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Has the evolution of Anime / Manga caused 
a divide between the past and present?

As an illustrator, I have always been influenced by Anime and Manga throughout my years creating art as it has such a rich history that branches out into several different stylistic avenues that created entire genres.
 
There is so much potential within the world of anime but has the evolution of styles, themes, tones, and technology caused a split between the artwork of the past and the present? Does traditional anime dominate over modern animation due to its painstaking creation progress, demonstrating the illustrator's immense efforts? Or does digital animation overshadow the work of the past due to its incredible contribution to the advancement of anime, with the improvement of tech throughout the decades' modern artwork has changed the creation of anime forever but does this mean that it is superior? I will be discussing topics such as these throughout my essay, debating both sides of the argument to determine a final verdict of my own at the end.

To begin my research I had to look into the history of anime itself to understand where this specific type of art form originates from and how it led up to the creations being made today, I wanted to focus on where it all began and thus I began to explore the material produced by the founder of Anime itself, renowned artist; Osamu Tezuka.

Tezuka was born in  November 1928 and began drawing comics from a young age before being drafted into the military to fight opposing forces during the second world war. Surrounding this time Japan suffered terrible losses which grimly affected the lives of thousands, after returning from his military service Tezuka implanted these themes of loss, grief, and endurance into his own work which are present within his range of animated series, such as Astro Boy which premiered on Japanese television screens on New Year's Day, 1963.

It is without question that Tezuka’s work inspired many and gradually led to the artistic development of what we call Anime today. Many of those that look up to him have given him several titles to show the magnitude of his contribution to animation as a whole, Author Natsu Onoda Power wrote that “Tezuka Osamu, was already revered as the “God of Manga”, Tetsuwan Atom was japan’s first TV animation series, with an extremely low budget of about $5000 per episode” - Onda Power N. (published 2009) God of Comics: Osamu Tezuka and the Creation of Post-World War II Manga, University Press of Mississippi, Paperback

To this day authors speak highly of his influence on the art world within japan, “Tezuka was an astonishing creative powerhouse and the major creative figure in my view of the 20th century in Japan” - Helen McCarthy (2012) A History of Manga - Youtube 
To further understand his influence on modern work I wanted to see the stylistic evolution from the '40s to the present. As an initial reference, I chose to revisit a video originally shown to us during a lecture named 'Osamu Tezuka - The Father of Japanese Anime - Video Essay' released in 2017 by popular Youtuber Alex Meyers. 

This video begins with a narration revolving around the origin of stylized animation by Osamu Tezuka, known as the creator of Japanese Anime itself.
Meyers annotates a wonderfully educational video regarding the changes made within animation throughout history and what they represent within society as time develops.
Meyers discusses the significance of material themes and with each point he makes; he opens up a new train of thought for his audience to contemplate, however despite my appreciation for this video I must disagree with his overall opinion regarding modern animation and manga.

When comparing the work of modern Anime / Manga to that of more traditional projects, as a whole, he speaks negatively going as far as to say "Manga and anime seem to have largely become trope field repeats without much substance to speak of whatsoever.” 
I can understand his initial reason for feeling this way when considering the sentimental contribution and tremendous artistic effort put into the work of Tezuka and other animators surrounding that time but I believe to summarize modern animation and manga in such a general statement is far too dismissive.

Meyers continues to say “Of course, in the end, everyone is in it to make money, which is fine, but with thin aimless anime like One Piece, Naruto and Bleach continuing on for over a dozen years for really no reason whatsoever, the entire point of anime, the entire reason it came to be in the first place seems to have been lost”
I truly disagree with this statement as I feel that anime shows made within the past decade have progressed with events of our society today. 

During the time of Tezuka's work, the war had affected many as they saw his animated shows on TV and were able to relate to it due to Japan's then-current situation. Many people were living day to day after experiencing terrible loss and suffering, for such a dark time in Japan's history it is understandable why people would gravitate towards a show such as Astro Boy that revolved around both serious and uplifting themes. 
Over the decades the tragedies of the war began to pass into memory and Anime / Manga material began to lighten slightly, one of many reasons why this occurred is likely due to society's progressional journey forward over time as life for many became more stable.
One point that I oppose would be his comparison between Disney and the Anime created today. Meyers seems to criticize modern Anime / Manga by addressing it as if it were a vapid, pointless commodity with little creative value compared to that of the past.

