Dungeon

Statistics:

· not a manga, but not originally in English either

· written by Joann Sear and Lewis Trondheim

· Volume 1 (“Duck Heart”) was produced in 2003 with ISBN 1561634018

· Colour graphic novel, reads left to right

Summary:

Herbert the Duck works as an errand boy in a huge dungeon, inhabited by the most gruesome and talented monsters and visited by the most daring and greedy of adventurers (think dungeon crawls from D&D). The Dungeon Master is threatened by tentacled creeps that want to take over his money-making castle and so asks his minions to search his prisons for a barbarian adventurer that will go on this mission to defeat the “Tasters of Souls”. The staff finds an ideal candidate but Herbert accidentally gets him killed so Herbert dresses in his armour and takes his place. To seal the deal, the Dungeon Master gets a henchman to keep Herbert’s heart as collateral. Herbert isn’t much of a fighter, and to compound problems, his sword talks and says he will not be worthy to use him unless he has done three great deeds with his bare hands (and don’t even bother trying to use another sword – Herbert will die on the spot if he attempts to use other traditional weapons). A fellow dungeon worker, Marvin the (vegetarian) dragon, follows Herbert to help him. Marvin is a fierce fighter; although his tragic flaw is that he cannot attack anyone that insults him first. Marvin and Herbert become friends, and they have very bizarre adventures together.

Comments:

This is one very quirky little book. The illustrations are in color, which is a nice change from the black and white of manga. Herbert is a simple drawing, but the monsters are very detailed. The words vary between the characters, from a monster’s one-word “zongo” to “you know very well you can’t go there” to more sophisticated constructions like “don’t come near me you luminescent spawn or by my barbarian word, you’ll taste my sword”. I was reluctant to read it with its category of “horror and heroic fantasy” but it wasn’t bad once I began. No sex, no language, but the violence may turn some people off. It’s all within the context of the setting (if you’ve watched or played some specific types of online role-playing games, you might see something similar). It also has some gross humor too. For instance, Herbert gets his heart ripped out of his chest (suspend your regular concepts of what’s possible; Herbert doesn’t die) and kept in a fishbowl until he returns. Marvin and Herbert are captured and the Soul Tasters decide to torture them with “The Fires of Carnogenesis” – as they explain, “the meat inside your stomachs is going to germinate and give birth to monsters”. Both Herbert and Marvin are vegetarians, so it doesn’t affect them, but their Dungeon Master and his wizard are watching the action through a crystal ball (actually a giant’s eyeball) and the Dungeon Keeper is affected remotely because he ate head cheese earlier. They operate on him in a gross way (turning him inside out, filling him with leech-like insects, etc.) and get the bermaw (Carnogenesis Monster) out, but the bermaw knocks over Herbert’s heart … the disgusting parts are part and parcel of the plot. Limbs get cut off, but there are no people injured. The closest thing resembling a human is a purple ogre named Sonja that goes “off-stage” to breastfeed Herbert back to health. I’d say it works for grades 8 and up, especially those with a kooky sense of humor.

