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or many, the name Garo is synonymous with alternative
mainly thought of as a venue for the supremely lowbrow. This
Japanese comics. From its first issue in September 1964 to
is due to a handful of anthologies and single-artist books that
its last in 2002, the monthly magazine was home to artists
present comics published in the magazine between the early
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houses, which had, by the late
The world of early Garo was quite
1960s, succeeded in pushing the
different – presenting an image of
print run of their most popular
alternative manga that is more pomanga weeklies over the one millitically earnest, more art-historilion mark, reaching six million at
cally familiar and more classithe bub bly high point of the
cally Japanese – even if it did set
mid-1990s, be fore spi ral ling
the stage for what was to come.
down to the current, much deflated
Garo was founded by the pubbut still robust 2.8 million. Garo,
lisher Nagai Katsuichi (1921-96)
on the other hand, even at its greatand Shirato Sanpei (b. 1932), Jaest popularity, circa 1970, barely
pan’s first major author of period
reached 80,000 copies a month,
manga. The two had worked tofizzling out to 3,000 in the 1980s,
gether since the late 1950s, Nagai
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having published a number of
thousand in the ’90s before its deShirato’s earliest books, includmise. Still, the magazine can claim
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Yet, despite their monumental
late 16th century. The series was
stature, many of the artists responsible for making the magapopular not only with its intended audience of male children
zine what it was in its first decade have remained, outside Jaand adolescents, but also with college students and intellectupan, either names with auras but no oeuvres, or simply unals. They celebrated, first, its view of Japanese history through
known, though this has begun to be remedied in the past few
the lens of a Marxian dialectical materialism and, second, its
years with a few English translations published by Montreal’s
speaking to the challenges faced by the Left after the attempts
Drawn and Quarterly: Hayashi Seiichi’s ‘Red Colored Elegy’
to prevent the signing of the 1960 Treaty of Mutual Cooperaand some Tatsumi Yoshihiro stories. An exception to this rule
tion and Security between Japan and the US (‘Anpo 60’) had
is a translation of one of the most important Garo manga,
failed. Shirato thus entered the decade highly vaunted, quickly
Tsuge Yoshiharu’s ‘Nejishiki’ (see Fig. 4), which appeared in
gaining commissions from many of the major manga periodiThe Comics Journal (no. 250, February 2003). The result of
cals. He received one of the most coveted industry awards in
this neglect has been, in North America at least, that Garo is
1963, the first adaptation of one of his manga as an animation
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television series was made in
nevolent, entrepreneurial Shosuke
1964, and another was made into
against sword-bearing, chonmagea live-action/an imated feature
coiffed ciphers of obstructionist
for theatrical release the followbureaucracy, police repression
ing year.
and monopoly capitalism. One
In an endeavour to capitalize
also finds detailed depictions of
on this pop u larity, Garo was
life in early modern Japan, from
launched in the summer of 1964
skinning and tanning among the
as the new magazine of the hot
pariah class and the rituals of the
author Shirato, who also served
matagi hunters of Hokkaido to exas co-editor for its first couple of
pository texts on the working of
years. Until 1967, however, Garo
win now ing ma chines and di aran in the red with an unsustaingrams explaining the functioning
able print run of 8,000 copies per
of dams for paddy irrigation. It is
month and a large number of unthus not without reason that The
sold copies returned from retailLegend of Kamuy has been upers. Until the magazine became
held, particularly in recent years,
favoured reading matter amongst
as a valuable tool for teaching
university students in the mid- to
those portions of early modern
late 1960s, Shirato’s patronage
history neglected in the traditional
alone kept the venture afloat: he
images of pre-Meiji (pre-1868)
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mercial success to both forego
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kyo, 2008). Shirato seems to have
The pillar manga of early Garo was Shirato’s new, grandly
intended it as such, for short editorial articles published conplanned serial, The Legend of Kamuy (Kamui-den), featured in
currently in Garo take on various issues relating to contempoalmost every issue between December 1964 and July 1971. At
rary education politics, including the censorship of social stud5,797 pages, it is not an easy work to summarize, especially
ies textbooks on, amongst other topics, labour, discrimination
because Shirato changed the core plot towards the end of its
and violence in Japanese history, which are central issues for
first year. It was initially planned to climax against the backShirato and early Garo.
drop of Shakushain’s War (1669-72), a campaign of expulsion
In addition to its political reputation, Garo was known as a
waged by the native inhabitants of Hokkaido – the Ainu –
refuge for authenticity in Japanese popular culture. It offered,
against the incursions of Japanese government and capital into
on the one hand, the prospect of a renaissance of cultural forms
their homeland (Nagai, p. 32). The title of the manga points in
annihilated by television and the print weekly and, on the other
this direction: ‘kamuy’ means ‘divinity’ in the language of the
hand, the opportunity for artists to explore new modes of
polytheistic Ainu. In the story, it is the name given to a pariah
drawing and storytelling independent of financial constraint.
hinin child, later trained as a ninja, who was to team up with a
Revivalism is most straightforward in the work of Mizuki
white wolf, also an outcast due to the unique colour of its coat,
Shigeru (b. 1922). Like Shirato, Mizuki had cut his teeth in the
