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    Introduction


    Son Gokū’s adventure begins! Join me in Dragon Ball Culture Volume 2, as we travel along with Gokū on his epic journey for greater strength.


    With each step that Gokū takes, you’ll discover more of the hidden spirituality and symbolism in Dragon Ball that makes the series so successful. You’ll see how author Akira Toriyama synthesizes Chinese culture, Western technology, and Buddho-Dàoist philosophy to create a series that speaks to your humanity. Not because of the action or the humor, but because it reminds you of what it means to be alive.


    Along the way you’ll learn of Gokū’s ancient origin. You’ll hear how the legend of a wild monkey-man begins in India, evolves across 2,000 years of Chinese and Japanese history, and leads to the Gokū you know and love.


    I’ll walk you through the journey from the first page to the last. And by the time we’re done, you will be an expert on Dragon Ball’s culture.


    Up to Speed


    Dragon Ball Culture is divided into 7 volumes because of its length. If you’ve picked up Volume 2, but haven’t read Volume 1, you may be wondering if you should read this book by itself. The answer is yes because the content stands on its own, but it’s intended that you read Volume 1 first. So let me bring you up to speed.


    Akira Toriyama (Japanese: Toriyama Akira, 鳥山 明, “Bright Bird Mountain”, born April 5, 1955) is a young man with a dream. That dream? Cash money!


    Toriyama hears about a manga (漫画, “comic”) contest held by Kabushiki-gaisha Shūeisha (株式会社集英社, “Shūeisha Publishing Co., Ltd.,” founded 1925), for the manga anthology called Weekly Shōnen Jump (週刊少年ジャンプ, Shūkan Shōnen Janpu, first issue July 2, 1968). He submits his entries, but fails to win. Nevertheless, his work does get noticed by one of Shūeisha’s editors, Torishima Kazuhiko (鳥嶋 和彦, “Bird Island Peaceful Prince,” born October 19, 1952). Torishima-san admires Toriyama’s use of English lettering for his sound effects, and believes he has potential. So he champions Toriyama’s submissions among his fellow editors until one of them is a success with readers.


    This successful manga is Dokutā Suranpu (Dr. スランプ, “Dr. Slump,” 1980). It’s a quintessential gyagu manga (ギャグ漫画, “gag manga”) in the shōnen (少年, “few years,” or “young boys”) genre that goes on to sell over 35 million copies in Japan alone. The series is adapted into a hit anime (アニメ, “animation“), film series, and merchandise machine that becomes an icon of a generation. Dr. Slump launches Toriyama’s career into the stars, and makes him a household name. As a result, Toriyama goes from a high school student with an interest in design, to one of the wealthiest and most successful manga-ka’s (漫画家, “comic artists”) in Japan.


    But he gets burnt out from the weekly deadlines and stress. Toriyama requests a break, but Torishima-san isn’t about to let Shūeisha’s golden goose leave while he’s hot, so he lets him take a break on the condition that he begins a new manga in 3 months. Toriyama agrees, and then takes a working vacation to China with his wife (and Torishima-san). The only question is, what to write?


    Toriyama has an obsession with watching Bruce Lee and Jackie Chan movies; in particular, Enter the Dragon (1973) and Zuì-quán (醉拳, “Drunken Master,” 1978). So Torishima-san tells him to write a gōngfu (功夫, “kung fu”) manga that combines martial-arts action with a Chinese setting.


    The reason why is because they know it’s a successful formula. Prior to his vacation, Toriyama writes two yomikiri (読み切り, “one-shot”) manga that are precursors to what will become Dragon Ball. One of them is Doragon Bōi (騎竜少年, “Dragon Boy,” 1983), a Chinese-styled adventure starring a young boy with dragon wings, named Tanton, who leads a princess back to a pseudo-China, at the behest of his martial arts master. The other is Tonpū Daibōken (トンプー大冒険, “Tonpū’s Great Adventure,” 1983), a science fiction story about a young android who lands on a planet, meets a beautiful young woman, and fights an alien. Toriyama reuses thematic content, technology, and jokes from both of these manga in the early chapters of Dragon Ball.


    For his new manga, Toriyama decides to use the Chinese legend of Xīyóujì (西遊記, pronounced ‘shee-yoh-jee,’ Japanese: Saiyūki, pronounced ‘sigh-yoo-key,’ “Journey to the West,” 1592) as the basis for the adventure. Xīyóujì is the story of Xuánzàng (玄奘, “Great Mystery,” pronounced, ‘shoo-en-zahng,’ 602 – 664 A.D.), also known as the Táng Monk, and his adventure to India to recover the sūtra (Sanskrit: सूत्र, Chinese: jīng, 經, “sacred scriptures”) of the Buddhā Law (Sanskrit: dharma, धर्म, Chinese: fófǎ, 佛法, Japanese: buppō, “Beliefs of the Enlightened”).


    Along Xuánzàng’s grand adventure he is protected by Sūn Wùkōng (孫悟空, Japanese: Son Gokū, “Monkey Grandchild Aware of Emptiness”), an immortal macaque with near boundless strength and supernormal powers. Joining them are a white horse, a pig-man, and a sand demon. Their adventure is initiated by a Buddhist deity named Guānyīn Bodhisattva (Sanskrit: Avalokiteśvara, अवलोकितेश्वर, Chinese: Guānyīn-púsà, 觀音菩薩, Japanese: Kannon, 観音, “the enlightened being who hears your cries”), who tells Xuánzàng that he is to recover the sūtra in order to establish the genuine Buddhā Law in China.


    At the end of the journey, Xuánzàng and his companions succeed in their quest, pay back their karma (Sanskrit: कर्म, Chinese: yèlì, 業力, “metaphysical and spiritual debt”), and ascend into heaven. The story combines traditional Buddhist and Dàoist (道, “Beliefs of the Way”) culture with the popular culture and folk tales of late-16th century China.


    Toriyama says in Daizenshū 2 (1995) that he uses this legend as the foundation for Dragon Ball because, “Saiyūki is absurd and has adventurous elements, so I guess I decided to make a slightly modernized Saiyūki. I thought it would be easy if that story served as the basis, since all I would have to do would be to arrange things.” It’s a popular story throughout East Asia, so it provides him with a cultural touchstone to mine for inspiration. And it’s one that his young Japanese readers are already familiar with, so it lowers the barrier to entry.


