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  PREFACE
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  THE PERSON crazy enough to endeavor to analyze Berserk must embark on a journey almost as painful as Guts’ quest: a solitary one without respite or room for error. The series’ author, Kentaro Miura, has created a saga that is wild like a bucking bronco. Trying to tame that animal is a lost cause: your only hope is to try to get close by showing you mean no harm, abandoning the idea of controlling its complex gait. Miura is the only person capable of riding that charger, as if he were the Skull Knight in the dim nights of Midland. Like the Knight of Skeleton, Miura holds the keys to a deep and cryptic tale that encompasses myriad myths and elements of fantasy.




  To dare to analyze Berserk is to commit sacrilege: you risk impinging on the personal interpretations of millions of readers, each one positing their own theories about this or that point of the plot. I do not purport to hold the truth; in this book, I am simply trying to share with you my wonder for this series. The beauty of it is that each and every individual can find something unique and personal in it. Then there’s the fact that, when it comes down to it, a story must stand on its own. If you have to explain it for it to work, then you’re missing the subliminal power of the tale. That said, Berserk is constructed so densely and with so many references that it’s impossible to resist the temptation to hunt down its secrets. As you explore the series, you discover various ways of interpreting it and numerous symbols peppered throughout, left as a trail for anyone who cares to search for them… For those who open their “third eye,” a critical eye.




  Berserk is a manga written in Japanese and there are surely certain passages of dialog whose meaning changed when they were translated. That is inevitable in any adaptation. As I have not mastered the Japanese language, I based my analysis on the French and English versions. But in the end, although there may have been some small changes, they are part of how the series has been read in our corner of the world and it’s through these versions that I came to know and love Berserk.




  One of the risks that I’m taking in this book is analyzing a work that is still in progress. Can you really claim to have understood a story without knowing how it ends? It’s true that this book could end up with a pie in the face if the author decides to deceive everyone by coming up with some incredible twist, catching us all off guard. There’s always the slightest possibility that Miura could decide to reveal that Guts is actually a creation of artificial intelligence from the future who dreams of having chivalrous adventures, just as an example. In that case, yes, we would certainly have to reread the entire manga in light of that revelation… But even if such a far-fetched conclusion did occur, no matter. The 40 volumes that we’ve read to this point have taken us on the most ill-fated and memorable journey in dark fantasy imaginable. All of the twists and turns of the story given to us by Miura, all of the symbols he’s laid out, there’s so much there that you could write a book about it… like the book you’re holding right now. It doesn’t much matter what Miura might decide to do as his story continues. There’s no reason for us not to venture onto the winding paths of interpretation that he has invited us to walk down.




  There exists another danger: overinterpreting, finding meaning where there is none, or worse yet, building a theory that doesn’t hold water. But as long as our analysis of the manga relies on specific, coherent elements found in the text, then all interpretations are fair game. You could even argue that the mangaka does not hold all the answers to all that he has revealed to us: part of Berserk comes from the unconscious mind, from its buried past, its dreams, its fantasies, and its nightmares.




  As such, this book does not in any way aim to prove anything whatsoever and does not claim to hold the word of God, like the unyielding Mozgus. On the contrary, this book invites you on a journey. It is the fruit of many hours of passionate reading and research by a fan of imagery, art, and fiction who would like to share with you his findings and feelings, laying out the clues that Miura has left for us. In this book, I’d like to explain what I think I’ve seen behind the images and words of the mangaka, a man whose secrecy made this quest for interpretation that much more difficult. My goal is not even to “reveal” the creator’s intentions, but rather to shed light on the universal complexity of his work, in both his story and his drawings. On all that can be found there if you just pore over it with curiosity and good intentions.




  After all, a work of art no longer entirely belongs to its creator once it’s been given over to the public. We should be able to enjoy the work without having to know the artist hiding in the wings or his intentions. Even if we try to decipher some of Miura’s choices based on scant clues he has revealed in interviews, when it comes down to it, one of the most important things is our own relationship with the work. What’s important is what we, the readers, feel when we turn the last page of a chapter of Berserk, before devouring the next.




  This manga belongs to each and every one of us. I am just one of you. I am writing this book because this story leaves me awestruck by its depth and masterfulness. That is the true magic of the saga of Guts: it allows you to immerse yourself in its depths. An entire universe comes to life on these pages, and that universe in turn is surrounded by several layers of interpretation that are at once coherent and diverse. Berserk is not just an adventure story. It’s a work of art, philosophy, and symbolism, an ode to the dark side of human nature, a declaration of love for fantasy. You can feel that Miura tries to offer us a tale that is much greater than even him, a parable to serve as a milestone in the ultimate story…




  The author: Quentin Boëton [image: ]




  After abandoning a master’s degree in law and an ill-fated “career” as a musician, Quentin Boëton found light in the universe and meaning in his life when he enrolled at Beaux-Arts (the National School of Fine Arts) in Paris at the age of 25. He graduated in 2009 and entered the job market having taught himself video editing and Photoshop. He was finally able to dedicate himself to his almost pathological love for the strange, the arts, and creativity. After three years working as an editor on an obscure feature-length film called Sorgoï Prakov (US title Descent into Darkness: My European Nightmare), and after years of struggling to make it, out of an irrepressible need to turn his ideas into reality, without really believing it would succeed, he launched the YouTube channel “ALT 236” at the age of 35. Thanks to a miracle, and the support of his subscribers, he now works on this channel full-time as a video creator. He avidly explores the dark corners of the human imagination and tries to invite everyone in, including neophytes. He has worked on the program BiTS and also has a column for the magazine Canard PC.
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  INTRODUCTION
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  BEFORE we launch with reckless abandon into the thorough autopsy of Berserk, I should briefly summarize the structure, events, and important characters of the story up to volume 40, the latest volume as of the publication of this book.