One key factor that he comments on is the repetition of stories and plot, going as far to say: “Manga of today seem to have lost their way a bit but starting as a way to unite a defeated nation now seems to be more or less gliding on every depleting inertia with no clear direction or purpose just the desire to make more”
Despite this when discussing Disney's progression he does not criticize the company's faults regarding the topic of repetition whatsoever.

Disney is by far one of the most iconic animation studios to exist to this day and has created some wonderful work that has inspired countless artists including Tezuka himself, however, it is not exempt from criticism regarding some of its creative decisions.
When listening to Meyers express his opinion towards modern anime I could not help but disagree and would actually argue that Disney itself is guilty of the blunders Meyers outlines throughout his video as we have seen the same cookie-cutter plot of delicate princesses and strong protagonists saving the day time and time again.

One iconic example of this company reusing plot for profit is when Disney came under fire after its release of the much-beloved movie, The Lion King. It is said that the company heavily plagiarised the manga adapted series; Kimba The White Lion, created by Tezuka himself.
The similarities between the two productions are striking, from characters that have been blatantly copied with minor changes to identical plots, the two films are so alike it is irrefutable that the animators and creators behind Disney's film knew what they were doing. Some say that Disney waited until the passing of Tezuka so that they would not face any financial repercussions. 

One YouTuber discussing this exact topic goes onto say "Disney says they didn't know about Kimba the White Lion before they made the Lion King but it said that before Walt Disney died he wanted to make a film of Astro Boy. Astro Boy was created by Osamu Tezuka who also created Kimba the White Lion Tezuka died in 1989 and never saw The Lion King so we'll never know what he'd think"  Username - AlltimeMovies (2015) Is The Lion King A Rip Off? - Youtube

It is for reasons such as this I feel that although he is not fully incorrect, Meyers’s argument is biased towards his preference towards older methods of creating animation and work.
Speaking from a production point of view, If anything I would say that these faults within Disney's work are easier to pigeon hole as a collective because it is one company whilst Modern anime is a vast landscape of corporations all creating numerous new projects and creations each year. It is for this reason that I believe the comparison of the two is unfair as one is far more colossal and vague than its counterpart and so to pit one against the other would be illogical. 

It is almost impossible to resist the charm of older animation as its complexity is something to behold, however, due to this I feel that at times it is often romanticized in such a way that some believe it is by default superior to modern projects, despite the incredible work current animators have created. 

Understandably It could appear that Anime / Manga has been watered down over time due to the sheer quantity of it being made, but I believe this factor itself had become the switch that allowed modern work to truly blossom to its full potential. With countless series developing their artwork and animation techniques, as well as improving internal storage, time management, and efficiency, modern anime has been able to reach a new level in which it can be made in ways that would have been inconceivable years before.  
I believe that Anime / Manga has molded with the times, developing gradually as technology improved and subsequently so did its themes. This became incredibly prominent during the '70s as people tried to move on from the past, in media the war left a void that people aimed to fill with creativity and fantasy, examples of this are shows such as  Star Blazers, Lupin the 3rd & Mobile Suit Gundam and it was tv shows such as these that paved the path for the animated shows and manga series we see today.

Aside from the audio essay created by Meyers, there are many other videos online discussing the evolution of Anime and one in particular debates the contrast between older and modern productions, in which the narrator says:
“Technology took over the industry around the turn of the century we've gotten more and more new series to enjoy which I would say look cleaner and more polished on the whole than what we were seeing back in the 90s and while you can certainly make the argument that the market is oversaturated with mediocre and bad anime now there's also a lot more good anime out every season and I still think of these advancements as a net positive” -  Username: Mother's Basement (2018)  - The Lost Magic of Traditional Anime Production - Youtube

User Mother's Basement (abbreviated to MB) constructs a beautifully balanced argument in which he does not pit one genre of media against each other as Meyers did but instead compares the pros and cons of each. In his video, he goes on to say that the creation of modern Anime is revolutionary to the world of animation as they now have accessible tools & platforms to work upon that would have been inconceivable only a few years ago, such as 3D modeling, motion effects and other features made possible by the numerous new programs and art-based computer software released today.

MB refers to how hand-drawn animations have an unmistakable uniqueness about them that is hard to put your finger on as it is not present in many shows created digitally and this would be because when hand drawing a background for example; the detail required can be as meticulous as possible but there will always be mistakes no matter how minute as this is the nature of being human.  It could be said that digital art has lost this feature due to how easy it is to correct mistakes thus losing a personal touch within the artwork that reflects the human element of the animators, showing that they are hard-working, often unthought-of people and not a machine that creates perfect work without the sense of personality.