and in a fabulous alliance of the marginalized, fight against
hardscrabble 1950s, first as a kamishibai (‘paper theatre’) artearly Japanese imperialism (Fig. 1).
ist – drawing picture cards for this defunct form of oral storyInstead, the manga pivots around the figure of Shosuke,
telling – and then as an author of kashihon (‘rental book’) comson of a lowly tenant farmer and a hinin woman, and the epitics. He is best-known as the author of yokai tales of ghosts,
ome of what political scientist Samuel Popkin terms the ‘ratiodemons and monsters, and in particular the ‘Kitaro’ series,
nal peasant’ (Fig. 2). While other members of his community
starring a one-eyed demon-quelling boy. Inspired by a popular
remain paralysed with resentment over excessive tax burdens
kamishibai title from the 1930s that was itself based on older
and insufficient means of redress, Shosuke devises ways to
folktales, the Kitaro adventures were developed by Mizuki beginning in the mid-1950s, with episodes rewritten for Garo beimprove their plight through non-violent means that include
tween 1966 and 1969. Most of his work for the magazine,
agonistic debate, legal petitioning, literacy education, the dehowever, departed from the children’s adventure mode of the
velopment of new agricultural industries and technological
Kitaro stories, comprising instead short comic parables about
modernization. The bulk of The Legend of Kamuy pits the be2
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the hubris of modernity. ‘Namahage’ (April 1966) is a classic
example (Fig. 3). A haughty Tokyo University student returns
to his ancestral home in a rural part of northern Japan. He
mocks the backwardness of the locals, particularly their belief
in superstitions like that of the eponymous demon. But in the
end, the young rationalist finds himself cursed, his head transformed into that of the horned Namahage, and thus conquered
by the epistemological system he disdains.
Tsuge Yoshiharu (b. 1937) is perhaps the name most
closely identified with early Garo. He, too, had been a fixture
in the kashihon world, publishing his first book in 1955 at the
age of 17. His work for Garo is often described as an adaptation of the Japanese ‘I-novel’ genre to the medium of manga
(see, for example, Beatrice Marechal, ‘On Top of the Mountain: The Influential Manga of Yoshiharu Tsuge’, in The Comics Journal, special edition, vol. 5 [2005], pp. 22-27). The basis for this claim rests on Tsuge’s avid reading of this genre of
literature, but also on the first-person focus of his Garo work.
This is, in most cases, based loosely on Tsuge’s own life and
experiences, whether as a struggling artist or as a lone,
soul-searching traveller to hot springs in the mountains. His
romance with the people and phantasmagoria of the Japanese
countryside, however, should also be emphasized, as should
the sexualization of those tropes according to a highly conservative gender politics in which the rape or seduction of rural
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women often provides resolution to male debilitations of a
physical or psychological sort.
Paradigmatic of Tsuge’s work is ‘Nejishiki’, translatable
as ‘Screw-style’ or ‘Screw Ceremony’, first published in June
1968 (Fig. 4). It has inspired reams of interpretations, numerous paeans and parodies, one amateur animated film, one
live-action theatrical release, and even a video game. For its
open, allegorical structure, it has often been heralded as the beginning of experimental manga. The common claim is that
‘Nejishiki’ is an allegory about the ambivalence of urbanized
Japan towards its rural national and familial roots, especially
the relationship between young men and their mothers. This
general interpretation misses what I take to be the specific
theme of the manga: the failure of post-war Japan to come to
terms with those who died on the front, narrated as a ghost
story. It opens with a young man emerging from the sea under
the shadow of a war plane, clasping his badly wounded left
arm. The scene reads as the aftermath of the standard war
comic of the period, which typically concludes with a young
tokko (lit. ‘special attack’; kamikaze) pilot plunging tearfully
towards an American warship in the name of the fatherland
and in defence of mothers and sisters at home. There is also in
Japanese folklore studies the idea of the marebito (‘the
stranger’), the soul that appears upon the sea, coming back
home from the land of the dead. The protagonist of ‘Nejishiki’
is, I believe, a combination of the two: the young Naval Air
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nomic growth, with a particular focus on the fate of the Japanese child under the spectres of war trauma and Americanization. One of his best-known works is ‘Red Dragonfly’
(‘Akatonbo’), published in June 1968 (Fig. 5). In it, a small
boy lives with his mother, a war widow, lonely and impoverished by the death of her husband. A shadowy man visits her
from time to time, providing her living expenses in trade for
sex. The boy is privy to the exchange, and at the end of story,
imagines killing the interloper with a toy gun. As became the
case increasingly in Hayashi’s work, the drawing is modelled
partially on ink painting and ukiyo-e (‘pictures of the floating
world’), and even more so on the graphic arts of Taisho Romanticism, that liberal interlude of the 1920s between the first
flush of Empire in the late Meiji and the destructive fervour
that rose in the course of the ’30s. Titles, too, attest to
Hayashi’s fascination with this period: ‘Red Dragonfly’, for
example, is the name of a famous children’s song, composed in
1921, about the melancholic beauty of the burning autumn
sunset and nostalgia for one’s rural childhood home. In this
and other comics, Hayashi reworked pre-war sources to create
a double-edged sword. He attempted to cultivate an aesthetic
that is at once modern and untainted by post-war Americanization (a trend that was thoroughgoing in manga, given the influence of the strongly ‘Disneyfied’ work of Tezuka Osamu
[1928-89]). But, contrary to appearances, this classicism
sheaths a weapon of resentment, directed at the generation, be-

