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Pacific War during their childhood. Arguably it is
no coincidence that the trauma experienced by
many of those artists found expression in a new
style of manga that eschewed the depiction of
the trivial comic in favor of the social tragicomic.
Several of the most renowned gekiga artists were
robbed of their youth during the war, including
Shirato Sanpei, Tatsumi Yoshihiro, Saitd Takao,
Kojima Goseki, and Tsuge Yoshiharu, who are
united in their depiction of nihilism via the gekiga
style of realistic manga. Most of these artists
were just too young to make it into the group of
Japanese child soldiers, who actively participated
in the war but were old enough to comprehend
the devastation around them in the final years of
Fig. 1: A Drifting Life, p. 68. the war. With their own eyes they saw what Oda
Makoto referred to as akachaketa menseki (the burnt-out vistas) and they knew the war
passively on the home front, through large-scale fire bombings, shelters, and school
evacuations. Themselves innocent, they were yet traumatized by the psychological
effect of war during a time when their psychology was not fully formed. This sets them
apart from adult manga artists like Mizuki Shigeru who experienced the war more
actively and had significantly different perceptions of it. As a result, gekiga artists
have expressed their childhood experiences through a vague sense of nihilism that
is common in their representation of Japan’s social condition. In essence, gekiga is
an extension of the dramatic rendition of childhood trauma and expresses in its most
fundamental sense a longing for social equality and democracy.

8. A Drifting Life and Tezuka Osamu

It is no coincidence that Tatsumi’s A Drifting Life begins and ends with Tezuka Osamu.
The symbiotic relationship between Tezuka, the “God of Comics”, and Tatsumi, the
“godfather of comics” (Aoki 2009), is vital to the development of modern Japanese
graphic art. A Drifting Life begins with Tatsumi reading Tezuka’s Lost World and he
leaves no doubt in readers’ minds that it was Tezuka who inspired him to draw. After
sending in four panel comic strips for publication, Tatsumi is invited by the Mainichi
Shinbun newspaper, which sets up a round-table talk with Tezuka Osamu and several
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young artists. As Tatsumi’s relationship with Tezuka develops, so does his desire to
follow in his footsteps.

Tatsumi (2009: 831-834) dedicated the epilogue of A Drifting Life to the fifth
anniversary of Tezuka Osamu’s death, which was celebrated on 9 February, 1995.
For the final chapter, or epilogue, Tatsumi jumps from the 1960s during the student
demonstrations to 1995 in a sudden emotional commemoration of Tezuka. It is unclear
why Tatsumi chose to devote the last chapter of his history to the memory of Tezuka,
but the graphics and text are somber, dark (Tatsumi shades his own face in a gesture
that hides his expression), and emotional. Perhaps it is a personal dedication to
his role model, yet the language suggests otherwise. In fact, Tatsumi’'s expressions
suggest a deep sense of awe and carpe diem where “time swallows everyone without
distinguishing between the genius and the ordinary” (Tatsumi, 2009: 833). A Dirifting
Life is Tatsumi’s attempt to write himself into the graphic history of postwar manga
culture, yet it is also a reflection on how Tezuka had defined the Showa history of
manga in his own right. Through rewriting his own history, Tatsumi sets out to redefine
“the small boat of gekiga amidst the great ocean of Tezuka’s works”. (Tatsumi, 2009:
832) Therein also lies his greatest achievement. A Drifting Life redefines the postwar
history of graphic art in Japan by displacing the centrifugal force of Tezuka’s manga
oeuvre and foregrounding the eddies and undercurrents tugging and pulling in various
directions to yield the diverse discourses that make up today’s hybrid manga media.
Initially, Tezuka severely criticized the Gekiga Atelier, but in the end even he had to
embrace its tenets and adjust his style. Below is a double page from Ban Toshio’s
manga biography of Tezuka Osamu depicting the impact of Tatsumi’s Gekiga Manifesto
and how Tezuka tried to come to terms with the new movement.

(Below, p. 285, reading from top, right to left):

Narrator: Tezuka Osamu was particularly sensitive about the changes of the
period and was irritated and worried.

Tezuka: s this gekiga? Is it interesting?

Assistant: Yes.

Tezuka: What is interesting about it?

Assistant: It creates an atmosphere.

Tezuka: Mmm. | don’t get it. | don’t understand letters drawn by magic.