  The timeline of Berserk is unusual: the first three volumes feature Guts as an adult busy exacting revenge, without the reader knowing exactly why. From the end of volume 3, Miura radically rewinds the story and takes us back to the birth of Guts, then leads us back to where we were at the start of volume 1. The story’s events then follow a chronological timeline up to the most recent episodes published. The manga is divided into parts called “arcs,” which in turn consist of several chapters. These story arcs are of different lengths: the “Black Swordsman” arc has eight chapters, but is followed by the “Golden Age” arc with 86 chapters. Next is the “Conviction” arc with its 82 chapters, then the “Falcon of the Millennium Empire” arc, the longest to date with 131 chapters. The current story arc, “Fantasia,” is now on its fortieth chapter.




  Summarizing over 9,000 pages of manga comprehensively would take up another book entirely, but to give you the keys needed to understand, and to jog your memory, we need to briefly cover the most crucial points of each story arc.




  THE BLACK SWORDSMAN




  This story arc, while quite enigmatic, nevertheless reveals many of the essential elements of canon, whose origins and meanings we will understand later in the story. We follow a mysterious, solitary warrior named Guts, who is accompanied in spite of himself by a kindly little elf named Puck. Guts appears to be on a quest for vengeance, as we see him tracking two prominent figures who are apparently hiding their monstrous nature. He first kills the Snake Lord, then heads off in pursuit of the Slug Count. Along the way, he discovers a strange object, one that was used to turn the Count into an “apostle,” a sort of monstrous demon that serves a group of evil beings. These beings are in fact the object of Guts’ vengeance: they are called the Guardian Angels of the God Hand. The object used to summon them is egg-shaped and called a “beherit” (or “behelit” in some editions). The Slug Count finds his beherit and summons the God Hand in the presence of Guts. When the Black Swordsman sees one of them, whom he calls “Griffith,” we understand that all of his hate is directed at this one evil being… The God Hand ask the Count to sacrifice his own daughter in exchange for the death of Guts, but when he refuses, the Slug Count is dragged into the abyss and the God Hand disappears.




  THE GOLDEN AGE




  This is where the story resets to the very beginning. We see the birth of Guts, his extremely difficult childhood, and his flight from the group of mercenaries that took him in after he killed his adoptive father, Gambino. Guts then encounters the Band of the Falcon (or “Hawk” in some editions), a group of mercenaries led by the cunning and captivating Griffith, who happens to wear a beherit as a pendant. In the group, Guts also meets Casca, for whom he first has conflicted feelings, before falling in love with her. This entire story arc sees the Band’s rising power, as they achieve victory after victory and finally end the Hundred-Year War that had plagued the Kingdom of Midland. Griffith even begins courting the king’s daughter, but due to strong feelings of jealousy and possessiveness, the relationship between Guts and Griffith becomes complicated. The Black Swordsman then decides to leave the Band to find his own way and, out of spite, Griffith sleeps with the Midland king’s daughter. Enraged, the king imprisons Griffith, a.k.a. “the Falcon,” and tortures him until the former knight’s spirit is broken. When the Band rescues him, he is but a shadow of his former self and, in a bout of despair, he activates his beherit, causing the Guardian Angels to appear. It is at this moment that the Eclipse ceremony takes place. Griffith sacrifices all of his friends to the Guardian Angels in order to become one of them, being reborn as Femto and becoming the fifth member of the God Hand. Intoxicated with a thirst for violence, he rapes Casca and drives Guts mad with pain, ripping out one of his eyes and cutting off one of his arms. However, the two lovers escape at the last minute thanks to their timely rescue by the mysterious Skull Knight. Just after the Eclipse, Casca, who had been carrying Guts’ child, gives birth to a demon child who disappears as the sun rises, although we see him again later on, at key moments in the story. It’s at this time that Guts is equipped with his cannon arm by Godot the blacksmith, and that he receives his legendary sword, the Dragon Slayer. Instead of staying with Casca, who remains listless and broken from her trauma, Guts leaves her with the blacksmith and Rickert, one of the few members of the Band of the Falcon to have escaped the Eclipse.




  CONVICTION




  This story arc focuses mainly on Mozgus, the Chief Inquisitor of the Holy See, and his henchmen. Mozgus leads the Inquisition and tracks down pagan cult members and sorcerers who, according to him, are a scourge on Midland. We also meet Farnese and Serpico, who are in the employ of the order of the Holy See and are searching for information about a prophecy announcing the return of a legendary being. At the same time, we follow the solo adventures of Guts, who, as a bearer of a cursed mark branded on his skin during the Eclipse, attracts all the monsters and apostles around him. The Black Swordsman is captured by Farnese’s band of knights, but manages to escape by taking Farnese hostage. Because of this, she is faced with monsters for the first time in her life. Attracted to Guts and shaken by the abominations that she’s seen, Farnese begins to evolve… to the point that she eventually joins forces with Guts. Meanwhile, Midland is invaded by the Kushan Empire, led by the terrible Ganishka, which wreaks havoc on the country. During this time, Casca, who has fled her refuge, is first captured by a pagan cult, then finds herself in the clutches of Mozgus, who wants to burn her for heresy because of the Brand of Sacrifice that she too bears, attracting monsters and earning her a reputation as a witch. Guts has a dream announcing the death of his beloved, so he heads off to find her. During a complex, apocalyptic battle where all of the various adversaries find themselves in the same place at once, the Guardian Angels take the opportunity to reappear for a new ceremony, a second “Eclipse”: this one allows Femto to reincarnate in his original human form, Griffith. As the Kushan army arrives at the battlefield and further complicates the situation, Zodd, a winged demon working for Griffith, carries his master out of harm’s way. Mozgus and his underlings, transformed into demon-like creatures, are finally felled, and Guts and his friends flee.




