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Abstract 

This ar ticle explores BL manga, emphas izing the intersecti on of affect ive engagement and 

representation in th is genre. Focusing on two BL manga cove rs, i t highlights the mul timodal 

communica ti on of the BL theme, balancing producti on and readershi p in teres ts. The analysis 

revea ls that meaning is der ived not only from representation but also from the interactional 

function conveyed by BL characters. T he compos itional arrangements pri ori t ize character v isuals' 

sa lience over inform ative tex ts. This study offers insigh ts into the appea l of BL manga within 

Japanese popular cul ture, emphas izing semiotic configurations between linguisti c and visual 

elements. 
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Introduction 

In 2019, a Boys Love (BL) manga received an awa rd at the Japan Media Ar ts Festiva l l l . This national 

acclaim marked a significant milestone for th e genre since its incepti on approx imately forty yea rs prior (Hori 
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& Mori, 2020) . Since then, the commerciali za tion of BL manga has continued to ga in momentum. BL stories 

portray the emotional relationship between two male characters. Whil e the content may include homoerotic 

elements, but BL is not trea ted as pornography in Japan due to its deep ti es with women's manga culture 

(Shamoon, 2012; Ogi et al., 2019). The widespread presence of BL manga occupying the shelves of 

mainstrea m bookstores and specialty stores prompts a thou ghtful consideration into the significance of the 

covers in attracting and connectin g with its audience. 

Despite BL's ever-expanding global reach and cultural impact, its thri ving hub remains in Japan within well­

defined commercial parameters (Mori, 2019). The BL manga industry may not have the same mainstream 

visibility as other genres dominating the Japanese pop culture market, but it has found success on its own 

terms. Thi s is evident in the twofold increase of BL manga publica tion numbers in the past decade with 

an annual release of almos t 3500 works in both physica l and digital formats (SANDIAS, 2022). For popular 

culture products tailored to women like BL, success is contained within its seemingly modest yet expanding 

market that is driven by a committed co re group of consumers (Ya no, 2013) . As BL manga becomes more 

commerciali zed, the importance of covers parall els that of the stori es inside because the covers serve as 

the face of the genre that producers use to sell to the target audience. 

Thi s paper seeks to demonstrate the multimodal potential of BL manga covers in facilitat ing communica tion 

between producers and readers. At the hea rt of thi s li es a gap in understandin g the multimodal 

combination of visual and linguisti c elements on manga covers. Rather than concentrating on aspects such 

as representation within the stories or fan perception (Levi, McHarry, and Pagliassotti 2014), the commercial 

dimension of BL manga that has so far been neglected is taken into account. It is crucial to acknowledge 

that the cover is intricately linked to the story within the manga whil e also being adapted to funct ion in the 

commercial context, thereby innuencing the purpose beh ind the choices made. 

To address thi s, thi s paper turns to multimodal -social semiotic theory (van Leeuwen, 2008; Kress & van 

Leeuwen, 2006) wh ich offers a means of interpreting visual and linguisti c elements according to how 

they function in communicating meaning within specifi c contexts while accounting social and cultural 

innuences . Moving more towards rh etori ca l aspects of manga (Hata & leshima, 2014), the covers are 

positioned as crucial communica tive too ls in the commercial dynamics balancing the interest of producers 

and readers. 

The research question guiding the ana lys is is "How are chara cters visually represented on BL manga 

covers?" with the initial segment examining the way characters can be ca tegori zed according to genre 

conventions. It is followed by considerations of how the character visuals engage with readers, fu l fillin g 

the cover's functional rol e. The last ana lyt ica l portion integrates textual elements to explore how character 

visuals and text intera ct multimodall y, preserving the overall design composition aesthetics crucial for the 

genre. 

