Condor Heroes on the

But it’s still an
uphill battle
for homegrown
cartoonists

By KARL HO

MOVE over Sun Goku and
Gundam. Make way for Sin-
gapore manga.

At a time when interest in
comics is growing, manga
produced by Singaporeans is
slowly winning over fans ac-
customed to those from Ja-
pan and Hongkong.

But homegrown comics
still have a long way to go.

Comics here come in dif-
ferent forms.

For example, Asiapac
Books, a Singaporean pub-
lisher and book distributor,
f:lints Chinese and English

ones ranging from
martial arts fantasies and
detective adventures to com-
ics on Chinese culture and
philosophy.

Flame Of The Forest, an-
other publishing firm, pub-
lished an English political
satire titled Hello, Chok
Tong, Goodbye, Kuan Yew
(imprint Angsana Books) in
1991.

Comiecs with a Singapore
flavour, such as on the TCS
character Liang Po Po, have
also been released.

Despite its variety, the
comics industry here is far
from stable.

Insiders say that the mar-
ket for Singaporean manga
is small and cartoonists here
have a hard time wooing
these fans, who are already
seduced by the Japanese and
Hongkong versions.

Mr Cheah Chee Seng,
chief editor of Chuang Yi
Publishing, one of the few
companies that publish Sin-
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Battle fineup of homegrown manga against the rise in imported comics.

gaporean editions of foreign
comics, says that home-
grown titles do not sell as
well as titles from other
countries.

“It’s just like Singaporean
movies compared to foreign
movies,” he says.

“People prefer to see for-
eign movies because they
think that Singaporean mov-
ies are not as good.”

This is, of course, bad
news for homegrown car-
toonists.

Mr Wee Tian Beng, cre-
ative director of Asiapac
Books and a full-time car-
toonist who became famous
in manga circles for his Re-
turn Of The Condor Heroes
series, says that there have
been very few full-time Sin-

gaporean cartoonists since
comics artists surfaced in the
'80s.

Very few publishing
houses wanted cartoonists at
that time, and most manga
artists had to cough up funds
to get their works published.
Artists who do get published
usually fade into obscurity
after a title or just a few is-
SUES EVEN NOW.

“It cannot be avoided,”
Mr Wee says. “If you're a
comics artist and you just
draw for the Singaporean
market, you can't go far.”

Singapore currently pro-
duces fewer comics than
other countries in the region.
For example, Hongkong cur-
rently publishes new weekly
volumes for 38 titles. Japan's

total titles as of 1996
num over T7,000.

Till now, Singapore has
had no more than 50 Chi-
nese comics titles. Most of
these titles were discontin-
ued after the first few vol-
umes.

English titles are consid-
erably fewer.

Mrk‘Wee aisadsa}d ths_,t
Hongkong's an apan’s
mmi% ma.riets a.rehl?r be-
cause of their monolingual
culture. 4

The industry here faces a

otential mngmet base of
Euth English language and
Chinese readers. ?

The target markets there-
fore shrink considerably and
costs increase b of the
need to print - trans-
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518 have not had time to de-
velop a distinctive style. Mr
Wee says artists usually fol-
low the styles of the comics
they read.

But things might just
tum round fgr ]DC&.F rcxiu-::—
tidns as more ple here
beeome exposed to manga
through the media.

Mr Wee also notes that
those who read Superman
and Mad Magazine in the
g 705 are now grown up
i their continued interest
omics adds a sense of
cradibility to the medium.
Singapore comics are
beqefitting from the manga
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