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i i Isewhere. Cyrano de Bergerac—or
is is hardly new as a narrative ploy, in Japan or e
Anii;fc;lTlglo sulse for tk}llat matter—provide ready examg)leshof the rllle;dg:tssevz}ér:a;?, gblj}:(r:?i:f;:
i better than he usua — s ;
and somewhat wistful figure who deser\_/es e ooy ‘
. is behavior is not entirely ethical or, at thfa very least, a Cpy. ) .
Spe?}émffig:hti)i\oyagi was doing his fieldwork on idol (_)taku in .Tokyo 1nh19f9ot’zl.n]31ts;;sts}1£g
v Todai with his corporate and academic acquaintances, he that they
gé;?rzliyl ig;uarrfisegtot;ku culture as “too ‘trashy’ . . . to be studied seriously in academic institu-
ions” i 2005, 206). ' o i
t10n184 (éict)gc? ill Steinberg (2004, 452). I am indebted to Steinberg fqr p((j)mtmg out that Okad; ;
' i is * ” attitude. ,
0 akami share this “otaku as consumer/produceg a ‘
OtS;ﬂS(ai\/IaﬁSaII:/Ia‘rﬁi in a conversation with none other than Toshio Okada, whpm }1116 rs_c?‘gm?
as an .authority or; the subject, says he feels like he “could never keep up with the distincti
i ku world” (Murakami 2005, 169). i )
dmllzte])oefvtehl?)gitr?gltlhis “soft power” is in fact what the Japanese government is actively eréco
aging.right now. The Media Arts Festival itself representshogli o}f ttgelse ?ffof:tsi t(izeuean:ft%le),p
sai is “ ” if viewers think the film is a cri
17. Kon has said that he is embarrasseq i e e o 15 b 1o i
i a realistic portrayal of it (Mes 2001)‘. ever ss, it is
;i(;l ;lelt:; \A?;n?;ﬁnaspiring to Mima’s career after watching how she is manipulated not on
but by everyone who manages her. . ) . o ‘
by ?‘;r Sfr?ll;giiition }t,o referencing several of Takamine’s ﬁlr?si;?cglédigilg\lgzﬁfr Z}?aggge
; i i tly lifted di
-four Eyes, 1954), several lines of dialogue are apparen ! /
ggaerﬁtl);j;oelgilbﬁshed memoir, Watashi no tosei nikki, originally published in 1965 by As
i Kon and Oguro 2002, 115). . .
Shnilg ugil?;cgko?s husbar%d is more closely modeled on the less-weil-known Keisuke Kinoshi
(1912;1998), who directed a number of important films both pre and ];t))cl)_st.vtvar.hot ot Whed
20. The poster itself, incidentally, almost exactly reproduces a publicity s ot tor W
Your I;Jame ? where actress Keiko Kishi poses with her trench coatclad lover, albet ‘
fam?? luso“rllreagén apply to Kon equally well what Steinberg says of Takashi Murakami: ;te:]v:;é
be a r;listake to miss the ambivalence of [his] nationalism and to neglect the more p
cultural logic of consumption™ that prevails in his film (2004, 468).
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Gonsidering Manga Discourse
Location, Ambiguity, Historicity ~
JAQUELINE BERNDT

n the past few years, manga has become quite popular as material for research and
ducation about contemporary Japan. However, academic theses and papers often
ive the impression that while manga may serve as a mitror for various social and
ultural discourses, neither the media-specific aspects of comics nor the Japanese
iscourse on comics need to be taken into account. This observation leads me to the
iscussion below.

As astarting point, I should like to note why T use the term “discourse.” The concept
f discourse draws attention to both contesting views and the contingency of notions
e “manga,” “tradition,” and “art”; in other words, this concept allows for considering
e changing power relations and historic conditions that set the framework for what
an be said about comics in a specific culture and what is widely affirmed as a typi-
al manga at a certain point in time. From such a perspective, manga discourse is not
mited to manga criticism; it also includes the ways in which social institutions—the
ass media and the educational system, among others—define manga and its social
levance. Such definitions of “manga” are, of course, also indebted to the variety of
anga readers and the works most widely shared. Therefore, the goal of this essay is
explicate what foreign students of manga are missing when they ignore Japanese
condary sources.
My call to consider Japanese manga discourse is addressed primarily to scholars
ith a command of the Japanese language and, in a broader sense, to all those who
ake public statements about manga. Of course, a lack of direct access to sources in
panese (as is the case with many comics experts) or a lack of expertise in regard
the comics medium (as is the case with many Japanologists) does not necessarily
iminish the importance of these authors’ writings. However, authors in both fields
ould be aware that their points of view are naturally limited and valuable precisely
cause they need broadening by others. A comics expert unfamiliar with Japan is
pected to place manga in the context of his or her individual experiences with non-
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as non-Japanese views of them, and also, in the form of a methodqlogical vaf:illati nd specifically in the exceptional interest in manga,
between the realm of representational contents and that of its specific renderings: uroamerican modernization,