  THE FALCON OF THE MILLENNIUM EMPIRE




  The Kushan army continues to take the country by force and the oppressed people of Midland place great hope in a prophecy that came to all in a dream, promising the advent of a Falcon of Light. At this time, the newly reborn Griffith is working to form a new band, this time composed of demon knights who, thanks to their fight against the Kushan invaders, are seen as a resistance force rather than a threat. Guts, accompanied by Isidro, a young man who wants to become Guts’ disciple, by Casca, who has amnesia, and by Farnese and her servant Serpico, finds himself in the home of a friend of the Skull Knight, the witch Flora. Assisted by the young Schierke, she reveals many pieces of information that help us understand the complex universe of Berserk. She offers weapons and powers to the entire band and, in particular, gives Guts the Berserker Armor. The band then leaves to rescue villagers under attack by horrible, bloodthirsty trolls. This arc ends with a huge battle pitting Ganishka against Griffith. The defeat of Ganishka, who is an apostle, brings about his transformation into a giant, luminous tree that completely changes the world. Reality and legend intertwine and the world is invaded by fantastic monsters and creatures. At the same time, an enormous city named Falconia magically appears. Because of this, Griffith is seen as the Falcon of Light from the prophecy and he becomes the ruler of this new city, where all the humans in Midland take refuge.




  FANTASIA




  This final story arc begins as the real world and fantasy world are fusing together. Guts and his band embark on a journey to the island of Elfhelm, Puck’s homeland. It is said that Elfhelm possesses a way to treat Casca and restore her strength and memory. What follows is a long and perilous crossing of the sea, with combative pirates, sea monsters, and mysterious islands. After all these hazards, the band reaches Elfhelm and meets the queen of the elves. She reveals to them that the only way to treat Casca is to delve into her mind and find the pieces of her psyche, which was shattered by her trauma. It’s up to Farnese and Schierke to try their luck and forge a path through the terrible thoughts keeping Casca prisoner. In volume 40, the young woman regains her memory… What will happen next? How will Casca put her life back together? Will Guts succeed in exacting vengeance against an ultra-powerful Griffith?




  While we’ve had to skip over a thousand fascinating characters and adventures, you now have the key pieces of this fantastic story…
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  PART ONE


  Antihero Quest
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  AT THE INTERSECTION OF GENRES




  The plot of Berserk forms an epic, operatic saga presenting the destinies of numerous protagonists in a vast and rich story, where each person has their own special role to play. The manga’s basic structure, which was covered in a fairly simple manner in the introduction, mainly follows the adventures of Guts, the Black Swordsman; Griffith, the Falcon; and Casca. Their intertwined fates lead the world to its destruction and rebirth. They are propelled by a divine force that goes beyond their individuality and against which Guts, especially, tries to fight back, leaving a bloody wake of monsters and misfortune behind him.




  Of course, this summary glosses over the immense richness of the story and, for the time being, pushes aside evidence of the legendary nature of the story. That said, here is the essence of the saga: Berserk is a story of love, ambition, and vengeance. It has all of the ingredients of a tragic adventure story: a band of friends, a hero, betrayal, monsters by the hundreds, an evil threat hanging over the world, a love triangle between three strangers to leave us with bated breath… Miura lays out all the elements for one of those stories that pulls us in and keeps us forever captivated.




  What this synopsis fails to capture is the macabre and Dantean backdrop that Miura establishes for all of his seemingly classic narrative devices. The mangaka throws us headlong into a dark and violent story, one that is deliberately immoral and ruthless. However, Berserk is not all darkness. It is a sensitive, poetic, and often funny work that takes on so many different facets that the reader is left with a burning question: what genre does this manga belong to anyway?




  Answering this question is more complicated than you would think. When Miura describes his own style, he refers to “dark fantasy.” This rich sub-genre of fantasy, in general, establishes a dark universe over which there is very often an apocalyptic threat brewing. The reader meets broken, pessimistic, sometimes monstrous protagonists who often struggle to distinguish between right and wrong. The dark fantasy genre results in works that are violent and hopeless, psychologically oppressive, in which combat is featured prominently to give the story a certain degree of brutality. The genre frequently flirts with horror and gore. Moreover, works of dark fantasy present stories of political intrigue and power struggles, metaphorically exploring the worst authoritarian and warring instincts of the human spirit. In just the definition of dark fantasy, you’ll find so many keywords that describe Berserk.




  “I’ve been working on the concept of my own fantasy world since I was in high school and college. Like I mentioned, I got ideas from Guin Saga, and from films, like Excalibur and Conan the Barbarian. I came up with the dark fantasy concept from those movies1.”




  Conan. Created by the pen of Robert E. Howard in 1932, the Barbarian became a global hit when played by Arnold Schwarzenegger in the 1982 John Milius film. While Conan the Barbarian is not immediately classified as dark fantasy, it shares many themes and similarities with Berserk. Like Guts, Conan is driven by vengeance. He is a peerless swordsman and listens only to his anger and ardor because, like the Black Swordsman, his loved ones were killed. There are numerous elements in the film that must have, we can imagine, made an impression on Miura: the violent fights of Conan, who decapitates entire tribes of cannibals; the duels with Dagoth and Thoth-Amon, who are reminiscent of the Apostles. Of course, the historical ages evoked in the two Conan films differ from Berserk, which is also more somber. However, in both cases you find the same love for quests and gear, strong characters, and that special ingredient that makes a story epic, as if there were a brutal and bestial air flowing through the story. When Miura gives Excalibur, a film by John Boorman (1981), as an influence, the homage is more apparent: epic sieges by armies on castles, a fascination with armor, with medieval decorum and chivalry, their codes and values. However, as a manga artist, you’re not limited by numbers of extras or money. As such, Miura does not hold back his medieval visions from reaching a degree that the film does not. While today the manga enjoys definite, well-deserved renown, when Miura began the story, was the choice of a dark fantasy aesthetic one that was sure to meet success in Japan? Not necessarily.




  “At first I didn’t have any advanced plan. I just thought to do a shonen fantasy manga with a dark hero because the manga of mine that had received a prize was published in a shonen magazine. A hero that suited shonen2 magazines. And well, there weren’t many fantasy manga at that time. If I had to name any… just Bastard!! So I thought about going for a niche genre… But that’s all. I couldn’t see further than that3.”




