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INTRODUCTION

In the early twenty-first century, a sight began to appear in American bookstores that was familiar to anyone from Japan: crowds of people reading books in the manga section. In Japan they call it tachiyomi, “stand-reading,” and it is strongly discouraged, but in America it seems slightly more acceptable, perhaps because bookstore staff are too overworked, or perhaps because no other phenomenon has brought so many young adults and teenagers into the stores. Ten years ago most American bookstores had no manga section, and ten years before that most video stores had no anime section. Manga, comics made in Japan for Japanese audiences, have been embraced in America. We love them more than any test-marketed, focus-group products designed for us. If we can accept stories told with pictures, we can read manga. If we read comic books, newspaper strips, or online comics, we can read manga. If we can look the characters in their (sometimes) big eyes and take their stories at face value, we can read manga. And more and more of us do.

What are manga like? The question is like asking “What are books like?” or “What are DVDs like?” Manga aren’t a single genre, like superhero comics or fantasy novels. They don’t have a single style, with big eyes or speedlines or samurai swords. The term “manga” covers all Japanese comics, including stories for men and women, children and adults. Historical drama, comedy, romance, horror, science fiction, sports, experimental works—manga span every genre imaginable. You may think you know “the manga style,” but there are manga that look nothing like it.
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Japanese tachiyomi perpetrators peruse the stacks of Mandarake, a popular used-manga store. Photo courtesy of Patrick Macias (Illustration Credit itr.1)



Manga have been in America for more than twenty years; the first full-length manga were translated in 1987, and one of those books, Lone Wolf and Cub, is still in print. Latin America, Europe, and most of Asia have been reading translated manga for decades. The United States is one of the last places for the phenomenon to hit, but hit it has. As of 2007, more than one thousand manga series have been translated; not individual books, but epic stories often running twenty volumes or more. (If it sounds intimidating, there are many one-volume manga as well.) More than one hundred volumes of manga are now released in America every month, not counting similar-looking books published in the same format, such as manga-influenced American comics and Korean manhwa. Manga has surpassed anime as the up-and-coming export of Japanese pop culture (video games are the only possible competition). Anime conventions have taken place in America for years, but in October 2006 the first manga convention, Manga Next, was held in New Jersey.

Manga: The Complete Guide lists every manga that has ever been translated for American audiences, as well as a few that were made for Americans by Japanese artists. Here you’ll find the new bestselling series with the covers bent back from tachiyomi, but you’ll also find rare manga that were translated in the 1980s and 1990s, e-books, and even bilingual books printed in Japan. From the mainstream to the underground, from family-friendly to adult, this book has everything. Are you looking for a particular manga? Look it up in the title or artist index. Or maybe you don’t have a manga in mind, but you’re a fan of a particular genre, such as mystery, fantasy, or sports. In the table of contents are listed more than thirty articles on different topics. The amount of translated material is still a fraction of what is produced in Japan, but today there are translated examples of almost every manga genre, including rarely seen ones such as pachinko comics, military comics, and comics for businessmen.

Manga is popular around the world and has inspired comic artists everywhere. But no one is influenced by manga in general; people are influenced by specific artists, specific works. If you’re already familiar with manga, you may know what you want to look up. But I think I envy the newbies more this time. More than one thousand manga await you. Jump in.

Check out http://www.delreymanga.com/mangaguide for periodic online updates to Manga: The Complete Guide and to give us your feedback. The Web site includes manga that were announced too late to make it into the book.

SIXTY YEARS OF JAPANESE COMICS

Manga ([image: ] or [image: ]) is Japanese for “comics.” Coined in the 1800s by the Japanese artist Hokusai to refer to doodles in his sketchbook, the term can be translated as “whimsical sketches” or “lighthearted pictures.” The same term is the root of the Korean word for comics (manhwa) and the Chinese word (manhua). Today, most Japanese people use the English word “comics” (komikku) as well.

Almost as soon as modern printing technology was introduced to Japan in the late 1800s, comics were published: first European-style satirical cartoons, then American-style newspaper strips, and eventually monthly comics magazines aimed at young readers. The oldest manga available in translation, The Four Immigrants Manga, was drawn by Henry (Yoshitaka) Kiyama while he was living in San Francisco in 1931. After World War II, the Japanese manga industry was quick to rise out of the ashes. TV was not common in Japan until the late 1950s, and movies were always expensive, so comics were cheap, accessible entertainment. Some artists developed self-contained comic stories for kashibonya—professional book lenders or “pay libraries”—who loaned hardbound comic books for a small fee. Others drew manga for a new crop of children’s magazines, now printed in black and white instead of color because of postwar economic realities. The most popular magazine series were collected and repackaged as graphic novels (or, in Japanese, tankôbon). In this environment of frantic experimentation, today’s “classic” manga artists established the styles that future generations would mimic.

As the Japanese economy improved, manga adapted. Kashibonya became a thing of the past, but monthly and biweekly manga magazines could be purchased at any newsstand. To compete with the fast pace of TV, the biggest publishers introduced weekly magazines, starting with Weekly Shônen Magazine in 1959. Manga were licensed for anime, toys, and live-action movies. At the same time, the form began to achieve critical respect; Sanpei Shirato’s epic Ninja Bugeichô (“Ninja Military Chronicles,” 1959–1962) was a favorite with student radicals due to its revolutionary themes. Art and stories became more diverse: sports, horror, war stories, science fiction, occupational manga, manga for adult readers. Sales rose throughout the 1970s and 1980s until the bestselling boys’ magazine Weekly Shônen Jump sold more than five million copies a week. As manga became a bigger and bigger business, a flourishing fan community began drawing and trading dôjinshi (self-published comics and zines) based on their favorite characters. Publishers produced sub-culture magazines and direct-to-video animation for the fan market, and the fans, aka otaku, became Japan’s equivalent of hard-core comic book collectors. But for most readers, manga were simply a part of their everyday lives, something they enjoyed casually, like movies or TV.
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Osamu Tezuka helped establish the styles that would define modern manga. His Lost World was published in 1948. (Illustration Credit itr.2)



In the mid-1990s, the Japanese economy went into a recession, which affected manga as well. Sales dipped, and publishers were forced to rely more heavily on licensing, as well as finding new niche markets: video game manga, pachinko manga, Boys’ Love manga. As everywhere around the world, the rise of the Internet and other new technologies changed reading and buying habits; newsstand magazine sales slumped. Publishers fretted about a rise in tachiyomi (reading manga in the store without buying it), mawashiyomi (loaning manga to your friends), used-book chains, and all-you-can-read manga cafés. But graphic novel sales remain strong; in 2002, the latest volume of the manga series One Piece broke records with an initial print run of 2.52 million copies. In Tokyo today, subway commuters may carry more cell phones than manga magazines, but comics are still more widely read and respected in Japan than anywhere else in the world.

MANGA IN AMERICA

American comics had their day in the sun. In the 1930s, newspaper comic strips such as Dick Tracy, Little Orphan Annie, and Li’l Abner featured long, melodramatic stories and were read by millions of people of all ages. In 1934, comic books were invented (originally as reprint collections of newspaper strips), and for years they enjoyed incredible popularity, with genres such as crime, Westerns, superheroes, romance, humor, and science fiction. But by 1954, the violent content of horror and crime comics attracted unwelcome attention from a public anxious about juvenile delinquency. The Seduction of the Innocent, a bestselling book by psychiatrist Fredric Wertham, claimed that comics exposed children to sex and violence (arguments that would be repeated fifty years later about video games). After a public backlash, the surviving publishers instituted strict self-censorship, limiting comics to superheroes and other “safe” entertainment. Over the next twenty years, comics gradually regained their sophistication, but they never recovered their sales or public image.

Meanwhile, in Japan, manga were booming. As early as the 1970s, a tiny number of outlets imported untranslated manga for American buyers, most of whom were already familiar with Japanese styles from watching early anime such as Astro Boy on American TV. With the first appearance of mass-market VCRs in 1975, American anime fandom began to grow. Frederik Schodt’s 1983 Manga! Manga! The World of Japanese Comics was the first English-language book on the subject. By the early 1980s, manga artists such as Monkey Punch and Osamu Tezuka had appeared to small but enthusiastic groups at American comic book conventions, but almost no manga had been translated, except for a few short stories and English-language vanity projects printed overseas. To the vast majority of Americans, “comics” were full-color superhero stories. Black-and-white, foreign comics were not even on the radar.

Then, in the mid-1980s, American comics stores experienced the “black-and-white boom”—a sudden interest in black-and-white, small-press comics, based on the explosive success of the self-published Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles. In this more receptive environment, two separate companies produced the first serious translated manga in 1987: First Comics with Lone Wolf and Cub, and Viz/Eclipse with several titles: Area 88, Mai the Psychic Girl, and The Legend of Kamui. Founded by Seiji Horibuchi with Satoru Fujii as editor in chief, Viz was the U.S. branch of the Japanese manga publisher Shogakukan. For its first releases Viz formed a partnership with Eclipse Comics, an American small-press comics publisher, whose employee James Hudnall had previously written to Shogakukan encouraging them to enter the American market. Toren Smith, another early manga fan, helped get Viz off the ground, then went on to found Studio Proteus, a major manga translation and localization company. Viz later parted ways with Eclipse, while Smith’s Studio Proteus (who did work for both companies) went to Dark Horse Comics and built their manga division.



A BRIEF HISTORY OF MANGA

pre-1960s

In the immediate postwar period, manga are mostly children’s adventure stories and family newspaper strips. The vastly influential and prolific Osamu Tezuka tries his hand at science fiction, shôjo (girls’) manga, and more.


The Wonderful World of Sazae-san (Machiko Hachigawa) (1946) • Lost World (Osamu Tezuka) (1948) • Metropolis (Osamu Tezuka) (1949) • Next World (Osamu Tezuka) (1951) • Astro Boy (Osamu Tezuka) (1952) • Princess Knight (Osamu Tezuka) (1953) • Phoenix (Osamu Tezuka) (1954)



1960s

Anime TV shows are produced for the first time, and manga go wild with speedlines, fast cars, and action heroes. Meanwhile, artists in the gekiga (dramatic pictures) movement attempt to create manga for adults: hard-boiled crime stories such as Golgo 13, and on the less commercial end of the spectrum, existential dramas such as The Push Man.


Cyborg 009 (Shotaro Ishinomori) (1964) • Speed Racer (Tatsuo Yoshida) (1967) • The Genius Bakabon (Fujio Akatsuka) (1967) • Lupin III (Monkey Punch) (1967) • Wild 7 (Mikiya Mochizuki) (1969) • The Push Man (Yoshihiro Tatsumi) (1969) • Golgo 13 (Takao Saito) (1969)



1970s

The golden age of manga. Working within commercial magazines ostensibly for young readers, artists produce epic space operas, horror stories, historical dramas, romances, and even works on politics and religion. The gekiga movement morphs into seinen manga, sometimes trashy, over-the-top comics aimed at young men. Sports manga become more and more popular. Shôjo manga produce classic works of drama and science fiction, with women rather than men creating the majority of the stories for the first time.


Lone Wolf and Cub (Kazuo Koike & Goseki Kojima) (1970) • Doraemon: Gadget Cat from the Future (Fujiko F. Fujio) (1970) • The Rose of Versailles (Riyoko Ikeda) (1972) • Devilman (Go Nagai) (1972) • The Drifting Classroom (Kazuo Umezu) (1972) • Barefoot Gen (Keiji Nakazawa) (1972) • Buddha (Osamu Tezuka) (1972) • Black Jack (Osamu Tezuka) (1973) • They Were Eleven (Moto Hagio) (1975) • Swan (Kiyoko Ariyoshi) (1976) • From Eroica with Love (Yasuko Aoike) (1976) • To Terra (Keiko Takemiya) (1977) • Lum*Urusei Yatsura (Rumiko Takahashi) (1978)



1980s

Manga become big business, with publishers and editors relying on readers’ polls to guide the direction of stories, sometimes at a creative cost. Female artists such as Rumiko Takahashi bring a new style to previously super-macho boys’ magazines, while Katsuhiro Otomo and Hayao Miyazaki up the standard of realistic draftsmanship. The otaku fan market develops, along with many of the things stereotypically associated with anime: science fiction and mecha stories, RPG-style fantasy, cute big-eyed girls. Anime exerts a growing influence on manga character designs: eyes get bigger, hair gets wilder, bodies get slimmer. As the manga-reading audience ages, jôsei (women’s) manga become an established market, and seinen manga branch out into comics about businessmen, golf, fishing, and other topics of interest to adult men.


Dr. Slump (Akira Toriyama) (1980) • Maison Ikkoku (Rumiko Takahashi) (1980) • Akira (Katsuhiro Otomo) (1982) • Nausicaä of the Valley of the Wind (Hayao Miyazaki) (1982) • Fist of the North Star (Tetsuo Hara) (1983) • Dragon Ball (Akira Toriyama) (1984) • Appleseed (Masamune Shirow) (1985) • City Hunter (Tsukasa Hojo) (1985) • Banana Fish (Akimi Yoshida) (1985) • Knights of the Zodiac (Masami Kurumada) (1986) • Here Is Greenwood (Yukie Nasu) (1986) • Ranma ½ (Rumiko Takahashi) (1987) • JoJo’s Bizarre Adventure (Hirohiko Araki) (1987) • Please Save My Earth (Saki Hiwatari) (1987) • Short Program (Mitsuru Adachi) (1988) • Berserk (Kentaro Miura) (1989) • Even a Monkey Can Draw Manga (Kentaro Takekuma & Koji Aihara) (1989)



1990s

After peaking in 1995, manga magazine sales begin to drop. In the same year, the critically acclaimed anime TV series Neon Genesis Evangelion increases mainstream awareness of otaku, giving nerdiness a certain hipster appeal. Although dôjinshi (fan-produced comics) are technically illegal, their audience booms, and major publishers increasingly scout dôjinshi artists for new talent. Boys’ Love (shônen ai) magazines, featuring idealized guy-guy romances, are the latest craze with female readers.


Slam Dunk (Takehiko Inoue) (1990) • The Walking Man (Jiro Taniguchi) (1990) • Boys over Flowers (Yoko Kamio) (1992) • Sailor Moon (Naoko Takeuchi) (1992) • Fushigi Yugi (Yuu Watase) (1992) • Black & White (Taiyo Matsumoto) (1993) • Fake (Sanami Matoh) (1994) • Rurouni Kenshin (Nobuhiro Watsuki) (1994) • Red River (Chie Shinohara) (1995) • Happy Mania (Moyoco Anno) (1995) • Cardcaptor Sakura (CLAMP) (1996) • One Piece (Eiichiro Oda) (1997) • GTO (Tohru Fujisawa) (1997) • Parasyte (Hitoshi Iwaaki) (1997) • Love Hina (Ken Akamatsu) (1998) • Pure Trance (Junko Mizuno) (1998) • Fruits Basket (Natsuki Takaya) (1999) • Naruto (Masashi Kishimoto) (1999)



2000s

The manga market continues to fragment into subcultures, although hit graphic novels still sell in the millions. Classic series such as Fist of the North Star, Kinnikuman, and Knights of the Zodiac are revived as nostalgic spin-offs for aging fans. Gothic fashion provides new visuals and dark themes. The spirit of kashibonya (pay libraries) is reborn in the growing trend of manga cafés, where customers can read all they want for an hourly fee. As the North American manga market grows, large publishers think more and more in global terms, while some think outside of print altogether and begin digitizing their comics to distribute through new media.


Hot Gimmick (Miki Aihara) (2000) • The Wallflower (Tomoko Hayakawa) (2000) • Nodame Cantabile (Tomoko Ninomiya) (2001) • Monokuro Kinderbook (Kan Takahama) (2001) • Cromartie High School (Eiji Nonaka) (2001) • Nana (Ai Yazawa) (2002) • Fullmetal Alchemist (Hiromu Arakawa) (2002) • Death Note (Tsugumi Ohba & Takeshi Obata) (2005)
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The way things used to be: the American comic market of the 1990s, as depicted in Tomoyuki Saito’s Dame Dame Saito Nikki. (Illustration Credit itr.3)



For years, Viz and Dark Horse were America’s two largest manga publishers. Several other companies launched small manga lines, including Antarctic Press, Studio Ironcat, and Central Park Media. In the mid-1990s, the American comic market entered a slump, which hit superhero publishers hardest. Manga got a proportionally larger slice of a smaller pie. However, it still played by the rules of the American comics market and was sold mostly in specialty comics stores. Manga were printed left to right, in the thin pamphlet format of American comics, and only later (if at all) collected as graphic novels. Publishers experimented with colorization and even “collectible variant covers” to get attention from a dwindling audience of American comics readers. Since those readers were mostly male, virtually all translations were of shônen (boys’) or seinen (men’s) manga.

Then came Sailor Moon. The anime TV series was not a hit when it came to America in 1995, but it developed a passionate subculture of female fans. In 1997 the original manga was translated, along with several other titles, in the English manga anthology magazine MixxZine. The brainchild of former lawyer and Web designer Stuart Levy, MixxZine attempted to break out to non–comics readers (the first issues referred to manga as “motionless picture entertainment” in order to avoid the stigma associated with “comics”). The magazine lasted only a few years, but the Sailor Moon graphic novels were a hit, demonstrating that shôjo (girls’) manga could succeed in America. Viz and other companies started their own shôjo lines, but Mixx Entertainment dominated the market for years under their new name, Tokyopop.

The manga market grew rapidly, pushed along by the growing popularity of anime and Japanese video games, but soon was standing on its own feet. Using scanners and the Internet, manga fans distributed unlicensed “scanslations,” the same way that anime fans had copied videotapes ten years before. In 2002 two Japanese publishers launched major magazines in the United States: Gutsoon Entertainment with the short-lived weekly anthology Raijin Comics, and Shueisha with the official English version of their boys’ magazine Weekly Shônen Jump. To bring Weekly Shônen Jump to America (as simply Shonen Jump), Shueisha partnered with Viz, which was now connected to two of Japan’s three largest manga publishers. In 2004, the third major publisher, Kodansha, stepped in, partnering with science fiction publisher Del Rey. More American manga publishers sprang up, publishing titles from small and mid-sized Japanese manga companies.
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Founded by artists and editors who defected from Enix in 2002, Ichijinsha’s Comic Zero-Sum and Mag Garden’s Comic Blade feature a mix of shôjo and shônen styles. (Illustration Credit itr.4)



Today most bookstores have manga sections, and in 2005 the pop culture retailers Web site ICv2 estimated the size of the American manga market at between $155 million and $180 million. Manga dominate the graphic novel bestseller list and frequently appear in the weekly lists of bestselling young-adult fiction. Their success has paved the way for Korean manhwa and Chinese manhua as well as a growing number of manga-influenced American comics. The very alienness that once turned away readers—the stylistic differences, the right-to-left format—is part of the appeal. For years, America has exported its movies, TV, and pop culture to Japanese audiences. Now the tables have turned—America is part of the manga world.

WHAT MAKES MANGA DIFFERENT

So why are manga so popular, anyway? Looking for answers, people have pointed to Japan’s high literacy rate, the relatively late introduction of TV, and in the past the large number of commuters in cities such as Tokyo, who used to read manga magazines on the train. (In recent years, cell phones and handheld video games have eaten up people’s commute time, and now readers are more likely simply to buy their favorite graphic novels at the store.) The true answer is as much about publishing smarts as it is about artistic techniques.

Two Facts About Manga

1. Manga are stories. Long stories. With endings.

Outside of the small presses, the American comics market isn’t about stories; it’s about franchises. The classic superhero comics, from Superman to Spider-Man, have beginnings but no endings; they focus on one-shots, collectibles, and novelty items; they are owned by corporations and designed to be reinvented endlessly by “new creative teams.”

By contrast, while not many manga are as tightly plotted as novels, they have at least the dramatic cohesiveness of long-running TV shows. In a typical manga, the first chapter is something like a pilot episode, which establishes the basic premise and the main character. If the story is a flop, it may end hastily, but if it is a hit, the author is invited (or pressured) to keep it going until the intended ending (or until readers grow sick of it). Thus, the most popular, and some of the best, manga tend to be the longest. Popular manga often run for ten or more volumes. Dragon Ball/Dragon Ball Z (forty-two volumes total) and Ranma ½ (thirty-eight volumes) are among the longest series that have been translated, but they don’t have anything on Kochira Katsushika-ku Kameari Kôen-mae Hashutsujo (“This Is the Police Station in Front of Kameari Park in Katsushika Ward”), an untranslated comedy series that celebrated its 150th volume in 2006. (A pure sitcom rather than a story manga, KochiKame is a bit of an anomaly, but many story manga have run fifty volumes or more.)

Sometimes it’s clear when manga have run past their expiration date, but other manga manage to keep it together for their entire run. How can manga be so long? Don’t readers get tired of it? The typical Japanese reader skims a manga page in three seconds, and given such furious speed, most manga focus on quick, cinematic storytelling, as pioneered by Osamu Tezuka in the 1940s and 1950s. By contrast, the classic American comics of the same period are dense, text-heavy stories rarely more than eight pages in length. At some point, American comics chose fancy production values and detailed draftsmanship, while Japanese comics chose cliff-hanger stories and cheap black-and-white printing. There are exceptions, such as Katsuya Terada and Akihiro Yamada, but they’re not the rule.

2. The artist is more important than the property.

Most manga artists, except for those doing spin-offs of existing games, novels, and anime, own at least part of the copyright to their work. This stands in stark contrast to American comics, which until the 1990s were almost totally dominated by corporate-owned properties that viewed artists as interchangeable cogs. (Blade, Spider-Man, and X-Men were all created as works for hire.) Manga artists occasionally switch publishers, as when Weekly Shônen Jump artists left to form Comic Bunch (known in America as Raijin Comics), or when numerous Enix artists left the company in 2002, forming new magazines such as Comic Blade. (They took their manga series with them, but for copyright reasons they had to change the names slightly.)

Japanese publishers are besieged by applications from manga artists, but not just anyone will do. To find the best, publishers run new-talent contests, often printing the winning entries in zôkan (special editions) of their magazines. Other artists become famous through dôjinshi (self-published comics) and are later picked up professionally. When an artist is selected, he or she is assigned an editor, who oversees the artist’s work and frequently steers it in a more commercial direction. In the 1980s, editors started taking a heavier hand in manga production, and in the higher-selling magazines, they have major input regarding plots. But it is almost unheard of for a manga artist to be dropped from the series he or she created and replaced with somebody else.

Manga artists work under rigorous schedules. A typical weekly title is twenty pages, or a stunning eighty pages a month. Some artists draw more than one story at a time. In the artist’s notes for YuYu Hakusho, a weekly manga, Yoshihiro Togashi calculates how much free time he has, based on a formula of four hours per page (not counting time spent scripting) and five hours of sleep per night. He comes to the conclusion that he has nineteen free hours per week (“subtract time spent for eating, bathing, biological functions, and other necessities, and I’d only be left with three to four hours”). Some manga artists go days without sleep to meet their deadlines, and burnout horror stories abound. In the 1990s, the magazine Quick Japan ran a series of stories about manga artists who had gone crazy as a result of their work.

To manage their workload, most manga artists employ multiple assistants, who lay down screentone (the black-and-white dot patterns used in manga), gather reference materials, draw backgrounds and crowd scenes, help with the inking and computer effects (if any), and generally do whatever the artist asks them to. Unlike in American comic books (but like many American newspaper comic strips), there is no shame in using assistants; most artists do not credit their assistants, but some do, and some even allow them to show off their own work in the extra pages of their graphic novels. The system serves as a sort of mentorship, allowing aspiring artists to practice the skills they need to go pro. Some artists, such as Takao Saito, have vast studios with dozens of assistants. Others do not; Akira Toriyama lived in his parents’ house while drawing the megahit Dr. Slump, and Mihona Fujii, artist of Gals!, used her mother as her primary assistant.

A few manga artists create “art for art’s sake,” whether in self-published dôjinshi or in underground magazines such as Ax and the now-defunct Garo. But for most creators, manga is both an art and a business: a mass medium that, unlike TV or movies, can be created by one person with the most basic tools. While the art shines through, the business finds new ways to thrive; many publishers are now experimenting with online manga, e-books, and other new media.

