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4.

Documentation, 
Transparency, 
and the Limits of 
Representation 
in Greg Pak and 
Carmine Di 
Giandomenico’s 
Magneto: Testament

Maus was not only influential for comics written in direct relation 
to it. The true width of the Maus event far exceeds direct lines of 
inspiration. Its ripples pass through comics much further removed 
from Maus than Kraut. At first glance, one might be hard-pressed 
to find two comics as dissimilar as Maus and the one that I examine 
in this chapter. Maus is an archetypical expression of alternative, 
author focused comics printed in small volume and was a tie-in to 
the critically acclaimed alternative comics magazine published by 
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Spiegelman and his wife Françoise Mouly. Greg Pak and Carmine Di 
Giandomenico’s five-part superhero comics series Magneto: Testament 
(2008-2009), on the other hand, lists as many as nineteen people 
on its credits page and was catered to a global comics market by the 
cultural powerhouse Marvel. 

Marvel’s rise to prominence in comics publishing started 
against the backdrop of the formation of the Comics Code Authority 
(1954) in the wake of public outcry over the possible harmful effects 
of comics. The guidelines enforced by the Comics Code Authority 
rendered comics somewhat stale, especially in contrast with 
burgeoning youth culture in the United States.85 Marvel’s reluctant, 
or downright anti-, heroes, such as the Thing (1961), the Hulk 
(1962) and Spiderman (1962), found space for themselves between 
the Comics Code and youth culture in the 60s (Wright 223). 

The bulk of what initially made Marvel one of the most 
successful comics publishers in the world came from the creative 
cooperation of creative director Stan Lee with artists Jack Kirby and 
Steve Ditko. After surviving the 90’s, which was as bad a time for 
superhero comics as it was good to Maus, Marvel learned that its 
future laid in toy licensing in combination with films and television 
series (Flanagan et al. 23-24). After several false starts, Marvel films 
started to gain box-office success with X-Men in 2000 and Spiderman 
in 2002. Part of the success of these films was a return to both the 
anti-hero approach and the reestablishment of ties between the heroes 
and (contemporary) history. The publication of a longer treatment of 
the Holocaust past of supervillain Magneto in 2008 with Magneto: 
Testament, cannot be seen outside the context of the opening scenes 
of X-Men (2000), which show Magneto discovering he has the ability 
to bend metal at will while being dragged away from his parents at 
the gates of Auschwitz. 

Magneto: Testament, then, is quite far removed from Maus 
in terms of cultural context. But precisely the fact that it attempts 
Holocaust representation in a superhero comic is what makes Magneto: 
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Testament a rewarding object of study. In my reading of Magneto: 
Testament, I examine how Pak and Di Giandomenico attempt to bridge 
the considerable gaps that audiences perceive between a superhero 
comic and Holocaust representation. Despite these perceptions, 
however, there has always been a connection between the X-Men series 
and the Holocaust. While in Stan Lee and Jack Kirby’s original 1963 
run the connection of a group of genetically different superheroes 
fighting anti-mutant sentiment in the United States with the Jewish 
persecution under the Nazi-regime remained mostly allusive, in 
Chris Claremont’s 1974 run of the series, this connection was made 
literal by making the series’ supervillain—Magneto—a Holocaust 
survivor (see, for example, Uncanny X-Men 150, 274 and 275).86 Pak 
and Di Giandomenico’s miniseries promises to reveal Magneto’s past 
experiences, which were present only fragmentarily in Claremont’s 
run, in full historical detail. In its attempt to render truthful the war 
experiences of a fictional superhero character, Magneto: Testament 
presents its readers with a biography of a Jewish boy living in Nazi 
Germany based on eyewitness accounts, photographs, testimonies, 
historical documentation and historiography. 

In this chapter, I examine Pak and Di Giandomenico’s attempts 
to navigate the space between superhero comics and Holocaust 
narrative through an analysis of the ways in which Magneto: Testament 
combines modes of realism in texts and images. To do so, I will 
first shortly characterize Magneto: Testament’s approach to historical 
representation. Then, I examine its use of modes of realism in texts 
and images separately. Finally, I will investigate the ways in which 
Magneto: Testament brings together modes of realism in texts and 
images on its page.

A Post-Maus Fictional (Auto)Biography
If there is a moment when the titular character of Magneto: Testament 
could have come close to manifesting his signature superhuman 
ability to generate magnetic fields and thereby manipulate magnetic 

DOCUMENTATION AND TRANSPARENCY IN MAGNETO: TESTAMENT



116

metals, it is on the final pages of the third issue. In this scene, the 
young Max Eisenhardt—who will later become Magneto—and his 
family are cornered by a group of German soldiers who caught them 
fleeing from Warsaw. As the family lines up in front of a mass grave 
and Max’s father wraps his arms around his son for the last time, 
there is a dramatic slowing down of the pacing of the comic. As the 
bullets slowly transverse the few meters that separate the soldiers from 
their victims over the course of several panels, Max remembers his  
father saying: 

sometimes… you get a moment… when 
everything lines up. when anything is possible. 
when suddenly… you can make things happen.87 
(Pak & Di Giandomenico 2008 issue 3, 20)88

Fig. 20. Magneto: Testament issue 3, 20.
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As per the conventions of the superhero comic in general and the 
origin story sub-genre specifically, the protagonist’s powers can 
be expected to manifest at precisely such a moment of unbearable 
emotional stress. This, for example, is the case in the opening scene 
of the X-Men film adaptation by Brian Singer, X-Men (2000), where 
Max, when he is forcefully separated from his family upon entering 
the concentration camp, bends the iron gate that stands between him 
and his family. This blending of the supernatural and the historical in 
the context of the Holocaust was, to put it mildly, not received well 
by critics (Kerner 35). 