Past studies on BL manga 

Scholarly discussions on BL manga, mainl y attend ing to representation and fan cul ture, have been 

extensively explored (Levi, McHarry, & Pagliassotti, 2014; McLelland et al. , 2015) . One persisting theme 

involves problematizing the perceived lack of realism in male character romantic relationships represented 
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in sto ri es written by women. What such criti cism overlooks is that even bara manga or gay comics crea ted 

by and for men, exaggerate muscular bodies to distinguish th emselves from conventional BL narratives 

(Baudinette, 2016; Alban, 2020) . Be that as it may, what se ts BL apart is its broad appea l, capti va tin g both 

female enthusiasts, common ly referred to as "fujoshi ," and male fans, kn own as "fudanshi " (Santos, 2020; 

Nagaike, 2019). The multi faceted nature of· BL's reception intluencing fan culture that far beyond Japan, 

such as the Philippines (Fermin , 2013), further highlights a devoted consumer base found ed on shared 

common ground driv ing commercial potential. 

BL manga adheres to specifi c conventions and aesthetics tailored to its pri mary audience. A key element is 

the inclusion of "beau tiful" male characters, known as bishonen, contributing to a subversive narrative that 

is often linked to exp lorati ons of gender and sexuality (Welker 2006; McLelland et a!. 2015). Whi le questions 

arise about the female readership's fascination with th ese characte rs and their relationship, Santos (2020) 

pointed out that affect adds a layer of complexity in the readers' response to the homoerotic content, 

engaging with it on an emotional level. Another ded sive fea ture is the complementary differences between 

th e two characters in the pairing th at remain representative of BL in general wh ile po inting to specific 

va rieti es within the genre, signa led through visual cues for those familiar with th e genre (Fujimoto 2015; 

Sihombing 2011) . These considerations underscore the way chara cter v isuals hold considerabl e importance 

in the BL genre, particularly for producers who strategica lly use th em on covers to captivate the target 

aud ience. 

Covers in the context of BL manga offer a cru cial opportunity for producers to showcase the highlights of 

each work in order to stand out in a sa turated market and make a positive first impression on potential 

readers. The cove rs have been found to refl ect evolving trends and cap turin g nuances in response to the 

genre's growing popularity wh ich suggests the influence of commerciali za tion and efforts in sustaining 

it (Naga ike, 2009; Suzuki , 2015) . In addition, a sense of community between authors and readers who 

share similar preferences is fostered through th e covers; in other words, the covers are informative wh ile 

enhancing the overall consumer experience (Mizoguchi, 2010; Ishikawa , 2017) . On a broader note, manga 

covers builds on from the medium's inherent multimodality and foundation in social connections wi thin 

the community, aligning with commonly accepted va lues that intersect with commercia l interests (Yang 

& Webster, 2015; Kiernan, 2018). Ultimately, a nuanced ana lys is of cu lturall y situated meanings on these 

covers necessitates go ing beyond surface- level interpretations of v isuals and texts in use, delv ing into how 

the genre's contemporary commercial dimension has shaped meaningful configurations of these elements. 

Multimodality and covers 

Multimodality refers to the use of more than one or multiple modes for the purpose of communication 

in which meaning is intri ca tely shaped by social and cultural influences (.l ew itt, 2009; Baldry & Thibault, 

2006; Kress , 2010) . Thi s allows linguistic modes to be considered together with v isual modes and how th ey 

synergize w ith one another to communica te meaning within specific contexts. Within this framework, Kress 

and Van Leeuwen's (2006) v isual gram mar, incorporating sa lience and framing, elucidates the interp lay 

of multimodal features . Van Leeuwen (2008) further refined thi s analy ti cal lens, focusing on the choices 

inherent in th e " language of images" in in portraying indiv idua ls who represent and enact social practices. 

The combination of th e two aforementioned concepts informed the anal yti ca l framework for th is paper. 

This builds from the idea that multimoda l features can be strategized, as seen in media fram ing (Ca talano & 
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Gatti, 2017) and advertising (Svetanant & Okuizumi, 2019; Chen & Cheung, 2020), to create meaning that are 

cultural ly significant to a community. 

Covers are multimodal in their most f'undamental form, employing both linguistic and visual modes 

of communication. A single cover page serves various purposes, including content preview, grabbing 

attention, and generating interest to prompt readers· engagement or purchase (Held, 2005) . The constraints 

of limited space on a cover necessitate meticulous coordination of visuals and text for coherence, ensuring 

that covers fu lfill their communicative functions effectively (Liu & O'Halloran, 2009). Beyond this, covers are 

indispensable marketing tools, Facilitating communication between producers aiming to sell a product and 

readers seeking entertainment (Jupowicz-Ginalska, 2018). This mediation of production and consumption 

sides suggests that BL manga covers in essence blend advertising and marketing in which they navigate the 

fine line between exerting effort to make sales and avoiding information over load that may compromise 

aesthetic appeal. 

