80s horror comics- how can a comic stay relevant over 40 years later?
                                                                            Shelby Wootton


In this essay I will be analyzing the manga Tomie written and illustrated by junji Ito and compare it to another horror comic that came out at a similar time, creepshow by Stephen King (illustrated by Bernie Wrightson) to be specific, I will discuss both medias and compare their differences and similarities and how junji Ito's Tomie has stayed so relevant after 40 years (as of 2026) while the other comics popularity faded into obscurity over time. What did junji Ito do right? Was it the content of the story itself? Was it the illustration style? Was it due to the period or trend of the time it was created?
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Tomie from a visual standpoint stands out compared to the other comic i will be discussing. The surge of the horror genre in the 80s was flooding the media market with all sorts of grotesque creatures, but Tomie didn't do that. There's no stereotypical “monster”, the real horror of the story being human desire and obsession. The story follows Tomie Kawakami, a girl described to be beautiful who has been murdered on a school trip but mysteriously turns up to school the next day as if nothing happened, as the story unravels and the truth of what happened is slowly being discovered Ito exposes you to the dark truths of humanity, Tomie herself acting as a catalyst, driving the characters around her to madness. Excluding the cover Ito illustrated his manga in exclusively black and white using pen and ink there is no colour all tone done with classic shading techniques such as hatching or stippling, the line work is very simplistic and thought out, with quite standard yet recognizable character designs. Tomie herself is depicted as a classical beauty drawn with long black hair, delicate features and flawless yet emotionless appearance which only amplifies the body horror Ito depicts later in the book, Ito using the very clear physical shift in the way she is illustrated as a visual ques to show how much phycological control she has over people at that point in the story. The other classmates and characters in the book are drawn quite simplistically meant to look like mundane, everyday people,...because that's what they are, all average joes you could come across in real life, later on in the story however you can also see a shift in the way Ito draws them as well, the amount of detail he puts into facial feature making them look frantic, almost distorted with anger as they slowly decent into madness. However I think the most effective illustration tool Ito uses to help convey the characters mental states in the shading, due to his work being in black and white there limitations to what emotions you can invoke, yet the way Ito uses shading to create depth and unease in his illustrations help convey the eerie world he has created for this story, the illustrations seem to darken as obsession seems to engulf the characters depicting there decent into madness. Ito proves that true horror is not only about how visually scary you can make a monster look but how sometimes watching normal looking people act like a monster could be far more bone chilling. This unique concept leading to over 9 live action movies released from 1999 to 2011, a tv series which premiered in early 2021 and a spot in an animated series depicting some of junji Itos work which premiered in 2018. In 2025 the manga has even started beauty trends in Korea as stated in (The Japanese news, 2025) “In recent years, South Korean pop idols have imitated Tomie’s makeup, which went viral on social media.”  Showing that his influence and illustrations has truly made its way around the world.
[image: ]Stephen King, Bernie Wrightson (1982) Creepshow vol 1
The format of creep show is already starkly different from Tomie, it's a collection of short stories, scary and straight to the point as opposed to Tomie’s slow dread building approach. Each plot of the short stories are fast pace with a scare on every other page which was the same composition as ec comics which were horror comics popular around the 1940s, as said by a horror comic blogger and podcaster who can be found at (darklongbox.com, 2023) “it served as a heartfelt homage to the classic EC Comics, bringing their spirit to life for a whole new generation. It was as if King and Romero said, “You miss those comics? Here, hold my beer.””.  clearly taking inspiration from ec comics Bernie Wrightson  uses exaggerated facial features bold and expressive linework and a bright almost garish color palette, its meant to look grungy and evoke a uneasy feeling while viewing it  to emphasize the horrific contents of the story, its meant to shock you and make you want to look away, a huge difference from Itos more simplistic, controlled black and white manga panels. The content of creepshow also could not be more different than Tomie, relying heavily on monster horror and designing visually terrifying looking creatures, making sure to throw in a tone of blood and gore throughout. Aside from a small cult following creepshow popularity rose and fell quickly, having had 3 films and a series on the streaming platform “shudder” in 2019 that was not received well by audiences. 

How did this happen? How has Tomie seem to thrive while creepshow seemingly faded into obscurity even with Stephen Kings name to back it up? Creepshow never gained traction because it simply didn't standout, although the quality of the illustrations were captivating, truly something to marvel at, the stories were too similar to other movies and books at that time, most of the short stories and monster designs almost being regurgitations of already existing horror stories and characters, leaving the comic to be easily forgettable in the minds of its audience, as the stories blend into the plethora of other horror comics and movies of the 80s.
Junji Itos Tomie however is timeless, keeping a steady level of relevance years later and i believe there are a lot of crucial factors that led to this. Tomie wasn't trying to follow the western trends of the 80s, possibly due to the fact that creature/ monster horror had started to lose relevance in Japan after the excitement of “Godzilla” died down. Tomie captivated audiences with its story and stuck out enough from other horror media at that time to make a lasting impression on the consumers, the concept of the story itself is also timeless, its taps into human anxiety's, discussing topics such as vanity, obsession and the darker impulses humans harbor outside of socially acceptable behaviors, Rather than relying on solely shock value, he slowly and meticulously builds dread, these themes do not age, allowing them to resonate with the audience the same way now as it did over 40 years ago. I believe geography played slightly into his success also, the demand for comics and most illustrative media started to decline in western countries in the 50s as movies and cinemas started to become more accessible to the everyday person, however in Japan the manga market only grew, allowing Itos to make a small name for himself before the western market even got its hands on his work. Stephen king was a very busy man during the 80s as he was working on alternative books and helping direct movie adaptations of his existing books, he had so much success that there wasn't much need for him to try and promote creepshow to a bigger audience, Ito however didn't quit while he was ahead, he released more volumes of Tomie keeping his current fans hooked over the years and introducing new ones to his work. Ito also never misses a marketing opportunity partnering with brands such as Bershka, a brand popular with teenagers, to create a clothing line with his illustrations decorating the clothes, exposing his work to a whole new age group.

[bookmark: _Int_Yk0UmPyK]Junji Ito has managed to keep the story of Tomie relevant for years due to his passion and work ethic. His success isn't built off Thow away illustrations and stories, its built off genuine understanding of illustrative storytelling, the ability to create new ideas that go against cultural trends, a knowledge of how to market and advertise his work and a genuine love for what he does.
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