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Manga man | '~ —

A Japanese comics master finally

samu Tezuka is the undis-
puted heavyweight champi-

popular comicbooks known
as manga. Born in 1928 in Osaka,
Japan, he grew up on Walt Disney
(he saw Bambi 80 times) and the
Fleischer Brothers (Koko the
Clown, Betty Boop, et al.), then
topped them off with innovative
German and French films during
his medical-student days. He soon
turned his back on medicine, and
by the early 1950s, he dominated
the manga scene. When he died of
stomach cancer in 1989, Tezuka
left behind more than 150,000
strips, several extraordinarily in-
fluentialanime (Astro Boyisamong
the best known) and one manga
masterpiece: Buddha, which sold
more than 11 million copies when
itdebuted as a seriesin Japan three
decades ago. The books are just
now being released in the U.S.

Tezuka eschewed the flat, static
representations found in traditional
manga. In their place, he introduced
such dynamic, cinematic tech-
niques as multiple “camera” angles,
close-ups and jump cuts. Rather
than thinking of manga as simple
stories that could be contained
withina few panels, he conceived of
themas sprawling narratives that
could easily exceed 1,000 pages. He
preserved traditional manga’s icon-
oclastic impulse while adding seri-
ous themes to a genre already a lot
more comfortable in its relation-
ship to sexuality and bawdiness
than American comics. The upshot
isanartform that, atits best, rivals
the novel in its structural complex-
ity, character density and thematic
sophistication.

Antecedents to contemporary
manga (Japanese for “whimsical
pictures”) extend back more thana
millennium to the chojugiga, satiric
scrolls drawn by Buddhist monks
in the 6th century, depicting anthro-
pomorphic animals acting like less-
than-model humans. But Tezuka,
more thananyone, isresponsible for
the form’s proliferation in the sec-
ond half of the 20th century. By the
mid-'90s, about 1.9 billion manga

1 Brown.

were sold each year in Japan alone.

makes his American debut sy Lance oisen
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FIRE AND
FLAMES, LICK
THE PRINCE'S

SHOULDA, WOULDA, BUDDHA
Siddartha is tempted to
abandon his spiritual quest.

Buddha: Volume I,
HKapilavasti

Buddha: Volume 2:
The Four Encounters
By Osamu Tezuka.
Vertical, $24.95 each.

That's nearly 40 percent of the
country’s books and magazines—
or 15 manga for every man, woman
and child. Given that statistic,
what's remarkable is how few
Americans are acquainted with
Tezuka’s work. Vertical, Inc., a two-
year-old US. publisher of Japanese
literature, has just published the
first pair of eight volumes compris-
ing the English version of Buddha
in handsome, 6” x 8”, 400-plus-
page, black-and-white hardcovers.
Four more volumes will follow
next year, the last two in early 2005.

Siddhartha isn’t born until three
fourths of the way through the first

yolume, Kapilavastu. Tts dovetail-
Ing story, set in ancient Nepal and
India, focuses instead on Chapra,a
slaye committed to moving up the
‘soc1a1. pecking order, and his grow-
ing friendship with Tatta, a smart-
ass street urchin with magical
powers. The second volume, The
Four Encounters, follows Sid-
dhartha as he grows from a frail,
gloomy ten-year-old into an adult
seeker who leaves his wifeand child
insearchof enlightenment. Along
the way, he becomes involved in a
Rubfe Goldberg contraption of royal
Intrigues that intertwines his for-
tunes with those of a tough, Sexy
bandit named Migaila, a power-
hungry archer named Bandaka
anda wise, unnamed Brahmin.
_.-.Because the reader already
knows the largest plot strokes be-
fore beginning the series, the real
Joy here lies in the journey—how
the author portrays the well-
known ur-narrative—rather than
the arrival. Tezuka, for instance,
has reconfigured Siddhartha into
arevolutionary, both of conscious-
ness and society. He is obsessed
with finding humankind’s placein
the cosmos and the cause of per-
petual suffering in a universe of
Impermanence. But he is also con-
tinually striving to challenge and
overturn the caste system and, by
1mp1ication, the very notion of
hlerarchy. Siddhartha’s education
1s as much about the importance
of equality and altruismin society
asitisabout the recognition that

democracy for usall.

The exaggerated, sometimes
creepily cute echt-manga charac-
terg—big—eyed, pug-nosed, spiky-
haired—are set against an often
meticulously drawn background
remiqiscent of Japanese landscape
painting. In a series of metafiction-
al sight gags, Tezuka himself
makes Hitchcockian cameos while
bit characters complain about the
}ack of color on the pages they
inhabit. This tonal inconsistency,
which serves to reinforce the
story’s theme of impermanence, is
further underscored by characters
vacillating between high diction
and anachronistic street slang In¥
Tezuka's world, the exquisite col-
Iapses into the goofy ina New York

minute, the goofy into the melodra-:
matic, the melodramatic into the
brutal, and the brutal into the sin-

cerel_y touching. The surprising re-
sult is awork wholly unique and
downright fun.

Volumes I and 2 of Buddha

are out now.

Review:

Voyage to the End
of the Room
By Tibor Fischer.
Counterpoint, $23.

n this novel by Britis

Fischer (Under the I

erotic dancer named
in her enormous Londo
cently wealthy after a
tion gig became the
popular video game),
band Internet and sate:
channels, and dishing «
vations such as, “Thei
predictability about th

alcohol and men.” Ther
bizarre letters arrive frc
dead ex, Walter, interrup:
raphobic routine. What

death is the ultimate form of gleVel‘,exhaustmgwhirlv\

ladventures, recounted "

pan Oceane and a cy
collector she hires to hel
down the letters’ source.

The bulk of thenovel i

thg months Oceane spent
a live-sex show in Barcel
she met Walter, There, she
workers spend evenings |
S&M and days lounging
rooftop pool, getting hig
osophizing: “Truly, bo:
fetishism are the new

sandwiches,” Oceane rer
as we become familiar w
jointed cast, they start
dead, and Oceane flees

killer is caught. We are t
ported to the Yugoslavian
to Micronesia through ¢
wacky anecdotes (vaguel
cent of Douglas Adams)
designed only to impres
their absurdity.

Fischer, who drew at

hlmself several months ag:
ing Martin Amis’s Yellow .
Brltls_h press, fails to deli
promise of his sharp heroi
high-tech dilemmas. Lik
docked cruise ship, Voyage
of the Room teases us witl
pings of grand adventur.
going anywhereat all.
—Sheelah Kolhatkar



