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To the generation who was told they were “too old” for manga, that it was “too weird,” and that they’d “grow out of it,” thank you for proving them wrong.
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THE ESSENTIAL AUTHOR’S NOTE


WHAT DOES ESSENTIAL EVEN MEAN?


“Whatever kind of story you’re looking for, you’ll most likely find it in manga.”


Putting the word “essential” on anything automatically holds it up to a new standard. As a longtime manga reader, I know that everyone has their own list of must-reads and reasons they recommend those works. So, before you dive into this book, know that the manga represented in the following pages have been chosen because I feel they have had significant influence on the medium or because they highlight how the medium has changed and grown, or simply because they are too good for you to not know about them. Of course, we all interact, respond, and connect with manga in different ways, so no one’s list of essentials will be exactly the same.


So, I want to explain what essential means to me.


I’ve been reading manga for more than twenty years—at least half of my life. I started reading it before it was easily available in bookstores, and I’ve been analyzing its stories for several years. When it comes to writing about pop culture, manga is always a medium I enjoy discussing, whether it’s giving a panel at an event or pointing out in an article what a story means to me, personally. That’s why it surprises me that, despite the popularity of manga, there are still plenty of people who overlook it and brush off its significance because they assume it’s just one kind of story.


Outside of the “I don’t have room on my shelves for more manga, yet I’m buying more manga” spaces I inhabit, there exists this label of “immature” that gets tied to certain media that tell a story through illustration or animation. For example, there are those who believe that cartoons and comic books are “just for kids” and not worthy of attention or accolades despite the emotional response these stories are capable of eliciting. Manga faces similar assumptions and obstacles, on top of having to fight against the trite argument that manga isn’t even printed the “right” way. As a medium from a different country, it is more heavily scrutinized than American comics and graphic novels and is often pitted against its American counterparts as the number of manga has not only been increasing, but gaining more sales and accolades year after year. But there’s no need to pit manga and American comics against each other; they’re just two variations of the same medium with the same goal: giving us interesting narratives to read.


Manga, like comics and graphic novels, is made up of a wide range of genres and sub-genres. While there are a few styles and tropes that a new manga reader might have to get used to, there is almost certainly something for any preference. One of the goals of The Essential Manga Guide is to provide readers with a way to explore the medium and see that manga isn’t just an extension of anime; it’s a legitimate and unique form of storytelling that can, and should, be enjoyed and recommended.


There’s a variety of work that exists within manga. And I don’t just mean that there’s more to Chainsaw Man, Fruits Basket, One Piece, Dragon Ball, and Sailor Moon than there appears to be (though there is more meaning to these stories than what’s on the surface), I mean that manga includes every genre of fiction, and nonfiction, that you can think of. Autobiographies, historical accounts, educational stories, explorations of gender and sexuality, discussions of mental health—manga has it all, just like every other kind of book out there.


I’ve reached a point in my life where, when someone asks for book recommendations, I always have a manga in mind to suggest. That’s why manga is essential to me and why I want it to be part of the conversation. The manga in this volume show just how versatile the medium can be, offering an ongoing collection of stories to get lost in. Or maybe I just wanted validation for my constant trips to the bookstore. That could be it, too.


I hope with this book you find your next new read or, who knows, you find new meaning in a read you’ve always enjoyed.
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WHAT THE HECK IS MANGA?



PART ONE: 
THIS ANIME IS BASED ON A BOOK (SOMETIMES)


My introduction to manga began with anime. It was 1993, I was ten years old, and a kid whose name I don’t remember (but I hope they’re having a good day) said something about a “cartoon… but not really a cartoon.” What did that mean? Well, in my head at the time it meant a collection of cartoons like some of my favorite nineties series. This included titles like The Pirates of Dark Water, Batman: The Animated Series, and Tiny Toon Adventures, just to name a few. So, to me, anime was that, but different. How different? Well, for one thing, they had the audacity to air it at night.


This was completely unheard of; the cartoons my friends and I watched either aired during weekday afternoons or on Saturday mornings. Nighttime was for parents, be it Red Shoe Diaries or something that involved a pool guy and well-timed synth music. Technically there were exceptions to that rule with SNICK, Nickelodeon’s Saturday night programming for those of us into Clarissa Explains It All or All That, or Nick at Nite, where Dick Van Dyke regularly tripped over a footrest. Still, none of that programming was animated. So, guided by curiosity, I flipped through the different TV channels at night. The “cartoon/not cartoon” wasn’t on a network, but it was, indeed, there. I couldn’t point my finger on why the animation style looked different to me, but I knew one thing: Vampire Hunter D was, most certainly, different. And I loved it.


Eventually, I learned that this cartoon was called Japan-imation, or Japanimation, though the pronunciation varied depending on whom you asked. According to the Anime News Network column “Answerman,” the term originated with Central Park Media, a company that, at the time, was distributing for nearly every anime publisher in the United States. When the vice president of sales, Mike Pascuzzi, tried to use the term “anime” to describe this new animation, there was significant pushback from major retailers who struggled to pronounce the word. In response, CPM decided to just smash “Japan” and “animation” together.


I can’t tell you when we finally started calling it anime but, thankfully, we did. According to Anime News Network, fans never really liked the term “Japanimation” but, at the time, it was the only way Pascuzzi could get anime looked at by retailers. Answerman writes, “[Japanimation] sounded too close to a racial slur, and therefore vaguely pejorative. However, for selling anime to big retail chains it was a godsend. The word was entirely self-explanatory—no more sales calls would end with a gruff middle-aged buyer telling Pascuzzi and his team, ‘I don’t know what this ‘ay-naim’ stuff is, but I’m not stocking it.’”


