Tokyo Babylon

Generalities: “Tokyo Babylon” is created by Clamp, a four-person manga team. It first appeared in 1991. It reads right to left. It has Japanese sound effects but also contains a sound effects index, introduction, and glossary of people, places and events that Western readers may be unfamiliar with. “Tokyo Babylon” is produced by TokyoPop and is rated T for teen age 13+. Volume 1’s ISBN # is 1591828716. 

Plot:  Subaru Sumeragi is a 16 year old with a twin sister named Hokuto Sumeragi and a rather unique talent – he is an onmyoji (someone that communicates with the spirit world and battles supernatural forcesThe mysterious Seishiro Sakurazuka (a 25 year old vet and “the heir to the Sakurazukamori family” [p. 19] of assassins) is a prominent but shadowy figure, alternately teasing and helping Subaru.  

Quality of writing / drawing:  “Tokyo Babylon” has traces of “Ghostbusters” and “The X Files” in it and it is a really engrossing and entertaining read. The attention to detail is great (Hokuto’s outfits are outlandishly fashionable) and the English and Japanese words crafted with equal attention to visual and literal meaning (e.g. pp 27-38, when he battles the envy and anger absorbed into a Chanel suit that possesses a young woman, the writing style varies tremendously).   
Any worrisome parts (sex, violence, language): Hokuto and Seishi are always teasing Subaru about Seishi and Subaru being a couple – but behind the jokes are a serious attraction on Seishi’s part (see page 127: “I love you Subaru-kun. I’m a man and you Subaru-kun, are a man too… but… all it means is that I fell in love and the person I fell in love with happened to be a man.”) Some people might be bothered by a) the age difference b) the fact that Subaru doesn’t really return the feelings, and c) the vaguely sinister, mysterious background to Seishi (is he really the figure that told Subaru about corpses under cherry trees being responsible for their lovely pink colour and the words “…but today, I will let you go”?). The violence is against the supernatural beings and nothing to be alarmed at (e.g. cards with “holy words” on them are thrown and burn the ghosts). 
Grade Level: Grade 7+
Kid Vote: Untested
Reviews:  From www.noflyingnotights.com
	Introduction 
Tokyo Babylon is one of CLAMP's earlier works, and though it sets the stage for the team's apocalyptic X/1999 series, it also stands on its own. Tokyo Babylon follows the adventures of Sumeragi Subaru, the head of Sumeragi clan and an onmyoji, or a master of spirits, more powerful than any other of his generation. Subaru, though only 16, manages to exorcise ghosts as much through talking to them as through magical means. At his side is his twin sister, Hokuto, who provides a hyper sense of humor to the proceedings and takes advantage of Subaru's giving nature by dressing him up in every elaborate outfit she can think of, much to Subaru's chagrin. Her brightness is mirrored in their caretaker and neighbor, the older but equally cheerful Sakurazuka Seishiro, a veterinarian and sorcerer with his own legendary pedigree. Seishiro is, in fact, the heir to the Sakurazuka clan, historically enemies of the Sumeragi clan, assassins by trade, and practitioners of the dark opposite of Subaru's magic. 

This odd trio takes on case after case, and though Subaru does most of the work, Seishiro will step in to defend Subaru. On the surface, Seishiro appears to be everything the Sumeragi twins need -- a confidant, a friend, and a guardian -- but every once in a while he seems to display an alarmingly cold side. Could he be something different from what the Sumeragi assume? 

The city of Tokyo is essentially a character within these tales, dominant both visually and in spirit. As Seishiro says early in Volume One, Tokyo is an example of the pinnacle of man's civilization, both its glories and its vices, and, "Where else on earth do so many people enjoy their descent into destruction?" The reference to Babylon in this series' title is no accident, and that doomed city and the clever foreshadowing within each volume indicates that despite the initial cheerful tone, this story will end a tragedy. 

One note about content here: within the Tokyo Babylon series, there is essentially a romance going on between Subaru and Seishiro, though much of it is teasing rather than any serious declarations. Part of it is the sheer drama that Hokuto latches on to -- the star-crossed nature of the two descendants of warring clans falling in love is too delicious for her to resist. Part of it is also complicated by the fact that Seishiro does not apparently have all his cards on the table, so no one can quite tell how serious he is. This does mean, though, that there is a constant stream of jokes in which Seishiro discusses marriage, petulantly complains of not being attractive enough, and asks the befuddled Subaru if he finds him sexy. The fact that Seishiro is 25 and Subaru is 16 may well throw some readers. 

Art 
CLAMP's style is well known by now, and here in Tokyo Babylon they let fly with the sakura, or cherry tree, petals. One of the more remarkable aspects of this series are Hokuto's fanciful outfits for both herself and Subaru -- one gets the impression Subaru provides an excellent living doll for all of Hokuto's and CLAMP's whims of design. The use of gray tones, repeated images, and careful layout are all as elegant as usual here, and symmetry is used especially well to draw visual connections between events and characters. The detailed renderings of Tokyo's buildings and locations add a fine authenticity to the background. 
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Tokyo Babylon Volume 1
ISBN: 1591828716
By CLAMP
Tokyopop, 2004 

In this volume, we are introduced to our cast of characters -- and though Hokuto is hit by the Exposition Fairy in a fairly obvious way, once we get all the explanations of who's who out of the way, the stories take off. Subaru deals deftly with a number of possessions, including a hilarious instance of an unlucky woman's suit being possessed by all of the ill will of shoppers who longed for but didn't purchase the garment. A slightly more serious confrontation comes when the ghost of a suicide threatens to destroy one of the observation decks on Tokyo Tower. Both Subaru and Seishiro arrive and their opposite ways of viewing the world, Subaru from innocence, Seishiro from a cynical practicality, are needed to persuade the ghost away from destruction. The volume ends on a spookier note. Subaru is haunted by a dream from childhood of a vaguely threatening encounter with an older boy by a cherry tree. At times, he feels there's a connection between this memory and Seishiro, and Seishiro himself seems to indicate a truth behind this dream when the three companions take a trip to Ueno Park to enjoy the spring blossoms. 

One of the nicest aspects of Tokyopop's translation of this series is a helpful glossary at the back explaining key locations and untranslated words (such as food). Tokyo Babylon was written for an audience who knows Tokyo, and as most Western readers do not, the help is much appreciated. Equally helpful is the index to sound effects, as they are not translated on the page.