examination of “adult manga,” for example, cannot be limited just to an investigati
of adult subject matter and themes, but equally has to question what adult forms

manga expression and reading would be and to whom. ’ anga as Japanese comics, Today, manga form one of the three
Before proceeding with this discussion, I need to clarify briefly how comics. the world, along with American comics and Franco-Belgian bande
defined. In general, contemporary scholars, curators, and publicists holq two op 'tted{y, only a few foreign comics are translated into Japanese
ing ideas about comics. On the one hand, comics are seen as a comforting me e avallal_)le are not approved as “manga,” as hag been the case with
of simplification and redundancy that reduces complexities (Clark 2003), Contrz ries, which has been marketed in Japan as children’s or picture books (
comics are also viewed as a highly challenging medium that unites the seemj gregated from manga publishers and manga shelves, Yet, favoring a
incompatible, for example, the acts of reading and watching (Frahm 2000). The ' show.s ignorance of manga’s own history and its present variety
view is often taken by persons who have just “discovered” comics, Even if the art or htera?ure, comics in general have been 2 fundamentally impure
not mean to disparage the medium, they tend to treat it prejudicfially by. relyin Of. expr'es.sml?, borrowing more from existing sources than
a procrustean bed of binary oppositions to which they cling. This oppositional ernist opgmaht_y (Cgrrier 2000). Manga, in particular, has cons;i
work reveals itsclf, for example, by their dichotomizing of a desired authes such diverse pictorial sources as Chinese ink-painting, European tableau with
hand-drawn lines with the impersonal-looking products of the culture industry, ntral perspective, European caricature, and American superhero comics. After

ing of works in regard to what they understand as “escapism”' versus f‘realisni
distinguishing between “children’s” and “adult” comics. Foreign comics ex
contrast, dismiss those who would denigrate the medium by emphasizing its ¢
ity, and they often regard the fact that comics ask their readers to re?ad and vie : i
same time as suggestive of their fundamentally avant-garde potential. How a’s proliferation has given rise to an enormo
too, have their limitations insofar as they overlook the fact that experienc
readers have no trouble reading and viewing simultaneously. Nevertheless —which themselves offer the choice betwe
on comics’ incompatibility and ambiguity appears to be crucial in discussi
including the aesthetic particularities of the medium. i :
An inexperienced person might easily capitulate to comics’ blurring o , s culture is not characterized by an oppositi
pictorial elements, where pictorial signs function like language and verbal s , scrupulously commercial comics s0 much
pictorial qualities. Comics also make readers shift their attentic?n betwee‘j
panels that suggest temporal succession and (double) pages, which prese ‘
simultaneously. This invites consideration of issues such as narrativi
and repetition, analysis and synthesis of movement, invention and co;
serious and the funny, and last but not least, the materiality and repre:
of symbols. Indeed, it may be noted that symbols in recent comics do n
symbolize anything. While signs in mainstream comics oftep appear tra
does not necessarily mean that they should be “read” as having specifi
example, words in a speech balloon may merely indicate the presen:
This ambiguous status of words in comics may make content-cents
tions appear arbitrary. In order to avoid that, the fundamental aestheti
comics must be taken seriously, and it should be acknowledged not o
affirmation of equivocalness and polyphony, but also as a structu
of the methods used for analyzing this ambiguous medium. In thy
the issue of ambiguity highlights the dissolution of modernist con fore republishing them in book format, and their editors
This dissolution is probably one factor among others in comics™¢ - '

1 , autre manga actu-
10ngs not to the presumed category of European auteurism (sakka shugi), but

; d kind of comics, which is reader-friendly although not consumeristic and
ging although not underground. Likewise, Casterman’s catchphrase “m,anga
 promote a certain kind of manga. Still, i
e” and “adult” to Japanese comics; manga that are
ten address the “child inside th )

e}nd do not shy away from issues like sexuality and violence.
1ses the question of how specifically Japanese manga are. Wit

. hout going
, I would like to point to an “economic J apaneseness” a

here, that is, manga
€s manga from other




the late 1950s, has had many aesthetic and.cgltural copsequex;ces}.l So;nn:r oefnitez;
include the evolution of multivolume entertam'mg grapth n(;ve ts}; t fafus Ofauteu,. ,g
manga creators willing to serve their readers without a1mf‘ng 'o’r, es s, aact
the formation of readers’ communities cenFered a}rf)und thel_r magalz for;s i,
evaluation of manga works in regard to tpelr quahtles.of med;atmg rela cxi .tio;ls . sd
are specifically Japanese aspects that derlvi fronl pargcular h1itorlc cotz Clom l,eterll
they should lead one to realize that “manga and “comic pooks conno pletely
different cultures of publishing, distributing, and consuming comics.