For years, I watched whatever anime came on TV, whether it was the gritty late-night stories I had no business watching (Wicked City) or the story of a young boy named Goku (Dragon Ball) and everything else in between. Thanks to a trip to Suncoast, a retail store that sold movies and, more to the point, international and indie films, I was made aware of the fact that most of the anime I’d been watching had been edited from the versions that had aired in Japan. This is a significant shared experience with older anime fans who talk about “that fateful trip to Suncoast” when an employee revealed how violent Dragon Ball Z really got, how many episodes Cardcaptor Sakura was supposed to have, and how the cousins in Sailor Moon were actually supposed to be girlfriends before it came to the US. In hindsight, discovering how gay Sailor Moon is was a shock, but it wasn’t what surprised me the most about anime. No, the biggest surprise was learning that a lot of it was based on books.


If you haven’t read manga before, the easiest way to explain it is to say that it’s a Japanese comic or graphic novel. While not every anime is an animated adaptation of a manga, there is a good amount of anime that is and, like a lot of media adapted from existing properties, the books can have some wonderful extra details.


PART TWO: 
NOT QUITE LIKE MY SONIC THE HEDGEHOG COMICS


Though it’s easy to compare manga to American comics and graphic novels, there are some key differences between them. For one thing, you read manga from right to left instead of left to right. In the US, there tends to be a note in the back of manga (which is actually in the front of the physical book) to let you know that you’re starting in the wrong direction since, to most Western readers, the back of the manga is where we typically think the front would be. This message wasn’t always put inside of manga, but we’ll get to that later here, since the explanation deserves its own chapter.


Another difference is that manga is typically illustrated only in black-and-white. Sometimes you’ll see a few colored pages inside—these are called lead pages—but traditionally most of the book is not in color. While that might sound like a downgrade and a little bit of a bummer compared to full-color comics, you have to understand that manga doesn’t start in a full book (tankōbon) form.


Most manga are serialized and released chapter by chapter in Japan through a manga magazine like Weekly Shōnen Jump, so the reason that manga is printed in black-and-white is because it’s cheaper to print for the magazine. It’s also much faster to print in black-and-white, so manga is also released far more often, typically on a monthly or even weekly basis, depending on the series. Then, if a series is popular, the chapters will be gathered from the magazine and published as its own tankōbon. This is sort of similar to how comics print the single issues first, and then those issues might be collected into the trade edition at a later date, only instead of getting single issues of one story, you’re getting multiple single issues in a magazine. Think of it like this: Instead of getting Spider-Man issue one, then two, and then three, in a manga magazine you would get Spider-Man issue one, Captain America issue one, Ms. Marvel issue one, etc., so you can try out several stories at a time. Then, if Spider-Man gets popular enough, the webslinger would get his own book of collected issues.


Even though a manga might have a tankōbon, that doesn’t mean that’s the end of the manga’s run in its magazine. In fact, most manga continue with this cycle of having chapters serialized in their originating magazine, then gathered and published as the next volume in the series for many years. Manga magazines are one of the medium’s greatest strengths, because you can try a story out chapter by chapter before committing to an entire series or you can just keep reading it through the magazines. Its other strength? The magazine is typically themed or genre-based, so it will have multiple manga series with a similar feel that you can try out! There aren’t too many physical manga magazines in the US, but we do have digital apps that give us access to a huge library of stories. Or you can go to the library! That’s right, we live in a time when manga is available at the library!


As with all books, the length of a manga series can vary. Sometimes a story will be finished in a couple of chapters (then gathered into a few volumes), and other times it can have thousands of chapters. If you’re already a manga fan, you probably have a very specific pirate-themed story in mind when you hear the words “thousands of chapters.” While a manga might have hundreds of chapters, manga characters very rarely get “rebooted,” unlike comic book mainstays like Batman, Superman, and Wonder Woman, who have all been reinvented numerous times by various writers. That’s another thing that makes manga feel special. For example, One Piece (more here), that pirate-themed manga I mentioned, centers on a character named Luffy who hasn’t been re-envisioned and so readers have been able to watch him grow up throughout the series because it is one continuous story.


Creators of manga, also known as mangaka, typically do both the writing and the art instead of having a separate writer and artist like US comics often do, though there are some exceptions. While there are others involved in helping to make a manga, like editors and assistants, mangaka tend to be the primary creators of their series. That doesn’t mean that manga series and characters don’t change at all, though. In fact, there are plenty of series that have their own spin-offs with new creators, but you don’t necessarily need to read the spin-off to understand the main plot. Some spin-offs, like My Hero Academia: Vigilantes, do add more context, but you aren’t going to be completely lost without it.


Since most mangaka are working on their own, keeping up and updating their series on schedule can be pretty hectic. The demands and pressures of the job often mean that some mangaka need to take extended hiatuses to protect their health. Arguably, one thing creatives across the world have in common is burnout; there are still very necessary conversations to be had about heavy workloads, aggressive deadlines, and a need to better respect creatives and their time.


Just something to keep in mind the next time a manga chapter release is delayed.


PART THREE: 
IS IT ALL LIKE SUPERMAN?


Since manga is, essentially, a Japanese form of comic book, you may think that it primarily revolves around superhero stories like many of the ones in the US do. Even though American comics and graphic novels have always been more than just capes and secret tech caves, it would be silly of me to deny that superhero comics tend to be the first thing someone thinks of when talking about comic books. Manga has plenty of heroes, ranging from “plucky underdog who wants to save the world” to “I’m a literal teenager, please leave me alone,” but those aren’t the only kinds of protagonists you run across.