Previous research has delved into the multimodal potential of covers across diverse media and genres. For 

instance, the synergy between visuals and text on picture book covers effectively promotes narratives about 

same-sex parents, serving as an educationa l tool for children (Sunderland & McGlashan, 2013). Magazines 

also util ize covers to cater to both professional and general audiences to addressing scientific topics (Grampp, 

2015) or util izing visual satire for political criticism to connect with readers who share similar leanings 

(Prendergast, 2019) . Similarly, book covers adapt their tone to align with specific political ideologies, 

tailoring their multimodal configurations For distinct social contexts (Yu & Song, 2017; Li, Li , & Miao 

2019). While covers, in general, provide valuable insights into assumptions about target audiences through 

multimodal strategies, i t is noteworthy that manga covers have been overlooked. This oversight presents an 

opportunity for a fresh perspective, particularly in the context of Japanese popu lar culture products. 

Methodology 

Data selection 

The covers of two BL works that were ranked number 1 in the Best Comics ca tegory from the Chi! Chi! 

BL Award for the years 2019 and 2020 were closely examined. The rankings are based on Fan voting and 

represent the populari ty of works among the BL readership. The Best Comics category is selected as it 

encompasses more commercia lly mainstream types of BL as opposed to more niche sub-genres and themes 

under the genre's umbrella. The First cover is "Liquor & Cigarette"2) by Zariya Ranmaru (labeled C1), and 

the second cover is "One Room Angei"3) by Harada (labeled C2). 

The analysis revolves around the visual and linguistic modes on the covers following multimodali ty (Kress , 

2010). The characters depicted on the covers represent the visual mode, while the textual components, such 

as the title and author information, are considered reference points for the linguistic mode. This enables 

an interpretation of the multimodal aspect of BL manga covers tied to social practices and meanings 

embedded in context (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Character visuals, when considered in conj unction wi th the 

title and author's name, collectively offer the essentia l information that readers seek when looking at BL 

covers. 
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Analytical framework and procedures 

This stud y utilized the multimodal tools of visual socia l actor (van Leeuwen, 2008) and composition (Kress 

& van Leeuwen, 2006) as a guiding framework for the ana lysis. Thi s is done to appropriately examine the 

meaning-making potential of the two modes and their significance within BL manga practices, allowing for 

a deta iled exploration of· the semioti c choices on the covers. 

The first step examined the character visuals and their representational meaning by utilizing Ca tegorization 

via Inclusion/ Exclusion and Agent/Patient roles (van Leeuwen, 2008) . This is due to the expectancy for 

the covers to include couples because of the romantic focus of BL manga . Nonetheless, some covers 

may exclude characters as part of strategy. Besides that, Agent/Patient rol es is parallel to BL's Seme-Uke 

character formula (S ihombing, 2011) . In similar fashion, the '"agents" are the dominant Semes who initiate 

actions, wh ile the "patients" are the submiss ive Ukes as the target of action. How the characters act on the 

cover and whether they can be categori zed via action will be the point of interes t. 

The second step shi fted attention to the interactional meaning of the character visua ls using Distance, 

Relation, and In teract ion under the Representation-Viewer network (van Leeuwen, 2008). While it is 

important for character visuals to refl ect the genre and story inside the manga, in wha t ways the characters 

are visuall y presented communica te speci fi c messages and impress ion is equall y crucial. On the covers, BL 

characters symbolical ly interact with the target readership which is shaped by production to sell the work 

to the general BL audience whi le preserving nuances of particular preferences. 

Accordin g to social semiotics , the concept of Distance in visuals figuratively es tablishes interpersonal 

connections that insinuate a sense of closeness akin to rea l-life intera ctions (van Leeuwen, 2008) . For 

example, individuals portrayed as strangers are often depicted in a " long shot" view because when you 

are not close to someone you maintain some extent of distance in approaching. Meanwhile, a "close-up" 

viewing sugges ts a sense of proximity where one can get up close and personal. 

