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Disﬁsur¢m+= The Problem of Death in Comics

on experimental  comic - essay

An inkernet search of “death in comics” brings results primarily about the
impermanence and apathy of death in the Superhero canons. “Comic book death” is a
trope wherein an apparently deceased characker refums by some micacle. Despibe
the drivioldy of death in Superhero comics, there is a tone intereshing impossibility
of death in the medivm predicaled won the conkinvous - present of comic's
+f.mpomln'4-, ond the representabional limits of Hhe Fa‘awev The itonegraphics of death
stand ia Por whal cannol be depicded. Every (mage is a representabion that includes
within & He ack oF Ma-rhon of what is not regrecented; the most on-depichable
shadew of Hhe Fiquee boing nen-exishence. But l"l"MCl‘\l'nJ the ground-zere of all
representakion —death— is disHgorement. A | use it tn his essay, dishgunement
is fhe mode of h"“ﬁ"’““ﬁ dhe rcmm"ﬂnml Lenids cf the fgure when ¢ dries
to enduee deakn. Dtskguum-l— it a parkcslarly apt word; it is beth the marring of
a surface and an vndoing o Fqurakion which is eshablished on Hhe body.

“Alive " "Dead ™

“Alive” *live " “Deod "




Suptrharses awst be tomocksl and aqiles 4 foncken as reconshivhed, mugHaic
tharmcbers whee tlores ore contbantly rewrillen and consumed: The Soperhers loselag
cormel rehuin any permanant mark or defacement. Similarly, med nepaper sheiss
do not deal with mordalily ag Hhe chacackin are consbanhy reevoduced. While Yhis
is gence-speafie, all comics ame whi 4o conhosn the defindy of deadh since fmager
are ever -present, prrmanent, and hﬁnaFnrminj- Panels condain gpact en & page
with smublantous r:lln‘lﬂ'u, and the reader ph“"w'inl Hhe movement of dwmae thal
diveloses +thesr diflerences. Deadh o Hee F-Jw:-ﬁirhn-ﬂ*prﬂm“. an event Haak g
anhiecpabed el can never "arrive”; 5o & is vneasly conbrined withia panelc which
e 4 Ibﬁ.ﬂ-ﬂnl'llj 'm-’d‘fn: . The schal montat of ceath btcomes el 4o locade -
H can Seem do sccor abupHy o a Sodden absence, or einemakically, wheee dhe
moments are Bbdiwded. Ebher way, dhe divisront of panels conhinucocly defledt

the adval prosment. B occwrs in the pwaqjﬁg space of +he maryin where Hat
reader mutk "Bl in the blanks’

An Abropt Diath
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A Cingrwdic Deakh
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The penchrakion of the fiqure & a mode of dishgurement preoccupied with +he surface

of drawings. Althwgh we assume the characlers have flesh, bones and organs vnderneath

the "skin” of a clr&l-u'nj, s all surface- What is achvally beneath o alruwi'ns? The

*ondenside” of o 'F-'swwlvrou in comics (s eveything it Fails +o signify, not the muscles

and bones +that would Float on +he same Surface were they drawn. A dﬂhn'ns

"is not death ether, becavse i+ manifedds exrstence withoot being, existence which

remains below existence , Icke an inexplorable alfirmaten, withot begining or end —
death as the l'mp'uubhhj o JS'"J
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Dismemberment , as a form of dst‘Jortmﬂrvl'l adedresses the persistence
of the self even as Hie body is divided. There is bhe possibilhy of survival
when PAA' of +he Lul’ dies, ufcdu\\cj with +he phﬁ‘vlmu of comics whene the

body can easily be reanimaked. Dismemberments explore when the figqure is ne
onger itselk, which necessanly asks the queshion “where is the self in the comic body:

s ue

L L7

M T AT 33 j =
O% QCE

Comits can easily kill o bedy. Tn Superhem comics, gore becomes a mod'.m, of death
Since bodies exist on\a Jo be wiolaked. Ag apmdh e bcln, in the phyaics of comies
i is dfhal b permanently Lill a characker since they may be resurreched
through re-reading. With Jhis in mind, a twe death of a charader may be
Hhe erasure of it idenbhy.
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A what point is +he bulj ne lm,u centacned 53 the ltnes +that form i
and does that conshivle o death o Hae drawing, or an undoing of
representabion 2 Perhaps the most honest picne of death is nob +he emply
ponel, bet +he dodal dissolubion oF +he fgure throvgh drawing; lines
present on the page bt Hhrough dranstormabion become anbithesis 4o Hhesr
repmc.n-i-al)'unoj povers. Transformakon ag Ja‘sﬁ‘gmuwl cmln'-ww;lj
destroys ond  recreades the Fgure.

Transformakion it abest The Raure con Q“h.d‘ what disselwing what i+ iy and
the cycle of lite and denth, i m‘jialh ceprecsed J ¥ i

it

Deavh is Hhe yreat : 3¢
(’.\\bm,ll. I-l-:;gl- 53 btjehd nath nynels — ~—
npbningness, \ — -




The X over the eyes s an icon of death and vnconscieusness Hhad originated ia
comics- The "trossing ovt” is a mark of ncatk‘m. The eyes are not only dosed, they
cannet be opened. They are defaced: "o mar the sorface especially with wating or
pickores” The pimary Sthe of ideakficakon on the face is the eyes, which are colloguially
knowa as the windows o the soul. With nuance, the skilled comic arbel renders emes
with vaneus emobions and shales of concaovsness; and can even creale +he illusion
tat a characker rehons He gaze of the wewer. Ulﬁ'mdglj, a dmuh5 of an eye
cannot see, bot it represents 4 sopernadural saxe that, ke the evil eye or Sloman's
gymbols of demens, caphres and banishes Hhe gaze.

“Ah.\.““ ? ? nDt‘d'l

e Q

Pechaps the moment of death that can aclually be seen is Hhe moment whene Hhee

light of Lfe leaves the eyes, as in $he poem “There's a Cerain Sloal of Light “:
When i+ goes, 't is ke +he distance

on the look of death— —Emily Dickingon

The moment when the windows 4 Hhe soul are boarded op by Hhe X, and +he gaze
movts beyond what we can ser.

There's & qooky drick. | [BuF wh ! @ ;ﬂt
ere's & Qoo ¥ wWnen Wi led L sk
whire 5.3&;9.& whot Someonts eyes, u:: I:._:‘,,;d;&-l:eﬁa, QQ ® «
a chacacker seet 03 con Ste Hhaar geze. Hhe loss of eyes,” & \d
Heir enes. — ¥ g
~ T\ 2, D
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- Pavl At Man AR
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»
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The black Pm‘. it the megt olthiled act of ol-'t‘:-‘aurqh‘cn. and cl'.m(:,
points b the issves of representubion. A black panel is emphy and nen-
d:ps‘d;'m, andh af the same hime it is Hhe le‘:;“i'ﬂa of the panel wath
marln—malu'na- Marks and meaning are svbsumed in their overabundance
so, unlke Jhe blank page, thy black page is an achwe erasure Hhrovgh

Jra.w-‘na- It is the vlimale [ogs Hwough represeatabion. The absence
ot stake in death and representabion iy disfigured in the black.

To end Hais essay L will dorn to the story of Ocpheus ond Eorydice.
The myhh speaks fo the densions of representabion and death | have pointed fo —
representakion embodyging death, +he fobilly of imaging death, the desine
see, ond the gaze Hob kills” death. Representabions of death illuminade
the process of representalion, and death is cnly ever represented. *
representalbional discourse implies $he moleness, absence, nonbeing — in sharl,
the death — of the object # seaks do designate. Death, as the real pocecs
of diwision, can pechaps be best expressed Hwough figures of liminalidy,
frgores 4hat expressly signiby allegoncally and dhg speak +he nonsignifiable
“Other " Hhrovgh ntacl\'on or displacement. =

t Death ond Represertabion o 7




Why did Ocphevs durn lock?7 I+ was such a simple plan. Did Ae forget the rvles
bteavss of mpakena or dasice 7 *ITmpatience is +he mistake made L'ﬂ & pevsen
whe wishes o escape +he absence of dime. "3

Or d'd he wish to brag back not +he
forbidden knowledge of death “

closed, her Face szaled... when she is inwsible.