PUBLISHERS, MAGAZINES, AND GRAPHIC NOVELS

The majority of manga are printed by four Tokyo-based publishers: Kodansha, Shueisha, Shogakukan, and Hakusensha. Midsized publishers include Akita Shoten, MediaWorks, Square Enix (better known for their video games), Kadokawa Shoten, Ohzora Shuppan, Futabasha, and Shônen Gahosha. A vast number of smaller publishers exist as well, often focusing on niche markets such as sex comics and so-called Boys’ Love manga for girls.

Although reading habits are changing, most manga are still published in thick magazines containing anywhere from ten to forty different stories. Magazines are aimed at a particular gender and age group, and although they use many different artists, they often have a house style or theme. Some stories are self-contained, but most continue from issue to issue. Weekly and biweekly magazines are about 450 pages and cost 250–300 yen (about $3–$4). Monthly magazines and zôkan (special editions) range in size and price, all the way up to 600–700 yen and a whopping 800–1,000 pages. (In 2006, the typical American comic book cost $2 for 32 pages.)

Although almost all manga are printed in black and white, occasionally the first few pages of a chapter are printed in color, as a bonus to readers. These pages are usually reprinted in black and white when the story is collected as a graphic novel. Many magazines have some non-manga content, such as columns by the artists or guest writers, news articles, celebrity interviews, or promotions for upcoming books, movies, anime, and video games. Most magazines have prizes and giveaways—whether the prizes are Louis Vuitton bags (in Young You, a magazine aimed at college-age and twentysomething women) or Yu-Gi-Oh! cards (in the boys’ magazine Weekly Shônen Jump).

After being serialized in magazines, individual manga are reprinted as graphic novels. If you wouldn’t want to pay for a whole magazine just to read your one favorite manga, you’re not alone; in 2005 in Japan, the total amount of graphic novel sales exceeded manga magazine sales for the first time. Tankôbon (usually called “graphic novels” in English) cost about 400 yen and contain about 184 pages of a single story. A few years after the tankôbon comes out, really popular series are reprinted as teeny bunkoban (pocket editions) or thick kanzenban (perfect editions) of 300 pages or more. Most translated manga are printed in a format close to tankôbon.


* As of April 2007, $1 = 118 yen



THE FOUR MANGA DEMOGRAPHICS

Almost all manga magazines (and the stories inside them) are clearly aimed at either men or women. Age groups are sometimes unclear, but the gender difference is right there on the cover and title. (In magazines aimed at otaku [hard-core fans], it’s harder to tell: that cute girl on the cover of Asuka might be the reader’s stand-in, while that cute girl on the cover of Dengeki Daioh is more likely the reader’s fantasy.)

To Americans, this gender gap may seem old-fashioned. But although few American TV shows would openly label themselves “a boys’ show” or “a girls’ show,” advertisers know the difference, and manga publishers are merely being open about their target audience. (Superhero comics, after all, have unofficially been a boys’ club for decades.) The few manga magazines that intentionally cross the gender line, such as Wings and the short-lived Duo in the 1980s, tend to attract mostly female readers and ultimately become shôjo manga. However, the verdict is still out on recent gender-blurring magazines such as Comic Zero-Sum and Comic Blade, not to mention the androgynous shôjo fantasy magazine Asuka. In any case, the most popular manga, such as Weekly Shônen Jump and Ai Yazawa’s manga Nana (2002), are read by both genders.

Shônen (Boys’ Manga) ([image: ])

Aimed at boys from early elementary school to their late teens (it varies depending on the magazine), shônen manga spill over with action, sports, and battle scenes. Science fiction and fantasy elements are also common. The stories are sometimes formulaic, but the bestselling magazines, Weekly Shônen Jump and Weekly Shônen Magazine, sell more than two million copies per week.

Typical Shônen Magazines:

Dengeki Daioh (“Electric Shock Great King”) • Shônen Ace • Shônen Champion • Monthly Shônen Gangan • Shônen Jump • Shônen Sunday

Shôjo (Girls’ Manga) ([image: ])

The most popular subjects of shôjo manga are romance, comedy, and drama, often all three in the same story. Styles range from lighthearted magazines for elementary school students (Nakayoshi, ChuChu) to racy magazines for teenagers (Shôjo Comic, Cheese, Cookie) to more fantasy-oriented publications (Wings, Asuka). Female readers also consume a number of specialty magazines featuring mystery, horror, and Boys’ Love stories.

Typical Shôjo Magazines:

Bessatsu Friend • Ciao • Cookie • Hana to Yume (“Flowers and Dreams”) • LaLa • Margaret • Nakayoshi (“Pals”) • Princess • Ribon (“Ribbon”)

Seinen (Men’s Manga) ([image: ])

Seinen means “young man,” but the term describes all manga aimed at older male readers, from the respectable Big Comic series (read mostly by men from their twenties to middle age) to the trashy, sexy “young” magazines (aimed at older high school boys and college-age men). Business, crime, and the occasional political drama; historical and military adventures; and the occasional genre story give seinen manga great highs and lows.

Typical Seinen Magazines:

Big Comic Spirits • Business Jump • Manga Action • Ultra Jump • Young Animal • Young Jump • Young King Ours

Jôsei (Women’s Manga) ([image: ])

For college-age to middle-aged women, jôsei manga deal mostly with work, family, and romance. Outwardly the most sedate and down-to-earth of all manga, they feature some of the most sophisticated writing. The subgenre of “ladies’ comics” (redicomi) features explicit sex stories for women.

Typical Jôsei Magazines:

Be Love • Chorus • Dessert • Feel Young • Flowers • Kiss • Office You • Silky • Young You

WHAT’S NOT IN THIS BOOK

Manga: The Complete Guide catalogs all the Japanese comics available in English at the time of publication (early 2007). With a few exceptions, the book includes only titles that were printed in Japan prior to their English-language release. Titles that are not listed include:


• Anime comics (aka film comics, Ani-Manga, Cine-Manga, or Anime Manga). Anime comics are spin-offs of popular anime: color comics made by taking anime stills and positioning them like comic panels with sound effects and dialogue. For many years they were considered an easy way to appeal to Americans’ preference for color comics over black-and-white ones, but now they are mostly sold for their own right. Although the process of arranging the panels and adding the sound effects requires some skill, anime comics are not truly an original work and as such are not discussed here.
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Examples of the four types of manga (clockwise from upper left): Kodansha’s Monthly Shônen Magazine (shônen), Kodansha’s Bessatsu Friend (shôjo), Shueisha’s You (jôsei), and Kodansha’s Evening (seinen) (Illustration Credit itr.5)




• Korean comics (manhwa). Many Korean comics are heavily influenced by Japanese manga, to the point that they are hard to tell apart with a casual glance. The first major manhwa series published in America was Redmoon by the now-defunct ComicsOne in 2001, but today many companies publish manhwa, including CPM, Tokyopop, Dark Horse Comics, Infinity Studios, Netcomics, and Ice Kunion, a joint venture by three major Korean publishers. Translated manhwa range from horror to action to comedy, both boys’ and girls’ titles, including yaoi manhwa (mostly published in English by DramaQueen). Since the Korean language reads left to right (unlike Chinese and Japanese), manhwa are printed left to right in the same format as English books. They are grouped with manga at most bookstores.

• Chinese comics (manhua). Chinese comics, mostly produced in Taiwan and Hong Kong, come from a different artistic tradition than manga. Most translated Chinese comics are full-color martial arts stories more similar to American comics, with legendary, fantasy, and science fiction themes, usually printed at American comic book size to show the extreme detail of the artwork. Manhua aimed at female readers are rarely translated, with a few exceptions such as I-Huan’s Real Fake Princess, which is printed in black and white in manga-sized graphic novels. Manhua have been published in English since the 1980s, and today DrMaster and HK Comics Ltd. are America’s primary Chinese comics publishers.

• OEL (original English-language) manga, OGM (original global manga), or other comics by American, Canadian, South American, and European authors. Although manga-influenced comics have been a major force in America only since 2003 or so, a small number of American comic artists have been aware of Japanese comics for a long time, and manga-style comics have been a recognized niche market since the 1980s. In recent years, companies such as Tokyopop and Seven Seas have strongly promoted original manga. Manga-influenced comics by Western authors are frequently sold alongside manga, although in most bookstores the decision is primarily a matter of format and packaging (i.e., whether the book is printed in the compact manga size or the traditionally larger American comic format). Rather than draw an arbitrary line between who’s “truly” manga-influenced and who’s not, this book includes only comics drawn in Japan for the Japanese market, as well as a few collaborations between Japanese and American artists.

• Translated manga anthology magazines. Although almost all manga are originally printed in Japanese anthology magazines, they are typically released in English directly as graphic novels. Translated anthology magazines do exist, but the purpose of this book is to discuss the work of the artists, not how they were packaged in America. Therefore, magazines such as Shojo Beat, Raijin Comics, Manga Vizion, Game On! USA, Smile, Animerica Extra, Super Manga Blast!, Pulp, Newtype USA, Robot, Mangajin, and the English edition of Shonen Jump are not listed, although the manga that were printed in them may be.

• Short, one-shot manga printed in Western comics anthologies. Many short comics by Japanese artists have been published in American magazines and books, such as the Go Nagai story in Marvel’s Epic Illustrated #18 (1980), or the very short Katsuhiro Otomo story in DC’s Batman Black & White #4 (1996). Due to the shortness and obscurity of these works, only a few major collections have been included, such as Fanfare/Ponent Mon’s Japan as Viewed by 17 Creators.

• Light novels. Young-adult novels generally printed at the same size as manga graphic novels, often with manga-style illustrations, “light novels” have been a major force in Japanese publishing since the 1980s. Several American publishers, including Viz, Seven Seas, DMP, Dark Horse, and CMX have translated light novels, including prose spin-offs of popular manga such as Gravitation and Fullmetal Alchemist. They are often identical to manga on bookstore shelves.

• Scanslations and other unlicensed manga. Only officially licensed and translated manga are included, although untranslated manga may be mentioned in the articles.



HOW TO USE THE REVIEWS



PARASYTE1



Kiseiju, “Parasite/Parasitic Beast”2 ([image: ])3 • Hitoshi Iwaaki4 • Del Rey (2007–ongoing)5 • Kodansha (Afternoon, 1990–1995)6 • 12 volumes7 • Seinen, Science Fiction, Horror, Action8 • Unrated/16+ (language, graphic violence, brief nudity)9

Wormlike aliens secretly appear on Earth, replacing people’s heads and turning them into coldly emotionless cannibals whose heads split open into shape-shifting living weapons. Shin, a high school senior, is a fluke: instead of his head, a Parasyte takes over his left hand, and human and alien develop a wary symbiosis as they fight to protect Shin’s friends and family from the new race of predators feeding on human beings. Like a science fiction novel, Parasyte takes a fantastic situation and applies realistic human behavior, playing out the logical consequences as humanity copes with the invaders. Iwaaki’s writing is more memorable than his art, but his style suits the serious mood of the story better than more exaggerated artwork would. The violence is graphic but not sadistic. Prior to the Del Rey edition, the series was released by Tokyopop from 1997 to 2002.10                        [image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]11






1. Official English title.

2. Japanese phonetic title and literal translation. If the Japanese phonetic title is identical to the English title, it is not included.

3. Japanese kanji/kana title (if available). English subtitles in the Japanese edition (when notably different from the kanji/kana title) and furigana double meanings are shown within parentheses. If the original Japanese title is in English, it is not included unless it differs substantially from the English edition title. See Appendix B: The Japanese Language.

4. Artist’s name. All artists are listed English style: personal name first, family name last.

5. English-language publisher and date(s) of publication. Dates range from the first volume (or American-style comic issue) to the last volume. In the case of series that went out of print and were rereleased by a new publisher (such as the Viz and Dark Horse editions of Crying Freeman), the dates of the most current printing are used. Titles that have been canceled or are on indefinite hiatus—whether due to low sales, the publisher going out of business, or other reasons—are listed as “suspended.” Titles that were still running in Japan at the time of publication are listed as “ongoing.”

6. Original Japanese publisher, magazine, and date(s) of publication. Publication dates are from the beginning of the magazine serialization to the publication of the last graphic novel of the series (typically a few months after the end of the magazine serialization). Some manga were published in several different magazines; others were released directly as graphic novels and were not serialized. In a few cases the original publication information is unavailable due to the age and obscurity of the manga.

7. Number of graphic novel volumes. In the case of series that have been reprinted in Japan as bunkoban or kanzenban editions (about 300+ pages per volume), the number of volumes follows the original tankôbon editions (about 184 pages per volume), unless noted. For older series that were printed as American-style saddle-stitched comics and never collected as graphic novels, the number of comic issues is listed. Most comic issues are 24 to 48 pages, so four to seven comics typically equal one graphic novel.

8. Genre. Many different manga genres are described in the accompanying articles.

9. Age rating and objectionable content. The ratings are All Ages, 13+, 16+, and 18+. If the publisher has not provided a suggested age rating, the manga is listed as unrated and Manga: The Complete Guide assigns an approximate age rating. For example, “unrated/16+” means the manga has no visible age rating but its content is in line with other titles rated for ages 16 and up. See Appendix A: Age Ratings.

10. Description. The initials of the reviewer (see Writers on this page) are listed after the review. Reviews without initials are written by Jason Thompson.

11. Ranking from zero to four stars. For titles that were published too late for review, NR appears at the end of the description.
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Yuzo Takada’s 3×3 Eyes (Illustration Credit 1.1)



2001 NIGHTS



    2001 Yamonogatari, “2001 Nights Stories/Tales of 2001 Nights” (2001[image: ]) • Yukinobu Hoshino • Viz (1995–1996) • Futabasha (Monthly Super Action, 1984–1986) • 3 volumes • Seinen, Science Fiction • Unrated/16+ (mild violence, nudity, sexual situations)

This serious, even stodgy science fiction anthology consists of linked stories about the human exploration of space, starting from the space shuttle and the Cold War era, to the far future when humans use technological advances to colonize distant planets. The echoes of Arthur C. Clarke’s 2001 are intentional; there’s even a joke about HAL. The plots often involve cosmic meditations on future generations, life in the emptiness of space, and God; in one story the Vatican locates original sin among the stars, and announces its opposition to space exploration. Not all of the tales are great, but they gradually form a sort of novel-in-stories, returning full circle for a satisfying ending. Hoshino draws it all in a super-realistic, Western, gekiga style, focused on the human body, a bit more Ryoichi Ikegami than Katsuhiro Otomo. The Viz edition was published without numbers: the correct order is 2001 Nights, 2001 Nights: Journey Beyond Tomorrow, and 2001 Nights: Children of Earth.
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3×3 EYES



    3×3 Eyes (Sazan Eyes) (3×3 EYES[image: ]) • Yuzo Takada • Dark Horse (1995–2004) • Kodansha (Young Magazine Pirate Edition/Young Magazine, 1987–2002) • 8 volumes, suspended (40 volumes in Japan) • Seinen, Occult, Action • Unrated/16+ (mild language, graphic violence, nudity, sexual situations)

Globetrotting pulp horror/action-adventure manga, a minor 1980s classic, midway between Indiana Jones, Ghostbusters, and H. P. Lovecraft. Teenage Yakumo dies and is reborn as the unkillable zombie servant of Pai, a cute Chinese girl with a split personality, who is actually one of the last survivors of a race of three-eyed beings from Tibet, immortals with awesome magical powers. Pai’s goal is to lose her immortality and become human, but her uniqueness makes her the target of other monsters, not to mention paranormal investigators and half-human cultists, who seek to use her to resurrect the evil god Kaiyan Wang. Working in a light, anime-influenced style (with occasional love comedy), Takada successfully depicts a world where secret cults sacrifice naked virgins in skyscrapers and monster rampages are caught on the evening news by incredulous reporters. The supernatural creatures are original, the cliff-hanger plots are exciting, and the balance of horror and humor is just right, even if Pai’s surface personality is your stereotypical “China girl” ditz. The English edition ends abruptly (some additional material was printed in Super Manga Blast! magazine but never collected), but it isn’t that big a loss; the later Japanese volumes become badly repetitive and succumb to shônen manga power escalation. Prior to the 1995 Dark Horse edition, the first volume was released in monthly comics format by Innovation Comics (with the same translation and retouch by Studio Proteus) in 1991.
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888



    888 Three-Eight (888[image: ]) • Kuwata Noriko • DrMaster (2005) • Gentosha (Comic Birz, 2001–ongoing) • 1 volume, suspended (2+ volumes in Japan, ongoing) • Comedy • 13+ (extremely mild sex references)

The Suehiro Detective Agency consists of three young adults: Hisago, the easygoing boss who survives on handouts from his father; Nagi, the secretary; and Shimeki, who looks professional and serious but whose sole purpose in life is to take care of his dog. Business is slow; their biggest cases are meddling with each other’s private lives, solving Shimeki’s kidnapping, and in one chapter moonlighting as relationship counselors (with a sign taped to their door like Lucy’s psychiatric stand in Peanuts). Beneath its boring talking-heads exterior, 888 is a witty character-driven office comedy, with the sharp dialogue of a radio play or a newspaper comic strip. The cute chibi art makes the characters look as immature as they act.
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A, A1



A-A1 • Moto Hagio • Viz (1997) • Akita Shoten/Shogakukan (Princess/Petit Flower, 1981–1984) • 1 volume • Shôjo, Science Fiction • Unrated/16+ (sexual situations)

Moto Hagio is often considered second only to Osamu Tezuka in the annals of manga artists, but very little of her work has been published in English. A, A is, to date, the largest chunk of her work available in official English translation: a one-volume trilogy of stories set in a shared science fiction universe. The connecting thread is the presence of the Unicorns, a rare race of humans genetically engineered for space travel. The Unicorns are technologically gifted but have difficulty with emotion; rather than being cool and collected Mr. Spocks, however, they come across as almost autistic. In the title story (pronounced “A, A-prime”), a Unicorn named Adelade is killed while working on a remote space colony, and a clone, implanted with her memories, is sent to replace her. The second story, “4/4,” introduces a telekinetic teenager named Mori, who learns to control the power of his “kaleidoscope eye” through his relationship with a childlike Unicorn girl. In the last and longest story, “X+Y,” Mori, now a young adult, meets a Unicorn savant named Tacto, and falls in love with him. Hagio’s dense world building is in full effect in these stories, as are some of her signature themes: gender-bending, emotional isolation, and damaged children with strange and complicated family relationships. (SG)
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ABANDON THE OLD IN TOKYO



Yoshihiro Tatsumi • Drawn & Quarterly (2006) • various magazines (1970) • 1 volume • Gekiga, Drama • Unrated/18+ (language, violence, nudity, sex)

The second in a series of Tatsumi books by Drawn & Quarterly. Like The Push Man and Other Stories, these are gloomy tales of life in the big city, starring mute blue-collar everymen and worn-out failures who walk the dark streets of 1970 Japan. The settings—dingy bathrooms, factories, and sewers—are drawn with rich detail, while the protagonists are drawn in a simple style, but without cartoon exaggeration. In the straightforward title story, a garbageman grows resentful of taking care of his aged mother; in “Beloved Monkey,” a factory worker uses his pet as a refuge from the outside world; in “The Hole,” a man is trapped in a pit by a deformed woman determined to take revenge on the male gender. While this collection is not quite as powerful as The Push Man, Tatsumi is a great storyteller and his pessimism is profound. It’s hard to imagine that there was a time when manga were so gritty that these stories were published in mainstream publications such as Weekly Shônen Magazine (as well as the classic underground magazine Garo).
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ABENOBASHI:
MAGICAL SHOPPING ARCADE



Abenobashi Mahô Shotengai, “Abenobashi Magical Shopping Arcade” ([image: ]) • Gainax (creator), Satoru Akahori (story), Ryusei Deguchi (art) • Tokyopop (2004) • Kodansha (Magazine Z, 2001–2002) • 2 volumes • Shônen, Science Fiction, Comedy • 16+ (crude humor, nudity, sexual situations)

Adaptation of the anime series of the same name. A preteen boy and girl, Sasshi and Arumi, are trapped in various parallel worlds centered around the Abenobashi Shopping Arcade, a run-down indoor mall built in the 1950s. They zip between an RPG world, a sci-fi world, a dinosaur world, and other bizarre genre universes, always encountering slightly modified versions of the same Abenobashi shopkeepers and silly characters. Like the anime, Abenobashi starts out sentimental but immediately turns into lowbrow slapstick, with enormous naked breasts, penis jokes, and fart jokes made more garish by Deguchi’s hyperactive, googly eyed artwork. As it goes on, there’s some fun old-school otaku in-jokes in the style of Ippongi Bang, but it’s a long haul to get there.
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ABSOLUTE BOYFRIEND



Zettai Kareshi, “Absolute Boyfriend” ([image: ]) • Yuu Watase • Viz (2005–ongoing) • Shogakukan (Shôjo Comic, 2003–2005) • 6 volumes • Shôjo, Romantic Comedy • 16+ (sexual situations)

Riiko Izawa, a teenage girl who lives alone and worries she’ll never get a boyfriend, meets a futuristic mail-order salesman and orders a handsome, naked man who is delivered to her apartment in a big cardboard box. Activated by a kiss, Night is indeed the absolute boyfriend: he cooks, beats up bad guys with his super-strength, responds to her emotions, and cheerfully offers to demonstrate his sexual techniques but is equally happy to just snuggle. Unfortunately, Riiko finds herself massively in debt, her female classmates and her handsome next-door neighbor are jealous, and Night has a flaw … he falls in love with whoever kisses him, but it’s only permanent if you have sex. An entertaining romantic comedy, Absolute Boyfriend is essentially a gender-reversed version of the typical shônen manga robot girl fantasy, with fanservice in the form of shirtless men instead of girls’ panties. The art is in Watase’s usual precise style.
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ADOLF



Adolf ni Tsugu, “Tell Adolf” ([image: ]) • Osamu Tezuka • Viz/Cadence Books (1995–1996) • Bungei Shunjû (Shukan Bunshun, 1983–1985) • 5 volumes • Seinen, Historical Drama • Unrated/18+ (language, violence, nudity, sex)

Adolf was one of Tezuka’s last manga, but the first published in English (apart from the brief Phoenix excerpt in Frederik Schodt’s Manga! Manga!). The opening pages introduce it as “the story of three men named Adolf.” One is Adolf Kamil, a German Jew raised in Japan in the years leading up to World War II. Another is Kamil’s childhood friend Adolf Kaufman, a German-Japanese boy who becomes indoctrinated into the Hitler Youth. The third, Adolf Hitler, is a constant background presence in this bleak and bloody espionage story. Tezuka wrote and drew Adolf as an attempt at more serious, adult-oriented manga. As such, Adolf isn’t entirely successful, tending more toward pulp action and melodrama than naturalistic depictions of life. But as a wartime thriller, it’s both exciting and moving. Japan’s gradual descent into fascism, based partly on Tezuka’s own memories of growing up in Kobe, is particularly believable and chilling. The five English volumes, published by the now-defunct Viz subsidiary Cadence Books, are, confusingly, given subtitles but not numbered. The correct order: A Tale of the Twentieth Century, An Exile in Japan, The Half-Aryan, Days of Infamy, and 1945 and All That Remains. (SG)
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AD POLICE



AD Police Shûen Toshi, “Dead End City” (AD.POLICE[image: ]) • Toshimichi Suzuki (story), Tony Takezaki (art) • Viz (1994) • Bandai (B-Club, 1989–1990) • 1 volume • Science Fiction, Action • Unrated/16+ (violence, language, nudity)

In the mid-twenty-first century, Tokyo has been reconstructed into a rip-off of Blade Runner: an urban blight dominated by the secretive Genom corporation and plagued by their renegade experiments, hulking androids named Boomers. This cop-drama prequel to the AD Police and Bubblegum Crisis anime (two of the more popular OAV series of the early 1990s) combines black humor and science fiction philosophy in a functional plot. Both the art and the story are blatantly in the style of Akira, but Takezaki’s creepy and technically skilled cyberpunk artwork makes it worthwhile.
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THE ADVENTURES OF HAMTARO:
A HOUSE FOR HAMTARO



Tottoko Hamtarô, “Pitter-Patter Hamtarô” ([image: ]) • Ritsuko Kawai • Viz (2003) • Shogakukan (Shôgaku Ninensei, 1997) • 1 volume • Pets • All Ages

