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Moyoco Anno is a picture of traditional 
Japan. An asymmetric flower 
arrangement sits to her right and red 
lanterns hang to her left as she sips green 

tea wearing an antique black kimono fastened with a row of 
cream beads. But Anno, !", is no tea-ceremony mistress or 
salaryman housewife. Contrary to appearances, she belongs 
to a much more modern world: she is one of Japan’s most 
famous female manga cartoon writers.

Manga is as much a part of postwar Japan’s national 
identity as sushi and sumo wrestling: it’s worth #"$ billion yen 
(%!.# billion) domestically – even the prime minister, Taro Aso, 
is a self-confessed manga addict. These comics charting the 
adventures of big-eyed, button-nosed characters have become 
enormously popular in the West, too. From the Astro Boy and 
Dragon Ball comics to film adaptations such as The Ring trilogy 
and Takashi Murakami designing for Louis Vuitton, manga is 
an art form that has well and truly crossed over.

But Anno’s speciality, in this testosterone-loaded profession, 
is drawing what has been called ‘chick-lit manga’. Her award-
winning books – racy tales about career women and their 
flings – are bestsellers, many of which have been adapted for 
television and film (Sakuran,
based on her tale of Edo-era 
prostitutes, was released in 
Britain last year). Such is her 
growing international status 
that the cult make-up brand 
Shu Uemura recently asked her 
to design limited-edition 
packaging for its beauty oils.

Predictably, Anno’s books 
have been called Japan’s 
answer to Bridget Jones. She lets 
out a mock frustrated cry when 
I put this to her. ‘I wrote the 
original Bridget Jones! When 
that all kicked off, I remember 
thinking, “No, that’s my idea!”’

One difference between Anno’s characters and the hapless 
Ms Jones, however, is that they are a little more successful 
with their seductions. The heroine of Happy Mania, Kayoko 
Shigeta, for example, is a stylish &#-year-old working in 
publishing who lurches from one catastrophic conquest to 
another in her search for true love – with plenty of explicitly 
depicted sex along the way. Photograph by Yasuyuki Takagi
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Don’t be fooled by the kimono and 
obi – she may look like your typical 
subservient Japanese housewife, but 
Moyoco Anno is too busy producing 
(very) graphic novels to be pouring 
tea. Danielle Demetriou meets her
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Some of her books are so graphic they 
are shrink-wrapped, like conventional 
top-shelf fare. ‘This is not porn,’ she says, 
raising a glass of tea to her red lips. ‘Girls 
and women are definitely more sexually 
liberated than before, and what I show is 
realistic. I think being in love and having 
sex are often portrayed as a perfect 
dreamy fantasy. But that’s not real life.’ 

Anno grew up in Tokyo and wrote her 
first manga cartoon at !". She spent her 
twenties writing manga and working as 
a journalist in Tokyo, breaking into two 
traditionally male professions. ‘My life 
was work, work, work. And lots of parties,’ 
she says with a smile.

Those years indubitably inspired one 
of her most famous characters, Hiroko 
Matsukata, a #"-year-old chain-smoking 
magazine journalist in the immensely 
popular comic book-turned-television 
series Hataraki Man (Working Man). 
Faced with constant professional 
pressure, Hiroko develops the ‘Man 
Switch’. Whenever she finds herself in 
a tight spot, she takes a deep breath 
and exclaims, ‘Man Switch – DEPLOY!’ 
thereby transforming herself into a work 
machine who is able to act ruthlessly.

Hiroko’s attitude reflects the challenges 
faced by working women in Japan – a 
nation where $% per cent of women give 
up work for good after the birth of their 
first child and where only !% per cent of 
managerial positions are held by women. 

So do women need to operate like men 
to succeed in Japan? ‘Absolutely. Women 
need a Man Switch,’ Anno says. ‘In Japan 
women are expected to be pretty and 
womanly. We have a lot more freedom in 
the workplace compared with previous 
generations, but women still don’t want 
to cause trouble or be seen as too strong. 
They want to be nice – but then their 
careers don’t progress.’ 