Manga can be found in countless genres and sub-genres from romance, slice-of-life, action, and adventure to horror, comedy, and even nonfiction genres like self-help, auto-biography, and educational texts. In the mood for a sports story that takes the time to actually show and explain the rules of basketball so that it feels like you are watching a live game instead of reading it? There’s a manga for that. There are no limits to the kinds of stories manga can tell, blending storytelling and art to get the mangaka’s point across.


Thanks to the creativity found in the medium, mangaka often push the limits of what is expected even in an illustrated form. As VIZ Media, one of the primary manga companies in the US, points out in their website FAQ, “While manga has similarities to American comics, there are some stylistic aspects that distinguish them, such as bigger eyes on characters and more speed lines in action scenes.” They also talk about how mangaka add visuals for their sound effects as well. Another example that I personally love is when characters break through a panel to try to grab something they want as if the manga’s box can’t contain them. A single powerful moment in a manga can take up an entire two-page spread, emotions can literally burst out of someone, and, sometimes, the mangaka will break the fourth wall and talk directly to the reader, especially if the story is about their own personal life.


Manga typically can be categorized into five main targeted audiences, and each category has certain themes, topics, and aesthetics that are associated with it. Those groups are: shōnen, shōjo, seinen, josei, and kodomomuke. Though each group has a specific audience that it’s targeting, readers of all genders and ages can enjoy titles in these groups.




✷ Shōnen is generally aimed at young boys and typically features protagonists who are young men or teens. This is your coming-of-age story with the main character who declares, “I’m gonna be a hero who keeps smiles on everyone’s faces.” The stories are more action- and adventure-oriented with a focus on building bonds with others. Though action narratives are this group’s bread and butter, you’ll also find sub-genres like slice-of-life, romance, sports, and comedy here, just to name a few.


✷ Shōjo is generally aimed at young girls and has stories that focus more on drama, romance, and emotional storytelling. These young girl and teen protagonists are often navigating life, exploring gender and sexuality, and defying traditional roles and societal norms in real and/or fantastical settings. This is your coming-of-age story that may have a similar beat to “the high school cafeteria is divided like a class system” or “your crush has six months to live” or both.


✷ Seinen is generally aimed at older teens and adult men and shares some similarities with shōnen titles, but often will have a darker tone and explore more serious themes. These stories can also be more violent and sexually explicit. A good way to think of it is that seinen is like an R-rated movie to shōnen’s PG or PG-13 rating.


✷ Josei is generally aimed at older teen and adult women and can have a similar vibe to shōjo. However, it doesn’t shy away from more serious themes and topics as well as more graphic depictions of sex. You’ll also get messier, more dramatic relationship dynamics. A good way to think of it is as a steamy romance novel, prime-time television shows, or, like seinen, an R-rated movie.


✷ Kodomomuke is generally aimed at younger children and focuses on joyful stories that are cute, energetic, and fun. Think Saturday morning cartoons!





Two other terms I want to address are “boys’ love” and “girls’ love,” which touch on homosexual relationships. These terms have become more frequently used compared to the previous terms: shōnen ai/yaoi (boys’ love) and shōjo ai/yuri (girls’ love). While boys’ love and girls’ love generally focus on romance (hence the love), there’s also manga that touch on LGBTQIA+ themes that don’t center on romance. In my experience, stories use LGBTQIA+ terms to describe them, identifying a story as gay, transgender, asexual, and more depending on the plot. Another term you may hear that’s not used as much anymore is “bara,” which is gay manga created by gay men. That said, the term is seen as outdated and holds negative connotations, so the term more widely used for these kinds of stories is “gei komi.” Gei komi tends to be more adult than BL, but both are valuable forms of queer manga.


A quick note: If any of your manga—regardless of the genre or type of romance—are wrapped in plastic, that usually means there’s explicit content inside like graphic violence or sex scenes. These manga also tend to have a parental advisory label on them.


Like all books, the groupings and terms I listed above aren’t strict definitions at all. Just as fiction can encompass multiple genres at once, manga can, too. Manga has no problem having an action-packed adventure teach you science or a wholesome slice-of-life that leads to some extremely heavy trauma. Sometimes, you won’t know the full scope of the story and the themes and topics it’s going to cover until you’re deep into it. Just because shōnen is aimed at young boys, for example, doesn’t mean girls won’t be into it, nor does it mean you won’t get the emotional weight of shōjo in the story. Sports manga, for example, is a notoriously emotional genre, and series like Death Note (more here) are more psychological than action packed. You’ll likely find more action in a magical girl story than the back-and-forth game of mental chess in Death Note.


The same goes for seinen and josei, and it’s good to remember that sometimes a manga might be placed into this age group because of the more mature or serious topics covered and not just because there is violence or explicit sexual content. My Lesbian Experience with Loneliness, for example (more here), is an auto-biographical manga that doesn’t really feature any graphic content, but the situations the mangaka explores—she shows herself using an escort service—and the difficult topics she talks about—she discusses developing an eating disorder and self-harm—are why the manga has that older demographic label.


Manga has many layers to it, with many kinds of narratives. If it’s in the manga section of the bookstore, it can have elements of other genres, and be geared toward all types of people. Manga is for everyone and tells stories about everything; it all depends on what you want to read.


OMAKE 


This means “extra” in Japanese and usually refers to special video features in anime, like deleted scenes or outtakes. In this book, “extras” are fun bits of trivia or interesting facts about manga, its creators, or the history of a title.




✷ Weekly Shōnen Jump first began publication in 1968.