Midway between a children’s book and a manga, this is the original “owning a pet hamster” book that spawned the Hamtaro franchise. Unlike the anime series, there aren’t any other characters, and Hamtaro doesn’t talk; he just looks cute, eats sunflower seeds, and behaves pretty much like a real hamster. There are no dialogue balloons, just narration—the story is meant to be read to children—but the multiple-panel page layouts are similar to shôjo manga. The book also includes color pages, info about hamsters, and the sheet music for the Hamtaro song.
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AFTERSCHOOL NIGHTMARE



Hôkago Hokenshitsu, “Afterschool Clinic” ([image: ]) • Setona Mizushiro • Go! Comi (2006–ongoing) • Akita Shoten (Princess, 2004–ongoing) • 6+ volumes (ongoing) • Shôjo, Psychological Horror • 16+ (mild language, graphic violence, sexual situations)

Living up to its title, Afterschool Nightmare captures feelings of identity loss and cold terror, beginning with a brutal Freudian punch below the belt. Mashiro, a handsome, delicate-featured teenager, has a dark secret: although he considers himself male, he has “the upper body of a man and the lower body of a woman.” After “he” menstruates for the first time, he is recruited for a strange dream experiment together with several of his unseen classmates, in which they fight disturbing versions of one another in a surreal dreamworld. Through the shared experiment, Mashiro becomes closer to some of his classmates, but this only brings more shame and anxiety when a relationship threatens to turn sexual. And his classmates have their own psychological problems as well … A well-drawn, creepy, surprising series.
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A.I. LOVE YOU



A.I. ga Tomaranai!, “Love/I/A.I. Won’t Stop!” ([image: ]) • Ken Akamatsu • Tokyopop (2004–2005) • Kodansha (Weekly Shônen Magazine/Shônen Magazine Special, 1994–1997) • 8 volumes • Shônen, Science Fiction, Romantic Comedy • 16+ (language, comic violence, partial nudity, sexual situations)

Teenage computer programmer Hitoshi uses his mid-1990s Macintosh to create the ideal woman, who comes to life in a bolt of lightning and accompanies him to school. Saati, the magical A.I. girlfriend, is soon followed out of the computer by a big-sister seductress A.I. and a playful little-sister A.I., and together they fight troublesome computer viruses and explain elementary computer terms. Compared to Ken Akamatsu’s later works, A.I. Love You both is more conventionally sentimental and lacks his characteristic visual polish; his early art is wretched, and the story starts out as a combination rip-off of Video Girl Ai, Oh My Goddess! and Weird Science. By volume 4 Akamatsu’s genius for pervy slapstick jokes has begun to develop, with scenes such as the one in which Saati is forced to do limbo underneath Hitoshi’s body, only to be thunked in the head by his clothed erection. However, it’s still an immature work, of most interest to die-hard Akamatsu fans.
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AIR GEAR



([image: ]) • Oh! Great • Del Rey (2006–ongoing) • Kodansha (Weekly Shônen Magazine, 2002–ongoing) • 15+ volumes (ongoing) • Shônen, Street Action • 16+ (language, crude humor, violence, partial nudity, sexual situations)

After he is humiliated by a rival gang, thirteen-year-old gangbanger Itsuki rises to the next level in street combat: Air Trecks, super-high-tech inline skates, which allow their riders to jump and soar above the rooftops of the city. Soon, he finds himself in a world of bizarre, superpowered street fighters, the Storm Riders, who do battle with skating techniques. Basically a less explicit version of Tenjho Tenge with skates, Air Gear is an excuse for Oh! Great to do what he does best: draw cool teenagers in cool poses, with occasional undercurrents of sex and sadism. Rape is hinted at (although the dialogue was toned down in the English edition of volume 1), and Itsuki lives with four Storm Rider sisters who provide nippleless shower scenes. Even without the dialogue changes, however, the overall mood is more upbeat than Tenjho Tenge, focusing on the thrill of flight and the spirit of competition, despite all the weird freaks creeping and crawling around the story. Like many series in Weekly Shônen Magazine, the art is almost too polished and screentoned and crowded with extraneous background detail. (But check out the excellent graffiti-style Japanese sound effects.)
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Air Gear by Oh! Great(Illustration Credit 1.2)



AISHITERUZE BABY



Aishiteruze Baby, “I’m in Love with Ya, Baby” ([image: ]) • Yoko Maki • Viz (2006–2007) • Shueisha (Ribon, 2002–2005) • 7 volumes • Shôjo, Romantic Drama • 13+ (violence, child abuse)

Kippei is a Casanova in the making, preferring to spend his time on the school roof making out rather than languishing in the classroom. But everything changes when his little cousin Yuzuyu comes to live with his family and he finds himself stuck as her primary caretaker. His exasperation quickly disappears as he learns to take pride in preparing Yuzuyu’s lunch and joy in playing with her in the sandbox, and as he learns how to cherish someone, this new insight brings him closer to Kokoro, the girl he thought was forever out of reach. While Aishiteruze Baby has plenty of heartfelt scenes, it isn’t sappy­—in fact, many of the characters suffer from abuse of some kind, giving the story a dark undertone. The art is adorable without being mawkish. (HS)
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AI YORI AOSHI



Ai yori Aoshi, “Bluer than Indigo” ([image: ]) • Kou Fumizuki • Tokyopop (2004–2007) • Hakusensha (Young Animal, 1998–2005) • 17 volumes • Seinen, Romantic Comedy • 16+ (mild violence, nudity, sexual situations)

College student Kaoru’s life is turned upside down by the sudden appearance of his childhood fiancée, Aoi, a kimono-wearing, ultratraditional Japanese girl who has lived the last eighteen years wanting only to be with him. Unfortunately, if he wants to marry her, he must reconcile with his abusive, ultrawealthy family. Apart from the weepy abuse story line, Ai Yori Aoshi is a stereotypically sexist wife fantasy stripped down almost to the point of having only two characters and no plot whatsoever. Aoi, who wants only to cook and clean and be a bride and mother, is described as “the epitome of Yamato Nadesico, the model of a Japanese woman.” From volume 2 onward a few competing female characters are introduced, but the attempt at a harem manga is halfhearted at best; the characters quickly fall into subordinate roles of housekeepers and maids in Aoi and Kaoru’s platonic household. The manga reads easily, partly due to the fact that almost nothing happens except for breast shots and the periodic reaffirmation of the female characters’ (and by extension, the male reader’s) neediness. The soft, anime-style, heart-shaped faces resemble the art of Kosuke Fujishima (Oh My Goddess!).
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AKIRA



([image: ]) • Katsuhiro Otomo • Dark Horse (2000–2002) • Kodansha (Young Magazine, 1982–1990) • 6 volumes • Seinen, Science Fiction, Action • Unrated/16+ (language, graphic violence, nudity)

In the megalopolis of Neo-Tokyo, thirty-eight years after World War III, the government, military, and revolutionaries struggle for power behind the scenes. But two random factors soon trigger a disaster: a teenage biker gang and a secret psychic research program, whose ultimate success was sealed away forever under the name Akira. One of the most important manga of the 1980s, Akira influnced thousands of science fiction manga and anime with its dark urban future, its detailed renderings of cities and machinery (co-opted by lesser artists into the screentone cutout backgrounds of today), and its ever-escalating cycle of destruction. (The realistic, three-dimensional look of Otomo’s characters was also trendsetting.) Prior to Akira, Otomo’s most significant work was the untranslated collection of New York stories Sayonara Nippon, and perhaps owing to this experience in urban realism, Akira starts out with a realistically dense web of street crime, coups, and conflicting factions. When things finally get crazy, though, they get crazy, culminating in a possibly dragged-out conclusion of endless shocking battles and explosions. The visual similarity to the French artist Moebius, who also did a few stories about futuristic wild-goose chases, is strong, but Moebius never drew any stories of this length. Sadly, Otomo has never again produced another manga work of this scale—but he probably realized that he didn’t need to draw another Akira, since everyone else was going to try to draw it for him. Prior to the Dark Horse edition, the series was released in a colorized edition by Marvel’s Epic line from 1988 to 1995.
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AKKO-CHAN’S GOT A SECRET!



Himitsu no Akko-chan, “Secret Akko-chan” ([image: ]) • Fujio Akatsuka • Kodansha International (2001) • Shueisha (Ribon, 1962) • 2 volumes • Shôjo, Magical Girl, Comedy • Unrated/All Ages (mild crude humor)

Akko-chan’s Got a Secret! is most fondly remembered for its spin-off TV show, one of the first examples of “magical girl” anime. Akko-chan, whose mom draws picture books, is a fifth-grade girl who is first seen brushing her hair and looking into her mirror (“A mirror is a girl’s greatest treasure!”). In thanks for taking such good care of her mirror, the Queen of Mirrorland gives her a magic compact, which she can use to turn herself into anyone she wants. As the plot summary indicates, Akko-chan’s Got a Secret! is definitely a product of an earlier age, but the episodic stories (written by male gag manga artist Fujio Akatsuka) are spirited and slapstick; Akko mostly uses her mirror to play pranks. The primitive 1960s shôjo art features eyes like big crude buttons.
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ALICE 19TH



([image: ]19th) • Yuu Watase • Viz (2003–2004) • Shogakukan (Shôjo Comic, 2001–2003) • 7 volumes • Shôjo, Fantasy, Romance • 16+ (mild language, nudity, violence)

Timid Alice lived in the shadow of her older sister, Mayura, until one day a strange bunny-eared girl initiates her in the Lotis Words, a form of magic secretly practiced by “neo-masters” around the globe. But Alice and Mayura both love the same man, the reserved upperclassman Kyô, and their romantic rivalry triggers the ultimate battle with the forces of Mara, the dark side of magic. Similar in outline to Cardcaptor Sakura (the heroines even look alike), Alice 19th has one interesting idea: the concept of the “inner heart,” a sort of demon-haunted collective unconscious or virtual reality. However, the magical element is ultimately underdeveloped, even for a series for a younger audience; the Lotis words have neither a visual style nor an internal logic that the reader can follow. As usual, Watase does an adequate job of establishing the human relationships, and the art is functional, but compared to her other manga, the story is disappointingly clichéd.
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ALICE IN LOSTWORLD



Shuzilow Ha • Radio Comix (2000–2001) • Dôjinshi • 4 issues • Science Fiction, Action • Unrated/16+ (violence, nudity, mild sexual situations)

Lieutenant Alice and her all-female platoon live in a futuristic city, when not on missions fighting mysterious humanoid aliens. The story is heavy on exposition, which overexplains the simple plot, and the art is a crude imitation of Masamune Shirow, from the insect-like vehicles to the gun-wielding girls in skintight crotch-hugging suits.
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ALICHINO



([image: ]) • Kouyu Shurei • Tokyopop (2005) • Home-sha (Eyes, 1998–2001) • 3 volumes, suspended • Shôjo, Gothic, Fantasy • 13+ (mild language, violence, brief partial nudity)

“Their beauty is an illusion … a mere mask … hiding a most hideous and twisted face.” In a vague fantasy setting, human beings are the prey of Alichino, attractive evil beings who can grant wishes, take the form of animals, and eat human souls. Their only weakness is also the thing they most desire: Tsugiri, a handsome, depressive young man whose soul is so pure that he can kill an Alichino, or provide one with a most delicious meal. Incredibly detailed, realistic artwork makes Alichino worth reading just for the visual polish; Shurei’s art lacks outright monsters but abounds with gorgeous bishônen and Gothic Lolita women with sad, doll-like eyes. The plot is dominated by the angst-ridden relationships between Tsugiri and the Alichino, some of whom want to protect him, while others want to eat him. As of April 2007, the series is on hold in both the United States and Japan, with Shurei supposedly working on the fourth and final volume.
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ALIEN NINE



([image: ]9) • Hitoshi Tomizawa • CPM (2003) • Akita Shoten (Young Champion, 1998–1999) • 3 volumes • Seinen, Science Fiction, Horror • 16+ (graphic violence, partial nudity)

In the near future, grotesque aliens land on Earth every day. At one particular school, three inline-skating sixth-grade girls are chosen to become Alien Fighters, and forced to merge with symbiotic froglike aliens who squat on their heads like helmets and fight the silent invaders with dozens of drill-shaped tentacles. Not nearly as lighthearted as the cover art suggests, Alien Nine is a tale of posthuman transformation, similar to science fiction novels such as Lilith’s Brood or Childhood’s End on an elementary school scale. Exposition and dialogue are minimal. Full of slime and mutating bodies, the story comes across mainly as a creepy metaphor for puberty, padded out with wordless battle scenes where it’s often not clear what’s at stake. The characters are too cute for their own good; their identical, virtually noseless faces make them hard to tell apart.
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ALIEN NINE: EMULATORS



([image: ]) • Hitoshi Tomizawa • CPM (2003) • Akita Shoten (Champion Red/Young Champion/Young Champion AIR, 2003) • 1 volume • Seinen, Science Fiction, Horror • 16+ (partial nudity, graphic violence)

Unnecessary sequel to Alien Nine, following the original characters to junior high and introducing a new female character. Strange biological transformations take place, and increasingly strange aliens appear, but as in the original, it’s often hard to tell what’s going on beyond the surface of weird imagery and action violence.
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ALIVE



Alive Saishû Shinkateki Shônen, “Alive: Final Evolutionary Boy” ([image: ]) • Tadashi Kawashima (original story), Toka Adachi (art) • Del Rey (2007–ongoing) • Kodansha (Weekly Shônen Magazine, 2003–ongoing) • 9+ volumes (ongoing) • Shônen, Postapocalyptic Science Fiction • 16+

A mysterious virus causes a global outbreak of spontaneous suicides and ushers in a nightmarish week of mass death. In the wake of the epidemic, a handful of teenagers find themselves developing superhuman abilities, and try to understand why they were spared. (MS)

NR

THE ALL-NEW TENCHI MUYÔ!



Shin • Tenchi Muyô! Ryo-Oh-Ki, “New • No Need for Tenchi!/Ryo-Oh-Ki” ([image: ]) • Hitoshi Okuda • Viz (2002–2007) • Kadokawa Shoten (Dragon Junior/Dragon Age, 2001–2006) • 10 volumes • Shônen, Science Fiction, Romantic Comedy • 13+ (violence, nudity, sexual situations)

The No Need for Tenchi! manga series ended in 2000, only to be replaced almost immediately by this sequel, written and drawn by the same artist. The only noticeable difference is that the stories tend to be shorter and more comedy-oriented, with fewer of the space-opera adventures that dominated the previous series. The focus on romantic comedy drives home the impact of Tenchi Muyô! as fanboy wish fulfillment in its purest form: the hero has cosmic superpowers but is otherwise a perfect blank onto which the reader can project himself, the women represent the basic spectrum of manga dream-girl types (the sexy tough gal, the prim aristocrat, the innocent prepubescent), and they’re all uniformly obsessed with making Tenchi happy and being his perfect mate. Okuda ends with a long, dramatic story line built on the events in the original Tenchi Muyô OAV, and leaves the franchise more than open to another sequel. The English edition censors nudity. (CT)
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ALL PURPOSE CULTURAL CAT GIRL NUKU NUKU



Bannô Bunka Neko Musume, “All Purpose Cultural Cat Girl” ([image: ]) • Yuzo Takada, Yuji Moriyama • ADV (2004) • Futabasha (Weekly Manga Action, 1990, 1998) • 1 volume • Science Fiction, Comedy • 13+ (mild violence, mild suggestive situations)

Short comedy manga primarily known as the basis—or, perhaps more accurately, the pitch—for the more manic anime of the same name. When a mad scientist and his young son Ryunosuke find a dying cat, they transfer its brain into a teenage female android chassis, creating Ryunosuke’s ditzy, mouse-chasing big sister Atsuko “Nuku Nuku” Natsume. The 1990 manga is vapid and plotless, scarcely comprehensible to someone who hasn’t seen the anime, despite being made beforehand. The graphic novel actually consists of only 40 pages of black-and-white manga; the other 56 pages consist of a set of postcards and “Cat Girl Nuku Nuku Phase 3½—Nuku Nuku Goes to Space,” an original 1998 color film comic by OAV animator/character designer Yuji Moriyama. The film comic is more polished and slightly more interesting than Takada’s original story.
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THE AMAZING ADVENTURES OF PROFESSOR JONES



Atelier Lana (Kazuaki Ishida) • Antarctic Press (1996) • 2 issues • Comedy, Adventure • 18+ (cartoon violence, nudity)

An innocuous, old-school cross of 1980s gag manga and adventure stories in the style of Uncle Scrooge. Professor Jones, an absentminded archaeologist, travels the globe with his assistant Junichi, their stereotypical Chinese guide Chan, and a cute, bat-winged demoness discovered in one of his digs. They encounter pop culture references, random historical information, and nefarious traps; although the series is rated “For Mature Audiences,” there’s nothing more offensive than a little cartoon nudity.
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ANDROMEDA STORIES



([image: ]) • Ryu Mitsuse (story), Keiko Takemiya (art) • Vertical (2007) • Asahi Sonorama (Manga Shônen, 1980–1981) • 2 volumes • Shôjo, Science Fiction, Drama • Not Rated Yet

Courtly science fiction saga, involving princes and princesses on a planet two million light-years away from Earth. Written by classic Japanese science fiction author Ryu Mitsuse and drawn by classic shôjo artist Takemiya.

NR

ANGEL: See Erica Sakurazawa: Angel

ANGEL/DUST



([image: ]) • Aoi Nanase • ADV (2005) • Kadokawa Shoten (Newtype, 2001) • 1 volume • Science Fiction, Fantasy • 13+ (mild violence, mildly suggestive outfits)

A shy, glasses-wearing schoolgirl finds herself psychically linked to a “bioroid emulate,” a winged angel girl in a skintight outfit who suddenly falls out of the sky. Like a superhero with a secret identity, she fuses with the extraterrestrial creature, at which point the plot gives her nothing to do but fight with one of her classmates, another socially awkward girl who is also linked to an emulate. The screentone-laden art is polished but generic, and the story is pointless, with musings about self-esteem apparently aimed at younger readers.
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ANGEL/DUST NEO



Angel/Dust Neo ([image: ]) • Aoi Nanase • ADV Manga (2006–2007) • Kadokawa Shoten (2003) • 1 volume • Science Fiction, Fantasy, Romantic Comedy • 13+

Love comedy sequel/retelling of Angel/Dust. This time, the protagonist is a boy, Akido, who finds himself suddenly forced to choose between human girls and female “emulates” who want to “make a contract” with him.

NR

ANGELIC LAYER



CLAMP • Tokyopop (2002–2003) • Kadokawa Shoten (Monthly Shônen Ace, 1999–2001) • 5 volumes • Shônen, Science Fiction, Action • All Ages (mild violence)

“Angelic Layer” is a tournament in which mind-controlled robot gladiators battle in futuristic arenas—sounds like pretty typical shônen manga fare so far, right? But this is CLAMP we’re talking about—their first shônen series and they’re already breaking all the rules. For one thing, the main character, Misaki Suzuhara, is a girl. And not a sexy girl or a grim, determined bad-ass girl, but a nice, sweet cares-about-her-neighbors kind of girl. Perhaps even more shocking, the heroine isn’t determined to be the champ or to prove herself to anyone. Nope, she just wants to do her best and have a good time. It’s a sports manga about sportsmanship—a rare beast indeed! While this tournament may not run on testosterone, that doesn’t mean it’s not full of heated competition. The battles are intense and well choreographed, made vivid with art that departs from lead artist Mokona’s previous styles, using coarser inking and fewer tones than usual. Fans of CLAMP’s baroque attention to detail might be disappointed by this, their most cartoony work, but the style fits the material perfectly. (It is also, in many ways, the precursor for their current shônen hit Tsubasa.) The fights and training scenes are punctuated by frequent comic interludes with mad scientist Icchan, Misaki, and her friends, who sometimes transform into super-deformed “squid people.” Angelic Layer won’t win any awards for originality, but it’s got heart to spare and is a brisk, entertaining read for boys and girls of all ages. (MT)
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ANGEL NEST: See Erica Sakurazawa: Angel Nest

ANGEL SANCTUARY



Tenshi Kinryôku, “Angel Sanctuary” ([image: ]) • Kaori Yuki • Viz (2004–2007) • Hakusensha (Hana to Yume, 1994–2001) • 20 volumes • Shôjo, Science Fiction, Fantasy, Gothic, Adventure • 16+ (language, graphic violence, sexual situations)

The archetypal 1990s goth manga. Teenage Setsuna Mudo discovers that he is the reincarnation of the female angel Alexiel, who rebelled against the absent God and his hypocritical, fascist angels. But Setsuna’s main concern is not the evil angels or the forthcoming apocalypse; it’s his tormented, incestuous love for his sister, with whom he struggles to reunite on a quest through Gehenna, Hades, hell, and heaven. A sprawling epic, Angel Sanctuary begins in high school but soon leaves reality behind for totally fantastic science fiction settings. Characters constantly reveal dark secrets, die, and reappear in new forms, sometimes behaving in an out-of-character manner for momentary shock value, and delivering overwrought inner monologues (“I’ve even thought that if I could kill you and embrace your body as I died, I’d be a happy man”). This manga has everything: drugs, Bible quotes, miniskirted demons, cybernetic horrors, gun battles in heaven. The screentone-heavy art is elaborate and stylish, but the story is often frustrating to follow because of confusing page layouts, the bewilderingly huge cast of androgynous characters, and the sheer barrage of events and names. However, the plot improves after the first few volumes, and Angel Sanctuary ultimately succeeds as a complicated, inconsistent, but interesting story.
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ANGEL’S WING



Tetsuya Aoki • Plex Co., Ltd. (2002–2004) • 7 issues • Shônen, Magical Girl, Action, Comedy • Unrated/13+ (mild violence, mild sexual situations)

An inane story drawn for the American comics market, Angel’s Wing involves a little angel girl in a nightie who tries to do good deeds, in the process clashing with a little demon girl, which culminates in an overblown final-issue fight sequence. The weak art is barely propped up by computer coloring courtesy of American Sotocolor Graphics.

½

+ANIMA



Natsumi Mikai • Tokyopop (2006–ongoing) • MediaWorks (Dengeki Gao!, 2001–2005) • 10 volumes • Shônen, Fantasy, Adventure • 13+ (mild violence, abusive parents)

+Anima are a type of people who can transform into half-animal forms and who are discriminated against by human beings. Cooro, a boy who can grow black crowlike wings, rescues a mermaid from the circus, and together they gather a small group of fellows: a bear-pawed man, a bat-winged girl, and so forth. In search of more of their kind, the heroes go on adventures over hill and dale, forest and grasslands. Intended for younger readers, the stories are simple but enjoyable; the anime-style art is generic but restrained. The pleasantly drawn setting has echoes of the Wild West—Cooro’s design has a faint Native American look—and many of the plots involve prejudice and tolerance.
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ANNE FREAKS



([image: ]Anne Freaks) • Yua Kotegawa • ADV (2006–2007) • Kadokawa Shoten (Monthly Shônen Ace, 2000–2002) • 4 volumes • Shônen, Crime, Suspense • 16+ (language, graphic violence, sexual situations)

While he’s disposing of the body of his mother, teenage Yuri is discovered by a mysterious girl, who keeps his secret and murders the innocent witnesses. The completely amoral Anna recruits Yuri and another troubled boy, using them in her personal vendetta against the Kakusei Group, a cultlike terrorist organization. Meanwhile, a female police sergeant pursues the three young killers. As much a dark dream as a cynical psychodrama, Anne Freaks starts with its young, attractive protagonists engaged in the most unsympathetic behavior imaginable and then spends the rest of the manga trying to justify and analyze it (“Can murderers like us really save people?” broods Yuri. “No. We’re just trying to make ourselves feel better”). The plot is slow to develop, and more unfortunately, the cold, generic art can’t deliver the action scenes and facial expressions that the story demands.
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ANTIQUE BAKERY



Seiyô Kotto Yôgashiten, “Western [Occidental] Antique Bakery” ([image: ]) • Fumi Yoshinaga • DMP (2005–2006) • Shinshokan (Wings, 2000–2002) • 4 volumes • Shôjo, Jôsei, Romantic Comedy, Drama • 16+ (language, adult themes, sex)

A smart, mature comedy, a brilliant gem of a manga. In a residential area of Japan, in a former antique store, lies a small café/bakery run and staffed (initially) by three men: thirty-two-year-old manager Tachibana, twenty-one-year-old former tough kid Eiji, and thirty-two-year-old master pastry chef Ono, who seems shy in the kitchen but whose employment history of seducing every man he’s worked with marks him as a “gay of demonic charm.” However, gay relationships are only one of many parts of Antique Bakery, a rare manga genuinely written for adults (specifically women) with a cast of adults of all sexual orientations. The plot follows the main characters and their customers, avoiding clichéd sitcom plots while managing to be both character-driven and totally hilarious (as well as educating the reader about the finer points of delicious French pastries). A darker, more serious story runs underneath the main plot, coming to the surface in volume 4. The pacing is excellent, the art is simple but lovely, and the dialogue is equal to great prose fiction.
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ANYWHERE BUT HERE



Tôku he Ikitai, “Anywhere but Here (I Want to Go Far Away)” ([image: ]) • Miki Tori • Fantagraphics (2005) • Tokyo News Tsushinsha (TV Bros, 1988–2005) • 1 volume, suspended (5 volumes in Japan) • Comedy • Unrated/13+ (crude humor)

Bizarre, wordless nine–panel gag manga, printed in two colors. Comparisons to The Far Side are not entirely off, particularly when Miki ventures into creepy science fiction territory (a man checks into a hotel room with a human body stuck under the wallpaper; a woman’s Afro grows and grows until it turns into a planet with its own gravitational field), but his humor is even stranger and subtler. In the best strips, the punch line is completely out of left field (four people gather at a table, silently whip out props, and start performing separate weird activities; then, in the last panel, we see that they’re in a restaurant and their food’s arrived, so they all stop what they’re doing and eat). The English edition consists of selected strips from the Japanese graphic novels.