As for her own career, Anno always 
dreamt of following in the footsteps of 
her uncle Ko Kojima, who was a manga 
artist. ‘I was drawn to this fantasy world,’ 
she says. ‘At the time manga was a very 
male-orientated world. But having 
someone close in the family who was 
a manga artist was very inspiring for 
me. And it meant it was more difficult 
for my parents to discourage me.’

Anno’s books, she tells me, are inspired 
by late-night dinners with close friends. 

‘Most of my main characters have been 
women dealing with issues experienced 
by women I know,’ she says. And so her 
tales are peppered with as many tears, 
wardrobe crises, professional meltdowns 
and alcohol-fuelled catch-ups as there 
are romantic encounters. ‘That’s what 
I know and understand best,’ she says. 

We are talking in the peaceful 
confines of Anno’s tall, wooden 

home surrounded by bamboo-filled 
gardens (complete with tea house) in the 
coastal town of Kamakura, just outside 
Tokyo. It feels a million miles from the 
cloud-brushing skyscrapers and 
rainbow-hued teens of the capital’s 
pop-culture scene. Signs of modernity 
occasionally puncture the traditional 
tableau: toes decorated with sparkly 
jewels (currently the height of Tokyo 
fashion) peep out from under Anno’s 
kimono. A pair of trainers 
sits in the stone entrance 
where guests slip off their 
shoes. These belong to 
her husband, Hideaki 
Anno, &', the anime artist 
who created the hit series 
Neon Genesis Evangelion.

Sitting bolt upright and 
occasionally whipping a 

bottle of 
mosquito 
repellent from 
under her obi, 
Anno describes 
her first meeting with Hideaki with 
unexpected frankness. ‘It was not love at 
first sight. The first time I met him he 
came to my house with mutual friends. 
I didn’t like him. I knew he was famous 
and I thought he was quite rude. I saw 
him at the occasional party over the next 

five years and I still didn’t like him. And 
then, one evening, we were having 
dinner with some friends and we were in 
a restaurant where you have to take your 
shoes off to sit down. I was wearing 
sandals that were difficult to take on and 
off, and so when I had to go to the ladies 
I asked if I could borrow his shoes. I put 
them on – and they suddenly felt really, 
really comfortable. I could feel the 
person wearing them. Before, I’d worn 
boyfriends’ shoes to take out the rubbish 
occasionally, but his shoes were, like, 
“Aaaah,”’ she tails off with a laugh.

‘I was really surprised. I came back 
from the rest room and I realised I had 
completely changed the way I saw him – 
and we started talking and talking.’ Seven 
years ago the couple were married.

Today Anno inhabits a very different 
world from the fashionable Tokyo party 
scene of her twenties. ‘I thought I’d 

always live in Tokyo,’ she 
says. ‘But one day one of 
my editors mentioned how 
the writer Haruki Murakami 
lives near here and goes 
to the beach every day 
and drinks beer. And 
I thought, “How wonderful! 
That’s what I want to do.”’
These days, she says, ‘I jog 
along the beach every 
morning. I do yoga on the 
roof. I grow shiso leaves in 
the garden. I cook.’

And so it is something 
of a surprise to see 
Anno transplanted into 
a completely different 
environment less than &" 
hours later – the opening of 
an exhibition of her designs 
for Shu Uemura at a swish 
gallery in central Tokyo. 
Dressed in a swirling-print 
kimono fastened with 
a purple obi, she remains 
calm and demure amid 
all the flashbulbs and 

glamorous chaos. She is the very image 
of the powerful, independent woman 
her characters are fighting to be. !

A limited-edition range of Shu Uemura 
beauty oils in Moyoco Anno packaging 
is on sale now (shuuemura.com)
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‘I think being 
in love and 
having sex are 
often portrayed 
as a perfect 
dreamy fantasy. 
But that’s 
not real life’
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