In Magneto: Testament, however, no such blending of the 
supernatural and the historical occurs. Max does not stop the bullets 
magnetically but is shoved out of their way by his father, who sacrifices 
himself for his son. Pak and Di Giandomenico choose not to include 
Magneto’s superpowers anywhere in the comic. This absence of the 
fantastic in a fictional (auto)biography is probably intended to be read 
as an unconventional sign of respect for the subject matter of the work. 
The history that is dealt with here is, in the minds of its authors, more 
important than either the genre conventions of superhero comics or 
the continuity of the comics series. Instead of challenging the high-
low divide in Holocaust representation, as Andreas Huyssen argues 
Maus does by portraying a Holocaust memoir through a sustained 
animal metaphor, Magneto: Testament is more inclined to hide its 
comic book roots than flaunt them.

Magneto: Testament is not a typical swashbuckling superhero 
narrative. To begin with, the comic presents itself as an (auto)
biography committed to historical accuracy. But the way in which 
Magneto: Testament hides its fictionality runs contrary to contemporary 
biography studies, which is more embracing of the necessary impacts 
of subjectivity and form on biography (Nadel 151-152, Kersten 19; 
Renders et al. 4). Pak and Di Giandomenico thus measure their project 
against the non-existent stick of purely objective biography. The 
combination of many different ways to represent the past in Magneto: 
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Testament can be explained from a perceived lack of the medium and 
its generic context. Instead of using fictionality, the comics medium, 
or generic characteristics of superhero comics to push the envelope 
of historical representation, Pak & Di Giandomenico compensate for 
the perceived failings of their medium and genre by clothing their 
representation of the past in a plethora of modes of realism in images 
and texts. Not unlike in Maus and Kraut, the pressures exercised by 
the catastrophic past here pushes the problematics of representation to 
its outer limits. There is, however, one difference: Magneto: Testament 
is less convinced that representation necessarily fails in the face of the 
catastrophic past.

Precisely the fact that Magneto: Testament tries so hard to 
succeed in transparently representing the past by combining different 
modes of realism is what makes it an exemplary object for analysis. 
By studying the representation of the past in this one comic, much 
can be discovered about the ways in which historical reality is 
thought to be conjured up in comics form in a more general sense. 
Furthermore, investigating a comic that combines modes of historical 
representation, yet does not continually criticize them, allows for an 
investigation of the remaining illusory prowess of different modes of 
realism in the comics medium in a post-Maus context. 

Dialogues of the Dead
In its textual representation of Max Eisenhardt’s youth, Magneto: 
Testament makes use of dialogue, embedded narration, external 
narration, onomatopoeia and titles (see fig. 21). In my analysis of 
Kraut I established, following Groensteen (2007, 127), the importance 
of the visual characteristics of text in comics. Contrary to Kraut, 
where the use of text is highly unusual, Magneto: Testament makes 
use of standard comic conventions in its embedding of text on the 
comic book page. Text in Magneto: Testament, with the exception of 
onomatopoeia and titles, which I discuss below, can be found on the 
page in spaces reserved especially for it, as is the case in most comics 
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(Baetens and Lefèvre 19). Almost always, these spaces take the shape 
of balloons for dialogue, and blocs for narration. The comics medium 
thus allows for strict visual distinctions between different kinds of 
text. These strict divisions structure the way in which the text and 
pages are read. Misdirection within this system is possible, as it is 
with any established set of rules, but this is not the case in Magneto: 
Testament. In their commitment to accuracy and transparency, Pak 
and Di Giandomenico distinguish as clearly as possible between 
the different kinds of text that they use: dialogue always appears in 
text balloons clearly rooted to the speaker by a tail and narration 
is invariably placed in text blocs. For clarity’s sake, a further visual 
distinction is made between embedded and external narration by way 
of a color-coding system (see fig. 20 and 21).

Fig. 21: Different types of text in Magneto: Testament ordered by their visual carriers.
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By making use of the various ways in which the comics medium 
affords text to be distinguished visually, Pak and Di Giandomenico 
juxtapose different kinds of texts on the pages of Magneto: Testament 
while steering clear of narratological confusion as to who is speaking. 
The visual characteristics of the text thus work to anchor the possible 
connotations of the text and as such make the way in which the 
comic communicates more transparent.89 