  “Explore the dark side…” So, there’s the intention that led Berserk into the “dark” fantasy genre. And that’s what characterizes Miura’s work: a fascinating exploration of the artistic architecture of the dark side. The degree of physical, sexual, and emotional violence in Berserk has rarely been reached in any work of dark fantasy. For example, some people on the internet have amused themselves counting the precise number of people and creatures killed by the “hero” throughout the manga series. As of volume 37, the body count was around 1,190 victims… That goes to show how prominently death is featured in Berserk. It is constant: in battles and duels, but also in scenes of torture and public executions. Other manga that share this dark fantasy classification, such as Bastard!! (Kazushi Hagiwara), Übel Blatt (Etorouji Shiono), and Claymore (Norihiro Yagi), do not push the visual insanity and morbid realism nearly as far. It’s not enough to have knights and monsters to earn the distinction of “dark fantasy masterpiece.” You must set yourself apart with a very “credible” and detailed style, even when it comes to creating improbable creatures. You have to pay almost pathological attention to the aesthetics of the misfortune and violence. Incidentally, some of the most ambitious works of dark fantasy of the early 21st century are Dark Souls and Bloodborne, two video games from the Japanese studio From Software. The brains of the studio, Hidetaka Miyazaki, is open about his deep love for Miura’s epic, even hiding “Easter eggs” from the manga in his games. A number of other works of dark fantasy have achieved critical success, including The Witcher III, a video game in the universe created by novelist Andrzej Sapkowski, and Game of Thrones by George R. R. Martin. All of these examples show that the public is eager for this type of bloody and romantic story with an epic and “historical” flair. While in the beginning when he launched Berserk, Miura may have felt a little lonely with his somber, medieval style, it’s fair to say that, today, audiences are more familiar with this type of story. And they’ve certainly gotten to know Berserk. However, it’s worth noting that Berserk has evolved over time and its mangaka has not held back from exploring other genres. What’s more, as the manga has progressed, Miura has expanded its universe to be a more “classic” fantasy universe, verging on magical. Throughout the story, the author has explored sub-genres such as high fantasy, heroic fantasy, and medieval fantasy, with Berserk ultimately fitting into all of these categories. And that’s part of Miura’s genius: his ability to mix so many styles while remaining strangely consistent. He draws from fairy tales, stories of knights and pirates, folkloric and religious fables, mythology, films, and literary works. His inspirations come from such varied and distinct works, from science fiction to the Bible, from painting to literature. Finally, the liberties he has taken with the historical eras represented in the series make it even more difficult to define Berserk’s “genre.”




  THE PILLARS OF FANTASY




  Miura was not content to just insert a few fights, a pair of trolls, and a dragon to fit with the codes of a pre-established style. He is a creator who seems obsessed with the art and cultural force of fantasy in our societies. Never forget that Kentaro Miura is a Japanese author who uses a form of fantasy that actually has its roots elsewhere in the world. Japanese culture has its own codes, history, and bestiary. By writing about a culture with mercenary knights and court nobility in a Europe of his dreams, Miura puts himself in a position that must be uncomfortable in the challenge that it poses: taking ownership of a style of fantasy that is so foreign to his own culture… And yet he seems to approach this with a carefree attitude.




  “So, European readers might say, ‘what the hell is this?’ Well, I think the way foreigners see us, Japanese people, matches this case perfectly: ‘hey, ninjas!’ It’s OK because I just draw my work to please Japanese people. I don’t have any strategy for the global market4.”




  We can take Miura at his word, but I suspect that he doesn’t actually take this issue so lightly. When reading the manga, I am absolutely blown away by the level of research and the degree of detail infused in each “historical” element. Although the artist creates his own armor, we see many examples that actually existed. The depicting of thousands of armed soldiers in very detailed battles reveals a meticulous and scholarly artist who has a masterful understanding of his subject. You can tell that he spent many hours designing and researching inspirations for medieval garb to attain such a level of detail and credibility. His architectural design is also mind-blowing: from the foggy, Gothic paved passages of Wyndham to the bustling streets of the metropolis of Falconia, Miura shows that he has deep knowledge of medieval Europe, its cities, and its artistry. The same can be said for the faithfulness with which he tries to depict the medieval environments, whether they be landscapes, living spaces, customs, or even faces. At times, it’s astounding to see how an artist from a culture so faraway and distinct is capable of capturing with such mastery the visual and artistic ethos of an era that we Europeans don’t always represent accurately. Interestingly, Miura has admitted that he would be curious to hear what Westerners think of his anarchistic vision of “our” history.




  “What do Westerners think of this fantasy world created by a person from the Eastern tradition? Many of us in the East feel that the fantasy worlds created in Hollywood… or believed in by Westerners are more genuine fantasy worlds. And I think Berserk is strongly influenced by Western culture. I’m trying to create something from what I learned from the West. So, I’m curious about what people in the West think of Berserk5.”




  It’s a safe bet that the choice of an anachronistic Middle Ages was not a random one (Miura mixes periods ranging from the High Middle Ages to the Renaissance). Indeed, the Middle Ages offer many useful attributes for any author looking to write a story in a fantasy universe. It was an era that saw many major events in human history, both in terms of barbarism and beauty. As we see throughout this text, Miura explores our collective unconscious through the pages of his manga. He aims to draw monsters and magic straight from the source of our imagination. The Middle Ages become the most obvious choice for a setting because it was during that time that the first “modern,” post-mythological fantasy stories were written. For example, it was in the Middle Ages that Arthurian legends flourished; and incidentally, it would not be much of a stretch to imagine finding in Berserk Knights of the Round Table on a quest for the Holy Grail or for the legendary sword Excalibur, which, like the Dragon Slayer, held a mythical place in the epic tales of King Arthur. Like Berserk, the Arthurian legend is centered on Christian themes, such as evil, sin, and a quest for perfection, symbolized by the Holy Grail, seen as the ultimate relic for having held the blood of Christ. The romantic relationships, like that of Tristan and Iseult, which most likely inspired the romance between Lancelot and Guinevere, marked the beginnings of courtly love, of which Miura delivers a sort of diabolical mirror image.