✷ One Piece is more than 1,000 chapters but it’s not the only manga to break that number; manga like Hajime no Ippo, Detective Conan, and Crayon Shin-chan are also over 1,000 chapters.


✷ Not all manga are created by one person. Death Note, for example, has a separate artist (Takeshi Obata) and writer (Tsugumi Ohba) working together, and so does The Promised Neverland, which is written by Kaiu Shirai and illustrated by Posuka Demizu.


















NO, WE’RE NOT READING BACKWARD: MANGA’S HISTORY AND JOURNEY TO THE WEST



PART ONE: 
ALL GOOD THINGS HAVE BEEN HERE FOR A WHILE


Some sources such as the website Go! Go! Nihon point to the twelfth and thirteenth centuries as the time of origin of what we would come to know as manga. These origins came in the form of a series of drawings created by what is believed to be multiple artists. The series, called Choju-giga (or Scrolls of Frolicking Animals) depicts, as the title suggests, several animals frolicking. Meanwhile, other sources like the University of Michigan’s That Anime Project suggest that the first “manga” originated even further back, pointing to the sixth to eighth century for the first sign of illustrated scrolls.


Scrolls aside, the first time the actual word “manga” was used was 1798. The word is built from man, meaning “whimsical,” and ga, meaning “picture,” and was used to describe a collection of drawings created by Santo Kyoden called Shiji no Yukikai (Four Seasons). The word would go on to gain more traction when used by the artist Hokusai, the famed creator of The Great Wave—a woodblock painting depicting several ships moving through a large wave of water with Mount Fuji in the background. Hokusai used the word when referring to his sketchbooks, which depicted a variety of illustrations. From beautiful landscapes to day-to-day life, these books would go on to be called Hokusai’s Manga.


The style of manga that we know today appeared after World World II. Both Go! Go! Nihon and the University of Michigan note that, in the 1940s, the early form of manga was used as a tool for government propaganda. During the American occupation of Japan, Disney cartoons and Western comic books were introduced. Influenced by the style, Japanese artists began creating their own styles based on what they’d been introduced to.


Then came Osamu Tezuka, the creator of Astro Boy.


It’s no exaggeration to call Tezuka the godfather of manga. In fact, if you Google that phrase, it’ll immediately take you to a page about Tezuka. Astro Boy and his other creations would go on to carve a path for the entire manga industry to follow and set the standard for elements that exist in manga today, from the large, expressive eyes of his little robot boy to his method of storytelling.


Initially appearing as a supporting character in the comic Captain Atom in 1951, Astro Boy would go on to have his own series a year later. In a futuristic world where robots and humans coexist, Astro Boy tells the story of, well, Astro Boy, who was created by the head of the Ministry of Science, Doctor Tenma, to replace his son after he was killed in a car accident. Over time, Tenma realizes that Astro can’t truly replace his son, so he sells him to a circus. Here he’s discovered by Professor Ochanomizu, the new head of the Ministry of Science, who takes Astro in and treats him with love and respect. From there Astro becomes a hero who fights evil.


In post–World War II Japan, Astro Boy brought a sense of optimism and hope that was sorely needed, especially among young people. As Ann-Marie Cahill writes for Book Riot, “Astro Boy’s influence on manga goes further than just the big eyes. As a series, it has influenced the way manga storytelling developed, how Japanese youth recovered and rebuilt in a post-war society, and how manga could evolve into anime.” Astro Boy would go on to be the first manga imported to the US… though not in its original format.


PART TWO: 
AN ATTEMPT WAS MADE


The Astro Boy anime made its way to the US in 1963 with the manga released a few years later in 1965. However, the manga was completely remade to follow the format of American superhero comics; most notably the reading order was flipped so the book could be read from left to right. This was a practice that continued long into the late 1980s and the 1990s as well since companies felt that they had to make manga more palatable to audiences in the US.


As discussed with the term “Japanimation” and how retailers initially frowned at the word “anime,” flipping manga was something done to try to appeal to the American market. This isn’t the only way manga was altered. In 1999, for example, Toys “R” Us pulled their Dragon Ball comics from the shelves after a parent accused them of being “borderline soft porn.” The same thing happened in 2009 with the manga at a library in Maryland, according to Egan Loo via Anime News Network. People were already on edge about anime and manga, so it makes sense that companies thought they had to present it “our” way to ease folks into the medium.


Flipping the books would lead to some interesting situations, to say the least. Along with certain panels looking off, this change in the way the manga was read could also affect the story for some series. One notable example was with Parasyte. The main character has a parasite living on his right hand, hence the title of the manga, but when the manga was flipped the parasite looked like it was on his left hand. The problem? The parasite’s name is Migi, the Japanese word for right. While it might not seem like a big deal, it’s important to note that, whether publishers realized it or not, changing the direction in which manga was read had consequences.


That said, change was coming, and a revolutionary idea would soon hit publishers.


What if they just… released manga as is?


PART THREE: 
IF YOU BUILD IT, THEY WILL COME


As I said, there was a time when manga publishers here in the US released magazines similarly to the way Japan does. This includes Animerica Extra, Manga Vizion, and Pulp, all released by VIZ, and MixxZine, which was created to compete against VIZ. Later, MixxZine would go on to become the publisher TOKYOPOP and become one of the major players, along with VIZ, when it came to manga releases. Other publishers of American comics, like Dark Horse Comics, also dabbled in manga releases and still do today.


