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SHREKSPEARE OR SHAKESPEARE GONE MANGA

Tulia Dréghici*

Although the reading of manga in Japan is not exclusively reserved to youth
culture, manga exports from Japan, as well as manga produced in the European and
American markets, are especially appealing to young people as a means of going
against the established values of high culture. A very good and novel example of this
is the “adoption” of Shakespeare by manga artists who thus provide a totally unique
“interplay between two cultural systems—high and pop culture—that operate in
parallel realms, two bodies of reference, sets of cultural institutions, canons of
aesthetic standards, modes of constructing cultural authority”".

Long before globalization was coined as term and multidimensional
phenomenon, about half a millennium ago, people were beginning to live in a global
village where everybody knew... Shakespeare. When the Bard of Avon was only 7
the world was already shrinking. Not just because trade was bringing the continents
closer every day, but also due to the cultural exchanges that were multiplying between
Europe, the Americas and even Asia. English was taking its first steps towards
getting the /Jngua franca status it has today. So the word got out and Great Will gained
wide notoriety on all populated continents: moreover, starting in his own lifetime,
Hamlet began to speak French and a number of other European vernaculars.
Somebody was really shaking the spear globally!

We now live in a world gone globalized economically, but fragmented culturally.
However, there is a huge renewal of interest for cultural and civilizational identities
going on. And apparently Shakespeare himself went Manga in the process. Manga
has emerged as one of the newest and most fashionable ways to remake Shakespeare
for popular culture. The graphic reworkings of Shakespeare’s volumes provide a
translation that keeps this “interplay between two cultural systems” dynamic and
available for the reader.

Therefore, Manga Shakespeare represents a new interpretive challenge that
makes the great poet of the Western literary canon get transposed into a popular
modern Japanese graphic art form. As you /like it, if you please. In Manga
Shakespeare, specialists read an annulment of distinction between high culture and
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consumer culture, a contest of authority and the tendency to resist the established
values of high culture®. The king is dead, long live... Shrekspeare!?

The UK-based Manga Shakespeare series’ manages the commercial interests
of youth culture alongside the academic investment of high culture, setting these two
“Shakespeares” side by side on the page. Although the British Manga Shakespeare is
not the only graphic adaptation of Shakespeare’s plays, it is definitely one of the
most artistically interesting and has gained tremendous financial success as a
published graphic series. Since its beginning in 2007, it has proudly produced
fourteen volumes of abridged manga versions of Shakespeare’s plays.

The Manga Shakespeare collection aims at engaging a segment of the
readership market that might not be normally interested in Shakespeare. Therefore,
this graphic “reinvention” of Shakespeare is seen by many educators, parents and
students as the ideal way to help struggling young readers “get Shakespeare.”

Reviewers of Manga Shakespeare have emphasized the medium as notably
appropriate for the adaptation of Shakespeare. A reviewer in The Observer writes,
“This ‘manga Shakespeare’ hybrid is unlikely — but makes absolute sense . . . [it]
shares similarities with Shakespeare’s theatre, relying heavily on recurring image and
highly expressive gestures.”

One critic in the Financial Times even puts forward that “A cartoon version of
Shakespeare is in some ways truer to the original than reading the text alone; the
visual element was always supposed to be part of the experience.”

The Independent on Sunday measures the success of Manga Shakespeare with
the innovative adaptation of Romeo and Juliet by Baz Luhrmann: “This new series
does in book form what film director Baz Luhrmann did on screen — make
Shakespeare cool and accessible to a younger generation... [the] artists use the
dynamic flow of manga to give Shakespeare’s plots an addictive page turning
energy.”

But it seems that, above all, critics have highlighted the emotional appeal of
Manga Shakespeare as being among the most exhilarating characteristics of this pop-
culture adaptation. A reviewer in The Times acknowledges “how vividly manga
techniques and pacing can convey motion and emotion”; and yet another reviewer of
Manga Shakespeare comments that “manga is a dynamic, emotional and cinematic

medium easily absorbed by the eye. Its attractive art and simple storytelling methods
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enthuse readers to approach Shakespeare’s work in the way he intended — as
entertainment.”*

In conclusion to our survey of Manga Shakespeare it would seem that manga
is a very suitable medium for depicting characters as popular as Shakespeare’s
characters. What is intriguing in the Manga Shakespeare volumes is the way we are
drawn towards emotional participation in the story, by the characters’ faces and by
the other signals of expressiveness, at the same time as we are drawn away from that
participation through the appearance on the page of Shakespeare’s lines, the language
and formal elements of the text, now “mangafied.” In reading Manga Shakespeare,
one can come across a lively interchange between high and pop culture that
captivates the reader, brightening up the sometimes equivocal cultural site of

meaning that we call Shakespeare.
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