  The Middle Ages were also a period of wars and conquests, court intrigue and conspiracies. It was a period that saw the spread of plagues and famine, but also subjugation by Machiavellian lords, keeping the dying masses in abject poverty. The Middle Ages were the time of the Inquisition and superstition. That right there is probably one of the most important reasons behind Miura’s choice to set his odyssey in this medieval context. In the Middle Ages, people still believed in the existence of hell and demons. Entire books were written about fantastic beasts that were assumed to be real. Some even continued certain forms of pagan cult worship, with sorcery developing in parallel. The Middle Ages offer the perfect palette for a mangaka wishing to paint a tableau of biblical proportions, who wants to subject his characters to unthinkable dilemmas in a merciless time period… To top it all off, from a Japanese viewpoint, the Middle Ages offer so many fantastic elements for both plot lines and visuals. Miura was able to perfectly choose a slice of history that would take his Japanese readers by surprise and deliver to his Western audience a stunning view into his imagination. In short, if Miura has placed his story in the time of the Vikings, he would have had to limit his references to Nordic mythology. By situating it in the fantasy Middle Ages, the mangaka opened up a treasure trove of possibilities. And he has taken full advantage of that: Berserk encompasses practically every genre of fiction. It is an adventure story, a fairy tale, a medieval epic, a legendary odyssey, an homage to H.P. Lovecraft, a biblical parable, a “rape and revenge” story, and so much more, and yet all this variety does not detract from the originality or coherence of the story. The more the story of Berserk unfolds, the more it appears to be a perfect synthesis, the quintessential fantasy epic.




  GROUP DYNAMICS




  With Berserk, Miura delivers a mosaic that ties together the fates of many characters with all sorts of relationships. The author explores horizontal relationships: those between individual humans. He also explores vertical relationships: those between God, his servants, and humans. What’s more, in the manga, no one goes it alone. Each person has their ban, henchmen, whatever sort of group with which they share interests, even if only for a given time. Even Guts, Casca, and Griffith (the three beings who seem to have fairly individual fates) are inextricably linked to the secondary characters who accompany them. Their decisions are crucial because they directly influence the fate of those close to them and humanity as a whole. Before we even get into the nature of these relationships between characters, I would like to applaud Miura for his ability to create “gangs” that are strong and coherent, making them immediately iconic. And it’s not totally off-base to call them gangs because each band evokes some form of fear and fascination, has its own style of combat, has strong personalities, and has a coherent, easily recognizable look. Even if we set aside all the different armies and militias, there are other unforgettable groups that stand out: the seven inquisitors that are Mozgus and his band of torturers, the five Bakiraka, the Four Kings of the World, Silat and his four bodyguards, and last but not least, the five Guardian Angels of the God Hand. These groups are at once both disparate and consistent: each of the members of a band is most often very different from their associates, but together they form a quite homogeneous whole. Incidentally, in general, when these gangs appear for the first time, Miura likes to dedicate an entire page to them. The reader gets to see all of their outfits, weapons, faces, and appearances. The gang adopts an iconic pose to accentuate the aura that they always project. However, initially, one group stands head and shoulders above the rest: the Band of the Falcon in The Golden Age. The Band gets the whole story going. It’s a heroic group with a perfect ascent to power, from the bottom of the totem pole as an anonymous mercenary group to being inducted into the official army of Midland. And yet, this motley crew was in no way predestined to achieve such glory. A sociological examination of the members that make up the Band of the Falcon reveals social outcasts rather than gallant knights: “We’ve got escaped prisoners, street urchins, sons of blacksmiths, and even second sons of poor aristocrats in ours! Yup!” By choosing fragile or marginalized characters as his protagonists, Miura offers figures we can identify with because their flaws evoke empathy in us. We want to know why Pippin is always closing his eyes and seems so mute; we want to understand why Casca is such a secretive fighter; why Griffith seems so unapproachable… The entire Band of the Falcon, in spite of all of its shows of bravery, is beset by complex internal dynamics that reach their zenith during the Eclipse.




  This team is a case study on the concept of friendship and the processes that can transform it into hatred. At the beginning of the story, the Band of the Falcon serves as an adoptive family for Guts and makes him more human. In the group, he finds all that friendship can provide: human warmth, overcoming difficult times together, shared victories, laughter, arguments, memories, affection, and sometimes more… But as in any group of friends, there’s also jealousy, ambition, and selfishness. These flaws ultimately lead to the worst thing that can happen in a friendship: betrayal. While in the beginning the group seems close-knit, it soon proves to be dysfunctional because all of its members are essentially dependent on a charismatic leader who totally hypnotizes them and leads them to their destruction. As Guts clearheadedly tells Griffith: “Right, everything’s in the palm of your hand, like it’s always been,” as if to foreshadow the advent of the God Hand that will crush each and every one of them. Although he is admired, Griffith shines so brightly in his arrogance that he eventually creates an inferiority complex in all of his comrades, like Corkus, who feels this most strongly and isn’t afraid to say it: “Without Griffith, the Band of the Falcon’s just a rabble anyway…” And as if by chance, Guts comes along and disturbs the adoring relationship between Griffith and his band, exposing all of their dysfunctions, particularly due to Casca’s jealousy. Intimate relationships are not exclusive to the love triangle between Guts, Casca and Griffith, and several complicated liaisons develop throughout the story. Judeau develops a crush on Casca, but dies when he was on the verge of telling her. Initially, Casca is in love with Griffith, who in turn only shows interest for Guts. Casca’s jealousy ramps up when, to add insult to injury, the Falcon weds Princess Charlotte. Post-Eclipse Griffith goes on to generate more jealousy, as seen in the relationship between the naive Charlotte and the devoted Sonia. However, while the Falcon unleashes such passion, Guts is also a heartbreaker in his own right. As is often the case in Berserk, these are cases of forbidden love, like Schierke’s attraction to Guts. Schierke is beset by waves of feeling for him when they’re together, but the young witch refuses to let her emotions run wild, perfectly aware that she’s too young, since the object of her affection is twice her age. Her relationship with Isidro, although they seem to be constantly at odds, is closer to a “liaison” appropriate to her age, more abstract and juvenile. Another case of love that wasn’t meant to be is Farnese’s feelings for Guts. As he only has eyes for Casca, the commander harbors some jealousy towards the young amnesiac. Farnese also wins the award for greatest tragic romance for her brief affair with Serpico, who discovers that their nascent attraction must be nipped in the bud because they share blood. As I list all of these romantic plots, you might get the impression that Berserk is just a soap opera. That couldn’t be farther from the truth, as Miura develops these story lines over many volumes and often plays on what’s not said. All of these plots offer dynamics that enrich the human relationships. What’s more, the story itself crosses into horror due to a matter of tradition: Griffith is thrown in jail for sleeping with the daughter of the king of Midland without his approval. This marks the beginning of Griffith’s descent into evil.