Then, a couple of things happened in the early 2000s that changed the course of manga in the US, and those things are courtesy of TOKYOPOP. In 2002, the publisher launched its 100% Authentic Manga campaign that had the radical idea of presenting manga in its original format. While this sounds like a no-brainer to modern lovers of manga, for those of us who experienced the early days when manga first arrived in the US and its slow but determined rise in popularity during the nineties, this decision was a gift from the heavens.


Along with flipping manga back to its original orientation, the company included a giant note at the end of the book to let readers know to start the story on the other side. As Mary Lee Sauder wrote for the blog Honey’s Anime, “They added the famous ‘Stop! This is the back of the book!’ page to instruct English speakers how to read manga in its native format and structured the books to be the same size and length as Japanese tankōbon volumes.” You can actually still find messages like that in manga today across the board. This change led to the question, “How can you read this backward?” The answer is that you just… do. The text and story beats guide you in the direction you need to be reading, just like any other comic book or graphic novel.


Releasing manga in its intended format ended up being the best move, not just because it created a better reading experience, but because not using extra money to flip an entire book allowed TOKYOPOP to drop the price of its manga. It created an authentic experience and cut costs while doing it.


TOKYOPOP also added a brand-new, untapped spot for purchasing manga: the bookstore. It seems odd to think of a time when manga wasn’t taking up an entire back wall and tables at your local bookstore of choice, but it’s true. Since manga are Japanese comics, you had to look for them at your local comic book shop, but TOKYOPOP decided to take a chance and had their titles available in heavy hitters like Barnes & Noble, Borders, BAM! (Books-A-Million), and Waldenbooks.


While Borders and Waldenbooks are, unfortunately, now out of business, I will never forget walking into the Waldenbooks near my college campus and seeing a shelf full of manga for the first time. I’m not exaggerating when I say that it felt like my options had opened to new possibilities. Even though there was a comic bookstore on campus, bookstores often had a lot more manga options because, at the time, comic bookstores didn’t carry much manga. Depending on the comic bookstore, that’s still the case today.


Having manga in bookstores was a huge factor in the growing success of the medium in the US because it put manga out there for more readers to see and discover. For example, not only was Fruits Basket TOKYOPOP’s bestseller (more here), but it (and other manga series) would frequently end up on bestseller lists across the country because of the increased visibility of manga in bookstores. TOKYOPOP had released the first volume of the manga in 2004, and by 2006, they reported shipping 2 million copies of the manga’s fifteen volumes at the time.


Meanwhile, another big event was happening that would further push manga into the spotlight. In 2002, Shueisha, one of the biggest manga publishers in the world, became a joint owner of VIZ. Before this, VIZ was a subsidiary of Shogakukan, another major Japanese manga publisher, and already had some success with manga thanks to works like Ranma 1/2, Inuyasha (more here), and Dragon Ball (here). However, by now partnering with Shueisha, VIZ would gain even more exclusive manga releases, and in November 2002 they released the first English issue of Shōnen Jump magazine, followed by the release of Shōjo Beat in 2005.


While neither magazine is being released in the US now, they served the purpose of offering more manga to read, chapter by chapter, similar to the way manga is released in Japan. The idea also lives on with simul-pubbing, a method of publishing that digitally releases translated manga chapters as they’re released in Japan. One major example of this is with Shōnen Jump, which has a digital version that includes a huge library of manga to read. Chapters are updated just as they are in Japan, and subscribers get access to the entire series.


As someone who lived through the “how can you read backward?” era of manga, it’s astonishing that I can get instant access to manga on my phone. We’re in a time when not only bookstores but libraries and department stores carry manga. It’s also become quite common to see a Demon Slayer: Kimetsu no Yaiba (here) or My Hero Academia (here) on the New York Times best-sellers list. After a rocky start, manga has found its place in the US. Now that it’s here, we can look at what’s on the horizon in manga’s future.


And we’re not just talking about Japanese comics anymore.


PART FOUR: 
MANGA AROUND THE WORLD


At the bookstore you may see other types of manga shelved next to some of your favorites. These could be manga from other countries, such as Korea, China, and even the US, or books that aren’t manga at all, like light novels. As the name implies, light novels are traditional novels, but they’re about the length of a novella and include a couple of illustrations throughout. Meanwhile, US-created manga tend to be based on familiar properties like Great Expectations, Disney classics, and the Sherlock Holmes stories.






[image: image]







Due to the growing popularity of the manga format and interest in new stories, publishers like Seven Seas Entertainment have started releasing manga and light novels from other countries. This includes the wildly popular works of Mo Xiang Tong Xiu (MXTX) like Heaven Official’s Blessing. This specific title is known as a danmei or, as Seven Seas defines it, a Chinese novel focusing on male-male relationships. Essentially, danmei are Chinese boys’ love novels. If you’re interested in expanding your manga horizons, then it’s good to know a few other terms, including manhua (Chinese comic books) and manhwa (Korean comic books). Seven Seas Entertainment has also begun releasing webtoons, most notably Korean webtoons from Lezhin Comics. There are also manhwa subscription services like Manta that let you read an ongoing library of works.


Meanwhile, publishers like VIZ also have original manga being released by creators. According to VIZ’s website, “VIZ Originals is a new imprint of VIZ Media dedicated to publishing original graphic novels developed by manga-inspired creators.” These include titles like Rem and Bikkuri’s Devil’s Candy, Josh Tierney and Agroshka’s World Peace, and Mieri Hiranishi’s The Girl That Can’t Get a Girlfriend. Other creatives like Weird Enough Productions’ Tony Weaver Jr., creator of the manga series The UnCommons, are adding their unique voices to manga to tell the stories that they want to see. In an interview with Cayla Coats at Crunchyroll, Weaver perfectly summed up how readers connect to manga: “I think the serialized nature of manga makes it easier for us to relate to characters because we see them develop over time. A [little while ago] Ash finally won the Pokémon championship and so many people were excited because it felt like we’ve been on that journey with him. I think young manga readers, especially ones from marginalized backgrounds, can relate to the experiences of feeling out of place or being othered that a lot of anime characters go through. And that, in many ways, getting to see these characters overcome challenges and emerge victorious gives them hope. I know it did for me.”