Fig. 22: Magneto: Testament issue 3, 4.
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In onomatopoeia and titles, images and texts blend in a more 
intricate way than is the case for texts that are placed on specially 
reserved spaces on the comics page. Because they are positioned in 
direct relation with the images of the comics, onomatopoeia and 
titles challenge preconceptions concerning the distinctions between 
texts and images in a more directly noticeable way than is the case 
with texts in balloons and blocs. With comics onomatopoeia, I mean 
the various “CRAK,” “B-BOOOM,” “SLAM,” and “BAM”’s that 
are one of the most recognizable characteristics of superhero comics. 
For onomatopoeia as well as elaborate letter-art titles, the visual 
impact on the page often exceeds the significance of what is spelled. 
Most remarkable of Magneto: Testament’s use of onomatopoeia and 
titles is how sparingly Pak and Di Giandomenico make use of them, 
in comparison to other comics. A glancing comparison with, for 
example, Night Patrol! (1952) or Buzz Bomb! (1952), two of Harvey 
Kurtzman, John Severin, and Will Elder’s classic American war 
comics, already shows how toned down the use of onomatopoeia in 
Magneto: Testament is in relation to other comics.90 In EC war comics, 
onomatopoeia are used, for example, to convey the maddening 
droning of an experimental German jet-propelled bomb and  
the insanity inducing cacophony of a Korean Battlefield (see fig. 23 
& 24). 
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By adding a sonic dimension to a representation of the past, 
onomatopoeia might be said to add realism to a depiction of the past. 
The relative absence of onomatopoeia in Magneto: Testament, however, 
shows that the effects of onomatopoeia on the representation of the 
past are more complicated then they might seem at first glance. 
Onomatopoeia, through their visual impact much more than through 
their ability to convey sound, have become a synonym for comics. If 
onomatopoeia, because of their history of use, connote the fantastic 
fight scenes of superhero comics, suppressing their use can be read as 
a backing away from the medium of comics and as a move towards 
a kind of immediate perceptual realism focused on sight rather  
than hearing. 

Fig. 23 & 24: Severin, John, Will Elder and Harvey Kurtzman. “Buzz Bomb.” Two-Fisted 
Tales, no. 25, 1952, p. 3 and Severin, John, Will Elder and Harvey Kurtzman. “Night 
Patrol!” Frontline Combat, no. 7, 1952, p. 5.
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Besides onomatopoeia and titles, which do not play as dramatic 
a role of the pages of Magneto: Testament as is the case for other comics, 
Pak and Di Giandomenico’s comic makes frequent use of dialogue 
and embedded narration in its depiction of the past. By far most text 
in Magneto: Testament is dialogue. In The System of Comics, Groensteen 
argues that for comics, text in general, and dialogue specifically, has 
a realist function (127). Like a drawing literally presents a character 
to the reader, written dialogue makes present a character’s speech 
and thoughts: “there is a reality effect that attaches to the verbal 
activity of the characters, for the simple reason that in life, people 
talk” (127).91 In historical comics, dialogue not just makes speech, 
but also the past, present. In other words, dialogue allows the reader 
to directly witness the past as present. Instead of narration, which is 
often a retelling from a point in the future, dialogue almost always 
activates the temporality of the present, even when this present is a 
printed present that is accessible at any time. The presence of acting 
subjects is closely intertwined with the temporality of dialogue: for if 
dialogue occurs, there must be subjects present. As a rule, in comics, 
these subjects are then also visible on the page and connected to the 
dialogue via the tail of the speech balloon. Exceptions to this rule, 
as we shall see, exist, but they prove the strength of the convention 
rather than its weakness because they demonstrate that the subject can 
be made present through speech balloons alone, even if a character is 
visually absent from the page.

A last characteristic of dialogue in comics, besides its 
temporality and subjective connotation, is that it affords the 
inclusion of speech of different actors. Dialogue enables a polyphonic 
representation of the past and can be used to counteract a perspective 
on the past that is too limited to one actor. Including a substantial 
number of spoken texts by different subjects through dialogue might 
be seen as counteracting the subjective connotation of dialogue. 
However, a multiplication of perspectives rather strengthens the 
subjective realism of a text. The past, from this perspective, is the 
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sum of the experiences of those who lived through it.92 For this sum 
of experiences to become realist in a historiographic or mechanical 
sense, an intervention of method embedded in a disciplinary tradition 
or a machine is necessary.

The embedded narration that can be found frequently in 
Magneto: Testament is not that different from its dialogue. Just like 
dialogue, embedded narration makes a telling of the past in text 
subjective. That is, it presents the reader with a past recounted by a 
subject that is part of the story that is told. At the same time, there are 
a number of differences between dialogue and embedded narration 
that are worth briefly looking at. Take page 17 of issue 1, for example. 
Embarrassed because a Jewish boy beat his Arian counterparts in the 
javelin throw during the school athletics competition, the teachers set 
out to humiliate Max Eisenhardt by having him throw again under 
the pretense that the javelin used in the competition was defective. As 
one of the teachers addresses the students, the location switches from 
the classroom to the athletics field. The teacher’s speech, however, 
switches from dialogue to embedded narration, indicated by a switch 
from speech balloons to text blocs, while remaining in the present 
tense (see fig. 25).93 
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A switch from dialogue to narration is caused by a switch in 
location. One might argue that the embedded narration, due to a slight 
temporal disconnect arising from the fact that this speech resides in 
the past of the visual present of the panel, is slightly less present than 
is the case for the dialogue, which is temporally synchronized with its 
accompanying image. The similarities between embedded narration 
and dialogue in terms of their subjective connotation, however, far 
outweigh such slight temporal differences. In Magneto: Testament, the 
subtle shifts between dialogue and embedded narration do not amount 
to any great effect besides smoothening the transitions of the story. 

Fig. 25: Magneto: Testament issue 1, 17.
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When the characters that narrate are further removed, temporally 
and/or narratively, from their disembodied texts, the difference with 
dialogue naturally increases and embedded narration starts to resemble 
external narration more. Embedded narration in Magneto: Testament, 
is an in-between category of text that moves between dialogue and 
external narration, or subjective and historiographic realism. But 
where the connotations of dialogue and embedded narration can 
approach one another very closely in Magneto: Testament, there is 
always a clear distinction between embedded and external narration. 