In addit ion, Relation conveys affili ation of power and degrees of involvement. Vertical angles signify 

differences in power (van Leeuwen, 2008) . Looking from above situates the v iewer in a position of authority 

over the character visuals, whereas a view from below impli es the opposite effect. Moreover, an eye- level 

perspective symboli ze equality. Hori zontal angles symbolize invo lvement or detachment, with frontal and 

ob lique viewpoints conveying different levels of engagement (van Leeuwen, 2008). 

Interaction can manifest indirectly when images avoid making eye contact with viewers, indicat ing an 

unawareness of being objects of observation (van Leeuwen, 2008). Conversely, direct address occurs when 

images engage viewers symboli ca lly, often through elements like fa cial expressions and gestures , thereby 

implying some sort of demand (van Leeuwen, 2008). In other words, commun ica tion can be strategized 

using gaze as a way to grab attention or the decision to not use gaze in some cases . 

The ana lys is wraps up by considering how representational and interactiona l meanings of character visuals 

coordinate with textual elements to form the multimodal whole of the BL manga covers. Compositional 

strategies of Sa lience and Framing (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006) are applied to examine the characters' 

(v isual mode) multimodal meaning alongside the titl e and author's name (linguistic mode) on the BL 
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covers. Sal ience pertains to elements that capture viewers· attention, achieved through foregrounding 

factors like size and co lor. It points to va rying degrees of importance and balance in the intri ca te interplay 

of multimodal elements (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). Framing adds on by connecting or disconnecting 

these elements in spatiall y integrated compositions, creati ng a sense of con tinuity and connectedness that 

contributes to overa ll cohesion (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). Thi s demonstrates th e way character visuals 

and textual elements balance one another v ia Sa lience and Framing as they share the same space on a BL 

manga cover. 

Analysis 

Categorization of character visuals 

In both covers, the inclusion of two characters aligns with the expectation for BL manga covers to feature 

the pairing, signaling th e genre and hinting at their respective Seme·Uke ro les within the story. Nonetheless, 

the lack of overt action s enacted by the characters poses a challenge to identifying the characters' Agent· 

Patient ro le (van Leeuwen, 2008). This underscores the non-literal nature of reading BL, where th e Seme· 

Uke roles are not always explicitl y indicated by action . 

In Cl, the two characters are positioned side by side. The character on the left, w ith blonde hair and a 

slightl y tanned complex ion, possesses rounder eyes and exudes a more innocent and playful demeanor. 

Thi s is evident in his almost childish gesture of sticking his tongue out to lick the liquor bottle. The 

character Theo, the owner of a liquor store, is portrayed with a youthful appearance, sugges ting a lack of 

power and immaturity, signifying him as the Uke. Conversely, the character on the right, with long dark 

hair, exhibits a more composed and confident demeanor, reflected in his sharp eyes and a coo l smile while 

holding a cigarette. Identified as Cami lo, the cigarette shop owner, he takes on the Seme rol e. 

Simi lar to Cl, the two characters in C2 are also not doing anything in particu lar to each other which did 

allow for role identificat ion via action. The character standing on the left has a smaller ph ys ique, rounder 

eyes, and a pair of w ings symbolizing innocence and purity typ icall y associated with the Uke role. In 

comparison, the character on the right , who is seated and casually eating Cup Noodles, has a sturdi er 

physica l build that sugges ts a position of power as the probable Seme in the pairing. 

This reveals that even though the Agent-Patient rol e (van Leeuwen, 2008) mirrors the Seme-Uke Dominant· 

Passive concepts, BL reading is more nuanced than literal. Seme and Uke characters do not adhere to 

a fixed binary of masculine and feminine traits, but the Uke is orten depicted as less masculine or more 

feminine than the Seme (Sihombing, 2011). With the presence of two characters, their appearance offers 

differentiation, aligning them with the implied Seme and Uke roles, and creating representational mea ning 

for BL readers to identify with. 

Character-reader engagement 

On a representational level, the character v isuals ca rry mean ing that inform the genre and the relationship 

dyna mic in the story based on what is expected of BL. In the context or the cover, the character v isuals are 

connected to the narrative development inside the manga but at the same time detached to stand on their 

own. With that, interactional meaning is added in which characters symbolically engage with viewers that 



conforms to the multiple fun cti ons of a cover. The two BL covers exhibit opposing strategies when i t comes 

to viewing distance and angle as well as the application of gaze. 