But wait, there’s more!


What if I told you that comic book writers and creators are using manga to tell brand-new stories with familiar characters like Spider-Man, Deadpool, and even the Caped Crusader himself?


Yes, American properties have entered the world of manga, too. This includes series like Deadpool Samurai, Marvel Meow, and Marvel’s Secret Reverse. These are all stories that take established Marvel characters and put them in various situations that could, most likely, only happen in manga. For example, Deadpool Samurai has the “merc with a mouth” moving to Tokyo, getting into trouble, and breaking the fourth wall, so much so that he even mentions well-known manga companies by name and, at one point, meets All Might from My Hero Academia. Meanwhile, Marvel Meow is the story of Captain Marvel’s cat, Chewie, being a, well, cat and bothering the Marvel roster of heroes and villains. Finally, Marvel’s Secret Reverse is from the creator of Yu-Gi-Oh!, the late Kazuki Takahashi, and has Tony Stark head to Japan, where the CEO of a famous card game company has plans for the genius billionaire playboy philanthropist.


As for DC? Like Marvel, there are a couple different options, like Superman vs Meshi, a manga in which the Man of Steel goes to Japan to try out new restaurants during his lunch breaks. One manga I absolutely have to bring up is Joker: One Operation Joker. It’s no surprise to see someone as famous as Batman in the world of manga, but in 2021, the Clown Prince of Crime suddenly has to… raise a baby Batman?


Oh manga, this is why I love you so much.


All these examples are fairly recent publications, but like all things regarding manga, nothing is as new as you initially think. It turns out Marvel took a shot at creating a “Marvel Mangaverse” back in the early 2000s, and it is marvelous. Taking place on Earth-2301, the series featured many of Marvel’s big players but with several notable differences. Tony Stark has a sister named Toni who takes up the mantle as Iron Maiden. Cyclops and Wolverine are brothers, Hank Pym is an ant-summoning rock star, and Spider-Man is the last member of the Spider Clan, a group of ninjas where Uncle Ben taught Peter Parker martial arts.


Oh manga.


This is why.


I love you so much.


And as creators continue to come up with new ways to use manga to get their ideas out there, it’s clear that so many others love manga, too.


OMAKE




✷ According to the Art Institute of Chicago, The Great Wave is part of Hokusai’s art series Thirty-Six Views of Mount Fuji, which he started when he was seventy years old. In this series, Mount Fuji is described as being the protagonist throughout different weather conditions. The Great Wave is seen as the most famous image in the series.


✷ The term used for flipping the manga to read left to right was knowing as “flopping.”


✷ TOKYOPOP closed its US publishing operations in 2011. In 2016, they made plans to relaunch with a new major license: Disney. In 2021, it was announced that Disney manga would be available in Cracker Barrel restaurants.


✷ Manga Classics offers manga adaptations of classic literature for a young audience. These includes Pride and Prejudice, The Count of Monte Cristo, and Dracula. This shouldn’t be confused with manga series that tell similar stories, for example, Gankutsuou: The Count of Monte Cristo is a retelling of The Count of Monte Cristo that turns the series into a sci-fi story.


✷ American creators aren’t the only ones who have gotten their start via webcomics and webtoons. There are several instances where mangaka started out by using services like Pixiv, a Japanese online community where artists share their work. Works that began this way include Wotakoi: Love Is Hard for Otaku, I Think Our Son Is Gay, and My Lesbian Experience with Loneliness.


✷ The Mangaverse’s Spider-Man was spotted in Spider-Man: Across the Spider-Verse!
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ALL RIGHT, SO WHERE DO I START?



When I was younger this was a much simpler question to answer because there weren’t as many options. Now? You can buy manga in a bookstore, online, download an app and read manga on a weekly basis, and check out webcomics from independent creators. With so many great manga available, and even more being published every month, it would be impossible to list every single manga that you absolutely, positively have to read. But this book is called The Essential Manga Guide, so I decided to center the book on not only the manga that are important to the history of the medium and the ones that are well known and beloved by fans, but also on showcasing a wider variety of titles that speak to certain moods, genres, or topics.


So instead of telling you that you aren’t a true manga fan if you haven’t read or know of the manga I’m going to talk about, I organized the book with all the manga in chronological order and thought about how I read and recommend manga. And, in my opinion, the best way to start reading manga is to ask yourself, “What genre am I in the mood for today?”


Why frame an “essentials” book in this way? Well, for one thing, this is how my wife tackles the “what should I read” question. It has, over the years, gotten me to read a wider variety of stories—specifically ones that were nowhere near my radar or that I’d been hesitant about before. The second reason for my “essential” reading method is that I’ve had conversations with folks who aren’t interested in manga because they assume it’s only a specific kind of story, and I want to show people that isn’t the case.