Contrary to other comics genres, which in general are more 
dialogue driven, historical comics utilize external narration quite 
heavily. This is certainly the case for Magneto: Testament. External 
narration is visually distinguished from the other texts in Magneto: 
Testament in several ways. First, it is printed in a distinctive typewriter 
font—as opposed to its use of more conventional comics sans for other 
modes of text—and includes dates and locations. Second, external 
narration is placed in grey, instead of white, text blocks. The first four 
pages of issue four provide one of the instances in which the different 
modes of text can be found in close proximity to one another. These 
pages relate how Max’s family are forced to flee during the invasion 
of Poland and how they end up in the newly established Warsaw 
ghetto. As can be seen on the fourth page of the second issue (see 
fig. 22), the first panel of this page presents the reader with three 
different kinds of text: (1) embedded present tense narration in a text 
block, (2) a dark grey text block stating the date, and (3) a lighter grey 
colored text block containing external present tense narration. The 
external narration that can be found in the grey text blocks is situated 
closely to conventional historiographic discourse in terms of tone and 
content. As can be inferred from their visual likeness to the text in 
which dates and locations are rendered, these texts should be read as 
historical facts in the same way in which a date or a location is factual. 
Moreover, through the typewriter font, these texts visually mimic 
historical documents from World War II. It is important to note here 
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that rather than reproducing actual contemporary historiography in 
one of its many forms, Magneto: Testament reproduces a stereotyped 
version of this writing: a kind of historiographic discourse which 
one sooner encounters in high school history books than in historical 
journals. Like many textbooks and in contrast with a strong tradition 
of discussion within historiography, Magneto: Testament presents its 
representation of the past as fact. The veracity of what is relayed in 
the texts in grey blocks is nowhere called into question even slightly.94

Fig. 26: Magneto: Testament issue 3, 3.
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The page compositions that blend dialogue, embedded narration, 
and external narration set up a juxtaposition between two contrary 
modes of realism: a subjective realism connoted by dialogue and 
embedded narration and an objective realism represented through 
omniscient third-person narration. But where—as I discussed in the 
previous chapter—some comics deal with such juxtapositions by 
letting these different forms of realism to engage and feed off one 
another, Magneto: Testament upholds strict boundaries between these 
different forms of text, even when they are in close proximity to 
one another visually. Instead of allowing the subjective and dialogic 
representation of the past strengthen its effect by questioning the blind 
spots its opposite mode, and vice versa, Magneto: Testament nowhere 
really addresses the differences between the modes that are combined 
in its representation of the past. What the comic relies on instead, is 
that by placing these different textual modes of representing the past 
in visual and narrational proximity, the conflictual modes of realism 
they appeal to will add up. By doing so, however, the comic misses 
the complexity of contrary implications that these different ways of 
representing the past in text bring with them. By never addressing the 
intricate ways in which subjective and historiographic realism in text 
can be considered related and completely antithetical to one another, 
Magneto: Testament does not invite engagement with the questions 
concerning the representation of the past that figure so prominently 
in Maus and other historical comics published in its wake. 

Photographic and Filmic Drawing
On first sight, there is no real shift or difference in graphic style 
throughout Magneto: Testament. The only exception being that the 
graphic style of the cover pages differs greatly from the rest of the 
miniseries, as might be expected from drawings from two different 
artists. The difference between trade paperback and single issues—
two ways of publishing prevalent in the superhero comics industry—
here impacts the analysis. Besides the omission of commercials, the 
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trade paperback at times places cover images alongside the first page 
of the issue, something that does not happen in the single issues  
(see fig. 27).

The five issue covers made by Marko Djurdjevic are 
executed in a near monochromatic painterly style. There is little or 
no deformation of the characters and no distinctive linework can 
be distinguished. The dark and monochromatic scheme is broken 
only by bright red details. Because of the near absence of visible lines 
and the subdued deformation of characters’ physical features, these 
images are not easily identifiable as comics images, for which lines 
and deformation are usually the most distinctive characteristics. But 
for all their painterly aspects, these images, because they directly refer 
to Holocaust films in both form and content, are more closely related 
to film than painting.

Fig. 27: Cover art of Magneto: Testament issue 2 as included in the trade paperback edition 
alongside the first page of that issue.
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Four of the five covers can be described as formulaic in terms 
of content and composition. One cover depicts Max behind a barbed 
wire fence (see fig. 27). Another shows Max behind stern-looking 
German soldiers. Yet another depicts Max under the “Arbeit Macht 
Frei”-gateway. And finally, there is a cover image featuring a close-
up of Max crying (see fig. 28).95 

Djurdjevic’s use of monochromatic images with red details 
establishes a connection to one of the most memorable scenes of 
Steven Spielberg’s Schindler’s List (1994), whose filmic depiction of the 
camp experience has become a formula for authenticity in Holocaust 
representation to which many subsequent Holocaust films refer 
either positively or negatively.96 More than to the authenticity of the 
historical event itself, these images refer to the perceived authenticity 
of representation of the Holocaust in film. Magneto: Testament thus 
clothes its representation of the holocaust in the respectability of 
another medium.