8, researching,
: t to recommend an awareness of one’s own and teaching manga (in other words, issues of location) to the actual possibilitieg for
Tbe explanatl(_)ns abgye e rgi::: issues specific to Japan; this will help avo; iating between manga studies and thegries not related to either comics or Japan
location, the comics me um, azr:kd n of traditions of scholarship in the face of Occasionally differences between data-oriented research and theoretical endeavors
incons1s.ten‘c 168, or eve;;he brg emi((:)\:lvorld is seemingly not yet at ease with mang : i ‘. , as do the differences between nonac.ad.emic and academic members
new topic like mapga._ © aca ; Especially in the case of manga, however, such friction should be welcomed as g
as shown by the situation in J?p asré.rs at Japanese universities still refused to Supervi ind of productive uncertainty, When propgrly harnessed, sucl? uncertainty can mo-

Noteven afiecade 280, prodest with a thesis on manga—some out of disdain f ivate researchers to attempt a dialogue with people at home in other contexts and
students who intended to gradua ess of their own ignorance. Undor thess condition o translate between the various expert cultures. It can provoke researchers to cope
ihis topic, others out of an awaren: like that held during the annual conference of th 8a as an ambiguous medium—to et themselves get challenged by it as an
an academic symposium on e Bijutsushi Gakkai) in May 1998 cademic subject—and 10 question their conventional criteria of quality assessment
Japan Society for Art pastory (N;hon cilslﬂile before (Berndt 2001, . hat makes a “000d manga is quite different from a “good novel or a “good” film,
a milestone since this had never elen . thin a period of time that may be too shy his productive uncertainty, which comeg from the fundamental characteristics of
formatloq in this ﬁel.d has takein P ag;:ilc worlg has become more open to man mics, might benefit the study of other arts and media with which manga is often
for histonz}ns totntcl)ltlce. J;psinosf ifiolarship while nonacademic manga expert mpared, but it should be intrinsic to the study of manga within Japanese studies in
although often at the exp d

imultaneously calling for more reliable data, multidisciplinary research, and der to avoid the blind $pots discussed above,
simu

knoAWIed'ge of :il;es hizt;)?a t";‘;i’ﬁi;:;:; gg; as of April 2002—manga is often zuka and Beyond: Recapitulating Manga Criticism in Japan
t universities—

. e Educators use manga to b _ . ]
braced in the spirit of a sl}le eg.I;OpgiltsEe(BZ?S:,zfv)gﬁz)ut reflecting upon its ordi asked why manga is so popular today, many people in Japan would 8tve one of
their classes closer to Qa‘l yl - achesyto the medium. From a foreign perspec 1e two standgrd answers: “because Japan had an Osamu Tezuka” or “because Japan
somext or unlJfS}laHy Crg;:sbﬁggtri%ns On manga seem too journalistic and too ins as a long artistic tradition that dates back to Choji giga,” a monochrome handscrof]
the majority of Japanes

ork of the late twelfth century. T wily focus on the latter in the third and fina] section
itate t d books by university professors especially if they ¢ this chapter, but here I will use the former as my springboard into crucial issues of

holars gravitate towar: pro! ) . ;
f:ord gaki (study) in their titles. Yet, such publications are often less reliable than

e stori ’ globalization for
be expected, because they take manga criticism as well as historical research o

. o it last decade, the work of Osamy Tezuka (1928-1989) is not equally popular at
: . o demic training and herita ¢ :
topic very lightly. In addltlé)n, thiy r;raetlfnt,‘sitﬂfﬁ;ﬁgsg: establishe(;g views. In me and abroad; yet, to most Japanese manga critics, he set the standard. In Japan,
advocate approaches towar mag."? betw eegn different fields of knowledge. Jap: zuka is often called the “god of manga » because of hig achievements, starting in
words, t.h cy dl(: nOt:tctfglet?ﬁ;el?nzmuﬁonal context do discuss topics like late 1940s, in establishing story-manga, as distinct from one-pane] cartoons and
academics who ar

but all too often they merely play academism off against populism: TMS is
from the slapdash way they frequently treat the topic, as th.ough failing to ¢
proper scholarly care were the same as a critique of academism.

Wspaper comic strips (koma Mmanga). He influenced generations of manga creators

readers, including such critics and researchers as Osamy Takeuchi, originally

rofessor of children’s Iiterature, and “manga columnist” Fusanosuke Natsume

tsume 19925, 1995; Takeuch;j 1992, 1995). In their analysis, Tezuka’s comics for

dren appeared revolutionary becauge of their shift from didactics to entertainment,

esearch. The society was founded in July 2001 after dispelling misgiving; I establishment of long and exciting narratives, the efficient and complementary
T .
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rtw. p. men 141 im —their use of
inte; ining of verbal and pictorial eleme ts, and OSt‘l p(l)ll'tanﬂg’d E:.:GICS ak~
alleoedly cinematic techniques such as montage and varying shots a gles. T