[image: ][image: ][image: ]½

APOCALYPSE MEOW



Cat Shit One • Motofumi Kobayashi • ADV (2004) • Softbank/World Photo Press (Combat Magazine, 1991–2002) • 3 volumes • Military, Action • 16+ (language, graphic violence, sexual situations)

Stories of a three-soldier unit in the Vietnam War, Apocalypse Meow is a close-up look at combat on the ground, told with anthropomorphic bunnies and other animals. Intended perhaps to make the story cuter and thus more digestible to casual readers (a side story with human characters, at the end of volume 1, is fairly dry), the effect is similar to Art Spiegelman’s Maus: Americans are bunnies, Vietnamese are cats, Japanese are monkeys, etc. Beyond that, the story is painstakingly realistic, although the author can’t resist having a Vietnamese street vendor yell, “G.I.! You want fresh carrots?” There are no speedlines, no exaggerated blood and gore, and no unearned melodrama here; Perky, Rats, and Botaski—team name “Cat Shit One”—face death countless times in countless tactical engagements, doing their duty with conscience, courage (most of the time), and occasional military humor. Kobayashi jumps right into battle, with maps and pages of teeny-tiny text helping explain the details (although he assumes a basic high school knowledge of the war); the treatment of the war is remarkably even-handed. The art style comes from an illustrative tradition, with accurate drawings of vehicles, weapons, uniforms, and backgrounds. It’s a slow read and far more Western-influenced than most manga, but vivid and fascinating, and the work of a skilled artist. The series was drawn left to right with an eye toward eventual translation.
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APOCALYPSE ZERO



Kakugo no Susume, “Kakugo’s Advice” ([image: ]) • Takayuki Yamaguchi • Media Blasters (2005–2006) • Akita Shoten (Weekly Shônen Champion, 1994–1996) • 6 volumes, suspended (11 volumes in Japan) • Shônen, Postapocalyptic, Action • 18+ (language, extreme graphic violence, nudity, sexual situations)

After disastrous earthquakes, human civilization is seemingly reduced to a single high school in Tokyo, where the students still attend classes despite being plagued by giant cockroaches and bug-eyed mutant cannibal perverts in bondage gear. Only one person can save humanity: Kakugo, a soldierly teenage martial artist with (1) iron balls painfully embedded in his body and (2) “Zero,” a living armor shell inhabited by the souls of hundreds of dead test subjects from the World War II bioweapons experiment that created it. While it vaguely follows the Fist of the North Star formula, Apocalypse Zero is in fact closer to a Go Nagai balls-to-the-wall gross-out. (One monster attacks with its grossly enlarged genitals, and in another scene, Kakugo performs hara-kiri with his thumb.) Enjoyably disgusting, sick, immature, sappy, and just about every other bad/good thing you can imagine, this self-aware shônen manga pulp benefits from polished artwork (with old-school cartoony character designs) and well-done action scenes.
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Takayuki Yamaguchi’s Apocalypse Zero (Illustration Credit 1.3)



APOLLO’S SONG



Apollo no Uta, “Apollo’s Song” ([image: ]) • Osamu Tezuka • Vertical (2007) • Shônen Gahosha (Weekly Shônen King, 1970) • 1 volume • Shônen, Drama, Romance • 16+

Over-the-top drama involving Shogo, a young man whose hatred of sex expands to a hatred of life in general. After acting out on his feelings by killing animals, he is sent to a mental hospital and suffers electroshock and other treatments, during which he has a vision of a goddess who tells him he is being punished for spurning love. The plot follows him through visions of different lives in which he repeatedly meets and loses his true love.

NR

APOTHECARIUS ARGENTUM



Yakushi Argent, “Argent the Physician” ([image: ]) • Tomomi Yamashita • CMX (2007–ongoing) • Akita Shoten (Princess Gold, 2004–ongoing) • 4+ volumes (ongoing) • Shôjo, Fantasy • 13+

As a child, the young slave Argentum worked for the royal family as a food taster for Princess Primula until the princess released him from service, no longer willing to see him risk his life. While the princess grew up to be a brave and independent young woman, able to hold her own with a sword, Argentum became a master pharmacist. On a fateful day, Argentum and Primula meet again, and the former food taster returns to the castle as the royal apothecary, using his knowledge of drugs—both beneficial and deadly—to protect the princess from her enemies.

NR

APPLESEED



([image: ]) • Masamune Shirow • Dark Horse (1993–1995) • Seishinsha (1985–1989) • 4 volumes • Seinen, Science Fiction, Action • Unrated/16+ (mild language, violence, nudity)

Unfinished sci-fi tale of a war-ravaged near future. A utopian city called Olympus, populated mostly by “bioroids,” or artificial humans, is conceived of as the last, best hope for the human race. Computers and A.I.’s form the government, but society still needs humans such as the tomboyish riot-police grrrl Deunan and her hulking cyborg partner Briareos to fight global terrorism and plots against Olympus. Appleseed starts out as a fascinating sci-fi exegesis on planned societies but gradually degenerates into combat porn; volume 4 is little more than a you-are-there gunplay reality show punctuated by obsessive footnotes. Shirow’s screentone-heavy artwork improves even as his storytelling deteriorates—the action sequences are impressively energetic, and the artist’s trademark interest in the female form encased in battle armor is well on display by the end—but the squandered potential of the premise is depressing. A note included in the back of the Appleseed Databook (an art-book and fan data base that includes a brief manga story) promises a return to sci-fi for the yet-to-materialize volume 5. Prior to the Dark Horse release, a portion of the series was published by Eclipse Comics from 1988 to 1992. (JD)
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AQUA



Kozue Amano • Tokyopop (2007) • Enix (Stencil, 2001–2002) • 2 volumes • Science Fiction • 13+

A mellow science fiction tale that adopted the new title Aria when it switched from Enix’s Stencil magazine to Mag Garden’s Comic Blade, making this effectively a prequel (although both manga are self-contained). The Aqua portion of the story depicts heroine Akari’s arrival on the planet Mars, which has now been terraformed into a watery world where gondoliers paddle their craft through the canals of Neo-Venezia. (MS)

NR

AQUA KNIGHT



Suichû Kishi, “Underwater Knight” ([image: ]) • Yukito Kishiro • Viz (2000–2002) • Shueisha (Ultra Jump, 1998–2000) • 3 volumes • Fantasy, Adventure • Unrated/13+ (crude humor, mild violence, nudity)

This whimsical, tongue-in-cheek fantasy yarn represents a major departure in both style and narrative tone for the creator of the cyberpunk epic Battle Angel Alita. Instead of grungy cyborgs and splattered brains, Kishiro serves up a candy-colored story-book world of killer-whale-riding armored knights, daffy demons, and megalomaniacal mad scientists. There’s a nominal main plot involving a filthy urchin devoid of either brains or pants, the buxom young aqua knight who recklessly promises to take him on as a squire, and the deranged inventor who abducts the lad instead, but for the most part the artist seems to be making up the story as he goes along, and having a grand old time doing so. It’s aesthetically gorgeous, endlessly inventive, and completely loony, and the abrupt ending is disappointing less for its barrage of deus ex machinas than for the fact it brings the party to such an early close. (MS)
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AQUARIAN AGE: JUVENILE ORION



Aquarian Age: Orion no Shônen, “Aquarian Age: Boy(s) of Orion” ([image: ]) • Sakurako Gakurakuin • Broccoli Books (2003–2004) • Square Enix (Stencil, 2001–2003) • 5 volumes • Occult, Action, Drama • All Ages

Spin-off of the Aquarian Age collectible card game. Mana is a “mind breaker,” a teenage girl with the incredible power to control minds. She is drawn into an ancient battle between five rival groups with such names as Wis-Dom and Darklore, each represented by a student or teacher who ends up serving Mana in her battle against Kaoru, another mind breaker. Characterization is weak and the plot is uncompelling; characters appear for no reason and disappear when it is no longer convenient to have them around. In addition, the art is weak, with stiff and unpleasant anatomy. (MJS)
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AQUARIUM



([image: ]) • Tomoko Taniguchi • CPM (2000–2003) • Jitsugyo no Nihonsha (1990) • 1 volume • Romance, Comedy, Anthology • 13+ (adult themes, violence)

An anthology of shôjo short stories, applying Taniguchi’s cute but limited art style to different subject matter and moods with varying degrees of success. As in all Taniguchi’s work, some of the most endearing aspects are her notes to the English-speaking readers. The uncharacteristically dark “Aquarium” focuses on a depressed girl. “The Flying Stewardess,” an occupational comedy, is mostly a collection of observations about Japanese airline stewardesses, while “The Heart is Your Kingdom,” a short romance with a religious theme, is more an idea than a story.
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AREA 88



([image: ]88) • Kaoru Shintani • Viz (1987–1991) • Shogakukan (Shônen Big Comic, 1979–1986) • 1 volume, suspended (23 volumes in Japan) • Military Drama • Unrated/13+ (language, violence)

“What about you, Shin? What are you fighting for?!” “The skies that betrayed me …” A gracefully drawn tale of romantic machismo, Area 88 is the story of mercenary fighter pilots serving for money in a fictional North African country. (But with the desert setting, bombing raids, and nuclear weapons, modern-day readers may be reminded of the Middle East.) Tricked into enlisting for a three-year term in Area 88, Japanese pilot Shin Kazama risks his life every day, while yearning for the country and fiancée he left behind. Kaoru Shintani was an assistant to Leiji Matsumoto, and the melancholy war theme and aerial combat scenes—planes swooping over black impressionistic backgrounds—show Matsumoto’s influence. More Area 88 was printed by Viz in monthly comics format (and in Animerica magazine) but never collected.
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ARIA



Kozue Amano • ADV (2004) • Mag Garden (Comic Blade, 2002–ongoing) • 3 volumes, suspended (10+ volumes in Japan, ongoing) • Science Fiction • All Ages

Stand-alone sequel to Prima. On the terraformed planet Aqua (once known as Mars), in the beautiful city of Neo-Venezia, lives Aria, a young, pretty gondolier. Although her all-female coworkers occasionally engage in rivalries with competing gondola companies, Aria herself is content with the “simple pleasures”: looking at rainbows, warming herself in front of the fireplace, walking down an unexplored alley and stumbling across an unexpected view. Aria is a mood piece of lovely landscapes and day-to-day magic, comparable to Spirit of Wonder or a defanged Hayao Miyazaki. As if the readers themselves were tourists, there’s not much to do but look at the scenery: the fragments of real-life Venice (complete with historical explanations), the sunsets on the water, the hot springs set in a crumbling ruin. Yet deep down, despite all this stargazing, Aria still occasionally thinks like a manga character: “When I go back to work tomorrow, I’m gonna give it my all.” In addition to the suspended ADV edition, the series is also scheduled for publication by Tokyopop in 2008.

[image: ][image: ][image: ]

ARM OF KANNON



Birth ([image: ]BIRTH) • Masakazu Yamaguchi • Tokyo-pop (2004–ongoing) • Gentosha (Comic Birz, 2001–2003) • 9 volumes • Science Fiction, Action, Horror • 18+ (language, graphic violence, explicit nudity, sex)

Mao, a girlish teenager with an unhealthily close relationship to his sister, becomes the unwilling human host of the so-called Arm of the Buddhist Goddess Kannon, an H. R. Giger–esque artifact that fuses with his body and gives him unbelievable, horrible, omnipotent powers. One of the most graphically violent sci-fi horror manga, Arm of Kannon achieves almost Toshio Maeda–esque levels of gore and perversity, with rape and dismemberment on almost every page, often happening to the same person. The plot is little more than an excuse to draw a bunch of monsters and weird bad-ass characters: cyborgs, shady military types, monks, and the polymorphous, godlike Arm, which causes writhing snakes and lions and tentacles to pour out of Mao’s possessed body. As if the story wasn’t confusing enough, volumes 5–7 suddenly switch to what is apparently a parallel-universe story line in which the Arm is the “Angel Fist” and the Holy Grail is involved; then volumes 8–9 go back in time to medieval Japan, where samurai fight over the Arm’s powers. As a story, it’s completely frustrating and arbitrary, although it’s intermittently entertaining for the detailed, Grand Guignol artwork: eye-shadow-wearing bishônen, hideous wrinkled creeps, and slimy blobs covered with hundreds of mouths and eyeballs.
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ARMS: See Project Arms

THE AROMATIC BITTERS: See Erica Sakurazawa: The Aromatic Bitters.

ASHEN VICTOR



Haisha, “The Ashen One” ([image: ]) • Yukito Kishiro • Viz (1997–1999) • Shueisha (Ultra Jump, 1995–1997) • 1 volume • Science Fiction, Sports, Drama • Unrated/13+ (graphic violence)

A self-contained spin-off that revisits the world of Battle Angel Alita for a thoroughly downbeat take on the brutal death game of motorball. Ashen Victor is a departure from the earlier story in both style and content, rendered in an experimental high-contrast art style reminiscent of Frank Miller’s Sin City and headlined by a glum loser rather than a spunky warrior gal. After a string of racetrack wipeouts, cyberschmuck Snev has become infamous as the “Crash King” and begins attracting an audience of fans eager to vicariously experience the cathartic thrill of self-destruction. It’s a bleak, angry tale, but tremendously well done, and quite possibly Kishiro’s best work to date. (MS)
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ASTRA



([image: ]) • Jerry Robinson (original concept and story), Sidra Cohn (story), Kenichi Oishi (script), Shojin Tanaka (art) • CPM (2001–2002) • Media Factory (1999) • 1 volume • Science Fiction, Action, Romance • Unrated/13+ (mild language, violence, sexual situations)

Absurd international co-production based on a never-produced sci-fi musical by Jerry Robinson (one of the early Batman artists) and singer-songwriter Sidra Cohn. Astra, a Barbie-doll-like princess from the all-female planet Eros, goes into space in search of sperm (yes, literally) to allow her unisex planet to produce children. Landing on near-future Earth, she falls in love with Yosuke, a square-jawed trucker, who rescues her from exploitation by the evil Ministry of Science. Brain-dead, retro plot with decent art; the vaguely American “good girl”–style art is not bad, and the sci-fi backgrounds show the influence of the French artist Moebius.
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ASTRIDER HUGO



([image: ]) • Hisao Tamaki • Radio Comix (2000–2001) • Shogakukan (Hyper CoroCoro, 1999) • 2 issues • Science Fiction, Action • Unrated/All Ages (mild language, mild violence)

In the year 2175, “Astral Strider” Hugo is a lone-wolf space pirate, pursued by inspector Regina Bennett (a cute girl), Kinela (a cat-girl warrior), and others. Looking cool in his skintight “phi-tec suit” and helmet, able to beat up robots with his maser-powered knuckles, he fights an evil conspiracy and saves the misguided good guys who want to arrest him. The enthusiastic, accomplished sci-fi art is reminiscent of Kenichi Sonoda, but more dense and detailed, as Tamaki tries to squeeze a lot of story (and cool poses) into a small number of pages. “Damn you, pirate Hugo! I’ll get you next time!” But there isn’t a next time; the story was never completed.
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ASTRO BOY



Tetsuwan Atom, “Iron Arm Atom” ([image: ]) • Osamu Tezuka • Dark Horse (2002–2004) • Kôbunsha (Shônen, 1952–1968) • 23 volumes • Shônen, Mecha, Science Fiction • Unrated/All Ages (mild violence)

The Astro Boy manga represents the early Tezuka at his best, crafting polished, fast-paced adventure stories crackling with energy and wit. Astro (“Atom” in the original Japanese) is a boy robot created by the embittered Dr. Tenma, then adopted by kindly Professor Ochanomizu of the Ministry of Science. With the professor’s help, Astro learns to use his superhuman powers to protect humanity. Although the Astro Boy stories are simple, action-oriented, and aimed at children, they also touch upon some of Tezuka’s favorite big issues, including the struggle for equality (here demonstrated by robots that are treated like second-class citizens) and the thin line dividing the human and nonhuman. Modeled after a Japanese reprint edition, the Dark Horse edition of Astro Boy prints the stories out of chronological order, in a “greatest hits” fashion, often with introductory manga sections by Tezuka. The entire series is excellent, but if you read only one volume, consider volume 3, featuring the long and famous story “The Greatest Robot on Earth.” Published when the Astro Boy manga and anime were at the height of their popularity, this story is fondly remembered by generations of readers and was the inspiration for Naoki Urasawa’s untranslated Tezuka-noir manga Pluto. (SG)
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AWABI



Awabi ([image: ]) • Kan Takahama • Fanfare/Ponent Mon (2007) • Junkudo (2004) • Underground, Drama, Comedy • 1 volume • Unrated/13+

Short story collection by underground artist Kan Takahama (Monokuro Kinderbook), known for her intelligent dialogue and portrayals of characters of different age groups. In the main story, a young woman is rescued from a pond by an old man, and ends up spending time in an old-folks’ home with him, the other residents, and the staff.

NR

AZUMANGA DAIOH



Azumanga Daioh, “Azumanga Great King” ([image: ]) • Kiyohiko Azuma • ADV (2003–2004) • Media-Works (Dengeki Daioh, 1999–2002) • 4 volumes • Four-Panel Comedy • 13+ (language)

Charming comedy about a group of high school girls and their teachers (a ten-year-old child prodigy, a daydreamer, an obnoxious loudmouth, a teacher who’s more immature than her students, etc.). The manga is mostly four-panel strips (with just a few traditional manga sequences), and Azuma proves to be a quiet master of the four-panel form, with extremely good timing and use of “story four-panel” running jokes. But the strip’s greatest strength is its character-driven writing, and when the characters graduate at the end of the manga, the reader may wish it was longer. Azumanga Daioh is definitely a product of the moe “cult of cuteness,” and newbies to manga may not enjoy the gags about the vaguely pedophilic teacher (all the characters hate him, too), but on the whole the strip never strays into exploitation. The title is a pun on the artist’s name and the magazine where it was serialized.
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BABY & ME



Aka-chan to Boku, “Baby and Me” ([image: ]) • Marimo Ragawa • Viz (2005–ongoing) • Hakusensha (Hana to Yume, 1991–1997) • 18 volumes • Shôjo, Comedy • 13+ (brief crude humor, mild violence)

When their mother dies, ten-year-old Takuya is forced to take care of his toddler brother Minoru. Adorable, big-eyed Minoru is past the age of diapers (there’s almost no potty humor), but he bumps into things, cries, gets possessive and then ashamed of himself, and says what’s on his mind in baby talk (his most common words are “I’m sawwee” and “Bwaza!”). At first resentful of being a surrogate mother, Takaya soon comes to love his brother even more than before, and with the help of their thirty-three-year-old working dad, their family thrives. Like an American newspaper comic strip, Baby & Me doesn’t have any great surprises or much of a plot, but it’s a sweet episodic comedy with a large cast of characters. (It eventually gets so there’s not much time for the baby.) The writing, not the art, is the strong point, but the babies look cute and the grown-up characters have variety. The series is suitable for all ages apart from some minor issues: a dark story in volume 2, some crooks with guns, some accidents, and a discreet flashback showing Minoru’s parents lying in bed together.
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BABY BIRTH



([image: ]) • Sukehiro Tomita (story), Haruhiko Mikimoto (art) • Tokyopop (2003) • Kodansha (Magazine Z, 2001) • 2 volumes • Shônen, Fantasy • 13+ (mild language, violence, nudity, brief sexual situations)

Most likely a failed anime pitch, Baby Birth is an unintentionally ridiculous mash-up of stereotypical plot elements. Hizuru, a teenage singer/figure skater, meets Takuya, an arrogant young pianist whose piano playing awakens her hidden power to fight demons by singing (and improves her self-esteem, etc.). As lizard monsters, big-nosed warlocks, and sleazy tentacled beings invade the earth, Takuya and Hizuru team up to musically fight them, vanquishing the enemies in a brilliant screentone lightshow, while a little winged angel gives them advice. As the artist, Mikimoto turns in his usual professional performance: attractive and individualistic in the anime style he helped pioneer, but hectic and hard to follow, the work of an illustrator rather than a manga artist.
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THE BACHELOR PRINCE: See Harlequin Pink: The Bachelor Prince

BACKSTAGE PRINCE



Gakuyaura Ôji, “Backstage Prince” ([image: ]) • Kanoko Sakurakoji • Viz (2007) • Shogakukan (Betsucomi, 2004–2006) • 2 volumes • Shôjo, Performance, Romance • 13+ (mild sexual situations)

Akari is a regular, plain high school girl who gets lost one day and tumbles into the backstage of a kabuki theater. There, she meets kabuki heartthrob Ryusei Horiuchi, a misanthropic actor who can only connect with his cat, Mr. Ken—and now her. Akari becomes Ryusei’s assistant and girlfriend, but everyone else seems to be out to stop their love. Each of the chapters in this short series could stand alone, and there isn’t much variation on the Romeo and Juliet love obstacle plotline. But it’s refreshing to see Akari playing an equal role in the romance, initiating the make-out scenes as often (if not more) than Ryusei. The story doesn’t break any new ground, but it’s a good choice for a quick, light read. The art is typical shôjo, with lots of kimono shots. (HS)
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BAKI THE GRAPPLER



Grappler Baki ([image: ]) • Keisuke Itagaki • Gutsoon! Entertainment (2002–2004) • Akita Shoten (Weekly Shônen Champion, 1991–1999) • 46 issues (42 volumes in Japan) • Shônen, Martial Arts, Action • Unrated/16+ (mild language, graphic violence)

Gruesome, stripped-down shônen fighting manga that, in Japan, was adapted into numerous spin-offs. The series is mostly nonstop fights, starring Baki (his name is the same as the sound effect for something breaking), a fearless and ever-smiling teenage martial artist, who fights in underground tournaments against opponents such as “cord-cutting Shinogi,” who rips his opponents’ nerves out of their bodies with his bare hands, leaving them paralyzed. The human figures—the focus of the manga—are drawn in contorted cartoony poses with thick lines delineating the major muscles, a more fluid (but not necessarily more attractive) art style than the stiff processed realism of Fist of the North Star or, worse, Tough. Blood splatters, veins pop, and the series chews on the edge of perversity like a dog gnawing a bone; Baki has a little boy’s face on a ripped, scarred body, and his opponents are sadistic types with rouged-looking lips, who prior to fighting him think such thoughts as “I feel like a young boy about to lose his virginity to a beautiful woman.” Although it was serialized in every issue of Raijin magazine, it was never released as graphic novels.
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BAKUNE YOUNG



([image: ]) • Toyokazu Matsunaga • Viz (1997–2002) • Shogakukan (Young Sunday, 1993–2000) • 3 volumes • Seinen, Action, Parody • 18+ (language, graphic violence, nudity)