Fig. 28: Magneto: Testament issue 5, cover.
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The images drawn by Di Giandomenico and colored by Matt 
Hollingsworth differ from the covers in both a subtle and a dramatic 
sense. Di Giandomenico and Hollingsworth’s style is, somewhat like 
is the case for the covers, quite detailed in its depiction of both objects 
and characters and uses relatively little deformation in its depiction 
of humans. The images are overall somewhat lighter and more 
colored than is the case for the covers, even though the coloring and 
lighting remains subdued in comparison to other superhero comics; 
in representation, the sun never shines over Auschwitz. Besides these 
subtle differences, the two styles can be distinguished most clearly by 
comparing their linework. Instead of the painterly style of the covers, 
Di Giandomenico’s images are structured by thick and expressive 
outlines. Instead of the more or less continuous colored surfaces of 
Djurdjevic, Di Giandomenico’s drawings are surfaces divided by 
lines. Because of this, Di Giandomenico’s style is more closely related 
to comics.

As I discussed in chapter one, the default connotation of the 
drawn comics image is one of subjectivity. Through more or less 
overtly drawn images, comics make present the hand of the maker. 
In the case of historical comics, the more a graphic style is overtly 
drawn, the more subjectively realist the representation of the past in 
that comic becomes. Consequently, many post-Maus World War II 
comics stress the individual’s necessarily flawed recollection of the 
past through their drawing style, rather than striving for a mechanical 
objectivity that might rival photography. But while the drawings 
that are found in comics are almost automatically associated with 
the subjective mode of realism, there are still many ways in which 
the specific graphic style or graphic styles used in a comic can either 
strengthen or undermine this initial connotation.97 Here, what I 
have called comics realism in the narrow sense, or comics’ ability to 
incorporate different kinds of texts and images and by juxtaposition 
bring them into dialogue with one another enables them to counteract 
their perceived realism in the broad sense. 
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Previously, I discussed plotting the different graphic styles in 
comics between the two extremes of schematism and photorealism. 
Schematism indicates a representation of the outside world through 
mental shorthands for it, while photorealism implies a faithful 
rendition of the outside world as seen by a mechanical eye. As I 
explained, both these extremes have their own claim to realism. 
Within the boundaries of comics’ connection to subjectivity through 
comics realism in the broad sense, different graphic styles allow comics 
to either underline their subjectivity through schematic drawing or 
run contrary to it by drawing in a more photorealistic style, thus 
connoting mechanical realism in their representation of the past. In 
this way, every historical comics’ graphic style implies its own visual 
approach to representing the past realistically.

Keeping the pictorial continuum between schematism and 
photorealism in mind, lets return to the first pages of chapter two 
(see fig. 27). On the left-hand side of the spread, Djurdjevic’s title 
shows Max looking at the fourth wall through the barbed wire fence 
of Auschwitz. Behind him, his signature supervillain mask appears 
through the smoke, as if looking in on the scene. Unrelated to this, 
on the right-hand page, Max and his father are conversing while 
travelling by train. The atmosphere is one of hope, contrasting heavily 
with the despair that emanates from the other side of the spread. The 
co-presentation of these images produces an atmosphere of double 
foreboding: first, this congenial travel by train will be followed by 
deportation via the same mode of transportation. Second, through 
this experience, Max will become what looms over him in the cover 
image: Magneto. 

The painterly image, because of its lack of line, is located 
closer to photorealism than the more conventional comics drawing 
on the right-hand page, which is by no means completely schematic. 
However, the fact that the main graphic style of the comic is here 
contrasted with the painterly image of the cover causes it to appear 
more schematic. Conversely, no one would argue that Djurdjevic’s 

DOCUMENTATION AND TRANSPARENCY IN MAGNETO: TESTAMENT



132 133

image is completely photorealistic. As is the case for the schematism 
of Di Giandomenico’s drawing, Djurdjevic’s images only seem near 
photorealistic in relation to the images presented alongside it.

But outside of placing them in direct relation to one another 
spatially—which is an accident caused by the repackaging of the 
miniseries in collected form—the graphic style of the covers is not 
actively related to Di Giandomenico’s drawings at all. While the two 
styles are close in a material sense, there is no moment in the comic 
where this physical closeness becomes informed or is explained. The 
scenes depicted on the covers, for example, neither return in the Di 
Giandomenico’s drawings, nor do the characters bear much physical 
resemblance to themselves in the different graphic styles. 

Compared with the schematic graphic style of the majority 
of the comic, the painterly covers represent the past in a more 
mechanically realist fashion. The objectivity implied by the black-and-
white images, however, is broken by the red details, through which 
the work refers to a movie rendition of the holocaust. The forceful red 
punctums of this drawing break its allusion to photography. Because 
of this break, the covers, by way of an intertextual reference to the 
color scheme of Schindler’s List, is rooted in the past as it is represented 
in Hollywood film as much as they are rooted in documentary 
photographs.