    Using this classic story might be enough by itself for a successful manga, but Toriyama’s artistic integrity forbids him from copying a tried-and-true formula. He says in the Dragon Ball Z Son Gokū Densetsu (2003) interview, “A basic tenet of being a manga-ka is, as much as possible, to avoid imitating others.” To blaze his own trail he combines the ancient culture of the Chinese legend with modern cultural influences. These include Japanese monster movie creatures called kaijū (怪獣, “strange creature”), weapons and vehicles from World War 1 and 2, classic automobiles, his hobby of motorcycles, and futuristic technology from Star Wars (1977). These are thrown into a world that is a fusion of science fiction and ancient times, mixed with prehistoric dinosaurs and creatures inspired by the cinematic works of Hollywood and Japanese special effects artists. Toriyama then combines these elements with Shintō (神道, “the way of the gods”), the native religion of Japan. The result is that the Dragon World (ドラゴンワールド, doragon wārudo) becomes a living, breathing, character unto itself, and a setting where anything can happen.


    This is where Dragon Ball’s culture comes from, but what makes it so entertaining is how Toriyama uses it to tell Gokū’s story. Taking pieces from the Chinese legend at wim, he weaves back and forth through the different cultures of East and West, old and new, to create a masterpiece that has hundreds of millions of fans. It’s a series that only he could create.


    Genius at Work


    One of the things I enjoy the most about writing Dragon Ball Culture is getting into Toriyama’s mind, because it allows you to see how he thinks as he creates the manga. My favorite part of his mind is how inspired he is, so let’s explore that aspect now.1


    Toriyama is a lazy man and a procrastinator. But he’s also a hard-working man who goes without sleep for days to meet a deadline. Somewhere between these opposite personas is a man who produces great work.


    Every week there’s a new deadline for a chapter of Dragon Ball, where Toriyama has to write and illustrate 14 pages of content and 1 chapter title page. After 4 years of creating Dr. Slump, you might think he’s got it down to a habitual science, where he has a disciplined schedule, a solid work ethic, and avoids distractions so he can put forth a maximum effort, day in and day out.


    If so, you’d be wrong. Toriyama doesn’t plan ahead, nor does he write or draw storyboards. Instead he establishes a vague image of what he’d like to do next, and then he sits around and builds model airplanes and tanks, or plays video games, goes shopping, and watches TV. As the deadline nears, he scrambles to write each chapter, stays up all night, sleeps for 20 minutes, and stays up all night again so that he can finish the chapter in time. As he’s doing this, the genius of inspiration enters his mind, flows through his hand, and onto the page.


    In the 1986 Terebaru interview, Toriyama is asked where he gets his ideas from, and he says, “In my case, I vaguely think I have to make some stories, and then two days pass. But actually I just pretend to work on the story. And I think I spend about a day drawing it in pen.” When asked if he ever runs out of ideas he says, “Yeah! I sometimes run out of ideas. In that case I make up my mind and go to bed. If I get some good ideas with sleepy feelings, I think I’m lucky, but after that I often fall asleep. In that case I feel as if I have missed out on something (laughs).”


    “Theoretical insights flourish best when the thinker is apparently wasting time.”2 This is said by J. Robert Oppenheimer (April 22, 1904 – February 18, 1967), an American theoretical physicist and father of the atomic bomb; so named for his role in the Manhattan Project during World War 2. Albert Einstein (March 14, 1879 – April 18, 1955), the quintessential genius, also experienced this, coming up with his most famous equations while playing the violin.


    Every artist, writer, theorist, or inventor knows this process well.3 You set your mind in a certain direction with a great effort of concentration, and then you sit back and relax, take a nap, or invest time in a hobby, with occasional moments of returning to the material. It’s at the moment when you’re falling asleep, just wake up, going for a walk, playing music, in the shower, on the john, or in-between topics of a conversation that an idea pops into your mind, fully-formed.4 Whether it’s a poem, a blueprint for a new invention, an illustration, or a mathematical equation; “Eureka!”


    And the idea appears in a mysterious manner that seems pre-built for your hand to write it down. As Toriyama noted, if you don’t strike while the iron is hot, you will forever lose the inspiration. So you quickly scramble for a pen and paper and do your best to draw it or dictate it back to yourself without altercation.5 For no matter how well your analytical mind works, it could never come up with something so inspired.


    These ideas that “come out of nowhere” are the result of the subconscious mind. The conscious mind—that is, our waking and knowing self—is analytical. Think, think, think, goes the mind, as it tries to organize all things. The subconscious mind is the opposite. It takes what we’ve absorbed and combines different things together to create something new. And it does it in the background without our knowledge, but often at our behest, in resolution of a particular problem or creative endeavor. It’s at the moment when we relax our mind and stop thinking—that without warning, and often when we need it most—the subconscious mind delivers a solution on a silver platter.


    Toriyama is able to walk the line between conscious effort, absence of effort, and subconscious inspiration, to a T. He lives his life in front of the television, where he absorbs decades worth of gōngfu films, Hollywood movies, cultural works, and Japanese TV shows. Then he idles away his working days by putting models together, knowing full well that there’s a deadline looming. But perhaps that’s because he knows his subconscious mind will come through with ideas.


    Days later, Torishima-san will call and ask if he’s decided on the next story, and Toriyama says, “When he asks me that, something will pop up in my mind in a flash.”6 He adds in Daizenshū 6 (1995), “Just as I’ve been driven into a corner, it’s like my brainwaves go taut, and some sort of idea bubbles up.”


    Caught in a jam and focused by fear, Toriyama’s subconscious mind synthesizes different people, objects, or concepts together in a split second to create something original, and then he pitches it to his editor. Each of the ideas is based on something that already exists; inspired by a living person, a real-life vehicle, or a fantasy he’s seen in a movie; but it’s their fresh combination that makes them appear new. After that, Toriyama just has to draw it.


    He says, “Even I’m always in suspense. In the previous chapter, I’ve already written, “Something incredible is going to happen,” so I think, “I have no choice but to do something incredible.” It’s so painful.” So without knowing where his story will lead or how he’s going to do it, he puts his subconscious mind on the job while he idles away his time. Meanwhile, the gears are turning behind the scenes, and then when he’s caught in a pinch, his subconscious mind delivers the ideas.


    This is how Toriyama is able to create a Xīyóujì-based story unlike any other. This is how he is able to fuse Eastern culture and Western culture together in a perfect union. And this is how he writes the world’s most recognized manga.


    Toriyama is first a dreamer and then a doer. He’s a synthesizer who absorbs the characters, ideas, concepts, worlds, and inventions that other people have created, and uses them to make something new. Yet somehow the soul of the original remains intact. As a result of choosing to blaze a new trail instead of treading the beaten path, but without a clear plan on how he’s going to do it, he repeatedly dashes your expectations. He gives you purposeful opposites, inverts character archetypes, turns black into white, male into female, old into new, spiritual into scientific, and sacred to profane. Whatever pops into his mind goes onto the page.


    So Toriyama’s a genius, but he still gets a lot of his ideas shot down and then reshaped by his editor. They have a love-hate relationship with one another, where Toriyama suggests wild ideas (or in contrast, purposefully plain ideas), and then Torishima-san forces him to reshape them to create a manga that readers will enjoy. So it’s this process of setting his mind in a certain direction, followed by relaxation, inspiration, and crafting of the ideas under a deadline, that makes Dragon Ball what it is.


