that they are both
defined.
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It is my contention that the different graphic styles of Onwards draw their strength from the ways
in which they demystify one-another.” The images in this comic are, following W.J.T. Mitchell’s concept
of metapictures (38), self-referential pictures that comment on the (im)possibility of representation. While
Groensteen argues that the mixture of imaginary drawings and documented drawings in comics is most often
geared towards a reinforcing of the credibility of the fiction (42-3), in this case, the juxtaposition of different
graphic styles functions differently. Rather than validating subjective drawing by pairing them up with what are
perceived as more reliant historical documents, here, different types of visual traces are set against one-another
in differing ways. The strength of Onwards’ is based precisely on the different ways in which it combines
graphic styles. As such, it is possible to see in Onwards, on a smaller scale, a repetition of the dialectical
movements that constitute the range of possibilities of realist historical representation in comics in general.
Instead, then, of comics being incompatible with realism because of the subjective nature of drawing itself
(Inge 14), comics—and historical war comics in particular—are deeply involved with realism because they
not only challenge existing conventions, but through their form are able to represent the different dialectical

positions that constitute the war of positions that is realism.

I will demonstrate this claim through an analysis of Onwards. In this comic, the combination of the
graphic styles, at its most basic, seems to reiterate the opposition between the narrative and the background
against which the narrative develops. But already within this first opposition, there are many different positions
that need to be unpacked in order to clearly see how the juxtapositions between different graphic styles function
in this comic. Furthermore, I will propose that the graphic opposition is reiterated by three main thematic

juxtapositions of Onwards: nature and human, war and human, and life and death.

Narrative and Background: Comics’ Graphic Realisms

As was shown in the short analysis of pages 32-33 in the introduction, what makes Onwards interesting is that
it is possible to read a number of different relations between the different graphic styles that it employs. Rather
than a straightforward dualism between schematism and photorealism, its use of graphic styles reflects the
productive messiness that underlies the seemingly neat continuum connecting schematism and photorealism.
Nevertheless, before delving deeper into the intricate relations between graphic styles, it is fruitful to first

approach them at their most distant: schematic characters set against near photorealistic backgrounds.

One example can be found on page 258 (fig. 2), where a group of five soldiers is depicted wandering
somewhere in the southern tip of what is now Latangai Island. There is a noticeable difference in graphic
style for the characters that transverse the scenery and the scenery itself. But how is it possible to distinguish
graphic styles from one another? Is it even possible describe a drawing as having different graphic styles?
Style itself is often defined in relation to larger categories such as a work or even an author; style here would,

for example, be the trace of the making of the comic by its author (Mikkonen 101). However, if it is the case,

7 Here, I am closely following Fredric Jameson’s argument in The Antinomies of Realism (2013). Jameson argues that realism
should not only be seen as a period in literary history or as a particular combination of reality effects. Rather: “Realism as a form
(or mode) is historically associated, particularly if you position the Quichote as the first (modern, or realist) novel, with the function
of demystification” (4). It is also important to note here that while I am taking the notion that realism is associated with the function
of demystification, I do not follow Jameson’s follow-up argument which ties realism historically to the nineteenth century and the
aim to represent the new affects created by a bourgeois society (32) through a specific balance of destiny and eternal present (26).
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as argued by Pascal Lefévre in No content without form: Graphic style as the primary entrance to a story, that
to a large extent coherency constitutes a certain graphic style, it is also possible to analyze how comic books

can employ different graphic styles alongside one-another and generate meaning through these juxtapositions.