Di Giandomenico’s images are, as mentioned above, located 
somewhat more towards the schematic in relation to Djurdjevic’s 
covers. But the subjective connotations of Magneto: Testament’s 
graphic style are not used in the depiction of the past in the 
same way as is the case for Maus. Instead of highlighting that the 
depicted past is based on an experiencing subject or mediated by 
the experience of the maker, Di Giandomenico blends his drawing 
with photography and historiography implicitly and explicitly in an 
attempt to counterbalance the subjective connotations of his style. 
One way in which Di Giandomenico’s makes his drawings seem more 
photographic is by featuring drawn photographs in the narrative.  
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Fig. 27 is a good example. On this page, Max and his father are 
looking at photographs as they are traveling by train. The photographs 
are rendered in the same style as the other images. As such, these 
drawn photographs establish the graphic style of the comic as the 
realist mode within the storyworld. This implicit effect is not nearly 
as strong, however, as the explicit ways in which the graphic style of 
Magneto: Testament is identified with photography and historiography. 
One of Magneto: Testament’s many appendices is a list of endnotes 
providing historical context and further explanation for its creative 
choices. By incorporating a form of writing—endnotes—that is 
more readily associated with academic writing than with fictional 
writing,98 Magneto: Testament appeals to historiographic realism, as 
well as subjective realism. The content of the footnotes, furthermore, 
anchors the schematic images in two ways: first, by showing that 
what happens in the story is based on historical documentation, 
and second, by showing that several key images of the comic are 
based on historical photographs. The scene depicting Uncle Erich’s 
persecution for Rassenschande,99 for example, refers to the many 
photographs of Jews who were forced to wear signs with similar or 
exactly the same texts (see fig. 29 & 30). Similarly, the depiction of 
the burning of a synagogue is based on the many photographic images 
of burning synagogues, the portrayal of the arrival at Auschwitz 
is based on the Auschwitz Album, and the images of Max working 
as a Sonderkommando are based on the few existing photographs 
of the extermination process, illegally taken by members of the 
Sonderkommando (Auschwitz-Birkenau Memorial and Museum, 
Online Photography Collection). Magneto: Testament thus presents a 
subjective eyewitness account and an objective rendition of the past 
in the same imagery.
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Fig. 30: Photograph of Rassenschande in Nazi-Germany. This photograph,  
depicting Mr. Rosenberg and Mrs. Makowiak was taken from Alexandra Przyrembel’s 
Rassenschande (66).100 

Fig. 29: Magneto: Testament issue 1, 13.
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In spite that Di Giandomenico’s style is thoroughly rooted in 
the schematic tradition of comics drawing, Magneto: Testament aims 
for a transparent representation of the past. What I mean here by 
transparency is that Di Giandomenico drawings attempt to hide that 
they are representations and present themselves as the past as it was. 
They do so, remarkably enough, by incorporating the representational 
characteristics of other media. Here, in a process reminiscent of the 
tension between hypermediacy and immediacy formulated by Jay 
David Bolter and Richard Grusin in Remediation: Understanding New 
Media (1999), Magneto: Testament remediates the representational 
conventions of film and photography in order to, first, draw strength 
from these media’s mechanical realism and, second, as a way to make 
its own materiality disappear (Bolter and Grusin 48). Unlike Maus and 
many other historical comics, which use the subjective connotation 
of drawing in order to engage with the supposed transparencies 
of other modes of realism, Pan and Di Giandomenico attempt to 
hide the ontological status of their drawings behind the authenticity 
of film and photography, however embattled the statuses of both 
film and photography are in this context.101 In and off itself, such a 
combination can produce interesting results, provided the paradox 
underlying this doubling of representation is addressed. Magneto: 
Testament, however, does not offer much space for a reading that is 
critical of all the modes of representation that it employs. For Magneto: 
Testament, subjective realism should be overcome or counteracted 
through the incorporation of photography and historiography. It is 
doubtful, however, if realism by way of a feigned transparency of the 
medium is still convincing after the critiques leveled at it in academia 
as well as in the comics form.

The Limits of Representation in Text and Image
In the previous two sections, I demonstrated how Magneto: Testament 
represents the wartime past of a budding supervillain through a 
combination of different forms of realism in texts and images. But 
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while Magneto: Testament combines different modes of realism in 
text and image, it nowhere directly addresses the aporias engendered 
by these combinations. In the following section, I demonstrate that 
a similar combinatory logic pervades the way in which texts are 
combined with images on the page. 

Following Peeters, Magneto: Testament’s page composition can 
be characterized as rhetorical, meaning that the panel shapes and sizes 
vary according to the needs of the narrative (Peeters 49). Compared 
to most other superhero comics, however, Magneto: Testament’s page 
composition tends towards what Chavanne, in a further nuancing of 
Peeters and Groensteen’s approach to the comics page, calls semi-
regular page compositions—where the only deviations from a regular 
grid are combinations or further subdivisions of the panels that make 
out the original grid (Chavanne 49-50). Rather than emphasizing 
certain moments in the narrative by allowing the images to break 
through their frames, Magneto: Testament operates on a restrained 
rhetorical layout that at times even borders the semi-regular. It 
does so to avoid making a spectacle of the catastrophic past that it 
has chosen as its subject. Pak and Di Giandomenico use comics’ 
compositional capabilities as a way of toning down the visuality of 
Magneto: Testament’s representation of the past.

The second page of issue three is a good example of how 
graphic style and text are combined in Magneto: Testament (see fig. 31). 
This page recounts the family’s flight during the invasion of Poland 
as well as a more general historical narrative concerning the invasion 
of Poland and the Einsatzgruppen, who followed in the footsteps 
of Wehrmacht to subdue the populace of conquered territories by 
executing enemies of the state. Page two of issue three shows that 
the central juxtaposition of modes of realism in Magneto: Testament 
is a juxtaposition between, on the one hand, external narration, and 
on the other, dialogue and drawn images (see fig. 31). Because the 
external narration occupies both the top left and the bottom right 
position, it acts as a frame for the other images and texts on the page. 
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It reads: 

The German army invaded Poland on September 
1, 1939. following the main German forces, Nazi 
Einsatzgruppen, or “operational groups,” hunted 
down Jews and Polish intellectuals. […] by the end 
of the war, the Einsatzgruppen and their auxiliaries 
had killed 1.3 million Jews. (Issue 3, 2)