An indulgent comedy of machismo and militarism, Bakune Young mixes cops, crooks, wanna-be ninjas, and cleft-chinned American soldiers into the kind of movie Takashi Miike might make with a cast of thousands. (The American translation also recalls rap music and blaxploitation films, with lines such as “Commence to squabble!” and “I gots to take care of some mo’ bidness.”) The plot wanders furiously but is initiated by Bakune Young, a mole-faced, brutal thug on a mission to rule the world, based on a plan he made in junior high. In volume 1, he challenges the yakuza on national TV, kidnaps their boss (the “Don of Nippon”), and takes his hostage to Osaka Castle, where Bakune dons antique samurai armor and obliviously awaits the arrival of thousands of angry yakuza, cops, and special forces. By volume 3, almost none of the original cast remains, a supernatural element has been introduced, and the story becomes ever more dreamlike. Matsunaga’s caricatural artwork presents his quirky subjects, and their gruesome deaths, with gorgeous detail and a thousand experimental techniques.
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BAMBI AND HER PINK GUN



Bambi • Atsushi Kaneko • DMP (2005–2006) • Enterbrain (Comic Beam, 1998–2002) • 2 volumes, suspended (7 volumes in Japan) • Underground, Crime, Adventure • 18+ (language, graphic violence, nudity)

Bambi, an amoral kidnapper, shoots and drives her way through armies of bounty hunters, who want to kill her and return her human cargo—a little boy—to their master, a monstrous Elvis-like singer, Gabba King. With an art style that’s about 10 percent manga and 90 percent American underground/indie comics (with visual references to Tales from the Crypt and Robert Crumb), Bambi and Her Pink Gun is a unique artistic accomplishment, looking literally like no other manga ever translated. The plot is also very American, consisting mostly of cynical, hip violence, with minimal exposition. Bambi is a violent, pissed-off health nut who introduces herself as “Me Bambi”; her enemies are a rogue’s gallery of wart-covered perverts, cross-eyed cowboys, and masked wrestlers. Fascinating to look at, it coasts by on style points alone.
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BANANA FISH



Banana Fish • Akimi Yoshida • Viz (1997–2007) • Shogakukan (Betsucomi, 1985–1994) • 19 volumes • Crime Drama • 16+ (language, violence, sexual situations, brief nudity)

One of the great shôjo manga epics—and yet on the surface, hardly a shôjo manga at all—Banana Fish expresses the Japanese perception of 1980s America, and specifically New York City, as a thrilling place of violence, corruption, and freedom. Ash Lynx, a beautiful and ruthless youth gang leader whose older brother went mysteriously insane while in Vietnam, stumbles across a clue that might explain his brother’s condition … and which pits him against a massive conspiracy stretching from the Mafia to the very heights of power. The plot is hard crime, a male-dominated action story full of death, drugs, and child sexual abuse (the latter entirely offscreen). But, almost so subtly as to be invisible, there is a love story as well: the unspoken but clearly gay relationship between Ash and Eiji Okumura, the young Japanese reporter who dares to enter Ash’s dangerous world. The story is consciously literary (the title is a reference to J. D. Salinger), and the plot is tight and to the point, like a good crime/geopolitical thriller. The manga’s one weakness is Yoshida’s dull artwork, which, although unique, seems inadequate to tell a story of this scale; her urban backgrounds, cars, and guns look like a failed attempt at Katsuhiro Otomo–esque realism, or the product of a high school drafting class. But the worldview of Banana Fish is so fully realized that art is almost redundant, and even when the panels are nothing but talking heads, we hang on every word.
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BANNER OF THE STARS: See Seikai Trilogy

BAOH



Baoh Raihôsha, “Baoh the Visitor” ([image: ]) • Hirohiko Araki • Viz (1989) • Shueisha (Weekly Shônen Jump, 1984–1985) • 2 volumes • Shônen, Action, Horror • Unrated/16+ (extreme graphic violence)

A young girl with telepathy and a teenage boy implanted with a parasite that turns him into a bio-organic killing machine fight back against the evil secret organization that created him. An over-the-top gorefest with exploding brains, laser-pierced eyeballs, and killer mandrills (not to mention the girl’s cute koala-like pet), Baoh, even more clearly than Araki’s later work JoJo’s Bizarre Adventure, shows the influence of ultraviolent splatter movies. Memorably melodramatic dialogue keeps the story moving from one one-sided fight scene to another. Araki’s early artwork is an acquired taste, mixing intentionally ugly caricatural faces with stiff he-men and 1980s fashions similar to Shin-Ichi Hosoma (Demon City Hunter).
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BAREFOOT GEN



Hadashi no Gen, “Barefoot Gen” ([image: ]) • Keiji Nakazawa • Last Gasp (2004–ongoing) • Shueisha (Weekly Shônen Jump, 1972–1973) • 10 volumes • Shônen, Historical, Drama • Unrated/13+ (language, crude humor, nudity, violence)

A classic documentary manga with a powerful antiwar (and antiracism) message, Barefoot Gen is based on Keiji Nakazawa’s personal experiences as a survivor of the atomic bombing of Hiroshima. In 1945 Hiroshima, second-grader Gen and his parents, brothers, and sisters endure the last months of World War II: food shortages, American air raids, and accusations of treachery directed against his father, an outspokenly pacifistic artist. Meanwhile, the terrible day of August 6, 1945, creeps ever closer, and toward the end of volume 1, the bomb drops, destroying the city. But this is not the end; after countless pages of burning bodies, maggots, and radiation sickness, Gen and the surviving members of his family must go on, and the rest of the manga follows Gen as he struggles to grow up in postwar Japan, a real-life postapocalyptic world. Although Barefoot Gen is a conscious political statement, it is also a manga for children, and some readers may be surprised by its moments of humor and earthiness (or its rough-and-tumble brutality; there’s plenty of punching, kicking, and biting). Readers interested purely in the war may lose interest after the first three or four volumes, as politics fades into the background and the story becomes a very traditional old-school shônen manga: plucky kids enduring the unendurable with a song on their lips, working all day to make ends meet, getting in fights, and outwitting adults. The result is almost like two manga in one, both of historical interest, but for different reasons. Highly recommended. In 1972, prior to Barefoot Gen, Nakazawa drew a shorter, even more autobiographical account of his Hiroshima experiences under the title Ore wa Mita! (“I Saw It!”). I Saw It! was published as a one-shot comic book by Educomics in 1982. The first four volumes of Barefoot Gen were previously translated by New Society Publishing in the early 1980s.
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BARON: THE CAT RETURNS



Baron: Neko no Danshaku, “Baron: The Cat Baron” ([image: ]) • Aoi Hiragi • Viz (2005) • Tokuma Shoten/Studio Ghibli (2002) • 1 volume • Fantasy • All Ages

Commissioned by Studio Ghibli to act as a manga counterpart to the animated short created for a Japanese theme park (which eventually became the movie Neko ga Ongaeshi, aka The Cat Returns), Baron: The Cat Returns is the story of Haru, a high school girl who rescues a cat. But this cat just happens to be the son of the King of Cats, and soon Haru finds herself swept up in a calamitous adventure as the Cat Kingdom tries to thank her by marrying her off to the prince. The manga is much more enjoyable than the anime that is based on it, largely because of the pacing; while the cat parade was much more lavish in the anime, many scenes dragged on far too long. In the manga, things zip right along, the rapid succession of events helping to convey Haru’s confusion. The art style is unusual for manga, blending stylistic aspects from many genres. The animal characters really shine; the facial expressions on the cats are genius. Screentone is deployed to create some startlingly cinematic effects, and when necessary the background details are precise and elegant. (HS)
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BARON GONG BATTLE



([image: ]) • Masayuki Taguchi • Media Blasters (2005–2006) • Akita Shoten (Weekly Shônen Champion, 1997–1999) • 6 volumes, suspended (8 volumes in Japan) • Shônen, Fighting, Action-Adventure • 18+ (constant language, extreme graphic violence, nudity, sexual situations)

Baron Gong Battle is basically an attempt to create the most extreme shônen manga action movie imaginable; volume 4 even contains tributes to Arnold Schwarzenegger, Steven Seagal, Bruce Willis, and other action stars. Baron Gong is a beloved Chicago bar owner, but he’s also a motorcycle-riding, shotgun-slinging bad-ass who hunts the evil mutant super-beings who killed his girlfriend. He drives cars into elevators; he helps women and orphans; his every line of dialogue is either the F-word, the B-word, or “Shut your pie hole, you murderous freak!”; and in one scene he steals booze from a homeless person so he can use it to disinfect a wound before cauterizing it with a hot knife. The graphic gore and topless sex-doll women are drawn with polish, and only the occasionally ridiculous bad guys serve as a reminder that the manga was theoretically drawn for children. The story reaches a pulpy peak when the scene shifts to Africa, the site of Gong’s origin story. Well-executed, earnest, trashy action.

[image: ][image: ]½


[image: ]

The most macho hero ever? Masayuki Taguchi’s Baron Gong Battle (Illustration Credit 1.4)



BASARA



([image: ]) • Yumi Tamura • Viz (2003–2007) • Shogakukan (Betsucomi, 1990–1998) • 27 volumes • Shôjo, Fantasy, Adventure • 16+ (violence, nudity)

Sometime after an unspecified apocalypse has reduced Japan to a feudal state, a desert tribe rebels against the cruel Red King, placing their faith in Tatara, the “child of destiny.” When Tatara is killed, his twin sister, Sarasa, wears boys’ clothes and takes his place, but through a terrible twist of fate, Sarasa and the Red King—the two archenemies—meet in disguise and fall in love. A romance in the epic narrative sense, Basara at times shows the influence of RPGs such as the Final Fantasy series, as Sarasa meanders up and down the length of Japan and Okinawa to collect the “legendary four swords” and gather allies to join her party. Although the story begins in a pseudo-Arabian desert, the rest of Japan turns out to be divided into different exotic settings (so why is Sarasa’s homeland so awful?), each with their own side stories and colorful characters. Tamura’s unconventional artwork, with its bold, fluid strokes, creates an atmosphere of elegance and splendor, and the story has many powerful moments. But the central mistaken-identity love story is almost too heavy to be resolved in a satisfying way, and as the story proceeds, it becomes obvious that good-looking characters are incapable of dying. Sarasa’s dual female and male identity—her struggles for self-reliance and moral leadership, knowing all the time that she could choose to fall back into a stereotypical “woman’s role”—provide an interesting dimension to the imperfect but ambitious story of war and internecine struggle.
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BASILISK



Basilisk: Kôga Ninpôchô, “Basilisk: The Kouga Ninja Scrolls” ([image: ]) • Masaki Segawa (art), Fûtaro Yamada (original creator) • Del Rey (2006–2007) • Kodansha (Young Magazine Uppers, 2003–2004) • 5 volumes • Seinen, Ninja, Action • 18+ (language, extreme graphic violence, nudity, sexual situations)

Manga adaptation of Fûtaro Yamada’s novel The Kouga Ninja Scrolls, set in Tokugawa-era Japan. To settle a dispute, the Tokugawa rulers arrange a match between two rival ninja clans, each represented by their ten best ninja. The chapters proceed in a quick, bloody elimination, with each group plotting to eliminate the other in the most underhanded fashion (as opposed to the typical ritualistic manga fighting tournament). Meanwhile, caught in the middle are Oboro and Gennosuke, star-crossed lovers torn apart by the war between their respective clans. The real attraction is Segawa’s artwork, which uses obviously computer-generated backgrounds to focus attention on the foreground action involving grotesque superpowered ninja: a limbless ninja who crawls like a worm, a woman whose blood oozes from her pores and turns into fog, a spider ninja who spits gluelike phlegm. Solid, inventive action violence.
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BASS MASTER RANMARU



Bass Master Ranmaru ([image: ]) • Taiga Takahashi (story), Yoshiaki Shimojo (art) • Comics-One (e-book, 2001) • Sogotasho Publishing (1999) • 1 volume • Fishing • All Ages

Hobbyist manga involving a rebellious fishing pro who gives up the big time to go back to small-town life. Ranmaru competes in fishing competitions, provides readers with fishing tips and techniques, and promulgates a nostalgic, pseudo-mystical appreciation of the art of bass fishing. The manga does a good job of explaining key terms (heavy fishing jargon permeates every chapter), but as a general read it’s predictable and uncompelling. The e-book also suffers from a number of glaring typos. (RS)
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BASTARD!!:
HEAVY METAL DARK FANTASY



Bastard!! Ankoku no Hakaishin, “Bastard!! Destructive God of Darkness” ([image: ]) • Kazushi Hagiwara • Viz (2001–ongoing) • Shueisha (Weekly Shônen Jump/Weekly Shônen Jump Zôkan/Ultra Jump, 1988–ongoing) • 23+ volumes, ongoing • Shônen, Fantasy, Adventure, Comedy • 18+ (language, graphic violence, nudity, graphic sex)

Shônen manga meets Dungeons & Dragons meets Heavy Metal. Besieged by armies of orcs and lizard men, the defenders of the kingdom of Meta-Rikana (aka “Metallicana”) unleash their secret weapon: the fiendish sorcerer Dark Schneider, whose powers can be unlocked only by a virgin’s kiss. Although Bastard!!’s central character dynamic is similar to that of Inu-Yasha—a former villain is magically bound to obey a young girl—Dark Schneider is far more destructive, an extremely horny, extremely foulmouthed bad-ass who kills everybody and makes fun of his corny enemies in self-referential “What’s up, doc?” fashion. He also looks like a long-haired metalhead and frequently goes around naked. Originally published in Weekly Shônen Jump (watch Dark Schneider turn defeated enemies into pals), Bastard!! was later moved to magazines for an older readership, possibly because of Hagiwara’s obvious pleasure at baiting censors with increasingly sleazy and finally pornographic humor. Halfway through the series, the story takes an abrupt turn into the realm of angels and devils, almost like Angel Sanctuary. The artwork starts out terrible but slowly improves after volume 4, eventually becoming unbelievably polished; however, the plot is a train wreck, and many important details are told only in Hagiwara’s untranslated dôjinshi. Most of the names are heavy metal music references. In Japan, the early volumes of Bastard!! were rereleased in a “Complete Edition” with heavily redrawn art and much more explicit sex, but Viz’s English edition uses the original, tamer art in places.
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BATMAN: CHILD OF DREAMS



Kia Asamiya • DC (2003) • Kodansha (Magazine Z, 2000) • 1 volume • Superhero • Unrated/13+ (mild language, violence, shower scene)

A solid one-shot manga adaptation of the American superhero franchise, set in the traditional DC universe rather than reinventing the character for Japanese audiences (as in Spider-Man: The Manga). Batman, the dark hero of Gotham City, finds himself encountering copycat versions of all his old enemies. The trail leads to a mysterious drug, Fanatic, which gives people the power to become whoever they want. This clever if self-congratulatory take on superhero fandom gives Asamiya the opportunity to draw most of the classic Batman villains, including Two-Face, the Riddler, Penguin, and the Joker. As usual in an Asamiya comic, his character designs are stiffly stylized and unrealistic, but the backgrounds are slick and the composition is at times iconic. Talky fights with villains, shadowy cityscapes, tough guys with square jaws and big noses: Asamiya’s draftsmanship isn’t up to the best of American superhero comics, but he’s a good match for the material. The English rewrite by comic writer Max Allan Collins, much more long-winded than the original Japanese dialogue, sounds appropriately melodramatic bordering on cheesy (“How ironic, don’t you think? That so dark a figure defends the light?”).
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BATTLE ANGEL ALITA



Gunnm, “Gun Dream” ([image: ]) • Yukito Kishiro • Viz (1992–1998) • Shueisha (Business Jump, 1990–1995) • 9 volumes • Seinen, Science Fiction, Action-Adventure • Unrated/16+ (graphic violence, partial nudity)

An intense, furiously inventive cyberpunk adventure set in a grubby future world of cynical cyborgs and street trash. The amnesiac Alita, rescued from a garbage pile by one of the Scrapyard’s rare Good Samaritans, begins an odyssey of self-discovery by way of bounty hunting, blood sports, and high-tech wetwork, interwoven with philosophical explorations of the relationship between brain and body and artistic depictions of what happens when they get splattered all over a motorball track. Kishiro’s illustration and storytelling chops improve as the story progresses, but from the very start Alita is packed full of nervy sci-fi concepts and heartrending drama, and the plot rockets along at a most un-manga-like pace—our heroine goes through more than a decade of adventures, and at least half a dozen bodies, in the span of these nine volumes. The final hundred pages provide an abrupt conclusion that Kishiro subsequently discarded in favor of the sequel series Last Order, and this original ending was omitted entirely from the large-format reprint series released in Japan between 1998 and 2000. (MS)
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BATTLE ANGEL ALITA: LAST ORDER



Gunnm Last Order, “Gun Dream Last Order” ([image: ]Last Order) • Yukito Kishiro • Viz (2002–ongoing) • Shueisha (Ultra Jump, 2000–ongoing) • 9+ volumes, ongoing • Seinen, Science Fiction, Action-Adventure • 16+ (mild language, graphic violence)

A continuation of Kishiro’s Battle Angel Alita—or more precisely, an alternative ending, since it substitutes a sprawling space epic for the somewhat rushed conclusion that took up the final hundred pages of the previous series. Revived in the sky city of Tiphares by her archnemesis, the flan-gobbling mad scientist Desty Nova, our cyborg warrior heroine ascends to the stars and discovers that the heavens are full of asses that need whupping. Kishiro’s artwork is better than ever, with striking graphic design and hyperkinetic martial arts sequences that could make angels weep, but after a strong start and some promising stabs at Swiftian social satire, the story settles into a cycle of overextended fighting tournaments punctuated by big chunks of exposition. It doesn’t help that the quirky supporting cast of the original series is quickly phased out in favor of a bland set of replacements, although Alita’s bloody-minded, smack-talking doppelgänger Sechs does a fair job of stealing the show. (MS)
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BATTLE CLUB



([image: ]) • Yuji Shiozaki • Tokyopop (2006–ongoing) • Shônen Gahosha (Young King, 2004–ongoing) • 5+ volumes (ongoing) • Seinen, Martial Arts, Comedy • 18+ (language, violence, nudity, constant sexual situations)

After having his butt kicked by a busty girl wrestler, Mokichi, a wanna-be tough guy (and in fact he’s pretty manly already), joins the school’s girl-dominated wrestling club. Much rolling, grappling, and crotch shots ensue, accompanied by training journeys, lesbian fanservice, and she-males. Very similar to Shiozaki’s Battle Vixens, Battle Club benefits from being less overtly sadistic and not having the previous series’ pointless fantasy/historical elements. The whole thing is intentionally sleazy and self-parodying—the title is a reference to Fight Club—but even if all the clichés are intentional, it’s hard to drum up enthusiasm for a series that aims so low.

[image: ]½

BATTLE ROYALE



([image: ]) • Koushun Takami (story), Masayuki Taguchi (art) • Tokyopop (2003–2006) • Akita Shoten (Young Champion, 2000–2005) • 15 volumes • Seinen, Suspense, Action • 18+ (language, graphic violence, nudity, sex)

Koushun Takami’s novel Battle Royale scandalized a nation when it was first published in 1999, but just as remarkable as its shock value is the sadistic elegance of its basic concept, a lethal reality show in which an entire class of junior high school kids is turned loose on an island with instructions to kill each other until only one survives. This manga adaptation, co-created by Takami himself, hews more closely to the original novel than did Kinji Fukasaku’s movie version. Thanks to its abundance of flashback scenes it functions almost as an expanded remix of the novel, shedding more light on the complex web of loyalties and petty resentments that drive the life-and-death decisions of the game’s unwilling participants, while downplaying the novel’s heartfelt but pointless denunciations of the imaginary fascist government that controls Japan in this alternate universe. Taguchi’s art shifts fluidly from cutesy romance to goresplattered ultraviolence to bug-eyed psychodrama, while somehow managing to give every one of the game’s forty-two players a distinctive look and personality, and Keith Giffen’s lurid English-language dialogue adds to the over-the-top pulp atmosphere. Although the series loses some of its momentum in the final volumes, thanks to overlong martial arts duels and gun battles and huge chunks of sentimental blather, the brutal logic of the death game keeps everything ticking along toward the conclusion. (MS)

[image: ][image: ][image: ]½

BATTLE VIXENS



Ikki Tousen, “One Warrior Equal to a Thousand” ([image: ]) • Yuji Shiozaki • Tokyopop (2006–ongoing) • Wani Books (Comic Gum, 2000–ongoing) • 12+ volumes (ongoing) • Seinen, Martial Arts, Comedy • 16+/18+ (constant language, crude humor, graphic violence, nudity, sex)

In a small number of chosen high schools, the students possess magatama—gems that show that they are mighty fighters, possessed by the spirits of 108 ancient Chinese warriors. Hakufu, a girl with big breasts, a foul mouth, and incredible hidden powers, enrolls in Nanyo Academy and starts kicking ass, attracting a bevy of friends and rivals. Extremely similar to Tenjho Tenge, but more comedic and less well drawn (although it has a slick rubbery look), Battle Vixens is a mean-spirited, clichéd, but intermittently amusing succession of ripped-off clothes, kicked-in faces, and, to quote the editorial text, “more camel-toes than a desert caravan.” For cynical readers, the main reason to read the series is Keith Giffen’s increasingly irreverent rewrite, which gradually drifts further and further from the literal translation and turns into a sort of hilarious Adam Warren–esque self-parody that oozes contempt for the material (“I try to be nice and let a few live … but no! They always look at my boobs!”).
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B.B. EXPLOSION



Hajikete B.B., “Burst Apart B.B.” ([image: ]B.B.) • Yasue Imai • Viz (2004–2005) • Shogakukan (Ciao, 1997–1999) • 5 volumes • Shôjo, Performance, Drama • All Ages

Based on the real-life entertainment academy Okinawa Actor’s School, B.B. Explosion follows young Airi Ishikawa as she rises to fame in Japan and then America. The artist spent a lot of time hanging out at the school for research, and even modeled some of the characters after people she met there; Imai’s enjoyment of the experience shines through despite the dated art. The story does its best to express Airi’s passion, but there are times when the static medium of manga falls flat in presenting the dynamic force of her song and dance. Furthermore, the story is bogged down in every chapter by Airi’s episodes of self-doubt, which last a page or two before she is rejuvenated by her love for entertainment. These crying jags quickly become tedious in their predictability, and ruin an otherwise enjoyable story. (HS)

[image: ]

BEAUTIFUL PEOPLE: See Mitsukazu Mihara: Beautiful People

BEAUTY IS THE BEAST



Bijo ga Yajû, “The Beautiful Woman Is the Beast” ([image: ]) • Tomo Matsumoto • Viz (2006) • Hakusensha (LaLa, 2002–2005) • 5 volumes • Shôjo, Romantic Comedy • 13+

Eimi Yamashita is a kooky high school student with a love for snacks and the bad boy on campus. Through her faith in his better qualities, Eimi helps her love interest come out from under the burden of his bad rep and confront his painful past. The story is episodic, visiting the characters during times of high crisis and fun, such as a dorm blackout and the school festival, while skipping over chunks of boring time as needed. Although the sparse art might be a deterrent, the series is worth reading for the many laugh-out-loud moments; the artist’s quirky sense of humor picks up the slack for the sketchy art style. (HS)
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BEAUTY POP



([image: ]) • Kiyoko Arai • Viz (2006–ongoing) • Shogakukan (Ciao, 2003–ongoing) • 8+ volumes (ongoing) • Shôjo, Drama • 13+

Kiri Koshiba has a magic touch that helps people turn from ugly ducklings into beautiful swans by giving them excellent haircuts. But despite her genius skills, Kiri isn’t interested in becoming a beautician and cuts hair only when she is moved by someone’s plight (and even then she often balks). Not so Narumi, the coolest boy in school and leader of the three-man makeover squad Scissor Project. Narumi’s dream is to become the best beautician in Japan, and he is enraged that the indifferent Kiri might be his competition. Although Kiri is ostensibly the main character, she’s a little too sleepy and standoffish to really capture the reader’s attention. It falls to the boys of the Scissor Project to hold things together between Kiri’s manic-depressive bouts of magic. The story lines are, of course, makeover-oriented; the art is clean and cute with nice character designs and a very restrained but effective use of screentone. As can be expected from a hair-cutting manga, special attention is paid to the characters’ hair, each flyaway strand carefully inked, each floppy cowlick lovingly delineated. (HS)
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BECAUSE I’M THE GODDESS



