Full Metal Alchemist (Volume 1)

Generalities:

· Author > Hiromu Arakawa

· Genre > manga, action, sci-fi

· Directionality > reads right to left

· Publisher > Viz media

· Extra Pieces > table of contents, bonus pages containing several mini-comics and editor’s recommendation for other “sci-fi manga with a philosophical twist”

· Publisher Rating > T for teen

· ISBN # > 1591169208

Plot: 

This alternate-reality Earth is based loosely on the medieval European notion of alchemy (the back blurb calls it “the mystical power to alter the natural world; something between magic, art and science”). Two brothers named Alphonse and Edward Elric try, as young boys, to use alchemy to bring their dead mother back to life with disastrous results (page 63) – Al is now a soul inhabiting an empty suit of armour and Ed is almost like the Six-Million Dollar Man, with fake limbs. Ed has, however, become good enough at alchemy to work for the government as a military man state alchemist.  Ed and his brother go about doing their job while seeking a way to get Al’s body back (using the Philosopher’s Stone). In volume 1, they face an evil “Pope-like” figure bent on using his alchemy skills to trick the masses into following him, a corrupt local politician abusing a mining town, and a set of hostage-takers on a train. Two mysterious figures (Lust and Gluttony) hover in the background, suggesting a meta-plot threading through Ed and Al’s mini-adventures.

Quality of writing / drawing: 

Very polished. Those who judge a book by its cover will be attracted by the shiny silver sheen and cool looks of Ed and Al. Although the alchemy angle is not 100% true to historical notions of alchemy (the editor explains that it’s “just a great weird element to base your story around”), it is internally consistent and understandable (e.g. on page 26, Ed explains the two basic laws of alchemy: “the law of conversation of mass” and “the law of natural providence [equivalent exchange]”). There are lots of “deep” thoughts in this manga, such as when Rose, a devout follower of Father Cornello and the Church of Leto, discovers the charlatan’s con but still follows him because if she rejects her belief, she has nothing left, despite the fact that her faith is built on lies. The analogy of Icarus is also woven in the plot. The illustrations do a good job of representing the emotions and actions of the storyline.

Any worrisome parts (sex, violence, language): 

No sex or language. There is some violence, although it does fit with the story. For instance, Lust kills Father Cornello (their pawn) with a blade through the head (page 97) and Ed loses his leg (the illustrations make it look digital, although in another panel, he is seen with a stump of a leg and a pool of blood – page 64). In the chapter with the hostages on the train, the lead criminal shoots a guy in the ear with his auto-mail arm gun.

Grade level: 

Grade 6+