=3

is stylistic transformations, as a model results in a temporal pon the kind of manga that has been made the focys of critical attention and upon the
ing Tezuka, across all his stylis ightforward dramatic narratives about human or consequences of such choices. In particular, the emphasis on ambigu-
conceptualization of. manga. Straight 0(1; the pictorial elements serve as language ty as a characteristic peculiar to comics ig innovative and stimulating. But It5 is not
human-like protagogls‘t‘s arg f%;‘/girg(li(’i ;‘3 of riarixga is not to be assessed as a graphi e first to foreground manga criticism. The first authoritative publications in the area
that is supposed to be “read.

her with regard to how well its graphic rendering advances the narratiy ppeared in the late 19805 (Kure 1986; Takeuchi ang Mus
art, but rather wi g its § e el s
, i terion for assessing “quality,
ince the story has become the main crite : . i
lil: ‘c‘ivor ” arz of more interest to the critics than multiple and creative readings, :
This standard of story-manga fostered by Tezuka and developed .by the so-calle
ekiga (a kind of comics addressed to older readers and clos§ly tled‘ to the re.nts
fibraries of the early 1960s) culminated in boys’ manga magazines with exceitl
ally high circulations, like Shonen jampu. However, these h'a.ve see;r;l seve(;e set ;
since the mid-1990s. Today’s children often become familiar with me ia suck
anime and video or computer games before reading their firs't manga, and teen'a
ho regularly consume manga demonstrate an increasing indifference to the prio
o i i f this situatio
itional gender-specific genres. In view o i
of the story and the traditiona ; .
1td published a book provocatively titled Tezuka Is Dead (Tezu{ca izu .deddot;rz
Established critics had been complaining about the loss of mangahs prev;o;s a :1
i i i note
0 iers of this attraction have simply changed. He ‘ .
nsanc, ot e Cam;:r\s/e taken over from dramatic stories and that mu , characterized by close ties between creators and consumers
instance, that cute. Che.lracterfstha texts—including appropriation and creative cop mall communities. For Tsurumi, manga did not belong to either “pure art” (junsui
e e apphilanons Oplar?ted an author«ce:tered and story-centered reading mass art” (taishi gelyjutsu), but rather to what he called “liminal art”
of the characters—have sup : :
further claims that in order to understand this transformation, the Tezuka mod
be relegated to history in two main respects.

In the early 1960s, some essays about man
gaku (The Science of Thought, 1946-
mi, along with Chisuyj Fujikawa and
om caricatures and newspaper strips t

&2 appeared in the journal Shisé no—
1996). Cultural sociologist Shunsuke Tsy-
film critic Tadao Satd, first treated manga,
O entertaining stories, as an object worthy of
tellectual investigation. They also discussed it as part of a specifically Japanese
pular culture, Previously Story-manga had been mainly addressed by educators
0 were suspicious of comics as readings for children, but now the interest shifted
m pedagogy to popular culture and from children to youth. Tsurumi and hig col-
orators illuminated the potential of manga to be 3 medium for adults and related
0 social issues of their time, Their main focus was On prewar manga series, like
Vorakuro, and on the rental comics (kashihon gekiga),® which were influenced by
ishibai (the paper theater thriving between the 1930s and the 1950s) and dis-

ity of Tezuka’s manga. In this r d Sadao Yamane (who wrote articles on comics under the name of Asajir Kikuchi)
. T ; modernity of Tezu . ¢ ( e (3 . s n . A :
T.h e ﬁrst 1ooe Ito’dlscll‘lssese lcfnt}alftiﬁcia] chayracters, such as robots, half-ht 2ed the revn?w Joi;n'n‘a]t Ma,t,gg sfzu gi (M anga lsm’d .19 7 ;978)‘ le‘e etgrher Cr'ltl
he highlights T;zu}? als rel Ia:;g not exist outside the narrative. Readers are draw 1€y were primarily interested in comics as a medium of communies ing souis
and animals, which clearly

the story through their empathy for these characters, but alt the sa(rint;:1 tnnei ot

ich i ics, is veiled by a modern realism and the au
which is fundamental to comics, is vei Dy 2 oot and the aute

i 0, the ambiguity of comics characte s
the characters.” According to Ito, t g TS, wh
ing j f strokes drawn on paper and giving

late between being just a bunch o ;
ifnpression of a human personality, has been suppressed not only by Tezuka,
by those manga critics who took him as thel'r standard. o © state of

ne, that i e lome of o pic dlszuistll?nfziéz: ;;rcluéis(z; visually k ding their analysis in literary criticism (bungakushugi). He thought that manga

i i that the ; ‘
lane, that is, the plane of the picture ‘ : oy
IIz/Iany tapanese comics provide the.readgrstwntl Znatszrg]c;yizfnu\?ic;z;t{aggne{ 7 ding of verbal and pictorial arts and its particular methods of story-telling (Ishiko
i to be treate: o ;
the single panel or the whole page is . ‘ framey |
full views of protagonists may pp
may clamber over panel franiles, or . prot : Y pel
o gSUCCGSSiOH o vetooked bty his 'a'mblgﬁlty’ ng;dd;;té%g they 8a, rejected Shunsuke Tsurumi and Junzs Ishiko alike. These new critics, who
by manga critics when, ar , .