Force pilot rising from his watery grave, returning to his home
in the countryside, seeking solace from those who sent him to
die in battle. But in the manga, his pleas for help are serially ignored, most vociferously by a bureaucrat, who implies that
what the youth needs is not a physician, but a different sort of
‘doctor’ to heal his pain – in short, a prostitute. In the bureaucrat’s dismissal, the young man hears the sound of a children’s
marching band, a motif from imperial-age spelling primers,
and thus, in stead of nur tur ing and pro tec tion, the
instrumentalization of youth and education for war. After further difficulties, he finally does find a doctor – a female obstetrician – whom he coerces through sexual aggression to perform ‘surgery’. During a steamy tumble on the futon, she
installs a stopcock that stems the bleeding but renders his arm
numb when closed. The fate of repatriated veterans could also
be at issue, given their liminal and taboo status in post-war Japanese society, and their turning to drugs and prostitution as
salves for post-traumatic disorders and substitutes for aid that
was not readily forthcoming from families, government, or the
medical profession.

H

ayashi Seiichi (b. 1945) was one of a number of artists
who broke into manga through a successful submission in
response to an open call for new talent first issued in the June
1965 issue of Garo. His earliest works are allegories of the
post-war experience, moving from A-bomb blast to high eco-
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yond middle age in the 1960s, that was guilty not just of violence in war but also of repression and exploitation of its aftermath, like the male caller in ‘Red Dragonfly’. His beloved
childhood lullaby has become, in the hands of 1960s counterculture, the requiem for his own execution.
Hayashi’s later ‘Red Colored Elegy’ (‘Sekishoku erejii’),
serialized in Garo between January 1970 and January 1971,
captures a different zeitgeist. In Garo, especially in the early
1970s, one finds a large number of stories that romanticize the
manga author as a bohemian free-thinker and vanguard
experimentalist. The protagonist of ‘Red Colored Elegy’ –
popular enough to become the inspiration of a hit pop song in
1971 and a film in 1974 – is the early-20-something Ichiro,
who makes an unsatisfactory living drawing in-betweens for
an animation studio. What he really wants to do is create comics, but his attempts to get published – notably in Garo – fail.
The rest of the manga traces his narcissism and inner turmoil.
In addition to the classicizing traits seen in earlier Hayashi
work, ‘Red Colored Elegy’ draws on Japanese and French
nouvelle vague film, adapting its optical effects and ironic citation of popular culture, and indicating how experiments in
other media offered ideas for adventurous young manga authors (see Holmberg, 2008). Sasaki Maki (b. 1945) pushed this
front the furthest. A regular contributor to Garo between 1967
and 1974, his first works were existential stories of alienated
youth and straightforward satires of mass-media spectacles.
‘Seventeen’ (August 1968) represents his signature style (Fig.
6). The layout accords with the conventional sequential panelling of comics, but the content offers little in terms of narrative,
jumping from one nonsensical scene to another. The influence
of British and American pop and psychedelia is strong, especially The Beatles à la Magical Mystery Tour and Yellow Sub-