  Much of the drama that troubles the Band of the Hawk comes from the duality of the conflicting, and almost romantic, relationship between Guts and Griffith, with Casca in the middle of this complicated connection. The two male protagonists have diametrically opposed personalities: while Guts is “rough around the edges,” doesn’t mince his words, which can be harsh, and seems to have no qualms about using violence, deep down he’s actually big-hearted and faithful. Conversely, while Griffith seems peaceful, shrewd, and strategic, giving off an angelic air and fighting with the lightness of a feather, deep down he’s actually a demon in the making, willing to betray all those he seems to care about. Having two such antagonistic profiles going head to head within a group keeps us with bated breath all the way to the terrible tragedy of the Eclipse, and then well after. As for the Eclipse, it’s actually quite a daring choice by the author to eliminate so many characters in one fell swoop, characters that readers had come to love over a dozen volumes. The journalist who conducted the interview for the Berserk Official Guidebook asked Miura if drawing this part of the story had been devastating for him:




  “I was emotionally invested in each character, so I felt more depressed than scared. And the story went way down in popularity with the readers around the time of the Eclipse [laugh]. Many readers were furious that I’d do such a thing to the characters they liked. My editor at the time was concerned but also of the opinion that we’d just have to follow it through to the end. The point I had to pay attention to was making sure the flow of the story wasn’t completely severed with the Eclipse. That’s why I spared Casca. If she had died and the serialization had continued for a long time, I feared the reason for revenge would become something of the past; and if Guts were to establish new relationships, then his incentive would waver. It may seem calculating and unpleasant, but it’s because Casca’s by his side that he can never forget the Eclipse6.”




  In this way, Miura uses the Eclipse tragedy as the origin of a new dynamic: after watching a group of friends come together, fight, care for each other, and win, we now see them fall apart and open themselves up to revenge, hatred, and pain. In the end, Berserk is a manga filled with action and intrigue: jealousy, power struggles, moral and religious strife, stories of love and friendship. The story puts human behavior under the microscope, often exploring its most unsettling aspects. Furthermore, having so many free radicals come together and collide with each other makes the series feel ample and dense. Via the complex interactions between the characters, Miura presents a broad spectrum of feelings ranging from the lightest of comedy to the darkest of tragedy…




  GUTS: A PATCHWORK OF INSPIRATIONS




  While readers may sometimes find themselves torn between veneration for Guts and fascination for Griffith, we have to acknowledge that the story mainly focuses on Guts’ point of view. The Black Swordsman is at the heart of this story. We can even argue that he is the backbone of Berserk. There are even parts of the story where Casca and Griffith are totally absent for long periods. Meanwhile, Miura never lets our dark protagonist out of his sight. Guts is the common denominator for all of the characters; their shared fate and the coherence of the narrative rest on his shoulders. As such, it’s no surprise that his character is intricately detailed at all stages of character development: Miura digs into his background and depicts him from every angle. We know all of the important people who made an impression on Guts’ life. We witness his feelings, his most intimate dramatic moments, the reasons behind his anger… Few fiction characters have received such in-depth character development, likely out of fear of revealing too much of the character. And yet, Guts remains a mysterious individual who keeps his deepest thoughts and emotions to himself. Although Kentaro Miura has given very few interviews, he has nevertheless been quite generous in sharing information and revelations about his creative process. Reading between the lines of these statements reveals the fascinating nature of the artist: he is an alchemist of imagination. He doesn’t create things out of nothing. He draws inspiration from other creators, then transforms anything that speaks to him to make it his own. He transforms and transcends his references using the machinery of his own creativity. He uses existing “materials” and, once he has broken them down in his creative laboratory, he changes them into a new, even more precious substance. I use this imagery because, with Berserk, Miura offers a work of art packed full of references that often transcends its models. The author demonstrates extensive knowledge of the mechanisms of fiction and knows how to take advantage of the necessary borrowing that takes place between artists. The reason why I stress this point is that this idea will be a common theme throughout this book. In a detailed interview he gave for the manga’s official guide7, Miura admitted that Guts was born of “a style.” His initial idea was simply to invent a dark and gloomy hero. The number of influences that he cites is impressive. He is very comfortable revealing them and they reflect his personal tastes, showing that Guts is a sort of composition: the perfect blend of all that the mangaka admires in fiction heroes.