    And what is Dragon Ball? I’ll leave that for you to discover, as we step inside Toriyama’s mind and explore the fruits of his labor.

    


    
      
        1 I like to use the word genius in the original sense, referring to the archaic Latin meaning of “attendant spirit,” or “inherent ability.” In ancient Rome, it’s believed that a person is born with an attendant spirit, and this attendant is responsible for the creative ideas that bubble up in their minds. Over centuries of usage, the word genius becomes intertwined with a man’s character and intellect, in turn referring to a remarkable man who uses their genius to change the world. That is to say, genius refers to receiving a sudden thought or idea from another source that is begotten into a the mind in a burst of inspiration, in tandem with concentrated effort. It’s the union of the subconscious and conscious minds to create great work.

      


      
        2 “Theoretical insights flourish best when the thinker is apparently wasting time.” – This quote by J. Robert Oppenheimer is made by Rudolph Flesch (May 8, 1911 – October 5, 1986) in his book, The Art of Readable Writing (1949), on page 55. I recommend the book to aspiring writers.

      


      
        3 Many of my own ideas in life, including the content within this book, came through subconscious inspiration; oftentimes upon going to sleep, waking from sleep, or while in the shower. I’m far from the first author to experience this sensation. For example, Mary Shelley (August 30, 1797 – February 1, 1851), author of Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus (1818) experienced it as well. During the summer of 1816, Shelley and three fellow authors agreed to read German ghost stories, and afterward to enter a contest to see who could write the scariest story of their own. After struggling to come up with an idea for several days, only to have nothing enter her mind, the idea for her novel appeared in a waking dream, as she lay in bed at 2 in the morning. She says in the introduction to the 1831 edition of Frankenstein, “When I placed my head on my pillow, I did not sleep, nor could I be said to think. My imagination, unbidden, possessed and guided me, gifting the successive images that arose in my mind with a vividness far beyond the usual bounds of reverie. I saw—with shut eyes, but acute mental vision … Swift as light and as cheering was the idea that broke in upon me. “I have found it! What terrified me will terrify others; and I need only describe the spectre which had haunted my midnight pillow.” On the morrow I announced that I had thought of a story.” Source: http://www.gutenberg.org/files/42324/42324-h/42324-h.htm

      


      
        4 Dàoist poets in ancient China are famous for drinking themselves into a stupor or taking intoxicants in order to receive inspiration. During the state where they are falling asleep, dreaming, or waking up, inspiration strikes. Then, the genius flows.

      


      
        5 Toriyama’s Terebaru (1986) interview: http://www.furinkan.com/takahashi/takahashi4.html

      


      
        6 In the Dragon Ball: Bōken Special (ドラゴンボール 冒険SPECIAL, “Dragon Ball: Adventure Special,” 1987), Toriyama is asked, “When do you think up the compositions for your manga?” He replies. “Typically I don’t think up anything at all, and Torishima-san will call and ask me if I’ve decided on the story yet. When he asks me that, something will pop up in my mind in a flash.”

      

    

  


  
    Adventure


    The Dragon World is a synthesis of Chinese, Japanese, Indian, Western, and Hollywood cultures, with just the right amount of comedy and fantasy. Toriyama begins Gokū’s adventure by using the Chinese legend of Xīyóujì as the foundation. Then he attaches other cultural elements into this framework, modifies the story as he sees fit, and goes out of his way to do the opposite of what you expect.


    This strategy works well because it gives readers who recognize the original story something to sink their teeth into. It also gives casual readers a treasure box filled with jokes, action, and surprises. As the plot advances, he weaves back and forth between the cultural worlds of East and West, and gives you something to look forward to on every page.


    Best Place to Start


    Dragon Ball has the reputation of being a difficult series to get into. The reason given is often because of its length, but I don’t think this is the issue. I think it’s because the start doesn’t feel like the start. It begins in the middle and continues that way to the end, and then the end is the start of another adventure. This is the charm of the series and a result of the structure that Toriyama uses for his storytelling. This might not make sense to you right now, but by the time we reach the end, you’ll come full circle to the start, and it’ll click.


    With that in mind, let’s follow Toriyama’s lead and start in the middle: Dragon Ball Chapter 1. This is the longest chapter in the Dragon Ball series, at 30 pages. So this is also one of the longest chapters in Dragon Ball Culture, because it’s packed with entertaining insights.


    Without further ado, let’s meet our hero, Son Gokū.

  


  
    Son Gokū and Buruma


    “Long, long ago, in an era unknown, and on a strange mountain thousands of kilometers from civilization, there lives a lone boy who communes with nature…”


    The Narēshon begins the Dragon Ball story with the Japanese phrase, “Mukashi, mukashi (むかしむかし, “Long, long ago,” or “Once upon a time”),” like he’s telling you an old folk tale.


    “Ossu (オッス, “hey”)!!”1 A young boy in an idyllic Chinese hillside says a friendly hello to nearby monkeys in a tree. He moves his legs atop a freshly cut log and rolls it down a path, carrying a large tree saw over his broad shoulders. Who is he, and where is he headed?


    We’re about to see what happens when a civilized teenage girl steps into the world of this feral mountain boy and their worldviews collide.


    There’s a lot that happens in Dragon Ball Chapter 1,2 so let’s dive into the deep end!


    Chopping Wood


    Akira Toriyama introduces us to our hero on the first page of the manga. Son Gokū practices martial arts in front of a small Chinese-style home on top of a mountain, positioned between bamboo trees and a brick well for drawing water.


    His legs are in the fúhǔbù (伏虎步, “tiger taming stance,” or “drop stance”) and he concentrates on the object before him. Switching to the mǎbù (馬步, “horse stance”) the young boy gathers his strength, raises his hands, and screams, “GRYAAA!!!!” He grabs the giant unhewn log with his hands, and with mighty power hurls it into the sky. He jumps several meters into the air and with a fierce yell kicks the wood into pieces. “BAKOKOKOKO..!!” The boy lands and the wood falls in front of him.


    “That takes care a’ the wood choppin’!!” His tummy growls and he says, “I sure am hungry…”


    This first scene might not seem like much to a casual reader, but Dragon Ball Culture shows you what others cannot see. For example, the way the boy stands in preparation to break the log is straight out of Chinese gōngfū, as is the way in which he concentrates and focuses on the object he is about to break. His ability to lift this heavy log, throw it into the air, jump that high, and then smash it to pieces with a single blow, is testament to his incredible strength and the diligence of his training.


    The idea of chopping wood may seem like a simple or meaningless way to start a story, but it’s a perfect and poetic way to begin the martial arts saga of Dragon Ball.