Cl uses a medium social d istance by presenting the characters from the wa ist up, crea tin g an imagined 

connection between them and the viewer. Thi s estab li shes a close, personal relationship, giving the 

impression of being a part of the characters' world symboli ca ll y (van Leeuwen, 2008). The scene on the 

cover is set in a bar, with the chara cters enjoying liquor and ciga rettes . It sugges ts that the viewer is one of 

the patrons, socializing with the characters as if engaged in conversa tion with them, creating a warm and 

welcoming atmosphere. 

In compari son, C2 utili zed a long shot view, showing the characters from head to toe, crea ting a far social 

distance (van Leeuwen, 2008). It es tablishes a perceived boundary between the characters and viewers, 

implying a "stranger" label. In other word s, viewers are prompted to maintain a distinct separation from the 

characters. Despite the social distance separating viewers from the characters, the full -body view provides 

an opportun ity for viewers to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the characters. 

With regards to viewing angle, Cl maintains a frontal presentation of the characters on the horizontal 

side as seen from pos itioning their chests forward. This arrangement instantly involves readers with the 

chara cters and evokes the fee ling of standing in close proximity to them; hence, establishing a sense of 

connecti on and approval (van Leeuwen, 2008) . Furthermore, the vertica l eye- level viewing of the characters 

impli es an equality in power between the characters and readers (van Leeuwen, 2008). Thi s equitable 

distribution of power extends the initial friend ly setup, wh ich can be interpreted as a strategy by producers 

to foster a positi ve impress ion . 

On the contrary, C2 presents the characters obliquely, implying that viewers are symbolically detached 

and occupy the role of bystanders (van Leeuwen, 2008) . Additionall y, a high -angle view of the characters 

is presented, granting viewers symbolic power as they look down upon the characters. Th is perspective 

endows viewers with authority over the characters (va n Leeuwen, 2008), offering a bird's eye view into their 

li ves . Thi s indirect participation and power accorded to viewers allow For unres tricted observation. 

The characters in Cl es tabli sh social interacti on with the viewer by making direct eye contact. When the 

characters' gaze meets the viewer, they are symbolicall y demanding somethin g from them (van Leeuwen, 

2008) . This strategy is an effecti ve means of capturing attention for the BL manga covers. The direct eye 

contact creates a fri endly and inviting atmosphere, accompan ied by the characters' cheerful express ions. 

In contrast, the characters in C2 make an indirect address by not meeting the viewer's gaze but instead, 

focusing on each other. When visual social actors do not establish eye contact with the viewer, they 

are presented as obj ects For impartia l observa tion by uninvolved observers, (va n Leeuwen, 2008). The 

disconnection from the characters allows viewers to emotionally engage with the scene indirectly. While 

this cover may not demand the viewer's active attention by not acknowl edging them, its appea l rests in a 

more flex ible reading. 
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Salience and framing 

Salience is important for a cover's multimodal strategy because emphasizing every element can create 

confusion. Prioriti zing specific elements is essential to grab readers' attention effectively. While character 

visuals, titles, and the author's name are fundam ental information for readers, discerning their relati ve 

importance is a crucial consideration. 

Cl achieved sa lience through the manipulation of size (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006) . I t is attributed to the 

characters throu gh their prominently large size covering the entire page, bes towing high vis ibility to them. 

The bright pink background furth er accentuates the characters whil e harmonizing with the cover's overall 

joyful atmosphere. In contrast, the title and author's name are presented with smaller, thinly printed tex t to 

avoid overshadowing the characters. This underscores the cha racters' v isual importance to ca rry mean ing 

that is representative of the genre whi le serving the promotional purpose of the cover to communica te the 

work's appea l. 

C2, on the other hand, relies on co lor to accomplish sa lience. The highly sa turated co lor palette wh ich 

makes the cover visibl y conspicuous as a whole without needing to rely on character size. The neon orange 

enveloping the maj ority of the cover page essentially put the spotli ght onto the character on the left in 

white. The character stands out due to the contrasting bright yellow and orange hues that surround him, 

accentuating his angelic appearance, complete with wings on his back. In contrast, the character on the 

right blends in to the shades of the yellow background , which aligns with the familiarity of his surroundings. 

