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Getting

Hip new line of
modern literature
from Japan is
‘un-put-downable’

By Annie Nakao

CHRONICLE STAFF WRITER

Establishing a cultural beachhead in the
wilds of American publishing necessitates
bold action and nerves of steel. Enter Vertical
Inc, an upstart New York publisher that
hopes to introduce millions of American read-
ers — notoriously resistant to foreign transla-
tions — to Japanese pop fiction.

“Our books are simply un-put-downable,”
Vertical’s editorial director, Ioannis Mentzas,
claimed with cheerful confidence over the
phone.

A packet of Vertical books, their eye-catch-
ing Chip Kidd covers exuding the essence of
cool, recently arrived in the mail. There was
“Ring,” by Koji Suzuki, the Stephen King of
Japan, whose technoid thriller became a
DreamWorks horror hit; the latest issues of
“Buddha,” an eight-volume epic on the life
and times of Siddhartha by Osamu Tezuka,
the late godfather of Japanese manga, or com-
ics; “Outlet,” a noirish dissection of spiritu-
ality and sex by Randy Taguchi, Japan’s
“queen of the zine”; “Strangers,” a thinking
man’s ghost story; and

books one and two of the
glittering “Guin Saga,”
the Harry Potter series of
Japan.

No snow country or
fragile court beauties here.
Vertical’s translated offer-
ings are as different from
the classical works of the
“Big Three” literary giants
of modern Japanese liter-
ature — Yasunari Kawaba-

With
eye-catching
covers and
page-turning
plots, the new
line of books
from Vertical
rides the wave
of Japan’s
“gross
national cool.”

ta, Yukio Mishima and

Junichiro Tanizaki — as they are from the
tomes on martial arts, geishas and flower ar-
ranging usually associated with Japan.

“We’re trying to bring in stuff that doesn’t
fit the party line of what Americans think Ja-
pan’s culture is like,” said Micah Burch, Verti-
cal’s marketing director.

Maybe somebody hasn’t told the young,
ambitious folks at Vertical that America’s sag-
ging publishing industry is being held up
mostly by surging sales in chick-lit books.

On the other hand, Vertical’s timing
couldn’t be more perfect. Japan’s global cul-
tural influence — lately referred to as Japan’s
“gross national cool” — has been making in-
roads into pockets of the zeitgeist, and Verti-
cal’s books may just be the latest export to
splash down.

“There is this hipster popular-culture fasci-
nation with Japan, especially in urban areas
like San Francisco, New York and Los Ange-
les,” says Rachel Fudge, senior editor of the
Oakland magazine Bitch: Feminist Response
to Pop Culture.
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