    This is how Gokū lives his life. He wakes up in the morning, gathers firewood, and practices martial arts. Right at the outset we see a habitual diligence and reliance on his own mind and body in communion with nature. This scene establishes Gokū’s character, and as we see later it is emblematic of his overall mindset. He wakes up early and chops wood so he can live his days according to his own free will. It may appear empty, but it is full.


    We find poetic correlations in Chán (禪, Japanese: zen, 禅, Sanskrit: dhyāna, ध्यान, “oneness,” or “contemplation”) Buddhism, where hermits live on mountains and write of their experiences chopping wood and drawing water. For example, the Chinese poem, “Shéntōng bìng miàoyòng, yùn shuǐ jí pán chái (神通並妙用, 運水及槃柴, “Miraculous and wondrous, drawing water and gathering firewood”)!” This is a line by the lay Chán Buddhist poet Páng Jūshì (龐居士, 740 – 808 A.D.), who says it in response to his master who has not seen him around lately and wonders what he has been doing. His poetic reply helps us see the wonder in mundane tasks and the joy of simple living.


    To find happiness in our life and appreciate the cyclical nature of our world takes no more work than to breathe, exhale, and gather wood.


    Gokū’s Appearance


    Now let’s take a moment to examine Gokū’s appearance and see where this strong little boy comes from.


    Toriyama’s editor, Kazuhiko Torishima, says in Daizenshū 2, “After Dr. Slump ended, there was a good response to Doragon Bōi, which had been drawn without too many meetings beforehand.” Toriyama affirms, “With that nice response, I felt ‘Ah, there’s this track, this just might work out.’ And this time I had wanted a boy as the protagonist.”


    He knows that the Doragon Bōi model has potential, he wants to have a male lead, and he is confident that the Xīyóujì (Japanese: Saiyūki) setting will make it easier to tell his gōngfu story. Now all he has to do is draw his main character.


    He draws the first draft of Son Gokū’s appearance to look just like Sūn Wùkōng.3 The story is based on Xīyóujì, so why not? This character looks like a short and young boy version of the Monkey King, complete with fur, the diadem around his head, a sash around his neck, a monkey tail, and holding a magic staff. It’s Toriyama’s version of the classic character.


    But Torishima-san tells him a monkey is no good. After all, isn’t that what the reader would expect to see in a manga based on Xīyóujì? He can’t give them what they expect. Toriyama elaborates in Daizenshū 2, “To have it be completely like Saiyūki, this wasn’t very innovative. So I decided to have the protagonist be a human, and made him an ordinary boy.”


    The second draft takes things in a scientific direction, leaning toward Tonpū from Tonpū Daibōken. This draft of Son Gokū is a young city boy dressed in a sailor’s outfit who rides on top of a small flying meka while carrying a magic staff. The meka looks like a personal jet-board that you stand on, with a World War 2 shark nose paintjob. But this one isn’t approved either.


    Then comes the third draft, this time leaning toward Tanton, the main character from Doragon Bōi, with a traditional but plain Chinese martial arts inspired style. He looks like a normal person and there’s no connection to the Monkey King. The design lacks distinguishing features.


    In the TV Anime Guide: Son Gokū Densetsu – Akira Toriyama x Katsuyoshi Nakatsuru (2003) interview, Toriyama says, “At the very beginning I started out by making Gokū ‘the most plain faced character I can think of.’” He does this on purpose to defy the reader’s expectations, who he believes wants a main character to have a unique look and style. So he takes this mentality to its logical conclusion. When you look at this draft, there’s no way you will think, ‘Sūn Wùkōng!’


    He says he makes this third draft of Gokū look plain and simple by, “Giving him old-fashioned, rounded eyes and such. But I was told by my editor things like, “change the hair,” so he started to stand out more and more. Even then, I was told, “Something’s missing. How about adding a tail, or something?” (laughs) He probably meant that as a joke, but I went along with it, thinking, ‘If it’s just a tail, why not?’ And so, Gokū as he appeared in the serialization was born.”


    It’s Torishima-san’s influence that makes Son Gokū as we know him look the way he does. He is thereby transformed from a Sūn Wùkōng lookalike, to a science fiction city boy, to a plain-looking human with big eyes, and finally a boy with spiky hair and a tail.


    It’s this simple addition of a tail, with the thought of ‘why not?’ that connects Gokū back to the Xīyóujì source material. This connection between Son Gokū’s tail and Sūn Wùkōng’s tail provides continual inspiration for the development of the Dragon Ball story and a causal relationship behind Gokū’s incredible power. So without Torishima-san, Gokū would never have had this multi-layered aspect to his character. And if Toriyama’s design was left unaltered, the character would be underwhelming.


    The tail adds a playful levity to the character that is otherwise missing. Toriyama says in Daizenshū 2, “The main character in Doragon Bōi had wings, so I wanted something immediately obvious like that. So Gokū got his tail. That way, he could hide behind a rock, but if his tail showed, the readers could tell he’s right there.”


    This design process of going straight to the source, then to the future, then to the past, leads to a Gokū that is traditional yet modern. The end result is that he looks like a human being and is relatable to you, but has a mysterious monkey tail and superhuman strength. It’s the perfect balance.


    With that, Son Gokū is born.


    Gokū’s Race


    Gokū’s race is something that fans have been arguing about for decades. So what is Gokū’s race supposed to be?


    First, let me say that he’s a cartoon, and he doesn’t have to be a race from our own human world. Second, Toriyama never says what race he is.


    Nevertheless, if you look at the evidence, you’ll see that he is a Chinese inspired character living in a Chinese inspired setting, sleeping in a Chinese inspired home, wearing Chinese inspired clothing, and fighting with Chinese style martial arts. He also has black hair and eyes. So Toriyama’s intention seems to be that Son Gokū is a young Chinese boy. This makes sense since the Xīyóujì story that inspires this character is Chinese, as is his prototype, Tanton, in Doragon Bōi.


    However, the thing about Gokū’s design is that while he does sort of look Asian, he doesn’t have the stereotypical features of a particular nationality. So you can’t look at Gokū and state, “He’s Chinese,” or “He’s Japanese.” His light skin even leads some fans to think he’s Caucasian.


    This is part of why Gokū is so universally accepted. He doesn’t offend anyone. And by that I mean he’s not “Chinese,” not “Japanese,” and not “American.” He’s just a boy.


    He’s a cute and adorable boy with wild hair and big friendly eyes. Everybody loves Gokū.


    Gokū’s Hair


    One of the first things you notice about Gokū is his hair. It’s big and spiky, and shoots off in 7 or 8 different directions, from the top to the back, and sides, and he’s got a few clumpy strands of hair in front of his forehead. It’s upright and strong hair that is completely natural, like someone who just got out of bed or, you know, has been living in the mountains. Yet because of Toriyama’s style it appears simple and easy to accept. It’s both disheveled yet friendly, so it’s exciting and crazy, but also cute.