Kamisama da Mono, “Because I’m the Goddess” ([image: ]) • Shamneko • Tokyopop (2006–2007) • Wani Books (Comic Gum, 2003–2004) • 3 volumes • Seinen, Fantasy, Comedy • 16+ (mild language, frequent partial nudity, sexual situations)

Pandora, a big-breasted, dopey goddess who talks about herself in the third person, comes to Earth to show people the power of the gods, and attract large crowds of men. But using too much power causes her to transform into a little girl, after which only a kiss from Aoi—her unwilling young male protector—can turn her back into her normal bombshell self. Although there’s a fair amount of T&A, the inane plot revolves around evil spirits sent to Earth to possess people. The art is crude and slightly old-fashioned, with a 1980s/early-1990s look.
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BECK: MONGOLIAN CHOP SQUAD



Beck ([image: ]) • Harold Sakuishi • Tokyopop (2005–ongoing) • Kodansha (Monthly Shônen Magazine, 2000–ongoing) • 29+ volumes (ongoing) • Shônen, Rock and Roll, Comedy, Drama • 16+ (language, crude humor, frequent mild violence, partial nudity, sexual situations)

Beck: Mongolian Chop Squad represents the upper echelons of the Weekly Shônen Magazine house style: a cool, fast-paced comedy-drama with refreshingly unforced plot development. The plot follows two teenage musicians: Yukio, the reader’s slightly-too-wimpy stand-in, a bullied nobody with hidden musical talent; and Ryusuke, an assertive kid who grew up in America, and who owns Beck, a pooping, biting dog who looks like several different dogs stitched together. While Ryusuke tries to get his band (also named Beck) off the ground, the perpetually luckless Yukio learns to play guitar to impress a girl, practicing till his fingers bleed (“I’m gonna play my ass off!”) and taking music lessons from a middle-aged swim coach whose apartment is full of porn and blow-up sex dolls. The plot has the good elements of an American teen movie (sharp humor, a rock-and-roll esteem-building moral, and just a bit of sleaze); as for the art, Sakuishi draws stiffly but pleasantly, with the self-assurance of a good caricature artist. One of the best features of the manga is that Sakuishi really knows his music, exclusively Western music; the Red Hot Chili Peppers, Led Zeppelin, Nirvana, and Offspring are just a few of the groups mentioned by name. As for the name of the manga/dog/band, when one character proposes calling their band Beck, another character protests, “There’s already a Beck!” Evidently the real-life musician Beck Hansen is okay with the homage, since volume 4 of the manga was shrink-wrapped with a promotional code to download a Beck song (technically Superthriller covering Beck’s “Go It Alone”) from Tokyopop’s Web site.
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BEET THE VANDEL BUSTER



Bôken o Beet, “Adventure King Beet” ([image: ]) • Riku Sanjo (story), Koji Inada (art) • Viz (2004–ongoing) • Shueisha (Monthly Shônen Jump, 2004–ongoing) • 12+ volumes (ongoing) • Shônen, Fantasy, Battle • All Ages (violence)

In a postapocalyptic fantasy world ruled by monsters called Vandels, the endlessly optimistic young Beet becomes a Vandel Buster, a sort of paid Vandel assassin. He sets out to destroy all the Vandels in the world, accumulating teammates along the way. In Japan, creators Sanjo and Inada are best known for Dai’s Great Adventure, a manga based on the Dragon Quest video game series, and Beet also reads like a role-playing game come to life. Busters get points for destroying Vandels and other monsters, and everyone’s strength is judged by their “Levels.” Bright, energetic artwork, a cheerful tone, and a focus on character development make Beet a bit better than most manga of this type. The Vandels are actually more interesting characters than the humans. The Viz edition censors some of the PG dialogue; most notably, a dirty-minded pilot’s desire to grope girls’ breasts is downgraded to wanting kisses. (CT)
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BENKEI IN NEW YORK



N.Y. no Benkei, “Benkei of New York” (N.Y.[image: ]) • Jiro Taniguchi (art), Jinpachi Mori (story) • Viz (2001) • Shogakukan (Big Comic Original Zôkan, 1991–1996) • 1 volume • Seinen, Crime Drama • Unrated/18+ (language, graphic violence, nudity)

Japanese expatriate Benkei is a man for all seasons: he’s both a mild-mannered painter and a cold-blooded hit man who specializes in cases of revenge. Benkei in New York has a deliberately retro film noir feel; with its fedoras, Mafia stooges, and wealthy art patrons, it might be set in the New York of the 1940s instead of the 1990s. The self-contained stories are frequently ghoulish, but Taniguchi’s characteristically restrained artwork depicts the blood and death in a cool, calm fashion. On the front cover of the Japanese edition, it is appropriately labeled (in English) a “diabolical hard-boiled story.” The wordless, sound-effects-free battle sequence in chapter 3 is particularly notable.
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BERSERK



([image: ]) • Kentaro Miura • Dark Horse (2003–ongoing) • Hakusensha (Young Animal, 1989–ongoing) • 31+ volumes (ongoing) • Seinen, Fantasy, Horror, Adventure • 18+ (language, frequent extreme graphic violence, nudity, sex)

A blood-soaked sword-and-sorcery epic with elements of Clive Barker’s Hellraiser. In a Dark Ages of ceaseless war, a lone warrior walks the land: Guts, a one-eyed, one-armed swordsman with a giant sword and an automatic crossbow grafted onto his prosthetic arm. Half mad, shunning human contact, Guts fights the literally demonic feudal lords of Midland, seeking revenge on the friend who betrayed him and opened the gates of hell into the world. Don’t let the antiheroic violence of the opening chapters fool you—Berserk is no mere exploitation comic, it’s an almost dead-serious, epic tragedy. A lengthy flashback from volumes 3 to 14 reveals Guts’s past, from his birth under the gallows tree to his youth as a mercenary, when he fought in vast military battles and met the loves of his life. Berserk’s medieval European world of mud and blood is so realistic—and drawn in such realistic detail—that when dark fantasy elements begin to intrude upon it, they do so with a slow, dawning horror. (There are a few exceptions, such as Guts’s sidekick Puck, a winged fairy-like creature.) The story is savage in the extreme, with sexual abuse (of both genders) and elements of tentacle rape, but the most explicit scenes are timed to hit the reader with maximum emotional impact. For once, this is a manga about an angry bad-ass in which you actually understand how he got that way. The art combines close-up violent scenes drawn in splattery brushstrokes, with wide-screen shots of castles and armies drawn in intricate detail.
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Kentaro Miura’s Berserk (Illustration Credit 1.5)



BEST OF POKÉMON ADVENTURES: See Pokémon Adventures

BETWEEN THE SHEETS: See Erica Sakurazawa: Between the Sheets

BEYBLADE



Beyblade Bakuten Shoot, “Beyblade Explosive Revolution Shoot” ([image: ]SHOOT) • Takao Aoki • Viz (2004–2006) • Shogakukan (Corocoro Comic, 1999–2004) • 14 volumes • Shônen, Game, Battle • All Ages

A manga based on the “battling tops” toy franchise, a smash hit in Japan that came stateside and fizzled out. The premise is simple: two players use spinning tops launched by a rip cord, the tops spin into a ring and bounce off each other, and whoever’s top is the last one spinning is the winner. The manga takes this concept and builds a hyperactive story around it starring a plucky young “blader” named Tyson. One day after losing a match to the neighborhood Beyblade bully, Tyson meets a mysterious masked man who gives him a special Beyblade, the Blue Dragon. From there he faces many opponents in a series of crazy battles, each more and more outlandish. While it’s clearly designed to cash in on the Beyblade craze, the art is just spastic enough to be enjoyable, and the dialogue sometimes gives a sincere chuckle. The pacing is designed for kids with zero attention spans. (RB)
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BEYOND THE BEYOND



Sono Mukô no Mukôgawa, “Beyond the Beyond” ([image: ]) • Yoshitomo Watanabe • Tokyopop (2006–ongoing) • Mag Garden (Comic Blade, 2004–ongoing) • 4+ volumes (ongoing) • Fantasy, Adventure • 13+ (brief language)

Futaba, a young boy, is surprised when a girl falls out of the sky and (more or less by random chance) teleports him to a fantasy world, where they meet a wizard in the form of a cute animal, a giant talking cat, the spirit of a city, and other strange characters. It turns out that the girl is actually a magical being, the wish-granting Amaranthine, whom the princes of the realm seek for ambiguous motives. Beyond the Beyond is a mellow, meandering fantasy series with a children’s-book feel. The artwork is a gentle shôjo/shônen hybrid, and although the world around the characters feels unformed apart from the immediately surrounding forests and houses, the situations they encounter are interesting. No relation to the PlayStation game series of the same name.
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THE BIG O



(THE[image: ]) • Hitoshi Ariga (story and art), Hajime Yatate (original concept) • Viz (2002–2004) • Kodansha (Magazine Z, 1999–2001) • 6 volumes • Shônen, Science Fiction, Mecha, Drama • All Ages (mild language, violence, brief sexual situations)

Sometime in the future, the known world has shrunk to the domed megalopolis of Paradigm City, where forty years ago everyone lost all their memories of the past. While the neurotic inhabitants of the city deal with their personal memory loss in various ways, strange remnants of forgotten super-science keep turning up in the catacombs beneath the city: the MegaDeus, giant robots that are used by human pilots for nefarious ends. The mightiest robot of all is the Big O, the secret possession of Roger Smith, a gentlemanly professional negotiator who lives a double life as a robot-piloting scourge of evil. The Big O anime TV series, whose first season this manga was based on, combined Batman-esque pulp visuals with robot-slamming action and unresolved mysteries in the style of Dark City and The Prisoner. The manga adaptation starts as a standard spin-off, but over the six volumes Ariga’s artwork and writing improve dramatically, and the stories become increasingly original and surreal. The simple but iconic characters, the work of a born cartoonist, inhabit a world of light and shadow. By the end, it’s one of the rare adaptations that may be even better than the original—although Ariga is ultimately limited by the fact that the anime had no real ending and he can provide only suggestions, not answers. A two-volume sequel manga by Ariga, The Big O: Lost Memory, was never translated.
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BIO-BOOSTER ARMOR GUYVER



Kyôshoku Sôkô Guyver, “Strength-Boosting Armor Guyver” ([image: ]) • Yoshiki Takaya • Viz (1992–1997) • Tokuma Shoten/Kadokawa Shoten (Monthly Shônen Captain/Monthly Ace Next/Monthly Shônen Ace, 1985–ongoing) • 7 volumes, suspended (24+ volumes in Japan, ongoing) • Shônen, Tokusatsu, Science Fiction, Action • 13+ (mild language, graphic violence)

When teenage Sho accidentally touches a strange artifact of alien technology, it comes alive and bonds to his body, forming an insect-like power suit—the Guyver. But now that he is linked to the mighty bio-armor (which vanishes when not needed), he and his friends become the targets of Chronos, an evil conspiracy that plans to rule the world using their armies of monsters, the Zoanoids and Zoalords. In America, Guyver was a popular anime and manga title of the early 1990s (it was even adapted into two American live-action movies), possibly because the premise and execution are so similar to an American superhero comic. (In fact, it is a superhero show one culture removed … it was intended as a slightly more squishy, slimy version of a tokusatsu show such as Kamen Rider or Ultraman.) The shônen manga plot has some memorable twists and turns, and plenty of heroic angst, in a plot that mostly involves eight-foot-tall mon-sters running around in the woods fighting one another. (Some of the monsters look pretty good; all look like rubber suits.) In Japan, the series has continued for more than twenty years from two separate publishers; however, the English edition ends at one of the most terrible points to end a manga ever, just as one character is powering up an energy attack to blast another. Some nudity is censored in the English edition.
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BIRTHDAY: See The Ring, Vol. 4: Birthday

BLACK & WHITE



Tekkonkinkurito, “Iron/Muscle/Concrete” or “Ferro-Concrete” ([image: ]) • Taiyo Matsumoto • Viz (1997–2000) • Shogakukan (Big Comic Spirits, 1993–1994) • 3 volumes • Seinen, Crime Drama • Unrated/18+ (mild language, violence, nudity)

In the sprawling, run-down metropolis of Treasure Town, two young orphans live on the streets, gleefully picking fights with gangbangers and yakuza twice their size. Part fairy tale, part superhero comic, Black & White contrasts the violent but hopeful world of the children (who, like Peter Pan, can fly with no explanation) with the sad, alienated adults around them. Matsumoto’s hand-drawn art has its own visual vocabulary. A cartoon moon looks down on strip clubs and corpses. Changes in mood are expressed with free-associative glimpses of strange whimsy and beauty: nature, animals, plants, fish. If Matsumoto is inspired by Katsuhiro Otomo, Black & White is his mini-Akira: a comic about a city, given form with frequent fight scenes and a good-versus-evil plot. Some characters from Blue Spring reappear here.
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BLACK CAT (DHP): See Hino Horror, Vol. 6: Black Cat

BLACK CAT (VIZ)



([image: ]) • Kentaro Yabuki • Viz (2006–ongoing) • Shueisha (Weekly Shônen Jump, 2000–2004) • 20 volumes • Shônen, Crime, Action • 16+ (violence)

In this adventure manga clearly inspired by Cowboy Bebop, Train Heartnet, aka “Black Cat,” is an easygoing bounty hunter who once worked as an assassin for the world-spanning super-organization Chronos. Together with Sven (a ladies’ man with fedora and eye patch), Rinslet (a sexy thief), and Eve (a little girl with shape-shifting abilities), he roams the world, looking for his next meal and revenge on the people who did him wrong. For the first few chapters, Black Cat seems to take place in a world like our own (all the names are changed, but the Latin American cityscapes look interestingly familiar), but soon fantasy elements creep in among the heist scenes: nanotechnology, Taoists who use chi-based superpowers, dinosaurs. The banter between the characters flows nicely, but the heists are juvenile, and the generic artwork removes any anticipation of seeing what will come next. For a shônen manga about superpowered crooks, the later volumes of Hunter x Hunter are far superior.
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BLACK JACK



([image: ]) • Osamu Tezuka • Viz (1997–1999) • Akita Shoten (Weekly Shônen Champion, 1973–1983) • 2 volumes, suspended (18 volumes in Japan) • Shônen, Medical Drama • Unrated/13+ (medical gore)

In Japan, Black Jack is arguably Tezuka’s most popular manga. It placed second in Comic Link magazine’s 1998 survey of readers’ all-time favorite manga (Banana Fish came in first) and continues to inspire other manga, from a running parody in Excel Saga to an origin-story homage in Ray. (It’s so archetypal that it’s referenced in the title of Shûhô Satô’s untranslated medical manga Black Jack ni Yoroshiku, “Say Hello to Black Jack,” about a somewhat less experienced doctor.) Sadly, the Surgeon with the Hands of God has only made it to the English-speaking world via two out-of-print volumes from Viz. They’re worth tracking down; Black Jack is Tezuka in full-throttle pulp mode, whisking the reader through outrageous, kinetic action and a generous helping of realistically rendered medical gore. The mysterious Black Jack, his stern two-tone face bisected by a scar, is a preternaturally gifted surgeon … but one who operates outside the law! He’s assisted by the cute/creepy Pinoco, a half-synthetic little girl constructed from a patient’s engulfed twin. Presumably Tezuka was inspired by his pre-manga education as a physician, but medical accuracy is not exactly paramount in these stories. Instead, Black Jack stoically performs such patently absurd surgical feats as, say, operating on his own intestines in the middle of the Australian outback while surrounded by ravenous dingoes. Black Jack is bizarre, intense, and melodramatic as only Tezuka can be, but also brilliantly told and immensely fun. (SG)
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BLACK MAGIC



([image: ]) • Masamune Shirow • Dark Horse (1998) • Seishinsha (1983–1985) • 1 volume • Seinen, Science Fiction, Adventure • Unrated/13+ (violence)

Crude fanzine story that, if you squint hard, suggests the promise of the artist’s later Appleseed. Shirow’s earliest published work is a barely intelligible sci-fi story filled with a mix-and-match combination of random neat stuff: artificial life-forms, spider robots, aliens who look like oni (Japanese demons), flying vehicles, cyber-assassins, gunplay, swordplay, origins-of-humanity theorizing, and a goobledygook of Greek name references. The character designs bear a strong resemblance to Kaoru Shintani’s Area 88. The anime version, Black Magic M-66, bears almost no resemblance to this story. Prior to the Dark Horse edition, the series was published by Eclipse Comics in the early 1990s. (JD)
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BLACK SUN, SILVER MOON



Kuro no Taiyô Gin no Tsuki, “Black Sun, Silver Moon” ([image: ]) • Tomo Maeda • Go! Comi (2007–ongoing) • Shinshokan (Wings, 2002–ongoing) • 6+ volumes (ongoing) • Shôjo, Fantasy, Comedy • 16+ (mild language, violence)

Because of his family’s debts to the church, Taki becomes the servant of Shikimi, a priest. By day he does tons of chores—but by night he and Shikimi head out to the graveyard to fight the walking dead!

NR

BLADE OF THE IMMORTAL



Mugen no Jûnin, “Inhabitant of Immortality” ([image: ]) • Hiroaki Samura • Dark Horse (1996–ongoing) • Kodansha (Afternoon, 1993–ongoing) • 20+ volumes (ongoing) • Seinen, Samurai, Drama • Unrated/18+ (language, frequent extreme graphic violence, partial nudity, sex)

Manji, a swordsman made immortal by “bloodworms” infesting his body (similar to the Highlander movies), roams Japan serving Rin, a girl seeking revenge on her parents’ killers. Equally strong in both art and writing, this excellent series was praised in Japan as a marriage of “high” and “low” art (i.e., Samura’s traditionally trained artistic skill and manga). The figure art has a fluid quality, showing tremendous skill at realistic life drawing, although the waif-thin women and anachronistically punk villains—wielding weird but plausible weapons—strike a pleasant balance between 1990s style and historical accuracy. The swordfighting action could carry the story by itself, but the plot is original as well; stories with immortal protagonists tend to wallow in angst-ridden puffery, but Blade of the Immortal avoids this by focusing on the fascinating side characters and skirting any “who is stronger than whom” debate. The earthy, cynical Manji (he’s only been immortal for a few years) has vowed to kill one thousand evil men, but he’s resigned to the fact that good and evil are not always clear, and on the road of vengeance the heroes make uncomfortable choices and strange bedfellows. The villains’ sadism is more suggested than shown (although the dialogue is grisly enough), and the gore of battle is strangely tasteful—in the early volumes, bodies are dismembered in elaborate freeze-frames composed to resemble traditional Japanese paintings. But it’s the power of the writing (particularly as the story progresses) that makes it, at times, superior to the ultimate samurai manga Lone Wolf and Cub. Ogami Itto is a fascinating character, though two-dimensional, but Manji, Rin, Hyakurin, and Samura’s other characters behave like real people faced with all of life’s unpredictability.
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Hiroaki Samura’s Blade of the Immortal (Illustration Credit 1.6)



BLAME!



([image: ]BLAME!) • Tsutomu Nihei • Tokyopop (2005–2008) • Kodansha (Afternoon, 1997–2003) • 10 volumes • Seinen, Science Fiction, Action • 16+ (occasional language, graphic violence, suggestive imagery)

Influenced by the detailed architecture and wordless action scenes of French comics, this almost plotless manga follows a man’s journey through endless metal catacombs, defending himself against biomechanical monsters. One of the greatest gothic/cyberpunk settings ever drawn, the world of Blame! is a dungeon thousands of levels deep, a colossal machine where giant larvae feed on the rusty walls and silicon-based life-forms hunt down the few human survivors. (It has a strong resemblance to The Matrix.) The colossal interiors convey an oppressive sense of scale, as the blank-slate hero, Killy, wanders for page after page through the darkness, falling into ravines, climbing back up again, sometimes encountering other humans, and becoming involved in bizarre, complicated scenarios with minimal explanation. (Mostly, though, he just shoots things with his gun, which can destroy almost anything.) It gets repetitive, but it looks great. Totally without humor or sentimentality, it’s like an extended nightmare, or a really good video game. Perhaps appropriately, the title is pronounced “Blam!” in Japan.
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BLEACH



([image: ]) • Tite Kubo • Viz (2004–ongoing) • Shueisha (Weekly Shônen Jump, 2001–ongoing) • 27+ volumes (ongoing) • Shônen, Occult, Samurai, Battle • 13+ (violence)

Ichigo Kurosaki, a teenager with the ability to see ghosts, is conscripted for duty as a Soul Reaper—a spiritual being who exorcises good ghosts and fights evil ones, aka Hollows, with a samurai sword. Starting out as a monster-of-the-week manga (the masked Hollows resemble Mexican Day of the Dead figures), Bleach takes several 90-degree turns; around volume 9 the heroes travel to the Soul Society, the Soul Reapers’ home plane, which resembles feudal Japan, and later they venture to other strange dimensions where even deadlier enemies await. Bleach follows the conventional fight-train-fight pattern of Shônen Jump manga, with cinematic swordfighting combat; however, in addition to action, Kubo keeps things entertaining with snarky Tarantino-esque humor and weird ideas. This is a world of occult Pez dispensers, TV spiritualists, animated teddy bears, and high-tech dimension warping. Although the plot is not particularly character-driven, Ichigo’s classmates and the rest of the supporting cast are distinctive and occasionally sexy. More style than substance, but a good read just the same.
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From Shueisha’s Weekly Shônen Jump (Illustration Credit 1.7)



BLIND DATE: See Harlequin Violet: Blind Date

BLOOD ALONE



Masayuki Takano • Infinity Studios (2006–ongoing) • MediaWorks (Dengeki Daioh, 2004–ongoing) • 3+ volumes (ongoing) • Shônen, Vampire, Drama • Not Rated Yet/13+ (violence, mild sexual situations)

Misaki, a vampire whose mind is trapped in the body of a little girl, lives with her friend and guardian Kuroe, a twenty-something writer. With the curtains drawn, they laze around their ornately furnished city apartment, quietly reading, writing, playing with a cat, or simply enjoying each other’s company. But when night falls, they go out on the dark streets, where detectives pursue serial killers and evil vampires, not knowing the truth of Kuroe and Misaki’s strange relationship. Part suspense, part relationship story, Blood Alone is slow-paced, but it’s a well-executed, quiet tale that handles its creepy subtext of forbidden love in a tasteful manner. Masayuki Takano’s art is conventionally cute but restrained and atmospheric.
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BLOOD: THE LAST VAMPIRE 2002



BLOOD: THE LAST VAMPIRE 2000 • Benkyo Tamaoki • Viz (2002) • Kadokawa Shoten (2001) • 1 volume • Seinen, Vampire, Action, Horror • 18+ (language, graphic violence, explicit nudity, sex)

A sequel to the Blood: The Last Vampire anime, set in the modern day instead of the 1960s. Saya, the seemingly emotionless vampire heroine, is still killing her own kind at the behest of the U.S. government, but the mood has grown colder and more sadistic. The antagonists are a vampire street gang who, as in the anime, transform into grotesque batlike monsters. A female character who looks identical to Saya provides adult manga artist Benkyo Tamaoki with an excuse to draw the heroine in graphic sex scenes. Tamaoki’s heroin-chic artwork is distinctive but sparse, and the “origin of the vampires” plot is predictable.
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BLOOD SUCKER: LEGEND OF ZIPANGU



Yato no Kamitsukai, “The Familiar Spirit of the Night Blade God” ([image: ]) • Saki Okuse (story), Aki Shimizu (art) • Tokyopop (2006–ongoing) • Gentosha (Comic Birz, 2001–ongoing) • 11+ volumes (ongoing) • Seinen, Vampire, Action, Horror • 18+ (language, graphic violence, nudity)

Mediocre cop-buddy/action-horror manga. In the opening scene, a cop tracks the woman he loves to a lonely warehouse, where he finds her in the grip of a vampire that has just arisen from a three-hundred-year sleep. Trying his best to save her, he puts up a valiant effort to defeat the vampire but is bested and forced to watch as the creature drinks the woman’s blood. The cop ends up in a loony bin, only to be rescued by a special cop squad that’s trying to stem the tide of vampires.… While the premise isn’t terrible, the execution falls short; the action’s often poorly drawn and hard to follow, and the characters are uninteresting. (RB)