from film, that was overlooked Jman ics
praise Tezuka retrospectively for his “cinematic style.

and they favorably discussed “anti-authoritarjan” comics like those by
1pei Shirato and Yoshihary Tsuge. In contrast to the critics from the early 1960s,

commentators did not believe that such comics were read by ordinary Japanese
e, particularly by those with ties to the traditional organizations of the working
like trade unions. Rather, they identified the genre’s audience ag socially weak
olated young men who built cultural communities through rental libraries and




Tsurumi and Ishiko paid too much attention to the societql roles of celztain mal;lgflr gnd
to groups to which they did not belong, such as nonorgan.lzed proletarian y(?ut 1. They
claimed that the proper approach for critics was to question tl.lemselves as .1nd1v1dua1
readers; in other words, to verbalize their own persona} experience of reading manga
(Nakajima 1986; Yonezawa 1987; Murakami, ’I“al.<a.tor1, and Y‘(‘)nezawal‘ 1987). :Thefe’.’
fore, they went down in the history of manga criticism as‘fhe first-person nall1 ators

(boku-gatari). In addition, they were the first to state that “only those who rea ly love
manga” had the authority to discuss manga. They further argued ’that those }vho loved
manga would not discuss it with the vocabulary of areas such as l{tel'ature or ﬁI.m stud-
ies, nor would they speak from a distant and analytical perspe?ctlve (Ta}<euch1 .1'997)_

This kind of manga criticism sprang from the readers’ feel.mgs. Unl.ﬂ?e traditiona]
literary or art criticism, it emphasized the exchange among kindred spirits and abmilt
emotions. The critics, posing simply as manga readers, were at the same level as tt}elr
audiences, and their analyses, rather than being self—cnﬂgal, funf:tloned as an arbiter
of taste and a means for the fan community’s self—afﬁrmatlor_l.Thls approach, coupled
with a refusal to explain oneself to outsiders includir}g society as a whole, has al.so
been typical of women’s writings on girls’ comics (shdjo manga). Just as ren_tgl comics
fostered a sense of community for their readers in thelearly 1960s, both shojo manga
and writings about them have created a sense of identity among female readers since
the 1980s. Readers of shojo manga have usually expected'Cl‘ltICS of the genre to bg their
equal partners, using the comics that the}f both read mainly .to exchange anc;l dlscugs
gendered experiences (Takahashi 2001; Spies 2001 ) 20(?3). This world_appears erme.tlc
to outsiders, but it was that very insistence on Subjéct.lVIty and emotlona.I community
that prepared the ground for the articulation f’f a distinct manga aesthegcs.

In the early 1990s, the semiotic investigatxor% of manga’s represgntatlonal conven-
tions began to flourish under the rubric of studying manga as a medium of expression
(manga hyogenron). Inuhiko Yomota (1994) and Fu.sgnosuke N atsume, .W.hf) pioneered
this movement, disdained the extremes of both pohtlcall‘y mot.lvated criticism and.ex-
tremely subjective criticism. This allowed more readers, including an older pol?ulatlon,
to join in the discussions about manga (Natsume 1992a, 1997; Inoue 1995; Mcg?giz
1996). Yomota and Natsume conceived of the manga creatpr not as an o.utsi.:an ing
artist, but rather as a talented craftsman who conveys meaning t-hroug.h d} awing ang
through guiding the reader’s gaze via panel an'angern.ents. Their s.eml.otlc'appr(?ac
was intended to claim manga as an autonomous medlum by exphc‘atmg its unique
means of expression from an internal perspective. Atter.mon was paid to such e.llr)c_ala}s
as speech balloons, impact lines, pictograms, and lettering, as well as the possibili-
ties for visually rendering invisible phenomena such as sounds and smells. erter;
like Natsume wanted their audience to reenact the achievements Qf the creator anh
to become aware of the mechanisms of reading manga, but they did not show mue
interest in plural or idiosyncratic readings of familiar works. In an apparent attemfpt;)
Justify their chosen subject, they took their examples not frqn} t.he margins, but fo
the average “quality goods” of manga. This turned manga criticism into a reassuring,

rather than disturbing, area of discourse. Unlike earlier critics, the authors of the fourth
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wave veered away from discy
issues (b

n Itd show, it is wrong to presume that the four

ed each other in the course of time; fragments

m can be found in current writings. At a symposium entitled Possibilities

and Requirements of Academic Manga Studies (Gakujutsuteki Manga Kenkyi no

Kandsei to Kadai, Ritsumeikan University Kydto) in 2000, Natsume stated that his
interest in manga expression had been triggered by his aversion to Ishiko’s political-..

