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Outline

Research on manga has been conducted mainly under the umbrella of “Japanese popular
culture,” and it has often been expected to serve “wider” issues: the focus has been either on
representation, that is, how manga narratives illustrate, for example, gender roles, historical
consciousness, youth nationalism, and disaster-related trauma, or on industrial issues, in
particular transmedia franchises and the corresponding fan work. Although different, the two
foci equally undervalue the media-specific characteristics of manga itself, its discursive
positioning, and the materiality that affects possible readings, or usages, as well as social
impacts. This course approaches manga as serialized graphic narratives consisting of still and
mute visuals, in other words, a form of corporate fiction with specific genealogies and
affordances that is highly affine to transmediality. Interrelating methodologies prevalent in
comics studies, Japanese studies, and media studies, the course explores what it means to read
manga in relation to historical period, publication mode, gendered genre, and actual location of
experience, but also material support, stylistic conventions, representational meaning, and non-
representational usages in order to equip the student with basic tools for their own manga-
related research projects and, in a broader sense, for argumentation in regard to the often
contested aesthetic and cultural potential of Japanese comics.

The sessions will be lectures, but each of them will also contain seminar elements, with students
being asked to relate the issues at hand to their own experience of reading manga. Especially
welcome are contributions on the titles mentioned in the secondary readings. (The readings
indicated for each session form the basis for the respective lecture.)

Session 1

Discourse: What’s in a Name?

In contemporary Western languages, the word manga designates primarily graphic narratives
made in or associated with Japan, in distinction from North American comics and Franco-
Belgian bande dessinée. But not all comics made in Japan pass as manga abroad. What makes
manga manga for which type of audience, and within which context? What are the
consequences of translating the Japanese word manga constantly as “manga” into English
(and other Western languages) and not as “comics”? Recently, there are also attempts to
distinguish manhua from manga when using Roman letters as distinct from Chinese
characters. In addition to “Japaneseness,” manga carries the connotation of corporate



productions, as distinct from “alternative,” or “independent” comics. How do fan-cultural
productions (dojinshi) fit in, and why do non-Japanese comics artists whose page layouts look
mangaesque refrain from calling themselves mangaka? This session addresses the above
questions from a discourse-analytical perspective while introducing basic strands in Japanese
and English-language manga studies. The main examples will be Nakazawa Keiji’s Barefoot
Gen, and Taniguchi Jird’s A Distant Neighbourhood. [Please note that Japanese names are
given in the Japanese order, surname preceding first name without separation by comma,
except in the Bibliography.]
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Session 2

Mediality: Manga Magazines

The expansion of the manga market leaned heavily on a specific publication format: the
serialization of graphic narratives in special magazines. While the magazine media heaped
together graphic narratives from different sites and formats (for example, non-specialized
children’s periodicals and exclusive publications for rental stores), it also compartmentalized
the readership along demographic lines. Consequently, the magazine facilitated not only
genre-specific narrative patterns and visual conventions, but also the formation of proto-
virtual taste communities. Editors have played a vital part in manga’s maturation as both an
industry and a participatory culture. In recent years, the magazine’s serial format is seeing a
certain continuation online, but webcomics (even more conservative ones than webtoons) are
undermining aesthetic standards that had been naturalized since the 1970s (for example, the
double-page spread, and techniques of guiding the gaze across it). Looking into the above
aspects, this session examines the interrelation of materiality and storytelling, while providing
glimpses into the (postwar) history of the medium.
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Session 3

Representation: Boys Love, and “Queer Manga”

As a thematic genre that grew out of the demographic genre of girls comics (shajo manga),
Boys Love (BL) manga has seen an exceptional rise in popularity both in Japan and on a
global scale. But with respect to the representation of LGBTQ communities and their social
issues, BL manga is not necessarily acknowledged as a variant of “queer comics,” which
again forms a new category in anglophone comics discourse. In addition to basic intercultural
differences between anglophone and Japanese fandoms related to conceptions of identity and
also realism, this session aims to examine queering as a matter of perspective and furthermore
manga/comics as a queer media form. A brief look at the evolution of BL manga in Japan will
be provided, including the historically changing semantics of shonen 'ai and yaoi.
Gratifications gained from consuming BL by diverse audiences will be considered as well.
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Session 4

Alleged “Origins”: Medieval Handscrolls, Hokusai Manga, and Early Modern Graphic
Fiction

Comics discourse abounds with recourses to presumed origins, usually for the sake of
legitimization. 20th-century manga discourse was inclined to highlight Japanese art
appreciated in Europe and North America, in particular early-modern ukiyo-e woodblock
prints, and medieval handscrolls (emaki). Manga researchers, however, have grown cautious
against such origin claims. Pointing to the obvious stylistic, narrative, and medial differences
from alleged progenitors, they have argued for understanding manga as a fundamentally
modern media form. This session revisits the most widely cited progenitors of manga (and, in
part, anime) from the perspective of embodied reading and the aesthetic materiality of graphic
storytelling. It will demonstrate that the correlation of today’s manga with aesthetic traditions
may offer topical insight depending on how it is done, that is, which type of manga is
compared to which art form from the past against which set of contemporary concerns.
Tracing core features, the contingency of “manga” will come to the fore, not only in
retrospect but also in view of postdigital conditions.

Kern, Adam L. (2021), “Manga,” Keywords for Comics Studies, ed. by Ramzi Fawaz,
Deborah Whaley, and Shelley Streeby, NY: New York University Press, 148-153.
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Example [short story in English, 8 pages] Okadaya Tetuzoh, That’s All For Now (Mazu wa
kore nite, 2015)

Example [in Jp.] FI# % [z~ > b/t o < S KER (7 7 =2 A)) . Online
publication, July 2020. https://note.com/arutacomic/n/n67¢69495d63b
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