During the 80's many animators were still using traditional means of creating their work but their methods had improved significantly, creating wonderful tv shows such as Royal Space Force: The Wings of Honneamise (1987) which was released by one of the first new-fashioned anime studios known as  Gainax. This company did extraordinary things within the world of animation with a considerably smaller studio team, they created wonderful pieces of work and thus had stylistic influence regarding aesthetic later on.

The crowning jewel for Gainax was Neon Genesis Evangelion created by Hideaki Anno during the '90s as it turned a lot of stereotypical tropes found within anime at the time on its head. This anime is still being spoken about to this day because of its bizarre take on futuristic fantasy, this show changed how Japan saw the well-known genre of Gundam anime as it took iconic features from that while adding psychological elements in order to dissect the different components of humanity. "Gainax achieved unquestioned prominence thanks to the phenomenal success enjoyed by Neon Genesis Evangelion (the first production to bring financial gains for the company). The scenario rapidly after that crucial turning - point in the studio's evolution." Cavallaro D. (2015)  The Art of Studio Gainax: Experimentation, Style, and Innovation at the Leading Edge of Anime, McFarland, Hard Back

Later on down the line, the early 2000’s were the turning point for many Anime studios as it is from this point onwards digital animation was then as popular as it had ever been, allowing a new wave of design changes and stylistic decisions that changed the overall aesthetic of many upcoming tv shows being made at the time. Digital work began to be recognized as an efficient tool, “Digital animation really Becomes of the most important and most influential aspect of the
Industry. Shows kind of revolve their world's around this idea, and it leads to a wave of very exploratory but also high-quality anime." AnimeEveryday (2017) - The Stylistic Evolution of Anime

One example of this would be Gurren Lagann as it diverts away from the focus of realism and instead looks at the unusual artistic combination of detail and playfulness. This anime Illustrated by Kotaro Mori is truly breathtaking to watch as it has a unique mismatch of stylistic elements inspired by manga art seen in the '70s while still experimenting with new up and coming cartoonish elements as well. 

No matter how impressive the path was, the progression of anime did, of course, reveal to have faults within itself. With so many shows being created since the 50's it would not be unreasonable to say that some series are difficult to watch due to their multitude of episodes per season, much of which can be filler created so that the anime can catch up with the manga series. Most animes that have an average episode span such as Yo-kai Watch, Sailor Moon and Hamtaro end on around 200 - 300 episodes. Larger anime series such as Naruto: Shippuden, Ninja Hattori-Kun & Shima Shima Tora no Shimajirō range from 500 to 800 episodes and take a considerable amount of time to get through, but there are those that exceed passed even those. 

Some series pass the 1000 episode threshold and continue on to this day, some examples of this are, Kirin no Monoshiri Yakata ( 1,565 episodes), Doraemon (1,787 episodes), Nintama Rantarō (2,158 episodes) and the gigantic series known as Sazae-san, consisting of over 7000 episodes. These titles were considered giants within the world of animation, many were started in the '80s and continued over the decades, some still continue onwards to this day, to refer back to Meyers initial point regarding this I can understand the relevance of his argument to a further degree. It could be said that due to the wall of content, unavoidable repetition began to occur and thus came a sense of dullness because the audience had become desensitized to the complexity of anime due to overconsumption.

In conclusion, It is in my opinion that traditional animation is its own wonderful platform, created by hours of hard work and intuition. Older methods of creating Anime gave artists ground to work and build upon and as a result, they have been able to create wonderful projects that continue to blossom as time passes. The main focus of this point is that I personally do not think that traditional animation should automatically be considered superior to that of newer animations, I dislike the idea that they are separate as if they are two opposing sides competing for paramountcy. 

I believe the two should not be divided and so I prefer the idea that metaphorically Anime / Manga is a skyscraper that continues to grow taller; at the bottom are sturdy foundations placed by meticulous planning, allowing the building's structure to be strong, this is the role of traditional anime.
 As each new product is created, a new brick is laid, allowing the skyscraper to rise gradually upwards, the taller the building gets the more it changes in design; the bricks change colour periodically revealing the progress of inspiration and creativity.  The skyscraper grows onwards, taller and taller, ever-changing but still one unit, one whole building, one whole movement, not separated by differences but instead a monument to change and progress. Because of the ever-changing nature of this metaphorical building, the top cannot be seen as it is still growing daily. 

With each new year comes new exciting stories created by those inspired by the work of artists before them, which will inspire a new wave of artists as the cycle continues in an exciting loop over time.
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