Following Lefévre, different graphic styles can be distinguished on the basis of (1) detail, (2)
deformation, (3) line, (4) distribution, (5) depth, and (6) light.® For each of these characteristics, it is possible to
show that a certain use gestures more towards either schematism or photorealism. Even though at times these
markers of style seem to somewhat overlap, it is worthwhile to discuss them separately here to fully grasp how
differences in graphic style can be constituted in comics. (1) Detail: The level of detail in the depiction of the
mountains and the foliage is high; the figures are drawn with substantially less detail. Moreover, where the
landscape seems to become even more detailed towards the background, the characters become less detailed
the further they are in the background. (2) Deformation: In the landscape there seems to be little deformation.
The figures, conversely, are quite deformed and seem to become more deformed and even unrecognizable
towards the background. (3) Line: The difference in line is somewhat more slight between the two graphic
styles in this image; but one might argue that the line density, or even the existence of a clear outline, in case of
the figures, constitutes a move away from photorealism and towards schematism, where less dependence or an
absence of outline characterizes the depiction of the landscape. (4) Distribution: Distribution is defined as “[t]
he amount and type of traces and the way they are distributed” (Lefévre 75). The difference between the two
styles is that the distribution of traces is much lower in case of the figures, becoming even lower with regards
to the final two figures. (5) Depth: There seems to be no difference between the figures and the background.
Both of them seem to operate according to the cyclopean (or photographic) perspectival convention. In other
parts of the comic, there are plays on depth through the use of monochrome backgrounds. (6) Light: Whereas
in landscape, shadow is articulated by way of hatching and crosshatching, no such shadow effects are utilized

in the depiction of figures.

Based on the markers of graphic styles put forward by Lefévre, then, there is no single consistent
graphic style on this page of Onwards. At the very least, there seem to be two distinct styles. One could
also argue that there is some difference between the figures nearest to the reader and those that trail behind,
suggesting even more than two styles. Still, the main difference between two graphic styles is divided along
the lines of showing and telling, where a more photorealistic background sets a convincing realistic scenery

against which characters and narrative are set.

It is possible to sketch a whole history of comic book representation on the basis of this simple
distinction of two graphic styles in a single panel. Such a history would approach Witek’s argument in Comics
Modes (2012) concerning the co-presence in contemporary comics of two different graphic modes/tradition,
namely: caricature and illustration. I want to—besides shifting the terminology—frame the relation between
graphic styles more dialectically as a mutually constituent contrast and as two different demystifications of the

possibility of completely faithful representation.

The first demystification is based on the graphic style commonly associated with comics: caricature.
Thierry Smolderen, basing himself on the work and terminology of Gombrich in Art and lllusion and The

Preference for the Primitive (2002), demonstrates that the work of Rodolphe Topffer, who is widely regarded as

8 Lefévre’s original list also includes color, but because there is no color in this comic I have omitted it.

IMAGE [&] NARRATIVE Vol. 17, No.4 (2016) 62



¥ =, A TR R T
iy
o TR
b

I8
Fig. 2: Shigern Mizuki, Onwards Towards Our Noble Deaths, Drawn & Quarterly, 2011, p. 258.

the first comics creator, should be seen as a romantic departure from academicism.” Contrary to mathematically
supported perspective and the anatomically correct depiction of figures, Topffer argued that his schematic
signs “had the immense advantage of being instantly legible” (Smolderen 120). The importance of this early
rejection of the imitation of nature in art (Gombrich 356) cannot be overstated. The idea that the more schematic
image resonates better with the human faculties of perception becomes, from this point onward, an important
staple of the legibility of comics’ graphic styles. Similar arguments are an important part of comics scholarship
even today, where it is often argued that the comics form and graphic style enables a representation that is, in

different ways, more realistic than representations with a higher degree of photorealism.

It is a mistake to think that this is the only demystification of photorealism in comics. The more a
graphic style in comics gestures towards photorealism, the more it gravitates towards an ironic deconstruction
of realistic representation. This rejection also has a long history!'' and finds one of its origins in the early

experimentations with photography of comics illustrators such as A.B. Frost:

In a world where the photographic image was slowly becoming the reference by which all
graphic representation was instinctively measured, this new visual repertoire also suggested
new comic possibilities that were somewhat at odds, stylistically, with mainstream comic
tradition. (Smolderen 121)

9 For a more in-depth discussion of the relation between Topffer and romanticism see (Willems).
10 See Witek (1989, pp. 114 and 122), Medley (2010, p. 55), Wettlaufer (2013, p. 458), and Cvetkovich (2008, p. 114).
11 See Pedri (2015) and Smolderen (2014) for an analysis of the shared history of comics and photography.
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The subjective doubling that occurs when comics artists imitate the photographic image causes what Barthes
calls the invisibility of the photograph to dissipate (Barthes 6-7). A drawn photographic image calls attention
to the medium itself, and the social conventions that dictate its use, instead of only the image that is depicted
through it, thereby challenging its objectivity. If it is true—as Ole Frahm has argued in Die Sprache des
Comics (2010)—that comics are inherently parodic critiques on the referentiality of the sign through their
form and media history (11-12), one could also argue that the graphic style of comics is inherently ironic.
The ironically critical layer caused by the subjectivity of drawing and the cultural position and history of the
medium is what interferes when a work such as Onwards deploys a retracing of a photographic image. Instead
of succeeding in establishing an objective and unproblematic representation of the outside world then, at least
in part, the opposite takes place: the impossibility of vulgar realism proved by the overuse of the very modes

that are thought to evoke it.