and content oriented approach, which he believed treated manga as a mere mirror

(han’eiron). He went on to say, however, that he had come to realize the importance

of opening the field to the perspectives of sociology, media studies, and foreign com-
ics cultures (Natsume 2000),

Dis/continuity with Premodern Painting: On Recurring Assumptions
About Manga’s “Origins”

As I mentioned earlier, few people in Japan would link manga’s astonishing interna-
tional popularity to the unique system used to produce and distribute the works, It is
more likely that they would give the credit to Japanese culture—not only to Osamu
Tezuka, the “god of manga,” but also to Japanese artistic traditions such as the Chojii
giga scrolls.®
Tracing contemporary manga back to their origin in medieval picture scrolls is a
discursive act that in itself establishes traditions. This has served various purposes
in modern Japan, from justification for seriously studying the field to sheer fashion-
able populism (that is, nowadays, it is much more often utilized with the connotation
that high art is “out”). In any arena, status claims like these work most effectively
by claiming national particularity; in the case of manga, the argument for “J apanese-
ness” in the medium is made by assuming a continuity between medieval arts and
contemporary comics. However, from a foreign perspective it is easy to repeat this
position without realizing its essential conservatism, and to overlook that the agents
of such claims have changed since the 1990s. Recently, Japanese manga historians
emphasize discontinuity as a basis for manga and admit its foreign origins. Too often,
however, these historians disregard the mixture of continuity and discontinuity that has
given rise to manga, and they therefore deprive the form of its historical complexity. I
argue here that manga is historically (as well as aesthetically and culturally) ambigu-
ous. It therefore seems much more appropriate, not to say manga-like, to pursue this
ambiguity rather than settling for, or rejecting outright, modernist claims of national
purity based on an alleged continuity, 0
Manga experts, media figures, and art scholars have all claimed manga’s cultural
value by linking it to old Japanese art, most often medieval picture scrolls like Chajii
8iga and famous printed works like ukiyo-e artist Katsushika Hokusai’s Hokusai manga
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(1814-1878). In the case of the manga experts, this lineage originally allowed them to
elevate their field in the eyes of the public. In the early 1990s, when manga started to
gain international attention, manga critics also used this link to highlight the “Japanese-
ness” of the medium. Their arguments did often play into the agendas of ideologues,
but by focusing on an uninterrupted J apanese art, they also made subcultural issues
visible to the society in general. While some assume that manga critics’ emphasis on
the “Japaneseness™ of manga was a calculated political decision (Kinsella 2000, 97,
it more likely sprang from their ignorance of both J apanese art history and of foreigp
comics cultures. It is easy to stress the national uniqueness of manga, if you are the
frog in the well; that is: if you are not familiar with artworks other than Choji giga,
it is easy to believe in continuity. Moreover, if you do not know many American or
Franco-Belgian comics, it is easy to claim Japanese uniqueness. This changed when
Japanese critics went abroad and got in touch with foreign comics experts beginning
in the late 1990s.
References to traditional fine arts were once used to elevate manga culturally, byt
in the early twenty-first century, manga is much more often used to popularize fine
art. This is evident in some introductions to Japanese art history, which trace the “orj-
gins of manga” back to three specific phenomena. The first of these is hakubyb, the
monochrome drawings characteristic of Chajii giga as well as some narrative yamato-e
paintings of the Kamakura era, the second is the pictorial expression of movement
in scrolls of the twelfth century like Bandainagon (Illustrated Stories of the Courtier
Bandainagon), and the third is the integration of script into picture planes (Hidaka
2003, 40-43). Some publications place segments of Chojii giga side by side with a
panel from Tezuka’s Tetsuwan Atomu (Astro Boy), using speed-lines (lines which
indicate actions such as running or Jjumping) to suggest an uninterrupted continuity
of Japanese pictorial traditions (Shitkan Nikon 2002, 19).
However, claiming Chdjii giga as the direct ancestor of modern manga lacks his-
torical accuracy. This artwork, which has been considered a national treasure since A histor i . .
1899 and was placed in the Imperial Museum in 1906, differs fundamentally from mangaTa;]Sy%rlyq:,l,%ﬁtsrfem;l;gs?; tro I;’;{]J“xfap osed with a detail from
manga. Choji giga was painted by hand, and, since it resided originally in the Ko6zanji (Copyright Tezuka Productionsp and replr(:)lclh?ced fvilt{}?z;;lgxfjrxl]ics‘glg:ééﬁl.the Honoluly
temple, it was accessible only to certain people under restricted conditions. Moreover;, | Academy of Arts, Purchase, Robert Allerton Fund, 1954, Accession #1951.1)
it lacks a written narrative text (kotobagaki) and a clearly identifiable, coherent nar-
rative (Kéhn 2005).
These differences raise doubts about whether Choji giga can actually be called : after the publication of the groundbreaking work Shin-takarajima (New Treasure
manga’s ancestor. Nonetheless, many people in Japan cling to this notion regardless Island), which first established his distinctive style of manga storytelling.
of researchers’ arguments to the contrary and their own awareness that the compari- Modern analyses of manga and its origins tend to emphasize painti;tr while ig-
son is free of any substantial reference to the respective artworks. The Japanese mass noring areas such as literature and the performing arts.!? Since the rise o? Europe:n
media and the educational system promote such a view and emphasize purely formal Japonisme in the late nineteenth century, Japanese elites had favored painting as a
semblances between manga and old art (see Berndt 2002), without ever considering means of cultural self-assertion, As painting could easily cross language barriers ?t was
whether manga creators actually knew any of the now-canonized artworks. Tezuka; believed to be a good vehicle for J apanese particularity, and it was alcso authori%ed by
for example, appreciated Chajii giga and often discussed simplification, exaggeration; g re. Painting in the modern sense, which was brought to Japan through
metamorphosis, and satirical representation as its manga-like features. He admitted, _ Europe, foregrounds purely pictorial representations: thi .
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though, that he saw reproductions of the complete scrolls only in 1955, eight years the intertwining of pictures and literature that was common to Japanese art before
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modernization. According to manga historian Hirohito Miyamoto, manga became
a subgenre of painting at the end of the nineteenth century, “when forms of artistic
expression that combined text and image had to be identified either as ‘literature’
or ‘painting’” (Miyamoto 2002, 44). In other words, the meaning of “manga” after
modernization was narrower than the meaning it held in the Tokugawa period.