    This hairstyle is nothing like the original short monkey fur of Sūn Wùkōng, so where does Gokū’s hairstyle come from? Toriyama says in the Dragon Ball Z Full Color Comics Furiza Arc Volume 5 (2014) interview, “I wasn’t conscious of this when I made it, but thinking about it now, I suppose it might have been the influence of Tetsuwan Atomu. The angle of the “horns” and the flat part in the middle look similar, don’t you think?”


    Toriyama refers back to the story that he and millions of other young boys fall in love with in the 1960s, called Tetsuwan Atomu (鉄腕アトム, “Astro Boy”). The titular character’s black metal hair is round and flat on the top, but has two spikes, or as Toriyama calls them, “horns,” jutting out from the side and top. So when he’s drawing his own young hero he is unconsciously inspired by this seminal character of his childhood.


    Gokū’s hair style stays the same for his entire life and becomes part of his iconic image. Just by seeing this hair you know you’re looking at Son Gokū.


    Gokū’s Face


    Gokū’s face is magical. There’s an energy to it that can be either optimistic and lighthearted, or serious and filled with rage. It’s his big eyes, large eyebrows, ears, and mouth that express a unique personality that can go from innocent and pure-hearted to angry and vengeful in a heartbeat. But somehow, no matter how he looks, he invigorates you.


    When we first meet him he is boyish and cute, but as the series progresses and he becomes more battle-hardened, his face starts to form a deep furrow between his brows and lines in his forehead. Both of which indicate his deep power of concentration, like we see him exert on the log.


    So your first impression of Gokū is that he is wide-eyed, optimistic, naïve, and happy-go-lucky, with a great power that can come out when he concentrates. As the series continues you’ll see this youthful energy be channeled into more serious directions.


    In the Terebaru (1986) magazine interview, Toriyama says, “I decided to write a story about an energetic and serious boy. I depicted his energy through his hair and expressed his seriousness through his face and his eyes. I made it a point to draw his eyes in a similar way to the sub-characters’, so I did not create very noticeable sub-characters.” He elaborates further in the Training the Manga Mind (2010) interview by saying, “There are times when I emphasize the distinguishing traits of their appearance, and at times, like with Gokū, when I deliberately play them down. That was in order to put emphasis on his personality and movements, though.” So by losing in some areas, the character gains in others. Toriyama wants you to pay more attention to Gokū’s actions than his external appearance.


    Does Toriyama model Gokū’s appearance on a particular actor’s face? In the TV Anime Guide: Son Gokū Densetsu – Akira Toriyama x Katsuyoshi Nakatsuru (2003) interview he simply says, “I didn’t.”


    Toriyama denies that he uses an actor for inspiration here, but there are similar instances in his manga where he denies it but it’s still obvious that he does. You’ll see what I mean as the book continues, because there are dozens of characters modeled on real-life people, but he always denies it. While I can’t pinpoint any actor that Gokū’s face may be modeled on, that doesn’t mean that it isn’t modeled on someone’s. Of course, it may also just be a combination of Tetsuwan Atomu inspired style with an original idea fresh from Toriyama’s mind.


    In any case, Gokū’s face has a boyish and simple charm. That’s because Toriyama’s designs are drawn with few lines, yet have a lot of depth. His simple face is an external representation of his simple mind.


    Gokū’s Clothes


    Gokū’s clothes are copies of those in Hong Kong gōngfu movies, representative of the Chinese Míng and Qīng dynasties (1368 – 1644, and 1644 – 1912 A.D. respectively).


    He wears a sleeveless cotton shirt and long cotton pants, with a sash tied around the waist to keep his shirt tucked in and his pants up. He’s got a pair of wristbands on his arms and wears gōngfu xié (功夫鞋, “gōngfu shoes”) worn by just about every character in every martial arts movie ever made. These clothes are extremely common in Jackie Chan’s films depicting the Qīng Dynasty, and are often worn by martial artists and peasants. They’re about as simple as clothing comes.


    The most interesting thing about his clothes is that he has a hole in the rear of his pants for his monkey tail to stick through.


    Gokū’s Home


    Gokū walks inside his hermit hut to prepare for the next stage of his day. Though his home is small, it speaks volumes about his character.


    Hermit huts have a lot of cultural significance within the practice of mountain Buddhism,4 where ascetics leave society and refine their minds in the wilderness. Once they arrive in the mountains, the first thing they do is build a hut.5 These huts are an iconic part of traditional hermit iconography, because the hut is the only symbol of their humanity. The huts are often several kilometers away from one another, since, after all, they prefer to be alone.


    Gokū’s hermit hut is a small brick house with a single two-pane wooden door. The door panels have the kanji of fuku (福, Chinese: fú, “happiness,” “blessings,” and “good fortune”) written on them. This is a common sight in Chinese and Japanese homes, and Toriyama adds them here because it’s reflective of Gokū’s character. That is to say, Gokū is happy and lives in a happy home. The windows on each side of the hut are circular with Chinese latticework and the building is topped with a curved Chinese style roof. The entire building is no more than about 2.3 square meters (25 square feet) in area, so there’s not much living space. But Gokū has no desire for more.


    The inside of the hut is a simple square room, with a bed, small rectangular table, and a 4-drawer cabinet. It is on this cabinet that Gokū has placed an orange ball with 4 stars inside it, resting atop a pillow.


    Gokū grabs a bō (棒, Chinese: bàng, “straight staff”) in a bō case and ties it to his body with a string wrapped around his chest. At this point it seems like nothing more than a simple bō, but we can tell he trusts it and keeps it close.


    Then Gokū presses his hands together in front of his chest with the palms touching and begins to pay reverence to the ball. This is called the gasshō (合掌, pronounced ‘gah-show,’ Chinese: hézhǎng, 合掌, Sanskrit: namaste, नमस्ते, “unite palms”) position. It’s a ritual gesture in East Asia that originates in Buddhist cultivation practices and can be used for prayer, greeting, gratitude, reverence, or apology.


    Catching Food


    “Jī-chan. I’m gonna’ bait some food.”


    Jī-chan (じいちゃん, pronounced ‘jee-chahn,’ “gramps,” or “old man”) is a colloquial way of saying Ojī-chan (おじいちゃん, “grandpa”). Gokū is speaking to the ball and calling it his “gramps,” so he thinks the ball is his grandpa. That is why he holds his hands in gasshō and pays reverence.


    He uses the words, “Esa totte kuru (エサとってくる, “I get bait”), but it also means he’s going to ‘use bait to catch some food.’ So he’s telling this ball that he’s going to go hunting.


    It makes sense now why he chops wood in the morning. It’s so he can cook his morning meal. As he walks away from home he wonders, “What should I eat, eh?”