(Fig. 7) Detail of ‘River’
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Two-page spread,
height 25.6 cm, width 36 cm
Offset on newsprint
(Garo 110, October 1972, pp. 42-43)

3

ma rine, and Warhol’s silkscreen paintings. Ostensibly,
Sasaki’s ‘anti-manga’ (as they were called at the time) were intended as critiques of consumerism, corporatism, state violence and the vacuity of discourse in a mass-media society (on
Sasaki’s relationship to contemporary political discourse, see
Holmberg, 2009). But their facile celebration of youth culture
slogans – peace, love and rock n’ roll – renders them, at best, a
compromised fulfilment of progressive avant-garde modernism in manga.

A

s early as the late 1960s, one could see the beginning of
what Garo would become. There is, for example, the rise
of what would subsequently be known as the hetauma aesthetic (lit. ‘bad good’), characterized at the level of form by intentionally unrefined draughtsmanship that, after the late ’70s,
gave expression to inane and absurd storylines and crass toilet
humour. In its initial manifestations, infantile content was not
characteristic. Such drawing was instead tied up with the
above-discussed romance of the manga artist, its lack of sophistication serving as the graphic face of untrammelled bohemian souls, and a rejection of the near-mechanical finish of
mainstream manga. Tsuge Tadao (b. 1941; Yoshiharu’s younger brother, and another kashihon veteran) set the ball rolling
with his revivification of an earlier, inkier and looser kashihon
aesthetic in narratives about outlaws, dropouts and other mirror images of the male artist as outsider. It is telling that his first
contribution to Garo (published in December 1968) was a
story about van Gogh (1853-90), that most mythologized of
tormented artists and deskilled draughtsmen. The work of Abe
Shin’ichi (b. 1950), emerging in 1970 just as ‘Red Colored Elegy’ was closing, ensconced this proto-hetauma mode as a
norm in alternative Japanese comics (Fig. 7). Drawn in rough

(Fig. 8) Detail of ‘Fighting Women’
By Hanawa Kazuichi (b. 1947)
Two-page spread,
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(Garo 117, May 1973, pp. 94-95)

and broad brush strokes, or stiff and scratchy lines, Abe’s stories of young men and women struggling with love and art did
much to popularize the image of the bohemian in manga, of
Garo as the sole institutional ally of that inspired but melancholic type, and of the neighbourhood of Asagaya in western
Tokyo as his (less often her) proper home.
The work of Hanawa Kazuichi (b. 1947) signals a different
approach. He made his debut in the magazine in 1971 with a
pair of stories that mix and exaggerate the familiar Garo tropes
of rural phantasmagoria, war ghosts and children’s sadism.
The following year brought the first of a series of works that
make up one of the most brutal bodies of graphic literature.
The drawing is highly accomplished, and is modelled on the
fine line illustrations found in Japanese children’s magazines
like Shonen Kurabu in the 1930s and early ’40s. Appropriation of pre-surrender children’s visual culture had become
standard fare within the Japanese artistic counterculture in
their animosity toward the late Meiji generation. But in
Hanawa’s case, this entailed maximizing that archive’s erotics
of violence to produce stories of human degradation so extreme and arbitrary that the appropriation no longer serves any
dis cern ible po lit i cal pur pose. Take ‘Fighting Women’
(‘Tatakau onna’), published in May 1973, for example (Fig.
8). A young woman has buried her male lover up to his neck in
a pit beneath the floorboards to keep him from being sent to the
front, in this case that of the Russo-Japanese War (1904-05). A
passionate patriot, he despises his imprisonment, as does his
sister, who harasses the young woman for the whereabouts of
her mysteriously vanished brother. One day, the sister comes
home to find the girl forcibly feeding the man her urine

through a bamboo tube. But before the sister is able to spring to
action, she is hit on the head with a mallet, and wakes to find
her herself interred next to her brother, who, crazed and
starved, begins to eat her face. Miraculously, she frees a hand,
grabs a pair of metal stirring sticks from a nearby hibachi (brazier), and jams them up through the floor and into the rectum of
their keeper and assailant, who dies. In Hanawa’s hands, the
strategies of the countercultural politics of the 1960s have become fodder for the sadomasochistic pornography of the
1970s. Later Garo artists would follow a similar path, producing vibrant and original work, but upholding, of all the founding principles of the magazine, nothing higher than the commitment to free expression.
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