Today, the word “manga,” which is used outside Japan to describe “Japanese com-
ics,” primarily means “story-manga.” But this emphasis on narratives was not—asg
often presumed—inherited from Hokusai’s pictorial encyclopedia Hokusai manga,
When the encyclopedia’s first volume appeared in 1814, “manga” signified an “en-
tirety of acts by which all sorts of things are drawn in all sorts of styles, and a vast
amount of pictures as its result” (Miyamoto 2003a, 322). (The word itself comesg
from the Chinese name for a heron that moves in a peculiar way.) But around 1900,
the term came to mean “satirical and funny picture” (fiishi kokkei no ga), and thus
signified a certain style of pictures.!® Journalists and painters with a modern Western
education, such as Yukichi Fukuzawa’s nephew Shiitard Imaizumi (or Ippyd)* and
the Western-style painter Hakutei Ishii, considered modern manga as something to
view individually rather than to read together with other people and, therefore, often
aloud. Thus, they suppressed Tokugawa period traditions of entertaining literature that
combined reading, watching, and talking, as well as transitional phenomena, like the
early modern ponchi-e (literally Punch pictures), which came from these traditions:
Whereas ponchi-e provided wordplays as well as verbal and pictorial allegories that
depended on a shared collective knowledge of symbols and stories, “manga” in the
early twentith century was based on pithy pictures rather than on verbal elements
(Miyamoto 2003b).

Manga researchers and critics have emphasized this discontinuity since the mid-
1990s. Fusanosuke Natsume has stated that “in the Meiji era, Japan’s traditional aesthet-
ics experienced a break with the past, collided with the completely different expression
of modern Euroamerican comic strips, and was absorbed by it,” and that “before long,
a modern form, that is, the panel sequence of the Euroamerican comic-strip (in other
words, the function of articulating discrete moments of time in the course of events)
was imported” (Inoue 1995, 209; see also Yamamoto 2004). Experts like Natsume and
Miyamoto understand manga as a fundamentally modern phenomenon, and they point
out three characteristics in that regard: First, they refer to the imported concept of the
panel or single frame, which rendered the previously ambiguous pictorial time and
space unequivocal. (This was a break from traditional pictures scrolls, for example,
in which the representation of time and space was often indefinite—several moments
sequentially depicted on the same picture plane, and the space represented from more
than one central perspective.) Second, they stress the emergence of newspapers and
magazines as modern mass media, and third, they link manga to Japan’s distinctive
modernization, which took the form of Westernization.

This argument for discontinuity in the field, which results from thorough historical
research, counters popular assertions of continuity. An absolute denial of continuity,
however, ignores the complexities not only of manga itself,'* but also of painting as
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a form of Japanese fine art. Unlike the term “manga,” the term “fine art” (bijitsu)
was imported from European languages, but that said, fine arts themselves were less
modernized than literature; at least the traditionalist branch of Japanese painting
(nihonga) embodied continuity. Indeed, at the beginning of the twentieth century,
the term “manga,” regardless of its new connotations, was considered by some to be
an unwelcome Tokugawa era anachronism (see Miyamoto 2003a). Others, however,
appreciated manga because it allowed for more freedom of expression than a “beau-
tiful” painting. Seiki Hosokibara, already an experienced cartoonist and critic when
he published Japan’s first manga history in 1924, was a member of the latter camp.
In the introduction to his book, he distinguished manga from painting because of its
“anatomical” stance and its interest in impure things, while in the main chapters he
highlighted manga-like paintings. It should be noted, however, that Hosokibara’s notion
of painting differed from modern Western ideas of painting as fine art. For example,
he believed that the creator of Chgjii giga was “the pioneer of Japan’s manga artists,”
because he worked in an era which recognized neither a division between painting
and literature nor a distinction between beauty and “probing into the facts of life”
(Hosokibara 1924, 8).