    From this brief introduction to Gokū’s life we see that it is a simple one. He lives in a mountainside hermit hut with humble amenities, gathers and chops his wood, has traditional beliefs, and his biggest concern is what he should eat for breakfast. Not a bad life, if you ask me.


    The birds chirp as Gokū leaves his home.


    Girl on a Path


    “Hm, just a little further west.”


    A young girl with the word “BULMA” written across her chest stands in front of a car.


    This is the first example of an automobile in the Dragon World, and right off the bat Toriyama proves he knows his cars. She’s driving a French built 1982 Renault 5 Turbo. It’s a rare car, as only 3,576 of these were ever produced from 1980 – 1984.6 It has 2 seats, a hatchback, and a turbo engine. There’s no mistaking that, since Toriyama writes “TURBO” on the rear window and side doors. This car is built for alpine rallying and is the perfect thing to drive on a dirt mountain road like this. It’s only been in one major movie, and that’s James Bond’s Never Say Never Again (1983), where it is used for a speedy and exciting chase scene through a hilly city.


    This car tells us one thing: whoever this girl is, she’s smart and means business.


    Her handheld tracking device has a few blips on it, and this tells her where she needs to go. So she gets into her car, hits the gas, and heads west. This is Toriyama’s way of referencing Xīyóujì (“Journey to the West”), because the pilgrims travel west on their way from China to India.


    The Girl’s Appearance


    Similar to the Sūn Wùkōng to Son Gokū design process, this girl goes through an iterative design shift. Her initial design looks like a Western cowboy girl straight out of Texas, with a large cowboy hat, curly blonde hair, “daisy dukes” shorts, a six-shooter pistol on her hip, and cowboy boots.


    The next iteration has a more modern-day but plain appearance, with a ponytail hair style, shirt, skirt, boots, and a pistol in her right hand. We don’t know if Torishima-san gets involved with adjustments to her character design here, like he does with Gokū’s, but it’s logical to presume he does since Toriyama changes her again.


    The final result is a girl who has a Western appearance with light skin and bright blue eyes, and is a product of the trendiest mid-1980s American fashion. Given that Toriyama says his wife, Mikami-san, helps him design the women’s fashion in his manga, this is probably one of those times. The thing I find most impressive about the girl’s design is that she manages to fit into this Chinese-inspired world and not look like an ‘80s stereotype at the same time.


    Her hair is tied in a knotted ponytail with an oversized bow on the back of her head to keep it together. The large bow became a popular fashion trend in the ‘80s when Madonna (born August 16, 1958) wears it in her Lucky Star music video for her album Like a Virgin (1984). The front of the girl’s hair is teased into a little poof, with strands of hair falling onto her forehead. This whole look is the go-to fashion style of 1984 – 87. It is as Mikami-san says, naui (“nowy,” or “hip”).


    The girl has teal blue hair and eyes in the original manga of Chapter 1 colored by Toriyama, but then in Chapter 3 he makes them purple and sticks with it for the rest of the series. When Episode 1 of the anime adaptation is made, the staff makes them blue and they stay blue forever. As a result, fans have argued over her real hair and eye color for decades. Suffice to say, the creator himself decided on purple. And it seems to be her natural hair color, although it was all the rage in the 1980s to dye your hair purple, blue, pink, red, or yellow.


    She wears a pullover scarf around her neck, made of loose fabric.


    Her top is a short-sleeved mini-dress with a vertical pinstripe pattern. The word “BULMA” is written across the front, and the number “97” is written on the back. This makes it seem like it’s some kind of jersey or school uniform, but it’s also an ‘80s fashion trend in itself to have shirts with big words and numbers on them.


    She wears a leather driving glove on her right hand, and only this hand. In the ‘80s there’s a fashion trend of wearing a glove on one hand but not the other, started by Michael Jackson (August 29, 1958 – June 25, 2009) in his on stage performances of the Thriller (1982) album. Toriyama is a fan of Michael Jackson and references him again in “Dragon Ball Z” a couple times. Point being that it’s cool to wear one glove at a time.


    On her left arm she wears a simple wristwatch, with a solid band and circular centerpiece. It might be a stretch for me to say, but these simple yet stylish watches are made popular in the ‘80s by Swatch (founded 1983). And given that she is the embodiment of the ‘80s, it makes sense for her to wear one.


    Keeping her mini-dress tight around her waist is a thick belt with a metal buckle and two containers looped through it. One of the containers is a gun holster for a sidearm off her right hip. This girl’s packing heat! The other is a hard square-shaped snap box, and we can’t see what’s inside.


    Her legs are bare, but she wears slouch socks (or aerobics ankle warmers) around her ankles, and they loosely drape down above her shoes. Slouch socks are a fashion statement just like Swatch watches, and you aren’t cool unless you have both.


    Her shoes are ankle-high sneakers (called “high-tops”) with strap fasteners rather than laces, colloquially called “aerobics shoes.” These types of fasteners are popular in the 1980s during aerobics classes because there are no laces to trip on or come loose during the workout. Both these items become fashion trends and are worn by girls who never set foot in the gym.


    The end result is that she’s not only the embodiment of 1980s fashion and a Western girl, she’s the opposite of a Japanese schoolgirl. As such, she stands in contrast to the black-haired, black-eyed Gokū who wears simple and traditional Chinese clothes.


    Cliff Dive


    “Hm, what should I eat? I already had bear the other day.” The boy continues to ponder his next meal as he walks through the forest. He then takes a quick break to pee off the side of a cliff. There’s an ancient Dàoist saying that goes, “Eat when hungry. Sleep when tired.” Maybe now we can add, “Pee when full.” That’s Gokū for you: a product of nature.


    The anime inserts an additional scene here where Gokū gets chased by a saber-toothed cat. This harks back to the “Lost World” story and helps you see that you’ve stepped into a realm that has both automobiles and prehistoric creatures.


    “Yosh!” Gokū looks over the cliff side and sees a river far below him. “I’m gonna’ catch some fish!” It’s at least a 30 meter drop, but he’s not scared. He leaps off the cliff, grabs a branch of an Asian style tree, relies on its flexibility, springs into the air during the recoil, does a flip, and sticks the landing on a rock next to the river bed.7 This kid is good!


    This cliff dive symbolizes Gokū’s fearless, carefree, adventurous, and trusting mindset. It seems like such a simple thing, but for anyone who is afraid of heights or values their own wellbeing, this would be madness. I can tell you from personal experience that jumping from this height (even with a bungee cord strapped to my waist) is not easy. Yet Gokū does it without a second thought. That’s the type of character he is. Think you could take the same leap of faith?


    Yosh!


    Gokū says one of his iconic phrases for the first time. Yosh! (よし!) is a colloquial and low-brow way of saying “alright!” “Okay!” or “let’s do this!”