If you look online, manga recommendation lists tend to focus on the same handful of influential and popular titles, which could be a bit intimidating for a beginner or feel redundant for someone looking for something new and different. While One Piece is a wonderfully intricate story about adventure, found family, and raging against a tyrannical government (check it out here), recommending the 1,000+ chapter series as someone’s first foray into manga might scare them off. The symbolism in Revolutionary Girl Utena (here) tells a beautiful, complex story of romance and independence, but someone might not be in the mood to investigate the deeper meaning behind rose-tainted duels. And while Dragon Ball (here) may be a go-to pick for a lot of us, if someone’s in the mood for a psychological thriller, then they’re going to be expecting a completely different list of recommendations.
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With that in mind, I wanted this book to showcase the wide range of stories that manga can, and do, tell. Each entry offers some background information about the manga: when it was published in Japan, how many volumes there were/are in the initial Japanese release, quick summaries of the plot, and why I feel it is an essential manga to read. The main focus of the essays offers more personal analyses and interpretations of the stories, characters, and moments that made an impact on me while showing why so many people hold that particular story in such high regard. Some of these manga are my absolute favorites while others are ones I developed a love for over time. There are series that I found new meaning in as an adult compared to how I saw them as a kid, and ones that I wish I had seen at different moments in my life. There are also series that I didn’t think existed, ones that openly discuss gender dysphoria, anxiety, and why sex education is a necessary topic of discussion for young people.


In order to fulfill the goal of having the most diverse and interesting list of manga possible, I only feature one work per creator in this book. There are so many mangaka with more than one popular book or series, but it was really important to me to highlight fifty different creators so that you could get the widest range of great manga to choose from. Don’t worry! I’ve included a list of recommendations that offer more titles by the same creator, by their contemporaries, or manga that have the same genre, topics, or themes so that you can continue to find more stories that suit your tastes.


Also, it’s more fun to approach manga recommendations this way because you can get creative and maybe discover a series you might never have thought to read before. Want something that focuses on chasing your dreams? Sure, Naruto (more here) works, but so do a number of shōjo, sports manga, and heck, why not a queer coming-of-age story with a protagonist whose dream is to have their voice be heard? The possibilities are literally endless!


So get comfortable in your favorite chair, couch, or sitting spot of choice, and get ready to invest in fifty stories of trials, tribulations, and maybe something that’ll encourage you to do your laundry. Trust me, it’ll make sense when you get to the essays. Happy reading, everyone!
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THE ROSE OF VERSAILLES



1972–1973 ✸ 14 VOLUMES


The youngest of six daughters, Oscar Francois de Jarjayes was raised as a boy in order to become a commander of the Royal Guard. Eventually, she becomes the protector of Marie Antoinette, but revolution is on the horizon. As Oscar becomes more aware of the dissent among the people of France toward the government she serves, she makes a life-changing decision to stand with the people.


WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: The kind of manga you have to talk about when discussing influential works in the medium, The Rose of Versailles and its groundbreaking character, Oscar Francois de Jarjayes, are an absolute force in shōjo. Widely regarded as the first commercial success for shōjo, The Rose of Versailles is credited not only for shifting the way shōjo stories are told but also for showing how valid female driven narratives are. Addressing topics that hadn’t often been seen in works marketed toward women at the time, Oscar’s story would go on to change shōjo manga forever.





When thinking about shōjo manga today, I think of a variety of stories. Romance, slice-of-life, action, adventure, all bundled in deceptively happy covers that encourage you to read about complex characters and engaging narratives. It’s hard to imagine a time when people thought these narratives weren’t marketable, but such was the case before works like The Rose of Versailles.


Created by Riyoko Ikeda, this manga series offers a fictional account of the French Revolution through the eyes of Oscar Francois de Jarjayes. Though it wouldn’t be available in English until 2019 courtesy of Udon Entertainment, the series was originally released in the manga magazine Margaret in 1972. The Rose of Versailles can be seen as historical fiction, from its real-life protagonists like Marie Antoinette and Oscar’s father to its build-up toward the French Revolution. While the story does show Marie Antoinette from adolescence to her time as the queen of France, the most notable character that many gravitate toward is the fictional Oscar Francois de Jarjayes.


The men of the de Jarjayes family have been protecting the French royal family for generations, until the generation in which not a single boy has been born. Oscar is the sixth daughter, much to the comically illustrated chagrin of her father, but he decides she has a strong, healthy cry like a boy, so… why not raise her as a boy? After being raised as a boy and training to take up the family legacy of protecting the royal family, Oscar goes on to become Marie Antoinette’s protector. However, when Oscar realizes the full scope of the way the common people are treated, she decides to buck tradition and her obligation to the royals and stand with the people, taking part in the French Revolution.


Initially, The Rose of Versailles was meant to center on Marie Antoinette, but as Dr. Susan Napier, author of Anime from Akira to Howl’s Moving Castle, points out, Oscar ended up being the character fans connected with, so much so that Ikeda switched focus. “Another significant aspect of shōjo manga culture that Rose helped to pioneer was the importance of fan/reader interaction with the manga’s creator,” Napier said at the North American premiere of The Rose of Versailles at New York Comic Con in 2012. Danica Davidson reported on the event for Anime News Network. Napier continued with the following statement: “Ikeda actually changed the plot to emphasize Oscar more vividly because of strong reader response to the character. The interaction between fans and creators, with fan reaction affecting the development of a series, remains an important element in shōjo manga culture to this day.”


What’s truly fascinating about Oscar is the part she plays both in the work of fiction and in real life. Conversations around gender and gender fluidity, the rules and norms expected of each gender, and political unrest brought up in the manga were also being discussed—and still are—outside of its pages. While it’s common for fiction to be used as a vehicle to discuss sensitive, controversial, or timely topics, it used to be a rarity in shōjo manga.