All this suggests an intertwining of continuity and discontinuity. From a nation-
alist perspective, what is important is only whether an artwork like Chojii giga is a
predecessor of manga—a claim that manga historians would categorically deny, as
demonstrated above. The much more important questions regard in what way critics
have related modern manga to pictorial traditions and which artistic traditions they
have had in mind. Emphasizing formal semblances does make sense if it reveals
historic differences within the similar. Reflecting upon such differences could be
stimulating not only for manga researchers but also for contemporary readers. This
is particularly true since manga readers seem to be more interested in parody of and
self-reference to traditions of contemporary manga genres than they are in issues of
cultural authorization or premodern artworks.

It should be clear that the definition of manga springs in part from references to
certain traditions, and vice versa. For example, those who claim that manga is directly
descended from premodern painting tend to think of manga as a graphic art rather
than a form of pictorial storytelling; they refrain from reflecting upon the modernity
of the medium that Natsume finds in the three characteristics mentioned above and
1td finds in a specific treatment of comics characters. In this essay, I have attempted
to demonstrate that manga studies will have to deal with the ambiguity of the medium
and, indeed, will need to bring out the uncertainties of the form, not only with regard
to manga’s alleged traditions but also in a more general sense, with regard to manga’s
present functioning and manga’s potential to go beyond narrow identity politics.

Notes

1. This is especially apparent in Sharon Kinsella’s Adult Manga: Culture and Power in
Contemporary Japanese Society (2000). In this instance, the actual subjects—editors of major
manga publishing houses and manga artists—are not allowed to speak for themselves. See




‘I'suji (2001) as an example of affirming formal continuity, and Yiengpruksawan (2000) fo,
critical art historical stance,

2.The Japanese translation of Napier’s firgt edition of her book was critically reviewed by Ogay
(2004). A revised edition of Napier’s book in English was published in 2005 with a slightly differ
title Anime from Akirg to Howl’s Moving Castle: Experiencing Contemporary Japanese Animayy,
One of the rare considerations of Japanese discourse linked to critical reflections upon the treatme
of animated movies within Japanese studies can be found in Lamarre (2004/2005).

3. It should be noted in this context that the term “anime,” as it ig used outside Japan,
mostly unrelated to itg two basic meanings in Japanese, There, it signifies a television Serieg
limited-animation style; this meaning is originally subcultura] and does not apply to Miyazay;
fully animated movies of feature-film length shown in theaters, But the term also means Japanegg
cel animation, which ig appreciated abroad, so that Miyazaki’s movies are praised as “ap; me
on a national rather than g subcultural leve], Ag an introduction, see Tsugata (2004),

4. This can be said only with the reservation that the existence of gender-specific genreg
in anime is not identica] with that of manga and needs further €Xamination,. ’

6. Representative of this trend are Kusaka (2000) and Ogino and Miyahara (2001). For
critical review see Natsume (2003). B
7. In this regard, It’s argumentation is clearly indebted to Otsuka (1994),

8. There is some critical disagreement about whether gek;

9. This four-scroll artwork from the twelfth century is now officially named Chajii Jinbugs,
8iga (Scrolls of Frolicking Animals and Men), but the general public still refers to it as Chaji
&iga, the title under which it was first registered as a nationa] treasure in modern Japan. Since
comparisons with contemporary manga tend to concentrate on the first scroll with its mostly
humorous representations of only animals while leaving out the others, it is not completefy
inappropriate to speak of Chgjiz giga. Furthermore, the popular discourse takes it for a fact thys
Chéji giga was created by the priest S6j6 Toba (or Kakuyg, 1053-1 140), whereas art historians
have already revealed this to be an Tokugawa era ascription.

10. Foran example not primarily related to Mmanga research, see Fukushima (2003). Although
the author’s attempt to relate theater and comics is innovative and highly stimulating, from a
manga studies perspective her argument is diminished by two things. First, she equates mangy
with a particular “Japaneseness” (apart from the historic transformation of manga as comics),

and second, she assumes the continuity of this kind of “manga-likeness” (in contrast (o the
interplay of continuity and discontinuity that she acknowledges for Japanese theater),

13. Even today, “manga” is often translated as “funny, Cxaggerated pictures.” But the Japa-
nese character for “man” has a range of meanings, such as broad, Scattered, and careless, which