    Yosh! carries an additional meaning in the world of martial arts and physical activities. Saying yosh! is like saying, “yes!” “I have the spirit!” and “I’m ready!” So you say yosh! when you need to bolster your spirit in the face of a challenge or when you can see the path you need to take to achieve your goals, but need some self-encouragement to walk it.


    It’s not a phrase that is unique to Gokū, but he says it so often that it’s important to define. The phrase helps you better understand his character because the way Gokū talks is unrefined and “country.” Like he hasn’t received a proper education, but still knows how to get the meaning across.


    Try saying “Yosh!” the next time you’re facing a challenge, and see how it makes you feel. It may give you the confidence to take that leap of faith.


    Gokū versus the Koi


    Remember when Gokū said, “Esa totte kuru (エサとってくる, “I get bait”)”? Well here’s Toriyama’s first example of a play on words.


    Gokū takes off his clothes and gets naked. Then he turns around and sticks his monkey tail into the water to use it as a lure to catch the fish. So when he says that phrase you think he’s going to use some kind of external bait to catch the fish, like a worm on a fish hook. But au contraire, because Gokū relies on his own body and turns himself into the bait.


    “Hm?!” Underwater we see a giant koi (鯉, Chinese: lǐ, “carp”) that is so big it could have only come from a prehistoric age, stop in its tracks and notice Gokū’s tail. The koi is an iconic Chinese and later Japanese fish. It says, “BAHAHA!! Hot dog, a monkey!! Or a wildcat?!” It surges forward and tries to bite his tail, but Gokū pulls his tail out at the last moment, and while the fish is airborne from the charge, he propels his naked little body into the air and jump kicks the fish in the head, knocking it out!


    (And oh my goodness, full frontal nudity in a children’s manga?! Heaven forbid!!)


    This is the first fight in the series and Gokū wins it by a landslide. He then dives into the water and retrieves his catch. Pulling it back home over his shoulder he says, “Big fish, big fish!!”


    Gokū’s a happy boy and everything is swell. But his life is about to get shaken up.


    “Huh? What’s that noise?”


    When Worldviews Collide


    The girl in her Renault 5 Turbo screams down the mountain road at a breakneck pace. Gokū’s eyes go big, screaming, “EEE!!!” as he sees this thing hurtling toward him. She likewise sees him and screams, “AHH!!!”


    The girl slams on the brakes and twists the car to its side, stopping only a split second before she slams into the boy. In the anime, she actually does slam into him. I guess the anime staff felt like this made their first encounter more dramatic.


    The girl berates the boy for being stupid and standing in the road. But he shouts back, “Y-You kaibutsu!!! You’re try’n ta’ steal my hunt!!!”


    Kaibutsu (怪物, “monster”) has cultural connotations associated with Japanese mythological or spiritual creatures, such as demons and ghosts. It’s a word that Gokū uses a lot, and it carries different meanings in different contexts, so we’ll explore it further when those meanings are relevant. Gokū says kaibutsu here because he thinks the car is a giant talking monster that wants to steal his big fish!


    Gokū shows his immense power by going underneath the car and shoulder pressing it (and the girl) above his head. A Renault 5 Turbo weighs 970 kilograms (2,138 pounds), so this little boy shoulder presses over a ton of weight! Even more impressive, he hurls the car several meters in front of him, causing the car to tip over and its front wheels to break off.


    He pulls his bō out of its case and shouts, “If you want my hunt, then come and fight me!!!”


    The girl recovers and sticks her head out the window. This creature sure does look strange to Gokū. He asks himself, “Aaaaa… kaibutsu? Or a weird yōkai?”


    Yōkai (妖怪, “specters,” “ghosts,” or “phantoms”) is another term for variations of mythological creatures, and is a catch-all term for ghouls, goblins, and creepy things that crawl in the night. There are hundreds of different types of yōkai in Japanese fables and folk tales. So what Toriyama is doing here is showing that Gokū believes in ghosts and goblins, and he has no idea what this thing is that’s talking to him. But whatever it is, it seems like a threat.


    The girl is terrified, and rightfully so she pulls out her sidearm and fires two rounds into Gokū’s face!! Apparently she’s a shoot first, ask questions later, kind of gal.


    Her gun is a Walther PPK (German: Polizeipistole Kriminalmodell, “Police Pistol Detective Model”), a semi-automatic pistol used during World War 2 by the Nazi military and police. The PPK is the signature gun of fictional British Intelligence agent, James Bond, starting with its first appearance in Dr. No (1962).


    The fact this girl drives a Renault 5 Turbo and carries a PPK, both of which appear in James Bond’s Never Say Never Again, suggests that Toriyama is inspired by this movie in the creation of the girl’s appearance.


    This is the first example of a correlative link between Western cinema and Toriyama’s work. While it’s true that correlation does not equal causation, I’m not the type of fan who believes that something is only true if Toriyama states it in an official interview. He is always watching movies and getting inspired by them as he makes his story up week by week, but our dear author does not have the best memory in the world, sometimes contradicts himself, and almost never acknowledges how he borrows from cinema. So if there is evidence of a correlation between a movie and his work, then I will present it to you. That way you can decide if the cause and effect relationship is strong enough to accept.


    One of the bullets from her PPK knocks him back, but it does little else than irritate him. He says, “Eeieieie!!! Wh-What was that just now?! Yōjutsu?!”


    Yōjutsu (妖術, “black magic,” or “sorcery”) refers to the types of spiritual or metaphysical witchcraft that yōkai use when attacking and bewitching humans. Gokū’s never seen a gun before, so he presumes it is magic because that’s how his traditional worldview perceives such things.


    The girl is astounded. “Y-Yikes…!! W-Why aren’t you dead?!” The boy replies, “You dummy! I ain’t gonna’ die that easy!! My body is made of steel!!” With great anger he raises his bō and shouts, “Yōkai… Time to be punished!!!”


    Just as Gokū is about to bring down the hammer she puts up her hands and cries, “W-Wait a minute!!! I-I’m not a yōkai!! I’m a ningen!!!


    Ningen


    Ningen (人間) means “human being,” “person,” or “man.”


    Why not just translate it as human? Because the term carries an important role in the Dragon World. Along the journey we meet a lot of people that look like people, but aren’t, or that don’t look like people, but are, such as talking dogs, pigs, aliens, gods, and demons. The distinctions between them are whether or not they’re called ningen or something else. In Buddhism the term ningen refers to all the nin (人, “people”) in the human plane of reincarnation that have entered the gen (間, “gate”) of man, no matter what planet they are on.


    Toriyama loves to play on the meaning of this word, so it’s a common word in Dragon Ball and I prefer to use it. If you just say “person” for all of them, you lose the subtle connotation he intends to convey.