The Uke character's sa lience stood out even more by the contrast he crea tes in the cluttered apartment 

settin g, emphas izing his role as an outsider in the story. 

Lastl y, framing influences the continuity and connectedness that contribute to the overa ll cohesion of a 

BL manga cover. The connection or disconnection of multimodal elements yields distinct reading effects. 

The lack of framing in Cl sets up a less restri ctive viewing for the viewers in which both visual and textual 

modes are not expli citl y separated (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006) . However, intrigu ingly, the linguisti c modes 

sandwich the character visuals in between. The titl e "Liquor & Cigarette" appea rs at the top of the page, 

wh ile the author's name "Zari ya Ranmaru" is positioned at the bottom. This concentrates the viewer's 

attention on the central characters before moving outward toward add itional information offered by the 

linguist ic modes. 

In comparison, C2 is clea r in its fram ing and comes in the form of a box-like structure, echoing the 

"one room" theme in the titl e. That way, C2 the character visuals and the inform ative texts on the 

cover are separated in the ir domain (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006). This box- like frame serves as a fitting 

representation of the character relationship's development, as most of their intera ctions occur within the 

confines of the room. With the arrangement pushing the titl e to the peripheral corn er, it highlights the 

character visuals given the weight they ca rry in both representational and interactional meanings. 

Discussion and conclusion 

In summary, both covers share similariti es in featuring two characters as the main couple in the story, 

a significant representation of the BL genre and the expected storyline. However, identifying character 
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rol es is not limi ted to their actions, whether they are presented as active or passive (van Leeuwen, 2008) . 

Other visual cues such as character appearance aided in the interpretation. The difference between closely 

examined covers li es in the interactional strategies , guided by the intended mood that shapes the semiotic 

choices. Compos ition-wise, the character visuals take precedence over linguisti c elements, solidifying their 

importance. The two covers exemplify the mu ltimodal in terpl ay between product ion intent to promote the 

work and information that matters to read ers which centralizes around the characters. 

This study explored the mullimodal fea tures of BL manga covers by going beyond representation . Instead, 

the communica ti ve dimensions of character visua ls and their rol e in shaping the overa ll composition 

together with linguistic elements were analyzed. At its core, th ese covers serve as an initial glimpse into the 

BL theme and anticipated story line, embedding vital information with in their visual elements (Sunderland 

& McGlashan, 2013) . By connecting established genre norms and background knowl edge of the characters, 

covers can create the desired emotional tone for producers to implicitly communicate a symboli c 

connection with the audience (Yu & Song, 2017). The emphasis on characters over linguistic elements 

aligns with the notion proposed by Painter, Martin , and Unsworth (2013) that content is often condensed 

into visual imagery on the cover. BL characters visually convey the stori es inside the manga in a way that 

readers find interestin g and the des ign choices arran ge the ti tle in coherence to ensure that the overall 

aesthetic va lue remains. 

In conclusion, this study contributed to a multimodal understanding of BL manga through the covers . It 

does so by illuminating conceptions and practices related to the genre as proj ected onto character visua ls 

while aligning with the limited space of a cover. Through the lens of social semioti cs , this research extends 

the appli ca tion of the frameworks employed (van Leeuwen, 2008; Kress & van Leeuwen, 2006) within 

the rea lm of Japanese popu lar culture. Insights into sociall y constructed meanings that configure social 

relat ions between produce r and reader were offered . However, this stud y's focus is limited to only two BL 

manga covers and thus its findin gs lack generali zability. Future resea rch is recommended to quantitatively 

exam ine multim odal features on manga covers to revea l patterns unique to specific genres that can be 

compared to others in terms of context and expectations. 

Notes 

1) https://j -mediaa rts.jp/ enj award/ single/ momomanji/ 

2) https:/ j www.chil -chi I. net/ compNewsDetai l/k/ blaward2019/no/20520/ 

3) h ttps :/ f www. chi !-chi I. net/ com pN ews Deta i l/k/ blaward2020/no/23082/ 
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