OfphM. gaze “deoes nat NM"‘I‘ make Lll.f l"ﬂ; but 'l.'l "\M the ‘R'"I\“: of

deat living in her. " The gaze kills what is alrcady dead, because an
image banishes death- ..

L

. of caa onlfa hold death in the mogt -Flu4-‘n:| almu_- Orphens “sees™
Euvrydice disappear, hot hew can yov Ste a disappearance ? Like a black hele,
vision can only appmach the event henzon af




The convention of comics is 4o create and reereade. We can't su/:'ch
Eundd-‘u without re.svrru.-lins her: Hee death and disappearance can be poinled

to with mwhiple devices ...

v but Hhe E‘urudu‘u of Hades, +he F-‘auu Haat dries do contain death,
Con onllg be a“tmplul 'Hrwah Jut{'n'awt ment.
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EMILIA PETRARCA: Thanks so much for tak-
ing the time to meet with me! Let’s start in
college: did you write a thesis at Vassar?

SASHA STEINBERG: | did. That was the
beginning of the end of academia for me
[laughs]. | did a translation from Russian of a
banned piece of literature. I've always been in-
terested in gay culture from around the world
and there was this novel that got banned in
Russia because it had gay sex in it. People
ripped it up and threw it into toilets and into
the street. It was a big deal. And of course, it's
completely not available in English. So, | found
it and started translating it and then | decided
to do an art project with it. The text was in

the middle and then on the outside was phil-
osophical commentary that talked about the
struggles of translating it and offered different

A Conversation with
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/{ / Vassar Class of ‘09

interpretations on what the meaning of the
piece of literature was. There were also pieces
of art that corresponded. | didn't actually draw
anything—it was more of a collage of images,
ideas and my writing. The project was really
exciting for me but also not super academic in
some ways.

PETRARCA: That's why you go to liberal
arts.

STEINBERG: Exactly. It was so welcomed at
Vassar. Because | studied literature though, |
couldn’t read for fun anymore. Comics were
my healing process. | could read them for fun.
Now | can't, because | do them [laughs]. | read
books for fun again.



PETRARCA: Can you tell me a little about
your Stonewall series?

STEINBERG: | started researching Stonewall
post graduation and pre grad school, when |
spent a year living in Poughkeepsie. | was really
surprised to learn that the people at the fore-
front of the riots were drag queens and trans
women who were homeless and not white. |
thought that was really important information
that isnt usually shared when people talk about
Stonewall, which is all the time now that the
community is fighting for marriage and different
kinds of equality. | feel that trans people are
actually excluded from a lot of gay rights stuff
and it's bothered me for a long time. When |
discovered this fact about the Stonewall riots

| just thought it was so important. | was really
curious about how many different stories there
were of Stonewall. When | started researching

| learned that no one really agrees with each
other about what happened—even the people
who were there. So | decided to do some differ-
ent story lines to show different perspectives of
the narrative.

Miss Venus is about the trans women who were
at the forefront of the riots. | tried to capture
their world, and show how modern and honest

it was, but simultaneously kind of messy and
childish.

Everyone in the story is real except for the main
character, Venus. They're all based on people

| researched. Their names are their real names
and their appearances are based on photos
that | found. And then | put it all in the style

of this real artist, Tarpé Mills, who was one of
the first female comic artists. | took her original
art and tried to imitate it. To a certain extent |
stole body poses and then re-did them. | really
wanted to get her weird, tiny hands and other
details like that.

For the second one | wanted to do it from a dif-
ferent perspective—someone who's not part of
the gay community. How did he see this event
and why? | think that the media helped to turn
it into a milestone. Everyone was really excit-

ed about Stonewall, even though it was about
gay people. They twisted the story a little bit
though. The character is a taxi driver who takes
photographs. He ends up at the riots and then
sells his photographs of the riots in the next
book to the Village Voice.