Fig. 31: Magneto: Testament issue 3, 2.
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In the accompanying images, members of an Einsatzgruppe 
shoot at an unarmed Jewish family in flight. Looking back while 
they are running, Max’s family witnesses the coldblooded murder of 
this family as they vanish into the forest. While the text in grey text 
blocs appears to tell a complete story about the Einsatzgruppen that 
starts with the invasion of Poland and ends in 1945, the images and 
dialogue that are surrounded by the embedded narration show Max 
and his family witness one such a killing by an Einsatzgruppe. The 
central image—central both in location and in its relevance to the 
narrative—establishes Max as an eyewitness to horrors from which 
the reader is spared. A temporal discrepancy between the text in blocs 
and the images and other types of text puts the two stories that are 
being told at odds with one another. The text in boxes is written in past 
tense, as opposed to the present tense of the dialogue and the images, 
and spans six years, rather than a few minutes. The subjective realism 
of the eyewitness, here especially clear in that Magneto: Testament 
shows Max witnessing, is framed by historiographic discourse.

The drawn images that accompany this juxtaposition of texts 
follow the story that is told in dialogue. As such, Di Giandomenico’s 
drawn images are used for the purpose of the subjectively based 
representation of the past, instead of its historiographic counterpart. 
Throughout much of Magneto: Testament, the juxtaposition of 
subjective realism and historiographic realism is mirrored by a 
similar juxtaposition of texts and images. While text can be used 
in the subjective as well as the more objective mode, images are 
often partial to a subjective representation of the past. What becomes 
visible here is not only the strong initial connection of the drawn 
image with the subjective, but also the powerful alliance between 
text and history. In Magneto: Testament, as in most historical comics, 
there is no drawn equivalent to the external narrated text that is 
most frequently found in boxes. And while text can range between 
the subjective/present and the temporally removed/objective, the 
expressive range of images with respect to the different modes of 
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realism is limited mostly to subjective realism. This allocation of 
drawing to the subjective representation of the past runs contrary to 
Magneto: Testament’s attempts to polish off the subjective connotations 
of its graphic style. Even though what is depicted in the images is said 
to be the result of a research process, the images always remain close 
to Max’s experience of the war, rather than attach themselves to the 
wider historical narrative that surrounds it. In this way, throughout 
most of the comic, Magneto: Testament rehearses preconceptions 
concerning the capabilities and limits of historical representation in 
image and text. 

A similar tendency to remain close to existing conventions in 
the representation of the past can also be found in Magneto: Testament’s 
depiction of the Sonderkommando in Auschwitz. If, as Maus has 
shown, it is already impossible to do justice to the camp experience, 
the experiences of the men who, while they were prisoners of the 
camps themselves, led others to the gas chambers and disposed of 
their corpses, is almost completely beyond recollection. These men 
were physically closest to the actual acts of genocide as both victims 
and perpetrators. Any representation of them, therefore, is plagued 
by unanswerable questions concerning the presentation of these men 
as victims or perpetrators (Levi 1991, 45). To make matters worse, 
there are almost no surviving accounts of the Sonderkommando. Max’s 
experiences are based on Filip Müller’s Eyewitness Auschwitz (1979) 
and Abraham and Shlomo Dragon’s testimonies recorded in Gideon 
Greif ’s We Wept Without Tears (1995). In a regrettable attempt to 
bypass the moral dilemma that attaches itself to representations of the 
Sonderkommando, Max is tricked into working as a Sonderkommando 
in Magneto: Testament, rather than volunteering for it. Through the 
invention of this highly unlikely happenstance, the comic dodges a 
discussion of the inadequacy of notions such as guilt or victimhood 
where it is particularly needed.
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During Max’s first day as a Sonderkommando, he is taken to a 
storehouse for the clothing and other personal items of the victims of 
the gas chambers. While cleaning up, Max stumbles into a room filled 
with glasses. The image that shows Max viewing the mountain of 
glasses is the only one in the entire comic that spans a complete spread 
(see fig. 33). In it, Magneto: Testament blends mechanical realism—the 
image is based on existing photographic evidence as well as refers to 
Alain Resnais’ documentary Night and Fog (1956)—with subjective 

Fig. 32: Magneto: Testament issue 4, 13.

DOCUMENTATION AND TRANSPARENCY IN MAGNETO: TESTAMENT

AVELZEN
Text Box
This image is only available in the printed thesis.



142

realism: we see Max seeing the glasses, rather than just the glasses; the 
reader is here made very aware that she/he is witnessing witnessing.102 
The image is thus both spectacularly visual and about seeing. Yet for 
all that it makes visible, it is also fundamentally concerned with the 
end of vision, and by proxy, the limits of representation. The glasses 
represent both the totality of what was seen and the impossibility of 
representing this totality through the eyes of one. 

One commonality among many representations of the 
Holocaust is that they must somehow portray the impossibility 
of adequately representing the past that they represent. Magneto: 
Testament’s way of dealing with the limits of representation starts 
with the spread on page 14 and 15 of issue four, which depicts 
Max and a pile of glasses. On this spread, we see Max eye in eye  
with a magnitude of death that exceeds all attempts at representing 
it. In response to it, and with a turn of the page, Magneto: Testament 
fades to black in what is a spectacularly visual display of the end of 
vision (see fig. 34). Against completely blacked out panels, Magneto: 
Testament reads:

Fig. 33: Magneto: Testament issue 4, 14-15.
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my name is max eisenhardt. i’ve been a 
sonderkommando at auschwitz for almost two

years. i watched thousands of men, women, and 
children walk to their deaths. i pulled their 
bodies from the gas chambers. i dug out their 
teeth so the germans could take their gold. and 
i carried them to the ovens, where i learned how 
to combine a child’s body with an old man’s to 
make them burn better. i saw my fellow workers 
burned alive under an avalanche of rotting

corpses. i saw thousands of murdered people 
burning in giant outdoor pits. i have seen at 
least a quarter million dead human beings with

my own eyes… (Issue 4, 16-17) 

Fig. 34: Magneto: Testament issue 4, 16-17.
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The most visual spread of the comic is followed by a 
spread that denies images in favor of oral testimony. A refusal of 
representation that is, strangely enough, itself strikingly visual. The 
presence of panel boarders, which immediately identify this page as 
belonging to a comic, accentuates the visual nature of this denial 
of the visual. Rather than a complete silence in the presence of the 
catastrophic past, Magneto: Testament communicates a prohibition of 
representation in a representation by silencing part of the medium 
and foregrounding Max’s testimony. The fact that the images and 
not the texts are blotted out underlines the strangely self-effacing 
approach of Magneto: Testament to Holocaust representation. Comics, 
as Groensteen has shown, are a predominantly visual medium, instead 
of an even mixture between text and image. Rather than making use 
of the comics medium’s affordances in order to further explore the 
limits of historical representation, Magneto: Testament defaults to a 
(fictional) testimony and lives up to its name, thereby repeating the 
often-heard notion that the horrors of the camps exceed a particular 
sign system’s capacity for representation (Young 1990, 16). If 
visuality in comics can only be denied in a markedly visual manner, 
Groensteen’s thesis concerning the primacy of the image in comics 
can be considered proven. The visuality of Magneto: Testament’s denial 
of visuality, however, does not detract from the fact that under the 
pressures exercised by the catastrophic past, Magneto: Testament hides 
its comicsness, instead of putting it to work. By revoking to testimony, 
and by way of its title, testament, the comic evokes a speaking of the 
truth by a witness that is both biblical and legal (18-21). In doing 
so, Magneto: Testament reverts to a conception of testimony in which 
there are no doubts as to its truthfulness, thereby “ignor[ing] the 
ways in which Holocaust literary testimony is also constructed and 
interpretive” (21). 
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Conclusion
Magneto: Testament is a representation of the Holocaust that holds 
between what Arno J. Mayer, in Why Did the Heavens Not Darken? 
(1990), calls a reductionalist and a dogmatist approach to Holocaust 
representation (454). That is, Magneto: Testament presents a view of the 
Holocaust as a completely singular event that cannot be historicized 
with a representation of the Holocaust that is undeniably cliché in 
terms of the kinds of images and texts which are used, and in the way 
in which these images and texts are used. 

What Magneto: Testament shows in relation to the Maus event 
is that not all historical comics, like Kraut, base their engagement 
with the past on the example set by Spiegelman. Like Maus, Magneto: 
Testament shows the capability of the medium to combine different 
kinds of texts and images and so incorporate a range of different modes 
of realism in its representation of the past. Yet unlike Maus, Magneto: 
Testament hides the tears in the fabric of representation by feigning 
transparency. Instead of allowing the reader to see though the comic 
into the past, however, the copresence of a large number of different 
ways of seeing and recounting the past also remind the reader of the 
medial context through which the past is brought into the present. 
Furthermore, the internal inconsistencies that arise due to the specific 
use of different modes of realism in Magneto: Testament further 
undermine the transparency of the comic. The subjective connotations 
of Di Giandomenico’s style are mitigated by the incorporation of 
mechanical and historiographic-based imagery. However, when 
these images are combined with text, especially external narration, 
they always remain closest to a subjective representation of the past, 
rather than to a mechanical or historiographic one. That is, when 
images and texts are put together, notwithstanding the attempts 
made to objectify the imagery, images are used to portray subjective 
experience, while text can be used for historical discourse as well as 
for rendering subjective experience. This combinatory use of images 
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and texts thus diminishes the images’ ability to harmonize with the 
keys of historiographic and/or mechanical realism.

 In the end, the pressures exercised by the past that is 
represented here cause a move towards a transparent representation 
of the past that is achieved through a denial of elements that evoke 
comicsness—superhero powers, onomatopoeia, dramatic page layout, 
schematism, and overt visuality—and the incorporation of elements 
that, from the perspective of the creators of Magneto: Testament allow 
for transparency—photography, historical film, historiographic 
method, and testimony. In this sense, Magneto: Testament moves against 
the momentum of the Maus event. For many, however, Magneto: 
Testament can be a gripping first introduction to a past that still 
desperately needs remembering. Through Marvel’s reach, Magneto: 
Testament contributes to keeping the memory of the Holocaust alive, 
which is a worthy enough cause in and off itself. It does so, however, 
by further strengthening a cliché conception of the Holocaust and 
how it should be represented that counteracts and limits rather than 
develops and frees comics ability to represent the past.

What this analysis of Pak and Di Giandomenico’s comic 
suggests about the impact of an ever-widening media landscape on 
World War II memory culture, however, is somewhat encouraging. 
However convincing new ways of bringing the past into the present 
might seem, their realism is always dampened because they can 
increasingly only be experienced alongside other ways of representing 
the past; ways of representing the past, furthermore, whose purposed 
realism can be based in completely different representational practices. 
The copresence of such dissimilar ways of representing World War 
II, to those who notice it, combats the illusory transparency of some 
World War II narratives and thus thwarts attempts to present a unified 
narrative of World War II.
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