  Before I list these influences, it’s important to underscore that Miura provides us with an opportunity to debunk some old beliefs that people have maintained about artists: originality. When we think of an artist, we often imagine a person cut off from the world, solitary and tormented, who stays up until the wee hours of the morning to finally seize that divine power that gives him talent and originality… The truth is, an author is never alone. They are always a part of the history of art and techniques. This image of the artist who creates something out of nothing is linked to another cliché: one has to suffer in order to create; they have to play the part of the tortured artist. Miura is the antithesis of this: he is a creator who has built his reputation on endless hours of work, practice, doubts, failures, and attempts. However, his work is also the product of his cultural and artistic influences, because it is by learning from others that he paints his own masterpiece; it is by borrowing concepts from kindred works that he can transcend them. Where would Berserk be if Devilman had never existed? Under no circumstances should this be confused with plagiarism, which is identically copying an idea from another without giving credit or respect. As such, it is crucial that we bear in mind that Miura is an artist with tremendous cultural knowledge from both art and literature. He consults hundreds of documentary and historical works and has excellent command of the codes of fantasy. This disposition can be seen from the very beginning of the manga, when the author laid the foundation for his main character. The Black Swordsman is a veritable patchwork of references. The gloomy and nihilistic side of Guts? An idea that comes from Hakaider, an antihero from the manga Jinzo Ningen Kikaider by Shotaro Ishinomori. This masked, enigmatic supervillain gave Miura the idea for a solitary, tough, and hopeless character. It’s interesting to note that this same character served as inspiration for George Lucas while creating Darth Vader, the emblematic antagonist of his Star Wars saga. To bring it all full circle, Kentaro Miura himself has admitted that Star Wars is his favorite movie. And yet, Hakaider’s universe would be categorized as science fiction and is in no way related to medieval fantasy. Miura explains that the fantasy genre was “grafted” onto this idea of the nihilistic antihero. The imagery of a “graft” is interesting, as Guts is a sort of “Frankenstein’s monster” cobbled together from various parts by Dr. Miura, if you will. In regards to his fantasy inspirations, he again cites Conan by Robert E. Howard, but also, in particular, Guin Saga, a series of heroic fantasy novels by Japanese writer Kaoru Kurimoto, a story stretching over more than 130 volumes… It’s at this crossroads of genres that he got the idea for the “Black Swordsman.” Miura confesses that when he first created Berserk in the 1980s, Hollywood and its genre films were at their peak and were a major influence in the development of the manga. While Guts’ face comes from the mangaka’s sketches as a teenager (Miura says that he would instinctively create this same head whenever he would draw a character), the aura that he projects is inspired by the work of one of Miura’s favorite actors: Rutger Hauer. When asked who was the inspiration for Guts, here’s what he said:




  “But if you’re only talking about his looks and not about his personality then I guess Rutger Hauer was the model. I saw him playing a mercenary in a medieval movie, Flesh & Blood, and I really liked him in that movie. He also played the lead in The Blood of Heroes. It was a sci-fi movie, but I thought the character he played was similar to Guts. And the main character from Highlander kind of reminds me of Guts. I think it had a lot to do with those cool, collected-type heroes I admired when I was in college8.”




  From the inception of his hero, Miura has been aware that he is creating a sort of ideal monster. While the author confesses that when he began Berserk, he had no clear ideas about the direction his manga would take, he very quickly realized that he needed to create a complex, colorful, highly detailed protagonist who would be memorable due to both his appearance and his abilities. To achieve this, his character needed recognizable physical and personality attributes. In addition to having one eye shut, Guts is disabled: he’s missing an arm. This fact was an opportunity for Miura to set his character apart by creating a weaponized prosthetic, a mechanical and deadly appendage that would be immediately iconic. It was also a nod to two works that Miura admires. One is Dororo by Osamu Tezuka, in which the protagonist can remove the fleshy envelopes of his arms to reveal razor-sharp samurai swords; the other is the fantasy manga Cobra by Buichi Terasawa, and more specifically the hero’s Psychogun, a plasma cannon hidden in a false forearm. This sort of gimmick becomes emblematic for a hero: readers come to identify them with their prosthetic weapon; it becomes their trademark. Guts wouldn’t be Guts without his cannon-crossbow arm. As Berserk takes place in a medieval universe, this cannon is a good way of making the main character stand out from the rest because Miura knows that equipping Guts with a sword as his main weapon makes him a more classic hero. The protagonists in Guin Saga and Pygmalio by Shinji Wada, two works that Miura admires, are both swordsmen. Guts’ sword itself needed to be distinguished from its forebears, so Guts needed to carry a weapon like no other, a sword so big and unusual that no man other than him would be able to handle it. The legendary Dragon Slayer was conceived out of the mangaka’s desire to create his own mythical sword. To lend credibility to such an absurd blade, Miura spent hours imagining the physical consequences of wielding such a weapon. What muscles would Guts work? How would he have to move his body to maneuver such a big hunk of steel? To draw his hero’s body, the artist worked off of real-life images to add realism to the musculature in order to make the handling of this improbable weapon more credible. In the manga, there are countless bits of dialog where characters wax poetic about Guts’ sword and its lethal capabilities in order to add extra emphasis to its extraordinary nature.




  Being a perfectionist, Miura also works hard on his protagonist’s facial expressions, again drawing inspiration from Hollywood. Fascinated by the work of actors playing RoboCop and the Terminator (humans playing the roles of machines), he used those portrayals as models to give Guts that superhuman look, with the face of an unflappable tough guy.




  Miura opted for such an archetypal model for his hero to make sure that his creation would last over time. Although Berserk has been around for 30 years now, a reader could pick it up today and become enthralled by the values that Guts embodies and the dilemmas that he deals with, without feeling like they’re reading something that’s dated. The Black Swordsman is so iconic that he never ages. Miura first depicts a hero who’s hardened and violent, who seems rigid, but we soon realize that he has a complicated backstory. The reader is then pulled into the tale, eager to see how Guts will evolve. However, in order to build that anticipation, from the beginning, Guts needed to have the glimmer of a diamond in the rough, that aura of a character who immediately stands out from the crowd, even if he was first distinguished for his violence. It was notably Miura’s love for Japanese writer Buronson and his hero Kenshiro (Hokuto no Ken, or Fist of the North Star in English) that inspired him to style Guts as a badass from the very first chapters. While in the first three volumes, published by Hakusensha, Miura succeeded in creating a character with an iconic look and legendary strength, something happened that would change everything and push the author to dig down deeper into the character development of his hero. Publication in Animal House was suspended and Miura had to start anew. At that very same time, the mangaka was working with the creator of Kenshiro on a manga called King of Wolves and so he had to choose which series he wanted to continue… To everyone’s surprise, he abandoned his collaboration with Buronson after two volumes and dedicated himself to Berserk, the series that he hoped would finally prove him to be a fully-fledged artist. Starting with volume 4, Miura thus decided to go back in time to the birth of Guts so as to not limit our perception to the violent and amoral man of the first three volumes, and instead show us how he got there. So, Miura came up with a true origin story capable of making Guts a memorable hero. To get out of Buronson’s shadow, he infused his story with a Renaissance spirit and more subtle human interactions, inspired by the works that made an impression on him as a younger man. Notable among these influences is the protagonist of The Rose of Versailles by Riyoko Ikeda: Griffith’s look is a vibrant visual homage to the mysterious character that is Lady Oscar. In spite of this clear patchwork of influences, which are both purposeful and numerous, we should note that Miura again had to avoid all accusations of plagiarism, not to mention criticisms about a lack of originality. While he freely admits that he takes inspiration from various places, he always manages to make these ideas his own. That’s the real crux of his talent: citing hundreds of works and references without his originality being called into question. Berserk is totally unique and, today, it “shines” in the history of manga just as much as the many works that inspired it. What’s more, as chance would have it with creativity, sometimes similar ideas pop up around the same time in two very distinct places in the world, without having influenced each other. This is famously the case with The Evil Dead. In an interview with the master, available on the bonus DVDs for the anime series, Miura expresses his fear of being accused of even the slightest bit of plagiarism due to troubling similarities.




