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Manga—Japanese comics—are now ubiquitous, but how much do you actually know about the innovators, artists, writers and publishers of some of the most beloved comics in the world?

A Brief History of Manga is the only concise volume of its kind to provide a snapshot of the past 150 years of this sequential art form. Lavishly illustrated, and stuffed with facts, figures and anecdotes on key manga—from Akira to Mazinger Z—and the creators behind them, the book boasts a unique quick reference timeline running throughout, with publication dates, important historical events and the births and deaths of the biggest names in manga art.

Written by one of the West’s most renowned and respected anime and manga experts, A Brief History of Manga is an authoritative and essential guide—a crash course on the world’s most prevalent and popular art form.
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700 PREHISTORY OF MANGA

There’s a lot of debate about where the history of manga actually begins. The earliest Japanese cartoons found so far are some very rude caricatures drawn on ceiling beams by a group of workmen rebuilding the Horyu-ji temple in Nara around the year 700 CE. The workmen were just letting off steam about their bosses, not trying to create a new art form. Their doodles were covered by new ceiling boards and remained unseen until the roof was renovated over 1,200 years later, in the 1930s—probably the longest pre-publication delay of any “comic.”

Four hundred years later, in the 1100s, a high-ranking Buddhist priest named Toba Sojo produced a series of cartoons on scrolls, showing anthropomorphized frogs, monkeys, rats, and other animals aping human activity, to satirize less devout priests. The pictures were used for religious teaching, but were so popular that any comical pictures sold to the public became known as Toba-e, “Toba pictures.”

Japan’s urban middle classes had money and wanted to be amused. Cartoons, puzzle pictures, and satirical images sold just as well as the more “artistic” ukiyo-e prints of famous beauties, landscapes, or actors, and by the late 1700s, popular illustrated books featuring romances, horror stories, and action-adventures were widely available.

Scholar Adam Kern places the first use of the term manga in 1798, in the work of poet/writer/artist Santo Kyoden. In 1814 Aikawa Minwa published Manga Hyakujo (100 Girl Cartoons) and Katsushika Hokusai began to publish his collected sketchbooks, Hokusai Manga. But manga, as we understand the term today—ideas expressed through narrative drawings and in-frame dialogue—didn’t exist yet. Even the idea of manga as satirical caricature was still only half-formed.
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Santo Kyoden.
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From Manga Hyakujo.


MEANING OF MANGA

The first character of the word “manga” is often interpreted as “irresponsible” or “inconsequential,” so the word is frequently translated as “irresponsible pictures.” In 1989, comics creator Shotaro Ishinomori wanted to change the image of manga as cheap disposable entertainment, by changing the meaning of the word. He proposed replacing the first character with another, also pronounced “man,” meaning a huge number. He saw manga as “million pictures,” pictures with infinite possibilities, but the historic version was too entrenched and his idea wasn’t taken up.
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From Aikawa Minwa’s Manga Hyakujo.
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1861 MANGA’S BRITISH ANCESTOR ARRIVES IN JAPAN

Six years after the United States forced Japan to open her borders to visitors and trade after 250 years of isolation, British expatriate Charles Wirgman arrived in Yokohama. He was 30, an accredited foreign correspondent and sketch artist for the Illustrated London News. He started up several other business ventures, including a photo-graphic studio, English tuition, art classes, and a satirical magazine called Japan Punch.

Modeled on the London magazine Punch, it was a gossipy account of current events, with cartoons. Although aimed at Japan’s growing foreign community, it soon acquired Japanese readers, and was sold across Asia for 25 years.

Wirgman’s quirky British humor and open references to real events and people were something new. British satire began to be imitated by Japanese artists, inspiring the first true political cartoons to appear in Japan. By 1868, prints commenting on the Government, businessmen, and public figures were known as ponchi-e, or “Punch pictures.”

Wirgman was regarded by Japanese pupils and colleagues as their mentor in Western fine art and cartooning techniques. He is the forefather of both manga and Western-style Japanese art, and the artist who introduced word balloons to Japanese comics.

Among his famous pupils were leading Western-style artists Kiyochika Kobayashi and Yoshimatsu Goseda. He also briefly taught English to one of modern Japan’s heroes, the future Admiral Togo. Wirgman is buried in the Foreign Cemetery at Yokohama, where a ceremony honoring his memory is held at his grave every year.
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Portrait of Charles Wirgman from the Illustrated London News, based on a painting by his brother Theodore Blake Wirgman.