At the same time, | want to insist that neither the subjective objectivity evoked by the more schematic
style nor the mechanistic objectivity evoked by the more photorealistic style are completely swallowed by
irony or parody. While these graphic styles can be read as critiques, they also draw strength precisely from the
connotations of the styles that they critique; connotations that are themselves based on the refutations of other
forms of representation. In this way the relation between the two graphic styles is both a mutually constituent

contrast and a double demystification of objective representation.

These two connotations of comic book graphic styles follow the figures transversing the jungle on the
pages of Onwards. The first example was deliberately chosen for its relative simplicity: it only consists of a
singular frame that occupies a complete page. More commonly, however, comic book pages are compositions
of frames. These compositions, as Renault Chavanne has convincingly shown in his Composition de la Bande
Dessinée (2010), enable a myriad of different ways in which different graphic styles can be combined on
spreads. The spread on page 254-255, for example, shows a similar combination of a near photorealistic
background and near schematic figures (fig. 3). Here, however, the figures and background are not combined
in one frame but combined in a juxtaposition of frames. The temporal relations between the two large frames
on the bottom of the page and the four small frames are unsettled. Still, it seems as if the difference in depth
between the two graphic styles—one conforming to the conventions of perspective while the other is all
surface—blend the images on the page to a similar effect as in the preceding example through quite different
means. The composition of frames then provides the means to establish manifold connections between different

graphic styles.

Furthermore, on this spread, the shift in graphic styles is accompanied/confirmed by a shift in the
type of text. The more schematic images are coupled with dialogue, while the more photorealistic image
is accompanied by a text from a heterodiegetic narrator who speaks from a temporal position outside the
story. While I will not delve further into the coupling and decoupling of image and text in historical comics
representation here, it is important to note that the different graphic styles suggest a similar shift; schematism
implies the subjective moment-to-moment experience of a series of actions taking place while photorealism
suggest the a fixed position from which it is possible retell a story that has already taken place and cannot be
changed anymore. Here, the different temporalities of the creation process of photography and drawing come

into play. Drawing, by analogue of its very creation process, evokes the passage of time, where the photograph
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Fig. 3: Shigern Mizuki, Onwards Towards Our Noble Deaths, Drawn & Quarterly, 2011, pp. 254-255.

shows the eternity of the frozen present (Postema 85). At their most distant from one another, the different
graphic styles form the antinomy to one another’s realism without at any moment succumbing to any naive

conception of objectivity.

In other frames, however, a clear-cut division between near photorealism and schematism is more
difficult to discern. This does not mean that in these frames the critique implied by the graphic styles is
diminished. Rather, the tension between them is articulated differently and produces different, but not less
potent, results. One such graphic gesture can be found on page 98 (fig. 4). While the frame on the bottom
right of the page shows the conventional schematic figures against a photorealistic background, the frame
above shows a large group of soldiers sitting in what appears to be a clearing in the jungle. The seven figures
nearer to the front of the image are rendered in a level of detail that is common for the depiction of figures in
Onwards. The clothing of the figures behind them, however, is drawn in more detail, with more shading and

a higher density.

The rather abrupt shift in graphic style constitutes a strange near-horizontal line in the frame. Instead
of following conventional rules of western perspective, where figures become less detailed the further they
are in the background, here, they are more detailed. The inversed perspective causes the image to question its
own conventions, in line with W.J.T. Mitchell’s definition of metapictures: “pictures that refer to themselves
or to other pictures, pictures that are used to show what a picture is” (35). But besides unearthing a discourse
on the nature of the image itself, the questions and divisions generated by the combinations of graphic styles

in Onwards also co-construct narrative depth for the main themes of the work. The fact that Onwards is a
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Fig. 4: Shigern Mizuki, Onwards Towards Our Noble Deaths, Drawn & Quarterly, 2011, p. 98 (detail).
representation of both war and the past intersects with the very form of the comic and how it affords the usage

of different combinations of graphic styles.