  “Back then I was still in college, it was the day I finished the first episode of Berserk and there was Evil Dead 2 playing in theaters. So, after I mailed the episode to the publisher, I went to see the movie. It was so similar to Berserk, I was really surprised by myself. In Evil Dead 3, I also know it as Captain Supermarket… the main character had his arm cut off and he had a chainsaw attached to his arm and had a shotgun on his back. I was like, ‘What the?’ Because Guts has a gun on his arm and a huge sword on his back. It was just like Ash. I remember getting worried that I might get sued. I had just finished my very first manga, but I was already nervous9.”




  When it comes to creation, it’s not unusual to find coincidences, both happy and troubling, as if certain concepts just happened to be in fashion. Similarly, Miura was troubled to learn several years after starting Berserk that a real-life German knight named “Götz” von Berlichingen had lived in the 16th century, had been the big-hearted leader of a band of mercenaries, and in 1504 lost his arm in combat. His forearm was replaced by a prosthetic, very similar to Guts’ own, that is on display at a museum in Jagsthausen, Germany. He was nicknamed “Götz of the Iron Hand”…




  No matter what the influences may have been, Guts’ appearance was set and Miura then had to flesh out his hero’s past in order to give him substance and explain the events that made him so angry and violent. When it came to creating Guts’ backstory, we can say that Miura did not skimp on darkness and despair, making Oliver Twist’s childhood look like a walk in the park.




  THE STORY OF A CURSED CHILD




  Guts’ path in life was paved with suffering from the time he took his very first breath. To have his character born into a life of pain, Miura came up with what must be one of the worst origin stories in the history of fiction. Guts was born to a woman who was hung while pregnant. As such, he was technically born from a corpse. The infant Guts survived thanks to the liquids leaking from his deceased mother’s uterus until Shisu, Gambino’s lover, discovered him in the mud, believing that the newborn had already passed away. From the very beginning, Guts’ fate is tied to death. After all, he was born of death. The primal cry of the baby who would be named Guts (because he was born from his mother’s “guts”) is thus that of the perfect antihero. This archetype, first found in literature, is a protagonist who, although “central” to a story, lacks all of the qualities that define a classic hero. An antihero is a mediocre, or even sometimes bad, person who demonstrates a certain lack of empathy and altruism. The antihero is no Adonis: his features are unsightly or covered in scars; he suffers from some sort of disability; he is most often tormented, troubled by moral dilemmas. The antihero lives neither for glory nor justice. He is a hero in spite of himself, a protagonist without a purpose or cause. Even Guts’ birth has an antihero nature to it. He is no Moses, saved from the waters of the Nile to guide his people to the promised land. Instead, he’s a child who is predicted, from the very beginning, to bring misfortune to all those who cross his path. And we must admit, he does not leave sunshine and rainbows in his wake. Having lost his mother and father (who we can imagine was hung tragically alongside his wife), Guts brings no more luck to his adoptive parents. Shisu dies when Guts is just three years old, her face ravaged by some sort of plague. Gambino is left to raise the child on his own and ultimately trains him more than actually raising him, turning him into an attack dog. We can tell that Gambino makes Guts bear the burden of his own pain and convinces himself that the young boy indeed brings bad luck. The child is thrown out onto battlefields from the time he’s only six years old. His education comes purely in the form of military training. His childhood is neither loving nor carefree. As if all of that despair wasn’t enough, Miura has Guts live through an atrocious and traumatic event: in exchange for a few pieces of silver, Gambino “sells” the child’s body for a night to Donovan, a burly brute in Gambino’s band of mercenaries. Guts is raped in a tent in their camp, plunging him into suffering that will continue to plague him for a very long time. This toxic relationship between Guts and Gambino reaches its climax one night when Gambino shows up drunk at his adoptive son’s tent and reveals that he knew all about the rape. Gambino then becomes violent and the adolescent, in a move of self-defense, unintentionally skewers his adoptive father. Guts flees the camp to escape the vengeance of Gambino’s underlings and begins his solitary journey. In spite of the horrors perpetrated by this ersatz father, the Black Swordsman will carry with him the macabre weight of this involuntary parricide. The outcome of this terrible origin story is that death surrounds Guts. To accompany him is to live with Death. He was born of death, he deals death, and death follows him wherever he goes. By providing us with his protagonist’s entire backstory, Miura aims to make his antihero more credible and to explain his immense suffering. The result is that the reader ends up really empathizing with Guts, the same character who had been so detestable in the first three volumes because of his hardened, individualistic personality. He is now humanized. Consequently, we feel sad for him; we’re much more forgiving with this person who has known nothing but misfortune, and we even end up cheering for him to carry out his revenge. In his place, would we not be just as hardened, angry, and vengeful? He was raised on the battlefield, which makes him a child soldier, and few of us can imagine the psychological damage caused by such a childhood, one where instead of learning how to love others, you learn to kill them. So, how can we hold it against him that he solves all his problems with violence? That’s all he’s ever known, having committed his first murder at the age of nine. Of course, Guts eventually evolves mentally and emotionally, smoothing over the trauma of his horrendous childhood and giving our hero a less somber personality. It will be fascinating to see where Kentaro Miura takes his main character: toward a sort of internal peace or into the depths of despair?
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