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Sound effects
The sound of a car crash, a char-

acter’s scream, other such sounds are 

described with various exaggerated ono-

matopoeia or other sound effects in manga. The 

lettering of the sound-expressing words is styled 

to fit the situation, depending on whether a noise 

is big or small, whether a vehicle is moving fast 

or slow, etc. The use of varied sound effects 

enables the reader not only to “hear” the 

sounds but even to follow the fluctua-

tions of a character’s changing 

emotions.

Reference: Ima sugu manga ga kakeru hon, Oyo-hen [A Practical Guide to Drawing Manga] (Bijutsu Shuppansha, 2007)

How to Read Japanese Manga

Frames
Manga pictures are drawn 

in frames (koma in Japanese). The 

basic flow of reading each page is to 

start from the top right frame, ending 

with the bottom left frame. The skill-

ful combination of appropriately sized 

frames makes a story unfold at a 

good tempo and with striking 

dramatic effect.
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Balloons
Words are written in text 

balloons (fukidashi in Japa-

nese). Word balloons play the 

role of expressing characters’ 

feelings and describing their 

situations.
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Manga magazines and books in Japan open from right to left, the opposite of Western books, and 

the lines of writing are vertical. Because of these and other differences, reading Japanese manga can 

take some getting used to for American and European readers. The elements that make up each 

page include pictures showing characters with background scenery, dialogue written in text balloons, 

and often many sound effects drawn in original lettering. Once able to quickly grasp the pictures, text 

in the word balloons, and sound effects, a reader can enjoy manga as if watching a movie.