With regards to the frame on page 98, the inversion of perspectival conventions through a juxtaposition
of graphic styles accomplishes two things: first, it can be read as a critique of conventional perspective as a
mode for establishing realist representation. Second, this counterintuitive graphic gesture gives the impression
that these figures are at the same time completely set apart from their environment and indistinguishable from
it. Being scouts, to blend with the landscape would not be problematic in a straightforward image. In this
case, however, both their ability as scouts and their historical predicament are questioned through the graphic
procedure by which they are represented; are these soldiers as much background to this narrative as the jungle?
The blending of form and content in this one image connects Onwards to a rich and often used trope in the

representation of first the Pacific War and then the Vietnam War: the horrors of jungle warfare.

War in Paradise: Nature and Human

Besides the racial tension and the senseless bloodshed caused by the dehumanization of the enemy through
various means of propaganda (Dower ix), the Pacific War is characterized by both the paradise-like and
brutally inhospitably land/seascape on which it was fought. Onwards depicts the jungle islands on which the

war was fought as both paradise and hell."> The stark contrast between the sublime beauty of nature and the

12 In this respect, Onwards shows remarkable similarities with The Thin Red Line (1998), even though it was published more than
25 years before the movie.
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war raises questions concerning the relationship between nature and humanity, and war as profoundly natural
and/or unnatural. Throughout the comic, most images show a clear division between nature and human along
the lines of a near photorealistic versus a schematic style. This composition of graphic styles echoes the
basic juxtaposition at the heart of mimesis: between the natural world in all its paradisiacal splendor and the
subjective world of the human. Mimicking the postmodern critique of any such “original” nature, Onwards

shows both the paradise and hell of the world that surrounds the soldiers.

HE HAS A BOY IN \(
GRIVE FIVE AND A N "T HEARY

GHEL WHG'S _-: o Y 1 |

Fig. 5: Shigern Mizuki, Onwards Towards Our Noble Deaths, Drawn & Quarterly, 2011, p. 67 (detail).

The top two panels of page 67 show this juxtaposition between photorealistic nature and schematic
characters very clearly (fig. 5). The panel on the right shows a dialogue scene between the main character
Maruyama and another soldier. The style of these characters is abstracted while the background against which
they are depicted is more photorealistic. The adjacent panel shows a detailed and lifelike parrot, thus creating
distance between the natural world and the characters. Through the ways in which humans at times either
blend in with the jungle background (fig. 4) or are sharply separated from it (fig. 5) Onwards questions the

relation between the human and nature.

Concomitant with this separation or being part of nature, nature itself is seen at times as a comfortable
home or as extremely inhospitable. As the troops move into the picturesque islands they see from their boats,
they are soon confronted with the dangers of the jungle. These dangers are suggested through the heavier
darkness of the more photorealistic images. Because of the difference in detail, the schematic images often
look lighter than the depictions of natural environments. This darkness adds a layer of threat to the depiction of

nature that is reflected in the story through accidents, sickness, terrible weather conditions, and animal attacks.

But even though the environment is deadly, there is still the unshakable sense that the war that was
brought to these islands is a sacrilegious disturbance of paradise. The right page of the spread on 76-77 is
composed of three frames that are all rendered in a photorealistic style (fig. 6). These frames depict the beauty
of nature at a moment when one of the characters is enjoying it. Two of these frames depict birds—a Wilson’s
bird-of-paradise and a Yellow-billed Kingfisher—while the central frame shows a landscape. Through graphic
onomatopoeia, the birds add a peaceful soundtrack to the images shown. On the following page, the atmosphere
of visual quiet is broken by the appearance of a Martin B-26 Marauder. The plane is rendered as realistically as
the birds as it crosses the area where Maruyama is on lookout. The visual association of the natural bird with

the man-made one both draws the human into nature and nature into war. Thus, the comic confronts us with
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Fig. 6: Shigern Mizuki, Omwards Towards Our Noble Deaths, Drawn & Qunarterly, 2011, pp. 76-77.

a violent transition in what the different graphic modes can signify. Besides calm and background, the more
photorealistic style is also used to represent the engines of war. In relation to the juxtaposition of narrative and
background this shift raises the question if the war is an unchanging backdrop against which the characters
of this story attempt to survive; in relation to nature it asks if war is a natural state of affairs. What starts to
become visible here, is the entangling of form and content. When the tension shifts, as on page 98 (fig. 4),
and when the meanings generated by these juxtaposition change, a range of different significations becomes
possible. The different thematic and formal juxtapositions bleed over into one another to create the complex,

multi-layered images that are the strength of Onwards.