Japan Punch and Toba-E.
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THE FRENCH CONNECTION

Where Charles Wirgman led, other expats followed, notably the Frenchman Georges Bigot. He arrived in Yokohama in 1882, working as an illustrator and teacher of Western watercolor painting before founding his own satirical magazine in French and Japanese in 1887. Toba-e was named in honor of Toba Sojo’s animal scrolls. It lasted only three years, but Bigot’s arrangement of panels in narrative sequence was very influential. He returned to France in 1899.
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Georges Bigot poses in samurai garb. He married (and later divorced) a Japanese woman.
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1874 FIRST JAPANESE CARTOON MAGAZINE

Eshinbun Nipponchi, Japan’s first cartoon magazine, began publication in 1874. Creators Robun Kanagaki and Kyosuke Kawanabe modeled it on Wirgman’s Japan Punch; even the title, Picture Newspaper JaPonchi, was a play on his work.

The drawings were crude and simplistic, the writing conservative. It was out of step with the cosmopolitan mood of the times, and also highly critical of two popular political leaders, Taisuke Itagaki and Yukichi Fukuzawa. It was a failure, folding after three issues.

But it started a trend, inspiring the publication of Kisho Shimbun in 1875. This caricature magazine ran for 11 issues, encouraging publisher Fumio Nomura to launch his own topical satire magazines, Marumaru Chinbun in 1877, followed by Kibi Dango in 1878. Both were considerably more successful, running until 1907 and 1883 respectively.

Nomura hired Kinkichiro Honda as his lead artist. The pair satirised the Government so outrageously that they were constantly arrested: many issues of the magazine were banned. However, this did not dissuade other publishers; Nichinichi Shinbunsha launched Garakuta Chinpo in January 1879, and Kaishin Shinbun followed in 1884. French expat Georges Bigot worked on Marumaru and Kaishin as an illustrator before founding his own magazine, Toba-e. Satirical cartoon magazines for and by foreigners continued to flourish as Japanese magazines multiplied. All were magazines for adults, reflecting the increasingly cosmopolitan character of urban Japan. Some carried features in English.

The satirical magazine scene in Japan in the late 1800s is comparable to the British satire magazines of the 1960s, with titles such as Private Eye a key component of Swinging London.
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The Pythons of their day? Image from Japan Punch.



Eshinbun Nipponchi and MaruMaru Chimbun.
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HANDS OFF THE FREETHINKERS

Taisuke Itagaki (1837–1919) was the leader of Japan’s first political party, the Jiyuto or Liberal Party, and the target of a right-wing assassination attempt in 1882. Son of an old samurai family, he lost popular support in a scandal over alleged Government-funded overseas travel. Yukichi Fukuzawa (1835–1901, pictured above) was a low-ranked but brilliant samurai scholar, translator, writer, and traveler. He published a Japanese-English dictionary in 1860 and was a translator for Japan’s first embassy to Europe in 1862. He made it his mission to educate Japan in modern ways so that it could resist European and American imperialism. In 1882 he founded newspaper Jiji Shinpo (Current Events), which played a major role in the development of manga in the new century through its manga supplements.
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1895 FIRST JAPANESE MAGAZINE FOR CHILDREN PUBLISHED

The first Japanese magazine for children was Sazanami Iwaya’s Shonen Sekai (The Youth’s World), which ran from 1895 to 1914. Iwaya was a famous children’s author and used his reputation to promote the magazine.

His publisher, Hakubunkan, specialized in children’s literature and wanted to create a magazine that would connect with boys at all levels of society. The magazine contained tales from Japanese history, cartoons, and articles about the modern world. Issue #1 featured the then Crown Prince Munehito and the semi-legendary Empress Jingu, credited with the conquest of Korea. Later issues included boardgames, baseball cards, and translations of Western children’s books.

In 1902 a girls’ magazine, Shojo Kai (Girls’ Kingdom), was launched. Hakubunkan published its own girls’ magazine, Shojo Sekai (Girls’ World), from1906 to 1931, with Iwaya as its first editor. Other publishers moved into the new market. Seikosha—part of the still-extant Seiko empire—launched Tanken Sekai (World of Exploration) in 1906. Like Shonen Sekai, the new magazine reflected the patriotic fervor around Japan’s 1905 war with Russia, but also fed the demand for tales of Japanese adventure in the wider world.
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