PETRARCA: How many books are there in
the Stonewall series?

STEINBERG: | want to do nine total—three for
each character. There’s another storyline from
the police’s perspective. It's going to be black
and white in noir style. I've got the plots laid
out but we'll see what happens.

(Interview continued on next page)




PETRARCA: Do you have a style of your own,
or are you still trying to figure that out?

STEINBERG: I'm still trying to figure that out
now a little bit. For an anthology called QU33R,
available from Northwest Press, which came out
this past winter, | used watercolor. They wanted
everything to be autobiographical and I've per-
formed in drag in Vermont and lllinois. The edi-
tor, who has seen my Facebook and all my drag
pictures, asked me to do a story about it. Sasha
Velour is my drag alter ego. So, | did some-
thing about my time in Vermont and Michigan.

| wanted to make it funny. She’s stealing things
from Wal Mart like pantyhoes and chocolate
and a coat. But also dealing with these peoples’
reactions to her. Some people are positive,
some are negative, some you don’t know what
they mean. She also has magic powers. | had a
lot of fun doing this style—very fantasy and in
color, rather than on the computer.

PETRARCA: How would you define this aes-
thetic?

| really like two different styles of drawing: the
European, clear-line style where it's just trapped
colors versus the super dramatic shadow-y
American style. Both of them are really roman-
tic to me and match how | see the world a little
bit. Either a weird 60’s fantasy or a dark murder
mystery [laughs].

It's a little bit like drag. Pre-existing styles of art
can be for a cartoonist what those those past
ideas of femininity are for a drag queen. We ex-
ploit them, and show them to be a little false. It
all breaks down the illusion of an original style.
No artist has their own original style—everyone
is copying someone else. Every single person

| went to school with is copying someone and
making it their own. That's normal.

PETRARCA: Do you see comics as a way to
inhabit different characters as well?

STEINBERG: For sure. Comics is like theater
in some ways. When | was at Vassar | was in
Woodshed. | was very much a theater person.

Comics are like a play that's all me [laughs]. I'm
writing and performing every role and design-
ing it.

PETRARCA: How did you train yourself to
draw?

STEINBERG: When | got to school | was imitat-
ing different artists the whole time as a way to
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learn how to draw different styles. | trace poses
and | study the way that fabric looks. | also use
Google SketchUp.
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PETRARCA: What made you decide to do an
MFA at The Center for Cartoon Studies?

STEINBERG: To be around other people who
are taking comics seriously is really important. |
think an MFA makes you focus mentally.



Even if | had tons of free time [in New York], |
don’t think | would be able to focus the same
way. It was like my job. It was fun. This program
is one of the best deals and the town is very
cheap. | really recommend it for people who
want to do comics.

PETRARCA: What do you do in New York
City?

STEINBERG: | teach comic classes for Japanese
speakers and | teach one-on-one English class-
es.

Japan’s an amazing place for comics because
it's a really normal thing. It's respected. People
read comics on the subway. Here in New York,
even | feel a little weird reading comics on the
subway...it's just not common.

PETRARCA: What are you reading now?

STEINBERG: I'm working on a murder mys-
tery right now for a serialized comic anthology
called “Maple Key Comics.” My story is called
“The Disappearance of Pepper Stein.” Every
two months we have to create another eight

pages of an ongoing story.

I'm reading some Agatha Christie to get me in
the mood [laughs]. The Secret of Chimneys is
my favorite.

PETRARCA: Have you found comic communi-
ties in New York?

I've met a lot of people going to comic con-
ventions, which is where | sell things and make
connections.
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PETRARCA: Do you think you’ll continue with
queer subject matter?

STEINBERG: | haven’t done anything that isn't.
| could totally do other things. But | think it's
becoming less and less niche as a subject mat-
ter. The audience is changing. People outside
of the community are interested now. There's

a long history of feminist comics too and those
aren’t niche anymore either.
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