The second thematic juxtaposition will be the focus of the next section, where [ will show how different
visual recastings of the discord between the terrible spectacle of warfare and the lives of the men who are

caught in it pose questions concerning agency, victimhood, responsibility, and guilt.
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A Storm of Steel: War and Human
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Fig. 7: Shigern Mizuki, Onwards Towards Our Noble Deaths, Drawn & Quarterly, 2011, pp. 8§6-87.

Most frequently, the relation between the spectacle of warfare and the men that are caught up in it is
depicted though a division between near photorealistic machines of war and schematically drawn soldiers.
The spread on pages 86-87 shows an air raid of the Japanese encampment by American bomber planes (fig.
7). Here, a three-way juxtaposition of graphic styles can be seen as representing the confrontation between the
human and the machines of war. First, the three largest frames of the spread seem to be either very detailed
retracings or low quality copies of photographs. Second, the two panels to the top left of the right hand page
show less detailed planes from the point of view of those who will be bombarded. Last, the bottom two frames
of the right-hand page show Lieutenant Homu jumping out of a hut. The difference between the graphic
style employed here and that of the three large images is clear in the decline in detail. In the small panels, the
literal crosshatching of the material out of which the hut is made, and the lack of shadows, distances the style
from the more photorealistic images. Moreover, while the uniform and katana of the figure correspond with
historical data, both his facial features and his pose are exaggerated. By way of a comical effect consisting
of graphic deformation combined with body humor in the shape of clumsiness, the Lieutenant of the military
police is humanized, at once ridiculing him, and enlarging the dissonance between the men on the ground and
the machines—and the destruction that they bring. While this particular configuration of photorealism and
schematism might be partly caused by the fascination for machines of war and the enjoyment that many artists

derive from drawing them, it also generates the idea that the soldiers are subjected to forces of destruction that
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rival that of nature.

But what of the difference between the bottom two images and the two panels to the top left of page
86? This is an instance where it is not the difference in detail—if anything, the planes are depicted more
realistically than the figures in the bottom panels—but rather a difference in deformation that distinguishes the
two graphic styles from one another. While the planes are not depicted in full detail, their shape is conventional,
and Lieutenant Homu, on the other hand, is rendered in comic deformation. The planes, then, seem to fulfill a
mediating role by way of graphic gesture. The frame on the bottom right of page 86 shows the figure looking
up. My hypothesis, which is supported by the order in which these frames are to be read, is that the more
schematic images of planes are a representation of a subjective viewpoint. If this is the case, these images
depict what the character is seeing, which is clearly different from the more objectively cold depictions of
explosions. In a three-way confrontation or coming together of graphic styles, then, Onwards here not only
shows two extremely different representations of war, but also how the subjective is constituted out of the
mixing or coexistence of them, rather than through one of the separate modes. The images on pages 236-237
are less nuanced. The spread shows the effects of a naval bombardment on a soldier (fig. 8). The frames that
show the ship firing and the explosions are near photorealistic while the bottom right frame on page 237,
which details a soldier who has been struck in his leg, is much more schematic. The heightening of the two-
way juxtaposition in these images emphasizes a morally difficult implication: the war is done to the soldiers,

not by them.
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Fig. 8: Shigern Mizuki, Onwards Towards Our Noble Deaths, Drawn & Quarterly, 2011, pp. 236-237.
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Even when made implicitly, this would already be a problematic statement for war representations
that focus on allied army units. In this case, it is obviously more troubling because of the position of the
Japanese Empire during and leading up to World War II. The question that is asked, however, is still relevant:
are these soldiers to blame? In a very real sense, I would argue, the war is both being done by them and to
them. But while Onwards clearly blames the Imperial Army for the suffering of its soldiers, it does not detail
Japanese war crimes. That said, is it really fair to interrogate this work from such a perspective? In his more
historically themed comics such as Showa,"* Mizuki does not shy away from a more accusatory stance. This
work, however, is also a monument to the young men who did not survive the battles in which Mizuki took
part. But even at its most monumental, Onwards approach remains critical through its use of different graphic

styles.