NR

BLUE



([image: ]) • Kiriko Nananan • Fanfare/Ponent Mon (2004) • Magazine House (Comic Are!, 1996–1997) • 1 volume • Yuri, Underground, Romantic Drama • Unrated/13+ (brief language, sexual situations)

Kayako, a teenager sheltered by her group of friends, becomes curious about her classmate Masami, a loner who hides her secrets behind an inscrutable smile. Desire for friendship soon turns into love, and the two develop a lesbian (or partly lesbian) relationship. Mostly told from inside Kayako’s head, Blue is a realistic story of “sweet, painful love,” whose characters rarely express their feelings directly or in the best ways. Nananan’s high-contrast, harshly lit artwork contributes to the feeling of disconnect and detachment. The characters’ faces are drawn like overexposed photographs, as if the light shining on them is too bright to bear; when the camera turns away from their faces, as it often does, it’s because the unspoken emotions are too intense to look them in the eye.
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Kiriko Nananan’s Blue (Illustration Credit 1.8)



BLUE INFERIOR



([image: ]) • Kyoko Shitou • ADV (2004) • Ushio Shuppansha (Comic Tom) • 1 volume, suspended (4 volumes in Japan) • Science Fiction, Adventure • All Ages

In a pollution-ravaged future, only a few “blessed lands” lie on the coasts between vast deserts, and the surviving communities live in fear of the “subhumans” who dwell in the wasteland. One day Kazuya, a fourteen-year-old orphan who loves the sea, finds a girl washed up on the beach: Marine, a mysterious girl with no memory of her past. Blue Inferior is an uneventful but solid young-adult science fiction story with impressive 1980s shôjo artwork. Palm trees stand in the bright sun, coral reefs and fish are drawn with beautiful detail, and the heroes spend much of their time exploring nature: snorkeling, digging for insects, and so on. Unfortunately, only one volume is available in translation, leaving the plot unresolved.
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BLUE SPRING



Aoi Haru, “Blue Spring” ([image: ]) • Taiyo Matsumoto • Viz (2004) • Shogakukan (Big Comic Spirits, 1993) • 1 volume • Seinen, Crime Drama • 18+ (language, violence, sex, nudity)

A collection of melancholy short stories about teenagers on the edge of adulthood, mostly delinquents, engaged in self-destructive behavior. This early Matsumoto work shows his favorite subjects: youth and age, and the power of landscapes, particularly forgotten and neglected urban landscapes such as fast-food joints and graffiti-choked schools. While Matsumoto’s No. 5 and Black & White function as unconventionally drawn action comics, Blue Spring is more experimental, providing glimpses of worlds where nothing happens, and worlds where bad things happen for no reason.
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BOBOBO-BO BO-BOBO



([image: ]) • Yoshio Sawai • Viz (2005) • Shueisha (Weekly Shônen Jump, 2001–ongoing) • 1 volume, suspended (21+ volumes in Japan, ongoing) • Shônen, Comedy, Battle • 16+ (language)

Slapstick, short-attention-span parody of fighting manga in general and Weekly Shônen Jump in particular. Bobobo-bo, master of the “Fist of the Nose Hair,” battles the deadly bosses of the Bald Empire, accompanied by his edible sidekicks (who exist mostly to be used as shields and gorily mutilated) and two “normal” spiky-haired manga kids (who exist mostly to deliver unnecessary reaction shots and say things like “Whoa, that’s crazy!”). Impressively absurd and almost totally plotless, with some good cynical one-liners among the comic beat-downs, it reads better in small doses than as a whole book. To American readers, it’s often difficult to tell what is an untranslatable pun, what is a pop culture reference (some preserved in translation, some not), and what is just randomness for its own sake. The Viz edition consists of an excerpted story line from volumes 9 and 10 of the Japanese edition, reportedly the artist’s favorite part of the series.
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BOMBER GIRL



([image: ]) • Makoto Niwano • Gutsoon! Entertainment (2003) • Shueisha (Weekly Shônen Jump, 1994) • 1 volume • Shônen, Comedy, Action • 18+ (language, crude humor, graphic violence, sexual situations)

Incredibly stupid action-comedy manga, vaguely parodying The Dirty Pair and other 1980s/early-1990s anime and manga. In near-future Tokyo, Rashomon Emi is a money-hungry bounty hunter in a short skirt and spiked breastplate, who behaves like a dominatrix, extorts money from innocents, and smashes perps’ brains with her customized tonfas (a tonfa is similar to a nightstick). (“Look what you did to my outfit! Now you’re really in for it!”). The ugliness of the art is clearly intentional, but there’s no excuse for the horrible story, which ends on a cliff-hanger.

0 Stars

BOOGIEPOP DOESN’T LAUGH



Boogiepop wa Warawanai, “Boogiepop Doesn’t Laugh” ([image: ]) • Kouhei Kadono (original creator), Kouji Ogata (art) • Seven Seas Entertainment (2006) • MediaWorks (Dengeki Animation Magazine, 2000–2002) • 2 volumes • Shônen, Occult, School, Horror • 16+ (violence, nudity)

Manga adaptation of Boogiepop and Others, the first in Kouhei Kadono’s Boogiepop series of supernatural light novels, involving a spooky supernatural creature in the form of a girl in a weird purple hat. When girls start to disappear from school, many people wonder whether the elusive shinigami (death spirit) Boogiepop, a sort of urban legend, is responsible. But in fact, Boogiepop is actually trying to stop a creature named Manticore, who (with the help of a male student) lures the girls into its clutches to serve as food or as puppets for its evil scheme. The story is told in a nonlinear fashion, through short vignettes that leave readers to put together the whole gruesome story themselves. Apart from the color covers and inserts, the artwork is bland and sketchy. The characters are nearly identical to one another, and there’s also little action to follow, as most of the book is dialogue. Luckily for new readers who are unfamiliar with the Boogiepop world, there is a comprehensive guide at the end of both volumes, but it’s still hard to get into. (KT)
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BOOGIEPOP DUAL: LOSER’S CIRCUS



Boogiepop Dual: Make Inutachi no Circus, “Boogiepop Dual: Loser’s Circus” ([image: ]) • Kouhei Kadono (original creator), Masayuki Takano (art) • Seven Seas Entertainment (2006) • MediaWorks (Dengeki Daioh, 1999–2000) • 2 volumes • Shônen, Occult, School, Horror • 16+ (violence, partial nudity, sexual situations)

An original spin-off of the Boogiepop world, Boogiepop Dual introduces an entirely new cast of characters and a more linear story than the short vignettes in which the other manga series (and the anime) are told. A new Boogiepop emerges with a male host, once again called on to fight the spiritual displacements that threaten the everyday world. This time these disruptions are in the form of a teacher who sexually abuses his female students. Despite its chronological storytelling, the manga still makes the reader strain to put together all the clues, only tipping its hand at the very end. Takano’s art is creepy and atmospheric, while still delivering the familiar anime-style character designs, and the plot is easier to jump into than the other Boogiepop manga. (KT)
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BOW WOW WATA



Gau Gau Wata, “Bow Wow Wata” ([image: ]) • Kazumi Umekawa • Gutsoon! Entertainment (2003–2004) • Coamix (Weekly Comic Bunch, 2001–2005) • 2 volumes, suspended (11 volumes in Japan) • Pet, Comedy, Drama • 13+ (violence)

Tasuke, the reluctant son of a veterinarian, discovers that he can hear animals’ thoughts because his father is the “Shinto god of dogs” Komainu-sama. When he develops a crush on Misato, the cute owner of the unfriendly old dog Wata, he enters a sort of human-dog romantic triangle. Primarily, though, this is a pet medical drama, with stories based on animal health problems, apparently based on the author’s experience as a certified veterinarian (“You know what’s the most important thing in summer, don’t you? It’s preventing filaria!”). The animals are drawn more realistically than the humans, and their behavior is more aggressive than any American cute-animal comic, with plenty of biting and scratching. More of the story was published in Raijin magazine but never collected.
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BOYS BE



Boys Be … • Masahiro Itabashi (story), Hiroyuki Tamakoshi (art) • Tokyopop (2004–ongoing) • Kodansha (Weekly Shônen Magazine, 1997–2000) • 20 volumes • Shônen, Romantic Comedy • 16+ (language, partial nudity, sexual situations)

A long-running anthology series of short romantic comedies, mostly involving shy guys and flirty girls, although the sheer quantity of the stories leads to some interesting variations. Most of the stories involve kisses or love confessions, or are excuses for women to pose in scanty outfits, but the hero does not always get the girl, and a few of the stories are impressively funny. In “Attention Please! Chameleon Boy!” the main character tries desperately to keep his girlfriend from breaking up with him through abrupt personality changes. In “Our Unique Turn-Ons,” three guys talk about their favorite fetishes, such as the backs of women’s necks, mohair sweaters, and (the weird guy’s choice) the cross-section of an apple. Initially crowded with too many small panels per page, the art opens up and improves as it goes on; however, the repetitive character designs make it difficult to tell one girl from the others. In Japan, the series was printed as Boys Be … 2nd Season, a sequel to the original 32–volume (!) Boys Be … series. Historical trivia: the title is a reference to “Boys, be ambitous!”, a famous out-of-context English-language catchphrase in Japan, spoken by visiting American professor William S. Clark when he departed Sapporo Agricultural College in 1877.
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BOYS OF SUMMER



Chuck Austen (story), Hiroki Otsuka (art) • Tokyopop (2006–ongoing) • 3 volumes • Sports, Romantic Comedy • 16+ (language, mild violence, nudity, sexual situations)

When Bud Waterston starts his freshman year in college, he moves into dorms where sexy girls flash their breasts and invite him to parties. When he demonstrates his incredible pitcher’s arm, Chrissie, the baseball coach’s daughter, tries to get him to sign up for baseball … but Bud has given up on the sport ever since the death of his father. Drawn by adult-manga artist Hiroki Otsuka from a script by American comics writer Chuck Austen, Boys of Summer is a successful cross-cultural collaboration. Otsuka’s art has a mature, jôsei/seinen look, with strong figure art and minimal use of screentone; the characters are full-lipped women and buff, chiseled guys who look like they could actually have sex with one another. The tone is subdued and the American setting is authentic, making effective use of photo backgrounds.
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BOYS OVER FLOWERS



Hana Yori Dango, “Boys Before Flowers” ([image: ]) • Yoko Kamio • Viz (2003–ongoing) • Shueisha (Margaret, 1992–2003) • 36 volumes • Shôjo, Romantic Drama • 13+ (language, violence, sexual situations)

Tsukushi, a girl from a lower-middle-class family, is bullied, beaten, ostracized—and romanced—when she stands up to her snobbish classmates at an elite private high school. In a bickering, tempestuous relationship, she is drawn toward two fabulously wealthy men: the kind Rui Hanazawa and the arrogant, temperamental (and sometimes physically abusive) Tsukasa Domyoji. Basically a vicarious Cinderella story full of mansions, yachts, Louis Vuitton bags, and international vacations, Boys over Flowers is distinguished by its strong heroine, the proudly “weedlike” Tsukushi, who always stands up to the powers that be. (As in many manga, rich people in Boys over Flowers constantly use words such as “pauper” and “peasant.”) The story reads quickly, and although some subplots are more implausible than others, it never drifts into exploitation or betrays the characters’ original personalities. Not a sappy love story, it’s a character-driven tale of social and relationship struggles that keeps the reader wondering what will happen next.

[image: ][image: ][image: ][image: ]

BRAIN POWERED



([image: ]) • Yukiru Sugisaki (art), Yoshiyuki Tomino (original story) • Tokyopop (2003) • Kadokawa Shoten (Monthly Shônen Ace, 1998–1999) • 4 volumes • Shônen, Science Fiction, Mecha, Adventure • 13+ (underwear, violence)

A confusing but pretty adaptation of the pretty but confusing 1998 anime series from Gundam director Yoshiyuki Tomino. The world of the near future is wracked by typhoons, earthquakes, flash floods, and other disaster-movie effects as an immense, long-dormant alien spaceship slowly rises from the depths of the ocean. A multicultural cast of characters, piloting organic don’t-call-them-giant-robots, fight to either stop the imminent disaster or survive it aboard the alien ship. Meanwhile, the reader struggles to keep track of who’s related to whom and puzzle out the mystifying plot. The manga teeters entertainingly along the razor edge of comprehensibility, much like the source anime, and then tries to cram ten anime episodes’ worth of plot into the final volume. It does all look gorgeous, though. (MS)
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BRIDE OF DEIMOS



Akuma (Deimos) no Hanayome, “Bride of the Devil (Deimos)” ([image: ]) • Etsuko Ikeda (story), Yuho Ashibe (art) • ComicsOne (2002–2004) • Akita Shoten (Princess, 1975–1983) • 7 volumes, suspended (17 volumes in Japan) • Shôjo, Horror • 13+ (language, violence, partial nudity)

Schoolgirl Minako Ifu finds herself stalked by a terrifying figure, the black-winged, horned Deimos (the Greek god of panic or terror), who says she is the reincarnation of his bride. From story to story Deimos appears in various guises, occasionally pursuing Minako, but usually acting as an instigator and witness to supernatural tales of tainted love and random doom. A classic of purple shôjo horror, Bride of Deimos makes no concessions to realism; the hapless heroine witnesses a new tragedy in every chapter, and the better stories have an element of bleak, illogical gruesomeness. (Hint: when someone asks, “Can love’s passion break through reason?” in a shôjo manga, the answer is always yes.) While not as accomplished as Rose of Versailles and Swan, the 1970s artwork is graceful and impressionistic, with cascades of hair, dripping blood, and the occasional satanic imagery or suggestive Beardsley-esque candles. The sloppy translation takes some of the class out of the story, which admittedly is written for younger readers.
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Etsuko Ikeda and Yuho Ashibe’s Bride of Deimos (Illustration Credit 1.9)



BRIGADOON



Brigadoon: Marin to Melan, “Brigadoon: Marin and Melan” (BRIGADOON[image: ]) • Hajime Yatate and Yoshitomo Yonetani (original concept), Nozomi Watase (manga) • Tokyopop (2003) • Kadokawa Shoten (Monthly Ace Next, 2000–2001) • 2 volumes • Science Fiction, Fantasy, Mecha • 13+ (violence, brief partial nudity)

Cookie-cutter retelling of the Brigadoon anime. Marin is a spunky poor girl in 1969 Japan. One day she meets a talking cat and a powerful blue robot, who tells her that its name is Melan Blue and it was sent to protect her. Meanwhile, in the sky appears a giant floating city, Brigadoon, which is somehow tied to Marin and Melan Blue and the survival of the Earth. While the manga tells the same tale as the anime, it adds nothing new and doesn’t look as good. The entire twenty-six-episode TV series is condensed into two volumes, so much of the story is left out. (RB)
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BRINGING HOME THE SUSHI



Various artists • Mangajin (1995) • 1 volume • Salaryman, Comedy, Drama • Unrated/13+ (mild language)

Subtitled An Inside Look at Japanese Business Through Japanese Comics, Bringing Home the Sushi collects samples of nine different occupational manga, from family-newspaper cheerful (Tsuri-Baka Nisshi, “Diary of a Fishing Freak”) to serious and even melancholy (Ningen Kôsaten, “Human Crossroads”). Explanatory essays accompany each manga segment. While the collapse of the early-1990s Japanese bubble economy makes the stories more or less into period pieces, the book contains fascinating insights into workplace culture, family roles, and sexism, as well as sights that only manga can provide, such as a drunken, flag-wearing American auto manufacturer, a parody of Lee Iacocca, giving piggyback rides to Japanese businessmen. The artists include Jirô Gyû, Kenshi Hirokane, Kenichi Kitami, Yôsuke Kondô, Tatsuo Nitta, Sadao Shôji, Hiroshi Tanaka, Kazuyoshi Torii, Masao Yajima, Jûzô Yamasaki, and the lone female voice, Risu Akizuki. Two of the manga have been translated elsewhere: Risu Akizuki’s Survival in the Office: The Evolution of Japanese Working Women and Kenshi Hirokane’s Kosaku Shima. A fascinating book, sadly out of print.
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BROKEN ANGELS



Kowarehajimeta Tenshitachi, “Angels Who Have Started to Break” ([image: ]) • Setsuri Tsuzuki • Tokyopop (2006–2007) • Kadokawa Shoten (Asuka, 1999–2003) • 5 volumes • Shôjo, Psychic, Fantasy • 16+ (language, nudity, sexual situations)

The story of an unusual girl named Fujiwara Sunao who likes to dress in boys’ clothes and has the power to control water. She uses her powers and insights to help disturbed people around her; for instance, she helps a man realize that the reason his kid acts out is because he recently lost his mother. While helping out, Fujiwara rattles off trite philosophy such as “The only one who can reach your dreams is you” or “You won’t find happiness with a closed heart.” Unfortunately, in addition to weak writing, Broken Angels suffers from bad storytelling and confusing art. It’s never clear what’s happening from page to page due to the sometimes nearly incomprehensible panel layouts. (RB)
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B’TX



Masami Kurumada • Tokyopop (2004–ongoing) • Kadokawa Shoten (Monthly Shônen Ace, 1995–2000) • Shônen, Science Fiction, Battle • 16 volumes • 13+ (mild language, constant graphic violence, brief nudity)

From the creator of Knights of the Zodiac, B’TX is the same elementary-school action formula with science fiction trappings. In order to save his genius childhood friend Kotaro, teenage Teppei must fight the evil Machine Empire, an army of cyborg bad guys. Teppei’s weapons are his Messiah Fist battle gear and his horselike robot mount B’TX, the most powerful of the B’Ts, intelligent robots based on mythological beasts and monsters. (The designs scream “toy line.”) The story is 99 percent action, with the hero’s big fist pointed at the camera as he fights bad guys with names such as Metal Face; the frequently gory battle scenes, with H. R. Giger–esque bio-organic blobs and melting faces, clash grotesquely with the bright-eyed, fresh-faced main characters. The art is inconsistent and the English rewrite is intentionally over-the-top, like a Saturday morning cartoon (“You pathetic excuse for a minion!” “Quit giving me metallic lip, X!”).
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BUDDHA



([image: ]) • Osamu Tezuka • Vertical (2003–2005) • Ushio Shuppan (Kibô no Tomo/Shônen World/Comic Tom, 1972–1983) • 8 volumes • Shônen, Religion, Historical Drama • Unrated/16+ (violence, nudity, sexual situations)

Tezuka’s Buddhist beliefs work their way into many of his manga, such as Phoenix, but this is his most overtly religious work, an ambitious retelling of the life of the Buddha. Written for children but enjoyable for all ages, Buddha spices up the story of Prince Siddhartha’s journey toward enlightenment with heaping doses of action, intrigue, and even slapstick comedy. Tezuka faithfully follows the outline of Buddhist dogma but expands on the personalities of the key figures in the Buddha’s life, also adding original characters whose lives demonstrate tenets of the Buddha’s teachings (and, often, include some extra two-fisted action for readers tiring of saintliness). Western readers may be shocked or baffled by Tezuka’s often irreverent take on his subject matter; it’s hard to imagine a Christian comic about the life of Jesus featuring bloody fight scenes, anachronistic sight gags, and the occasional fart joke alongside transcendent depictions of religious enlightenment. But Buddha has all these and more, and is ultimately both an engrossing, densely layered story and an inspiring exploration of faith. (SG)
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THE BUG BOY: See Hino Horror, Vol. 2: The Bug Boy

BUS GAMER



Kazuya Minekura • Tokyopop (2006) • Square Enix (Stencil, 2001) • 1 volume • Action • 16+ (language, violence)

Toki, Nobuto, and Kazuo are recruited to play in the Biz Game, a three-versus-three capture-the-flag match that dictates the future of Japan’s biggest corporations. Minekura starts in the middle of the story, not showing the battles until after the reader has a chance to appreciate the absurdity of the game’s rules and the inability of the team to escape from them. Once the game actually begins, the violence is surprisingly powerful; manga comic relief and Minekura’s bishônen art style are welcome contrasts to the dark story line. This is not Battle Royale—it does not attempt to make us hate the game—but it does agree that a human is defined only by his actions. The manga ends abruptly, apparently on hiatus. (SM)
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BUSO RENKIN



Busô Renkin, “Armored Alchemy” ([image: ]) • Nobuhiro Watsuki • Viz (2006–ongoing) • Shueisha (Weekly Shônen Jump, 2003–2006) • 10 volumes • Shônen, Battle • 16+ (violence, mild sexual situations)

“Alchemic warriors” are the only ones who can fight the Homunculi, man-eating artificial humanoids who can transform into robot animals (snakes, eagles, frogs, etc.). Kazuki, a boy with a big lance, and Tokiko, a superhero-like tough girl with the Valkyrie Skirt, are the high school heroes who fight the silly-looking villains using weapons conjured out of nowhere. Dull and disappointing, Buso Renkin is the latest in a string of shônen manga failures (such as the untranslated Gun Blaze West) by Rurouni Kenshin creator Nobuhiro Watsuki. His American-comics-influenced art is more simplified and angular than ever but looks merely generic, and the clichéd story could entertain only the youngest readers. Watsuki’s notes on what he was and wasn’t allowed to do (such as have a villain make fun of Tokiko’s facial scars) are more interesting than the manga itself, albeit depressing to read.
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BY THE SWORD



Yô, “Enchanting/Bewitching” ([image: ]YO-U) • Sanami Matoh • ADV (2005) • Akita Shoten/Biblos (Princess 2000, Magazine Zero 2003–2005) • 2 volumes, suspended (3 volumes in Japan) • Shôjo, Fantasy, Adventure • 13+ (violence, partial nudity)

A clichéd feudal Japanese fantasy manga borrowing heavily from Inu-Yasha. Asagi, a demon hunter with a magic sword, wanders Japan along with two demons: Kaede, a half-demon girl, and Kurenai, her father, who is bound in spirit form except when he possesses his daughter and turns her into a combat expert. Their journey takes them into episodic encounters with various ghosts and monsters. The monster designs are boring (fangs + elf ears + tattoos = demon), the screentone-heavy art is hard to follow, and the mixture of monster-fighting action and kvetching comedy is strictly by the numbers. Some nudity is censored from the English edition.
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CAFÉ KICHIJOUJI DE



Café Kichijouji De, “At Café Kichijouji” (Café[image: ]) • Kyoko Negishi (story and art), Yuki Miyamoto (original concept) • DMP (2005–2006) • Shinshokan (Wings, 2000–2003) • 3 volumes • Shôjo, Comedy • 13+ (mild language, mild violence)

Spin-off of a Japanese “drama CD” series, following the exploits of five waiters: a neat freak, a narcissistic ladies’ man, a starving student, a creepy occultist, and a cute-little-boy type with an evil streak and super-strength. Although the slick artwork prepares the reader for a cute-boy-a-thon, Café Kichijouji De is an unexpectedly sarcastic, twisted sitcom. When not dealing with completely outrageous day-to-day threats such as running from bulls or digging up mandrake roots, the characters spend most of their time fighting with one another or dealing with their pathetically slim paychecks. The hijinks never reach the heights of anarchy and surrealism of Excel Saga (or the British TV show The Young Ones), but it’s got a good sense of humor. Chibi interludes space out the main chapters.
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THE CAIN SAGA



Hakushaku Cain Series, “Count Cain Series” ([image: ]) • Kaori Yuki • Viz (2006–2007) • Hakusensha (Hana to Yume, 1991–1994) • 5 volumes • Gothic, Mystery • 18+ (occasional graphic violence, sexual situations)

Episodic gothic mysteries set in late-nineteenth-century London. In its best moments The Cain Saga captures the genuine ghoulishness of the Victorian era, or at least of its stereotypes. Repetitive but entertaining pulp stories of madwomen, incest, murder, and premature burial, they are tied together by the presence of Earl Cain Hargreaves, a handsome young dilettante with a tortured family background and a vast knowledge of poisons. The fun here is in Yuki’s classical plots, and in the pleasure of seeing good-looking shôjo characters commit evil deeds; the art is often rough and crowded, but it gets the story across. The final portion of the series was published as Godchild. The series is very conservatively rated “for mature readers,” perhaps for themes of incest and suicide.
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CALLING YOU: KIMI NI SHIKA KIKOENAI