Before the 1970s, shōjo manga were written by men and generally featured lower stakes and easygoing plots. According to the website Hakutaku, “While marketable, these manga were often devoid of any deeper meaning; simply cutesy comics to fill up space and make sales.” Exceptions like Osamu Tezuka’s Princess Knight told more complex and fleshed-out stories, which encouraged publishers to take an interest in the shōjo genre and create focused magazines around it. This gave birth to magazines like Margaret, and, more importantly, it led to more female mangaka writing and publishing their stories.


One of the most iconic, if not the most iconic, group to come out of this change is Year 24. Made up of several female mangaka, this group and their works highlight the pivotal moment when shōjo began exploring more complex themes. Moto Hagio, for example, is often regarded as the god of shōjo manga because of her works like The Heart of Thomas, which features a male-male relationship, and They Were Eleven, her sci-fi manga. There’s also Keiko Takemiya, the first to show a male-male kiss in the manga In the Sunroom and Yumiko Oshima, creator of the award-winning The Star of Cottonland. Before that, Yumiko gained attention for her series Tanjo!, which focused on teenage pregnancy. These are just a few of the works of the mangaka from Year 24, but even this small selection of manga shows just how the landscape of the genre continued to grow with works like The Rose of Versailles.


When I first discovered The Rose of Versailles, I thought Oscar would either be vehemently against being a girl because of how she was raised, or against being a boy because she’d long to have the carefree life that Marie Antoinette initially does. Instead of doubling down on the traditional binary, Oscar’s story explores gender both from her own relationships and through how people perceive her. Her gender is not something for her to conquer, but instead something for her to explore and define in her own way. “The cross-dressing young woman would become the series’ most important protagonist, eclipsing even Marie Antoinette,” Napier said. “Although there had been cross-dressing manga protagonists previously (the most famous being the heroine of Tezuka Osamu’s Princess Knight series), Oscar was a truly complex and three-dimensional figure who offered young Japanese women a different kind of role model from the traditional demure and subdued idea of Japanese womanhood.”


All of this adds a remarkable layer of representation to Oscar. In the beginning she’s raised to become a part of a male-dominated space. She takes pride in this space, but as the story progresses, she begins to see the flaws. The government she serves isn’t perfect, and the way she sees that isn’t from her own upbringing, where it’s assumed she has to be raised as a boy to become a part of the Royal Guard; it’s from seeing the treatment of others and the actions of her government.


The central conflict of the manga is whether Oscar continues to serve in the world she knows, or does she fight against it? Literally. While it might seem like a simple premise, Ikeda weaves in tension by exploring how daunting this choice would be for Oscar and what she would have to give up depending on which side she ultimately supports. Relinquishing your status in a space that only accepts you under certain conditions is difficult, especially when it can lead to you being treated poorly. Oscar knows how women are treated and knows how she will be viewed if she walks away from the duties that have been a part of her family for generations, but she knows that change is necessary. That’s what makes her so impactful, both in the story and outside of it.


The fact that this was written in the 1970s highlights something I’ve always felt regarding works of fiction. There’s this idea that these kinds of narratives are a new trend, but the truth is creators have been using fiction as a vehicle to express their beliefs for a while. A story about a woman walking through two different worlds and abandoning her privilege in favor of standing up for those suffering at the hands of the government is a timeless statement. The fact that it’s both decades old and responsible for changing the landscape of shōjo manga adds more significance to Oscar’s story. Not only does it illustrate how women are capable of telling these kinds of stories and how we should be listening to these narratives, but it proves that women have been talking about this for a long time.


Of course, there are other examples of manga that were pushing the boundaries of the genre and sparking important and necessary conversations about gender, politics, and other topics during this time thanks to Year 24 and so many others. That said, The Rose of Versailles’s impact is one that’s still felt today because of characters like Oscar and because shōjo is now a genre with more versatile stories. When I discovered shōjo, it already had the likes of Revolutionary Girl Utena, Sailor Moon, and Fruits Basket (see here, here, and here), which are all amazing and important works in their own right. However, I truly believe that none of those could have happened without The Rose of Versailles. This manga is a testament to how storytelling can reflect a change that society needs, and with enough people rallying behind it, that change is possible.


Oscar joined a revolution in her story, unaware of the revolution she would cause for us all.


OMAKE




✷ As a work of historical fiction, The Rose of Versailles has a lot of real-life references, including Oscar’s father, Francois Augustin Regnier de Jarjayes, who served as a French lieutenant general. Other nods are to specific battles seen in the manga such as the Storming of the Bastille.


✷ At the time of creating The Rose of Versailles, Ikeda was part of the New Left, a political movement in the 1960s and 1970s that fought for a variety of social issues such as feminism and gay rights.


✷ As if The Rose of Versailles wasn’t influential enough, it also helped make the regular sale of tankōbon more common and accessible. At the time, manga were often serialized and printed in magazines with other series instead of being released as individual volumes, but the sales of The Rose of Versailles created more demand for tankōbon.


✷ The growing interest in French culture in Japan was so prevalent after the publication of The Rose of Versailles that Ikeda was awarded the Legion of Honour by the French government in 2009.


✷ The Rose of Versailles also found a place in musical theater, particularly the all-female Takarazuka Revue, a well-known troupe in Japan that was originally founded in 1913.


✷ Princess Knight, released in 1953, centers on a girl named Sapphire who decides to pose as a male prince so she can inherit the throne of Silverland.







Enjoyed reading The Rose of Versailles? Then try these manga next!




✷ Claudine


✷ Revolutionary Girl Utena


✷ Le Chevalier d’Eon


✷ Kageki Shōjo!!


✷ Emma


✷ Romeo x Juliet
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