Onwards heavily criticizes the idea that the war is only something that was done fo the Japanese
soldiers. Precisely in the moments that the Japanese actively take part in warfare, their depiction starts to
gesture more towards the photorealistic. This is especially the case in the depiction of the two suicide charges
around which the work resolves. The bottom frame of page 343 (fig. 9) shows five figures on their way to a
suicide charge. While the image as a whole can be seen as rendered in the more photorealistic style, two of the
men, especially their faces, are rendered in a more schematic style. What becomes visible here is a collapse
between the two graphic vocabularies, which, in turn, signals a collapse between the juxtaposition of human
and warfare. As these men mentally prepare for the suicide charge, an act during which the men themselves

become instruments of war, their depiction becomes an unstable mixture of styles.

e oy i

Fig. 9: Shigern Mizuki, Onwards Towards Our Noble Deaths, Drawn & Quarterly, 2011, pp. 343-344.

13 See, for example, the treatment of the Nanjing massacre in Showa, A History of Japan 1926-1939 (pp. 482-485) or his treatment
of the underlying motivations of the Greater East Asia Co-prosperity Sphere in Showa, A History of Japan 1939-1944 (pp. 18-20).
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A similar unstable mixture of graphic styles can be seen in the large image depicting a suicide charge
on pages 238-239 (fig. 10). While the graphic style of the image can be found sporadically in different areas
of the comic, it has not been used to portray such a large number of figures before this point. The other
instances in which images approach a similar graphic procedure are depictions of landscapes or images of the
destruction of war.

Fig. 10: Shigern Mizuki, Onwards Towards Our Noble Deaths, Drawn & Qunarterly, 2011, pp. 238-237.

The image might be described as a very meticulously textured image that approaches photorealism
more than schematism. Curiously, the image both emphasizes and negates the way in which lines are put to
work on the other pages of this comic. On the one hand, the image is clearly lined by way of a very detailed use
of crosshatching, on the other, the image is one of the few in the comic that does not make use of outlines. The
image presents the reader with a liminal space between the warfare that is implied by the near photorealistic
mode and the life and stories of the men that are represented in a more schematic mode. At the same time, this
image echoes the other meanings of the juxtapositions between narrative and background, nature and human,
and war and human. Finally, it points to the liminal space between life and death that the suicide charge
represents. The impossibility of its representation through either subjective or objective means is reflected in
the collapse of the juxtaposition of graphic styles of the work. In the end, the death of the characters is the
death of the narrative, is the death of the book. The pages close and reveal the work to be a sepulchral slab.
But like a grave marker, absence is not represented by absence but rather by an invocation to remember—to

represent. Absence triggers, rather than an absence of representation, a multiplicity of it.
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Return to the Background: Life and Death

The thematic opposition between life and death arises from the collapse of the graphic opposition between
human and nature. While the brittle divide between life and death is at center stage throughout the work, it
comes to its most dramatic fruition in relation to the suicide charges near the end of the book, for it is in the
suicide charge that death encroaches on life in a very real sense both figuratively and narratively. The soldiers
who survive the suicide charge are later forced to undertake another suicide charge because they have already
been reported to have died honorably to their family and other army units—having been forced to undertake
the second charge, they are somewhere between life and death. At this point, the demystification inherent to

the graphic styles of Onwards transforms into a more modernist aesthetic of defamiliarization.
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Fig. 11: Shigern Mizuki, Omwards Towards Our Noble Deaths, Drawn & Quarterly, 2011, p. 256
(detail).

On most of the pages of Onwards, the dead are depicted more photorealistically while living characters

are rendered in the more schematic style, as can be seen on page 256 (fig. 11).

Besides connoting a certain relation between life and death, this image’s overtones evoke the thematics
of war/human and nature/human. Most powerfully, there is also a resonance between the theme of life and
death and narrative versus background. Death is the end of one’s narrative. After death, the only way in which
these characters can visually be present in the story is as part of the background. Here, then, the different
backgrounds against which the narrative plays out—war and nature—swallows whole the lives of the men

entangled by them.