Assistant: Sensei, are you alright?

Tezuka: Mmm. The more | think about it, the less | am drawing.

Tezuka: Even if | explain it, you won’t understand.

Narrator. Tezuka Osamu said that this period was the most difficult.

Narrator. Perhaps it was the pain of giving birth to a new kind of creative work.
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Fig. 2: Ban Toshio, Tezuka Osamu monogatari, p. 283-284.

Yet, by the mid-1960s Tezuka could no longer ignore the overwhelming influence of the
gekiga style and its redefinition of adult-oriented manga. The rise of the Gekiga Atelier
was a difficult period in Tezuka’s life. Ban Toshio (1992: 283-5) has remarked that the
emergence of rental manga stores specializing in short-story magazines (tanpenshi)
for adult readers defined by the Gekiga Manifesto, which appeared in Matenro, was a
serious threat to Tezuka'’s style of drawing. Not only did rival artists like Tsuge Yoshiharu
and Mizuki Shigeru work for the booming rental manga industry but Shirato Sanpei’s
epic manga also contributed to the mercurial twists of manga stylistics and its new adult
readership in the early sixties.

In the end, Tezuka responded with several gekiga works of his own style that
would consolidate the adult style in relation to children’s manga. Tezuka’s Black Jack,
MW (1976-78), and Adolf ni tsugu (Tell Adolf,1983-85) are all notable as Tezuka’s
attempt to beat the gekiga artists, who emerged in the 1960s and 1970s, at their own
game.

Conclusion

Quite recently many of the gekiga discussed above, which have been translated into
English as well as other languages, have won some of the top prizes in the American
(Eisner Awards), European (Angouléme) and Japanese (Tezuka Osamu bunkashd)
comics industry. For Tatsumi, the founding father of the gekiga style, 2010 was a
particularly successful year as he won two Eisner Awards for the English translation of
A Drifting Life. Where, then, within the thematic of manga as a means of intercultural
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crossover and a transcultural phenomenon, can we locate the significance of A Drifting
Life?

Several recent manga collaborations suggest that in conceptualizing manga
as global graphic discourse we should locate Tatsumi’'s work as a transcultural
production that seeks to combine Japan’s native comics tradition with stylized film noir
expressionism and a sense of verisimilitude that sought the engagement of artists in
the social struggle of postwar Japan. For instance, Japan: As Viewed by 17 Creators
(2006) is a product of the nouvelle manga movement, wherein a group of Franco-
Belgian and Japanese cartoonists attempt to combine their respective comics cultures
into one hybrid Franco-Japanese coproduction. The work constitutes an anthology
evenly divided between European and Japanese creators, wherein each cartoonist
presents a short comic set in a different part of Japan. The Europeans have the
outsider perspective, while the Japanese pose as insiders. On the other side of the
spectrum of transcultural collaboration is Bat-Manga!: The Secret History of Batman
in Japan (2008). This work anthologizes a Japanese shonen manga adaptation by
Kuwata Jird of the American Batman comic book series serialized from April 1966 to
May 1967, created during the Batman craze in Japan. Tatsumi Yoshihiro’s A Drifting
Life lies in between these two divergent attempts towards, firstly, the exploration of
diverse cultural influences and the creation of a hybrid form of manga and, secondly,
the intercultural collaboration resulting from these crossovers. A Drifting Life is both a
hybrid and a collaboration, because it is a cooperation of design and translation into
English and also because of the American influence in the text and graphism.

Gekiga changed the emphasis of early postwar manga from making readers
laugh to portraying the anger and annoyances of Japan’s disenfranchised young
generations. Omnibus magazines like Kage and Machi were able to reach an adult
readership through the realistic portrayal of working-class hardship in contemporary
society. As a result of this shift in theme and subject matter the readership of manga
extended rapidly from children to adults.

Rather than an end to Tatsumi’s illustrious career, A Drifting Life is on the contrary
another beginning, with several of his short stories earmarked for movie productions.
Thereby Tatsumi’s oeuvre is shortly to enter the pop-culture market along the lines of
Tezuka Osamu and Mizuki Shigeru.

*. . . .

This paper was presented at the international conference on Intercultural Crossover, Transcultural
Flows, held at the Japanisches Kulturinstitut (The Japan Foundation) in Cologne, Germany, from 30
September to 2 October 2010.
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