Kimi ni Shika Kikoenai Calling You, “I Can’t Hear Anyone but You: Calling You” ([image: ]CALLING YOU) • Otsuichi (story), Setsuri Tsuzuki (art) • Tokyopop (2007) • Kadokawa Shoten (Asuka, 2003) • 1 volume • Shôjo, Drama • 13+

Manga adaptation of the novel by Otsuichi. In the title story, a pair of high schoolers so lonely that they don’t even have cell phones strike up a psychic friendship through the imaginary phones inside their minds. Also included is the short story “Kizu/Kids,” in which a boy discovers that his friend has the power to heal other people. (MS)

NR

CALL ME PRINCESS



Hime ’tte Yonde Ne!, “Call me Princess” ([image: ]) • Tomoko Taniguchi • CPM (1999–2003) • Jitsugyo no Nihonsha (1993) • 1 volume • Shôjo, Romance • All Ages (brief sexual humor)

Makoto, a teenage romantic who views her older sister’s marriage as the ideal relationship, finds herself attracted to Ryu, her troubled stepbrother, when he moves into her household. A simple but well-told story for young readers, Call Me Princess makes up in charm what it lacks in melodrama. Taniguchi’s artwork is at its cutest, with clear, clean linework.
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THE CANDIDATE FOR GODDESS



Megami Kôhosei, “Goddess Cadet” ([image: ]) • Yukiru Sugisaki • Tokyopop (2004) • Wani Books (Comic Gum, 1997–2001) • 5 volumes • Seinen, Science Fiction, Mecha, Drama • 13+ (mild language)

Tedious giant robot story, better known for its anime adaptation. In the future, humanity is under attack by mute, impersonal, rarely seen aliens, who have reduced humanity to a single planet and scattered space colonies. The hero is a cadet at the Goddess Operator Academy, where young men (and a few women) compete and train to pilot humanity’s last defense: vaguely female-looking giant robots. The dull story line focuses on inter-cadet crushes and rivalries and ends abruptly. Sugisaki’s early artwork is underdeveloped and generic-looking, albeit more detailed than usual, due to all the ships and robots.
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CANNON GOD EXAXXION



Hôshin Exaxxion, “Gun/Cannon God Exaxxion” ([image: ]) • Kenichi Sonoda • Dark Horse (2001–ongoing) • Kodansha (Afternoon, 1998–2004) • 7 volumes • Seinen, Military, Science Fiction, Mecha, Action • 18+ (language, nudity, graphic sex, graphic violence)

Said to have been inspired by Neon Genesis Evangelion, Cannon God Exaxxion actually borrows little other than Evangelion’s sense of scale and collateral damage: the giant robot Exaxxion is unharmed by a cannon blast that levels Mount Fuji, and when it walks, it rips through freeways like tissue paper, inadvertently sending innocent bystanders screaming to their deaths. Part Go Nagai robot freakout, part realpolitik military science fiction, the story begins when fascist aliens break their ruse of peaceful coexistence and take over the earth, crushing the human military with superior high-tech weapons. Luckily, a dirty old mad scientist has prepared the Exaxxion, and his teenage descendant Hoichi is forced to pilot it to save humanity, while both sides wage a propaganda war to spin the casualties. Exaxxion takes Sonoda’s technology fetishism (see Gunsmith Cats) into the realm of science fiction, with antimatter, nanotechnology, and robots ranging from giant city-smashers to human-sized sexdroids. All these guns and phallic imagery aren’t unintentional; the series has a strong sexual element, which gets increasingly explicit as it goes on. The actual number of giant robot battles is fairly small—most of the action involves alien political dealings and the hero running around outside the robot—and the high level of dramatic tension is occasionally buried in the dense script. Sonoda’s stylized art drifts ever further away from reality and into a plastic-and-rubber world of shapes, be it the streamlined robots or the women’s unlikely physiques. A sex scene is censored in volume 5 of the English edition.
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CANON



Chika Shiomi • CMX (2007–ongoing) • Akita Shoten (Mystery Bonita, 1994–1996) • 4 volumes • Shôjo, Horror, Drama • 16+

When a vampire attacks her school, young Canon is mysteriously spared. She embarks on a quest for revenge against the bloodsucker who slaughtered her fellow students, but along the way she must make strange alliances.…

NR

CANTARELLA



([image: ]) • You Higuri • Go! Comi (2005–ongoing) • Akita Shoten (Princess Gold, 2000–ongoing) • 10+ volumes (ongoing) • Shôjo, Historical, Occult, Drama • 16+ (mild language, violence, sexual situations)

Full of poison, treachery and plotting, this historical drama is based on the life of master schemer Cesare Borgia, with supernatural elements added. Born in Rome in A.D. 1475, the illegitimate son of a high-ranking priest, Cesare begins life as a sensitive bishônen who loves his stepmother and his stepsister, Lucrezia Borgia. But our antihero is haunted by dark spirits (literally), and after a series of tragedies he succumbs to evil, undergoing an abrupt personality change and using the “power of the beast” in his quest to rule Italy and then the world (“I will be my own god!”). The papal power struggles and corrupt nobility of Renaissance Italy provide a solid young-adult novel plot. On the other hand, despite attractive main characters and authentic-looking historical trappings, Higuri’s art lacks depth and the action is often unclear. In other words, the story is slightly beyond the artist’s abilities but still engrossing. In Japan, the series went on hiatus in 2005 so Higuri could work on other projects, although she has said she plans to return to it.
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You Higuri’s Cantarella (Illustration Credit 1.10)



CARAVAN KIDD



([image: ]) • Johji Manabe • Dark Horse (1992–1999) • Shogakukan (Weekly Shônen Jump Zôkan, 1987–1989) • 3 volumes • Shônen, Science Fiction, Adventure • Unrated/16+ (language, violence, partial nudity, mild sexual situations)

A surprisingly entertaining iteration of Manabe’s standard adventure plot, which as usual revolves around a scantily clad sword-swinging babe and a couple of hapless schmoes who get dragged along on her vendetta against an evil empire and its legions of faceless goons. In this case the warrior heroine is named Mian Toris and endowed with an inexplicable fox tail, and the pair of dingbats whom she tags with dog collars and claims as her pets include horny teen Wataru and a bloblike, moneygrubbing little critter named Babo who provides a steady supply of welcome comic relief. The inevitable romantic pairing between Mian and Wataru is built up slowly and plausibly, and although the settings and vehicles aren’t as detailed as in Outlanders, Manabe’s cartooning is perfectly adequate. The English-language version rearranges the five Japanese volumes into three large-format books of about 300 pages each. (MS)
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CARDCAPTOR SAKURA



([image: ]) • CLAMP • Tokyopop (1999–2003) • Kodansha (Nakayoshi, 1996–2000) • 12 volumes • Shôjo, Magical Girl, Fantasy, Romance • All Ages

Cardcaptor Sakura isn’t just one of the best kids’ manga in translation, it’s one of the very best manga available in English, period. When ten-year-old Sakura Kinomoto opens a mysterious book in her father’s study, she lets loose a deck of magical “Clow Cards.” Cerberus (better known as Kero-chan), the diminutive Guardian Beast, gives Sakura a magic wand and a mission—she must find and seal the escaped Clow Cards before disaster befalls the world. Sakura is aided by her best friend, the camcorder-toting, ultrarich Tomoyo, and indirectly by her watchful brother, Toya. Soon, Sakura meets her greatest rival and eventual partner, Li Syaoran, a Chinese boy who is descended from the one who made the cards. Sounds like a perfectly conventional, utterly forgetable premise, right? CLAMP isn’t just a talented creative team—its members are shrewd businesswomen, and Cardcaptor Sakura was clearly crafted with merchandising in mind (Sakura’s dozens of outfits, the collect-’em-all Clow Cards, adorable mascots). But in spite of these calculated elements, the series is brimming with warmth and joy and wonder that make the series much more than the sum of its parts. At its core, Sakura is about love in all its many forms: sibling love, childhood crushes, unrequited love, true love. There are too many romantic pairings to mention here, and each is handled with respect and without judgment. (The relationship of one of Sakura’s classmates with a teacher, if seen as wish fulfillment, is sweet, but if taken too seriously is a bit disturbing.) CLAMP seems so uninterested in the collection quest formula they set up that in the second story arc (called “Master of the Clow” in Tokyopop’s release), the cards disappear for chapters at a time to make room for the relationships. The artwork was a huge departure for CLAMP at the time of its release, cutting down on tones and using much thinner lines—the antithesis of X/1999 visually as well as thematically. A real treat for manga readers young and old. (MT)
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CARDCAPTOR SAKURA: MASTER OF THE CLOW: See Cardcaptor Sakura

CASE CLOSED



Meitantei Conan, “Master Detective Conan” ([image: ]) • Gosho Aoyama • Viz (2004–ongoing) • Shogakukan (Weekly Shônen Sunday, 1994–ongoing) • 57+ volumes (ongoing) • Shônen, Mystery, Comedy, Drama • 16+ (occasional graphic violence)

Teenage overachiever and amateur detective Jimmy Kudo follows a shady pair of “men in black” one day and ends up transformed, by an experimental poison, into a grade-school-age kid. Forced to hide the truth from his family and friends for fear of being discovered by the thugs who poisoned him, he assumes the fake name Conan Edogawa (a composite of two famous mystery authors, Arthur Conan Doyle and Rampo Edogawa) and takes up residence with his not-quite-girlfriend Rachel, the captain of their school karate team, and her father, the hapless private eye Richard Moore. Conan solves Moore’s cases while using a knockout trick and ventriloquist device invented by a friend to fool people into thinking that the answers are really coming from the adult PI instead of a pipsqueak kid. Meanwhile, he has to attend grade school again and come up with excuses for his older self’s absence—like Superman masquerading as Clark Kent, Conan often gets to hear Rachel’s feelings about Jimmy, and has to work hard to keep her from guessing his true identity. The majority of cases are gory murders, complete with sprays of inky blood (the first volume includes a decapitation on a roller coaster), and the deceptively child-friendly wide-eyed style of Aoyama’s masterly comic art makes the violence seem that much more shocking, like a slasher film set in Disneyland. The overarching mystery of the men in black gives the story a depth beyond the whodunit-of-the-week. Some character names were changed in the English translation (Richard Moore was originally Kogoro Mori); the alterations are explained in the back of various volumes, along with Aoyama’s data files on his favorite fictional detectives. (JD)
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CATEGORY: FREAKS



([image: ]) • Gokurakuin Sakurako • DrMaster (2005–ongoing) • Gentosha (Comic Birz, 2002–ongoing) • 3+ volumes (ongoing) • Shônen, Action, Horror • 18+ (language, violence, nudity, sex)

When “freaks”—evil monsters that are part spirit, part flesh—tempt and possess human beings, a group of exterminators fights them. But even though they look like handsome teenagers in black suits, the exterminators are not human, either … they’re “stands,” the natural enemy of “freaks,” and when their job is over one of them eats up the incriminating remains. Structured as a series of monster-of-the-month stories, Category: Freaks achieves some memorable dark imagery, such as the giant eyeball that opens in the hero’s torso, and the “flesh dolls” that doomed individuals literally pull from between the legs of Hainuwele, a female super-monster. For the most part, however, the art is a weakness: the possessed people look more comical than frightening, and the characters float above obviously photo-traced backgrounds. The often sexual plot elements are viewed with genuinely adolescent disgust and awe; as one of the eternally teenage protagonists says, it’s the adult world that’s scary. The series contains eye candy for both genders, but the cute gay boys don’t show as much skin as the women, which include a hapless victimized maid-type character with big breasts.
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CENTRAL CITY



SAYA • Studio Ironcat (2003) • 1 volume • Science Fiction, Crime Drama • Unrated/13+ (mild violence, partial nudity)

One hundred years after World War III, Kaede is a bishônen “SA Disposer” (a sort of bounty hunter) with pyrokinetic powers, who roams the city looking for the man who killed his friend, while some kind of police detectives pursue him. Primitive art and incomprehensible story; the dialogue doesn’t even seem to come from the characters, as if the art and text occupy parallel tracks.

0 Stars

CERES: CELESTIAL LEGEND



Ayashi no Ceres, “Bewitching Ceres” ([image: ]) • Yuu Watase • Viz (2001–2006) • Shogakukan (Shôjo Comic, 1996–2000) • 14 volumes • Shôjo, Science Fiction, Romance, Horror • 16+ (violence, nudity, sex)

On her sixteenth birthday, Aya Mikage discovers a shocking family secret: she is the reincarnation of a tennyô, a “celestial maiden” from Japanese folklore, with awesome psychic powers. But her newly reborn alter ego, Ceres, has a passionate grudge against Aya’s family, the owners of a globe-spanning corporation that will do anything to contain and control Ceres’s power. Similar in plot to an Ira Levin science fiction novel, Ceres: Celestial Legend is a surprisingly heavy story of family, sexuality, adulthood, and the struggles between men and women. Even brother and sister are pitted against each other, and Aya/Ceres’s love triangle—between the blank-slate Tôya and the humanly fallible Yûhi—is hotly contested. Covered in bandages, the characters limp from hospital to hospital, and the action takes place mostly in cold inorganic settings (despite a series of subplots where the characters travel across Japan in search of clues to the legend, encountering little horror stories along the way). Watase’s art suffers from sophomore slump (the faces don’t always match the bodies, and her attempts at gore look goofy), but her storytelling is in top form, simultaneously addressing Big Ideas and uncompromising relationship drama.
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CHANGE COMMANDER GOKU



Shônen Saiyûki Commander Goku, “Boy Bravest Legend Commander Goku” ([image: ]) • Ippongi Bang • Antarctic (1993–1996) • Bandai (Cyber Comix, 1992) • 1 volume • Tokusatsu, Action, Comedy • 18+ (language, violence, nudity)

Cute, macho teenagers in power suits fight bad guys and zombies in this indulgent combination parody of several 1970s anime and manga titles, including Black Jack, Cutey Honey, and the artist’s favorite, the untranslated boxing manga Ashita no Jo. The series reads like the author was having fun (Bang solicits reader ideas for Goku’s powers), but it’s basically plotless and the inane jokes don’t always work, even if you recognize the obscure references. Several additional issues were published in comics form (as Change Commander Goku 2) but never collected.
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A CHEEKY ANGEL



Tenshi na Konamaiki, “Cheeky Angel” ([image: ]) • Hiroyuki Nishimori • Viz (2004–2007) • Shogakukan (Weekly Shônen Sunday, 1999–2003) • 20 volumes • Shônen, Romantic Comedy • 16+ (language, mild violence)

When he was nine years old, a strange genie transformed Megumi Amatsuka from a boy into a girl, wiping the male Megumi from the memories of everyone except Megumi and his/her best friend. Years later, in high school, Megumi is a beautiful, temperamental girl who claims she’s a guy … which doesn’t stop Genzo, the local tough guy, from falling in love with her. Although the incredibly slow-moving plot relies too much on an infinite supply of ugly jerks picking fights with the heroes, at times Cheeky Angel is strangely thoughtful, as the characters try to puzzle out gender issues (or at least Japanese stereotypes thereof). On the plus side, the central cast of characters is well defined, and the non-sequitur Japanese humor (including many faithfully untranslated puns) makes for a slow but quirky read. The stiff art is like a form of cartoonist’s shorthand: effective but not pretty.
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LE CHEVALIER D’EON



“Chevalier” ([image: ]) • Tow Ubukata (original story), Kiriko Yumeji (art) • Del Rey (2007–ongoing) • Kodansha (Magazine Z, 2005–ongoing) • 4+ volumes (ongoing) • Shônen, Fantasy, Historical, Adventure • 18+

Set in eighteenth-century France on the eve of the revolution, Chevalier d’Eon is inspired by the rather extraordinary historical figure Charles de Beaumont, a diplomat and spy who lived the latter half of his life as a woman. For dramatic purposes, this story posits that hero d’Eon de Beaumont is sharing a body with the spirit of his dead sister, which is frankly no less bizarre than the biography of the real version and lends itself to a lot of pretty artwork. (MS)

NR

CHIBIMONO



Chibimono: Chibi no Mononoke, “Little Supernatural Being” ([image: ]) • Mizuo Shinonome • Infinity Studios (2007) • Futabasha (Comic High!, 2005–2007) • 3 volumes • Moe, Comedy • 13+

Young Wakana, a cute junior high student, moves to the countryside where one day she stumbles across a tiny crying girl, no larger than her hand. The girl turns out to be Nanana, a bumbling goddess in training, who needs encouragement. Despite the 13+ rating, the story basically has nothing unsuitable for younger readers.

NR

CHIBI VAMPIRE



Karin ([image: ]) • Yuna Kagesaki • Tokyopop (2006–ongoing) • Kadokawa Shoten (Dragon Age, 2003–ongoing) • 11+ volumes (ongoing) • Shônen, Vampire, Romantic Comedy • 16+ (mild language, blood, sexual situations)

Karin Maaka, the daughter of a family of vampires, undergoes a sort of “vampire puberty” and discovers that she has a very unusual condition: instead of sucking blood, she produces it and has to inject it into victims with her fangs. (Everyone feels great afterward.) But her newfound feelings are embarrassing, and when her hot classmate Kenta Usui is around, she can hardly restrain herself from either biting him or gushing blood out of her nose. A fun romantic comedy that plays up all the imaginable “blood = periods, sex = vampirism” comparisons, Chibi Vampire manages to have the good guilty feeling of dirty pleasures without actually showing any nudity (despite Kagesaki’s previous work as an adult manga artist). The anime-style artwork is appealing.
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CHICAGO



([image: ]) • Yumi Tamura • Viz (2002–2003) • Shogakukan (Betsucomi, 2000–2001) • 2 volumes • Shôjo, Crime Drama • Unrated/13+ (mild language, violence)

After narrowly surviving a mysterious cover-up, search-and-rescue workers Rei and Uozumi are recruited by a clandestine rescue organization run out of Chicago, a bar in Shinjuku. A modern-day noir story that throws out mentions of Rwanda and Somalia in an attempt to seem hard-hitting, Chicago shows the influence of Frank Miller’s Sin City, with silhouetted action poses, simply suggested backgrounds, self-aware “cool moments,” and narrow escapes. However, there’s nothing beneath the surface: the series goes nowhere and has no resolution, and the art is so loose that it’s difficult to tell what’s going on.
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CHIKYU MISAKI



Chikyû Misaki, “(Planet) Earth Misaki” ([image: ]) • Yuji Iwahara • CMX (2005–2006) • Kadokawa Shoten (Monthly Ace Next, 2001–2002) • 3 volumes • Shônen, Science Fiction • 13+ (crude humor, brief violence, brief nudity, mild sexual situations)

This absolutely charming manga has the plot of an American family animated movie, such as The Iron Giant or Lilo & Stitch (which, coincidentally, it also visually resembles). Fourteen-year-old Misaki and her father move to her great-grandfather’s house, a mysterious old mansion by a lake said to be inhabited by Hohopo, a Nessie-like creature. Soon, Misaki encounters the legendary Hohopo, who looks like a baby plesiosaur, but whom a kiss transforms into an adorable mute little boy, whose habits include bed-wetting, group snuggling, and running around the house naked. But can she keep his secret safe from criminals and scientists who want to exploit him? The art has a pleasantly organic, hand-drawn look, and the characters’ big-eyed faces reflect Iwahara’s Western cartoon influence. It’s an excellent short manga for young readers, although cautious parents may want to scrutinize it for brief nudity and oblique references to sexuality, mostly between the adult characters.
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Yuji Iwahara’s Chikyu Misaki (Illustration Credit 1.11)



CHIRALITY: TO THE PROMISED LAND



Chirality ([image: ]) • Satoshi Urushihara • CPM (1996–2000) • Gakken (Comic Nora, 1995–1997) • 4 volumes • Postapocalyptic, Shônen, Science Fiction • 18+ (graphic violence, nudity, graphic sex)

In a future ravaged by a techno-virus that turns humans into killer robots, a few survivors venture out of their protected shelter to defeat the mad computer that is the cause of it all. Shiori, the dewy-eyed heroine, is taken under the wing of Carol, a shape-shifting, gender-shifting organism. The plot is a fair-to-middling example of its genre until the last volume, at which point Urushihara’s breast fetish goes wild and the series turns into a topless lesbian orgy. The English version divides the original three-volume Japanese release into four volumes.
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CHOBITS



([image: ]) • CLAMP • Tokyopop (2002–2003) • Kodansha (Weekly Young Magazine, 2000–2002) • 8 volumes • Seinen, Science Fiction, Romance • 16+ (mild language, partial nudity, sexual situations)

In the not-too-distant future, android technology has made it possible for almost anyone to afford a “persocom”—everyone, that is, but ronin student Hideki. One day, however, Hideki finds the adorable and childlike Chi bound and abandoned in a dark alley. After taking her home and finding her well-placed activation switch, Hideki finds himself torn between being Chi’s guardian and reconciling his romantic feelings for the possibly-sentient android. At first glance, Chobits appears to be a cynical work of exploitation, pairing CLAMP’s distinctive artwork, at the height of their popularity, with the otaku-favorite “robot girlfriend” genre. Indeed, lead artist Mokona outdoes herself with designs that combine the youthful innocence and kawaii cuteness of Cardcaptor Sakura with pinup and bondage imagery. In spite of this, Chobits is perhaps CLAMP’s most mature work to date, and not just “mature” in the fanservice sense. This time, they take love into the twenty-first century, exploring humans’ relationship with technology through five distinctive side stories in addition to Hideki and Chi’s tragically charming romance. A story-within-the-story fairy tale is surprisingly effective, if not terribly subtle. The series is not only one of the sexiest manga in its genre, it is also one of the most endearing. For continuity fans, it is worth noting that Chobits features CLAMP’s most audacious crossover to date, working in characters from their minor shônen hit Angelic Layer in surprising ways. (MT)
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CHRONO CRUSADE



Chrno Crusade (misspelled in the Japanese version) ([image: ]) • Daisuke Moriyama • ADV (2004–2006) • Kadokawa Shoten (Comic Dragon, 1998–2004) • 8 volumes • Shônen, Historical, Occult, Action-Adventure • 13+ (language, violence, partial nudity)

Good guys, demons, and monsters clash in 1924 America in this enjoyable pulp adventure with slick, screentone-heavy visuals. Sister Rosette is a gunslinging young nun who wears a dress slit to the thigh and fights evil beings with cross-infused bullets. Her companion is Chrono, a demon in the form of a young boy, who can tap tremendous powers at the cost of draining years from Sister Rosette’s life. With the help of a few friends and the demon-monitoring Magdalan organization, the unlikely pair travels across the United States, trying to find Rosette’s long-lost brother, Joshua, and save the world in the process. Few manga have ever looked, or read, so much like an anime series on the black-and-white page. The monsters range from generic to imaginative (the lesser ones draw from Egyptian and Nepalese cultures, among others), and the story has fun Raiders of the Lost Ark–style action sequences, with biplanes, zeppelins, and Ford Model T’s. The cinematic plotting is solid and the execution outweighs the clichés, making for solid entertainment.
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CHRONOWAR



Denmu Jikû, “Electric Dream Space-Time” ([image: ]) • Kazumasa Takayama • Dark Horse (1996–1997) • Kodansha (Afternoon, 1995) • 9 issues • Seinen, Science Fiction, Drama • Unrated/16+ (violence, nudity)

Ten months after an asteroid impacts in central Tokyo, one of the three people who’d been listed as missing in the crater turns himself in to the police and spins an outrageous tale of where he’d been, including alien probes that are able to stop time, invasive cyber-circuitry procedures, resurrections, and battles to the death with other altered humans. The characters’ reactions to being covered in metal tubing that wraps around their bodies like a skateboarder’s protective gear and then talks to them telepathically are charmingly naturalistic (“Oh, God … I must be losing my mind!”). The story veers back and forth from soap opera to alien first-contact theorizing like an episode of The X-Files in comic form. Very nicely drawn, with a better-than-usual sense of place and atmospheric renditions of nighttime Tokyo. A sequel volume titled Denmu Jikû 2: Runner was published in Japan in 1999. (JD)
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CINDERALLA: See Junko Mizuno’s Cinderalla
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