In an attempt to transverse this ultimate divide the graphic logic on which the work functions breaks
down. The collapse starts from page 353 (fig. 12), which depicts the complete annihilation of the survivors of
the first suicide charge in a second unnecessary slaughter. The proximity of the near photorealistic explosions
and the deformed and comic body parts suggest a reading where both graphic styles fail in altogether grasping
the horrid visual spectacle. But it is precisely through their breakdown that they achieve some similitude with

the absurdity of what is represented.
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Fig. 12: Shigern Mizuki, Onwards Towards Our Noble Deaths, Drawn & Quarterly, 2011, p. 353 (detail).

The final moments of Maruyama’s life, then, show a curious coming together of the schematic and the
photorealistic. Maruyama “regained consciousness with a start, as the eggs laid by the flies in the bullet hole in
his cheek began to hatch” (Mizuki 355). Already half-dead, Maruyama wobbles past his fallen comrades, who
are depicted in the more photorealistic mode. Maruyama seems to have snapped mentally. When he is spotted
by an American patrol, he is instantly shot. The black blot of ink that represents both the impact of the bullet

and the splash of blood in which it results is a black hole located in the exact middle of the panel.

The second frame on the following page depicts Maruyama’s face as he lies dying (fig. 13). The
face is no longer caricatured, but at the same time, it is not a face that corresponds to a more photorealistic
rendition of human anatomy. Maruyama’s face is swollen with injury and riddled with flies and blood. The
difference between graphic deformation and actual bodily deformation has become indistinguishable. The
ghastly content of the story forestalls any kind of graphic mode in which it can be satisfyingly rendered. The
reality of experience here seems to break the frame of both photorealism and schematism. But this “reality”
has to be, at the same time, just another graphic procedure. One that combines and intertwines the different
styles that are used throughout the work as they coincide with the narrative content. Only through an unstable
mix can they represent this scene. And, ultimately, they can only ever succeed in representing the impossibility
of the representation of the moment of death.
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Fig. 13: Shigern Mizuki, Omwards Towards Our Noble Deaths, Drawn & Quarterly, 2011, pp. 358-359.

After Maruyama’s death, Onwards moves towards its end in a slow funeral procession of dead bodies
in various states of decomposition. It is a powerful statement that drives home the intent of the narrative,
which can be read as a warning against the horrors of war. Contrary to the title of the work, there is nothing
noble about the deaths of the soldiers depicted here. As Maruyama slips into oblivion, he mumbles: “guess
everyone died feeling like this. with no one watching... no one to tell... just slipping away, forgotten...”
(Mizuki 358). Through a more photorealistic depiction of these dead bodies, they fade away in the similarly
drawn landscapes of which they have now become part. A death that is a return to nature and a fading into
the background. But it is precisely though this slipping into the background and the ending of the narrative,
that the reader is invoked to remember the dead. By both invoking the reader to remember and shaping that

remembrance, Onwards shows that remembrance and representation have a shared ancestry.
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Fig. 14: Shigern Mizuki, Onwards Towards Our Noble Deaths, Drawn & Quarterly, 2011, p.
362.

Conclusion

I have tried to show how the different critiques and representative possibilities implied by the different graphic
styles in Onwards influence the narrative that is told through them. I have argued that, on the one hand, the more
schematic style enables subjective representation through a negation of the possibility of a purely objective
representation of the outside world. On the other hand, the more photorealistic style evokes objectivity while
simultaneously critiquing it though a doubling or parody. Throughout Onwards, these connotations of the
graphic styles are pitted against one-another in different degrees. I have attempted to show how they are
not fixed but rather shift when they are engaged with each other in different compositions. But while the
very pressure of the subject matter wed these graphic styles in such a brilliantly uncomfortable fashion, the
impossibility of adequately representing the experience of war is not solved by this coupling. In the end, the
juxtaposition of graphic styles on which substantial portions of the comic is based breaks down under this
pressure. Onwards, then, succeeds in approximating an experience of war and showing the impossibility of

such a representation precisely by continually questioning the representational conventions on which it builds.
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