    Western Terminology


    In the anime, the girl also says the English loanword of taimu-auto (タイムアウト, “time-out”).


    Toriyama does the same thing in the manga with her later in this chapter, and in a lot of other places with a lot of other characters. He has a Western-looking character use English terminology spoken with Japanese approximations to make them sound “foreign” to the native Japanese reader. It’s a fun way to be hip and also show how each character is unique.


    So she’s a Westerner who uses foreign expressions, drives a car, and fires a gun, while this Asian-looking mountain boy uses traditional Japanese phrases, believes in ghosts, and carries a bō. They are two people from different worlds colliding for the first time, and this violent encounter is the result. The girl has stepped into Gokū’s world, and Gokū is experiencing something he’s never seen before. How will the two of them get along?


    Boy Meets Girl


    “Eh!! A ningen?! Really?!” Gokū halts his attack, but is still wary and holds onto his bō.


    She pulls herself out of the turned-over car and says, “Isn’t it obvious!! Take a look!!” Gokū keeps her at a distance with his weapon and examines her from different angles. “Eh? You’re not like me… You’re all hyoro-hyoro lookin.’”


    Hyoro-hyoro (ヒョロヒョロ) means “weak and spindly” or “lacking roots and structure.” So he’s saying, ‘You’re not strong like me, so you don’t look like a person.’


    She says, “Well come on now, I’m not a boy like you!! I’m a girl!!” He is shocked. “Ohh?! A girl?!” Otoko (男, “boys”) and on’nanoko (女の子, “girls”) are different enough to you and I, but Gokū’s a bit inexperienced when it comes to the ladies.8


    She laments, “Inakamon (イナカもん, “country bumpkin”)! You’ve never seen a girl before?” He replies, “You’re the first ningen I’ve seen since my Jī-chan died. Jī-chan told me that if I ever meet a girl, I should be nice to her.”


    She winks at him with her right eye and says, “That’s good advice!!” The wink is a Western expression where a person briefly closes one eye. It denotes a charm, connection, or the transmission of a secret message between two people. When she does this a stylistic star shoots out of her eye. Given that Toriyama bases part of her likeness on Madonna’s fashion, and Madonna does the same wink in the introduction of her music video for Lucky Star, I suspect that he’s inspired by this moment.


    So we learn here that Gokū’s Jī-chan is dead. But wait a minute, then why does he call that orange ball his Jī-chan? In any case, the angry Gokū is gone, and in its place is a curious little boy.


    Gokū looks a little closer and examines her butt. He says, “Girls don’t have tails? Weeeeird.” The girl sees his monkey tail and giggles to herself, thinking it must be a lame accessory for a little kid. He points to the car and asks if this kaibutsu captured her. So she explains that it’s not a kaibutsu, it’s a car, and ningen ride inside them. He jumps on the car and says it’s so weird. Then he asks where she’s from, and she says she comes from Nishi-no-miyako (西の都, “West City”). Ah, so she’s a city girl, and from a ‘Western’ city no less.


    This “West City” creates a parallel with Cháng’ān (長安, “Perpetual Peace,” present day Xī’ān, 西安, “Western Peace”), the ancient western capital of China, because this is the place of departure and return for Xuánzàng on his journey west. It’s another link in the chain that Toriyama uses to connect his characters to the Xīyóujì source material.


    Gokū now has a big friendly smile on his face and since his Jī-chan told him to be nice to girls he invites her back to his hut to share in the fish. She walks away from her broken car without the slightest concern, as if it were easily replaceable. On the way back she remarks, “You sure are strong for such a young boy.” And he laughs, “Hehē. That’s ‘cause my Jī-chan trained me!” We learn here that the reason Gokū is such a powerful martial artist is because his grandpa had trained him before he passed away. Since his death “a long time ago” Gokū has been living in this hermit hut by himself and surviving in the wilderness as a feral child.


    Gokū’s Laugh


    Gokū has a unique way of laughing that is both young and playful, but also mischievous. He says, “Hehē” (へへー) with an elongated “hee” sound. It’s his trademark laugh.


    The laugh usually gets lost in translation during localization, but it’s telling of his character because whenever you hear Gokū laugh like this you know that he is truly happy.


    First Companion?


    She thinks to herself, “This boy’s a little weird, but his power may be useful.” She plans to take him along on her journey west. This is Toriyama’s way of referring back to the Táng Monk during his first meeting with Sūn Wùkōng. The monk needs a bodyguard on his journey west and Guānyīn Bodhisattva convinces him that the monkey is a good choice because he is powerful enough to protect him. This girl has the same idea in mind.


    So she follows him to his hermit hut and walks inside. Besides, it’s in the same direction as the dragon ball.


    First Dragon Ball


    As soon as Gokū opens the door he brings his palms together in gasshō and says, “Jī-chan, look! It’s a girl! A girl’s here!”


    The girl shouts and points at the iridescent orange ball with 4 stars inside it, “Ahhhh!!!! The dragon ball!!!!”


    Appearance of the Dragon Balls


    What does a dragon ball look like?


    In terms of size, Daizenshū 4 says the dragon balls “are the size of baseballs.”


    Texture-wise it says “their material seems like translucent marble, and their color is a lustrous orange. Though they are extraordinarily durable, they are not indestructible.” Toriyama adds in the Dragon Ball: Bōken Special, “I picture them as like semi-translucent marble.” And in the Super Exciting Guide: Character Volume (2009) he says, “I think they have the properties of a hard, natural resin.”


    So dragon balls are orange marble-like baseball-sized objects with stars inside them that feel like hard resin.


    This particular dragon ball has 4 stars inside it, and it’s Gokū’s dragon ball.


    Gokū’s Dragon Ball


    The girl runs up to the dragon ball and picks it up, but Gokū tries to prevent her and shouts, “Hey! Let go a’ my Jī-chan!!! That’s my Jī-chan’s only katami!! Girls can’t touch it!!”


    A katami (形見, “memento,” or “souvenir”) is an object that reminds you of someone or serves as a token of their posthumous presence in your life. To Gokū, the dragon ball is his Jī-chan. This is why he speaks to it with reverence.


    This idea connects Gokū to traditional Confucian beliefs that spirits of our ancestors can reside in the home and in objects. This Chinese belief carried over into Buddhist and Shintō practices in Japan. For example, in traditional Japanese homes there is a spirit tablet or Buddhist shrine called the butsudan (佛壇, “Buddhā altar”) where the previous generations can be spoken to, and likewise speak to you. You pray to it every day or on certain auspicious days and festivals. Gokū isn’t religious so he doesn’t have a tablet or a shrine, but he does have the dragon ball placed on top of a pillow and he believes his now deceased grandpa lives inside it.


    For this reason the sūshinchuu (“4-Star Ball”) has special significance to Gokū, and it
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