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Chapter
Three

Growth During 
the 1960s and 

1970s
On January 1, 1963, an anime about a robot boy 
premiered on Japanese TV. The show was called 
Tetsuwan Atom, or Mighty Atom—later named As-
tro Boy. It begins with a mad scientist creating a boy 
robot with human emotions. The robot is intended 
to replace his own son, who died in a car accident. 
The scientist soon realizes that the robot, whom he 
names Astro Boy, will never replace his son, and so 
he sells him to a circus. Luckily, Astro Boy is rescued 
by the kind Professor Ochanomizu, who teaches him 
to respect both people and robots. This is the begin-
ning of many adventures in which Astro Boy uses his 
super abilities to fi ght all kinds of threats. 

Astro Boy was unlike anything that the Japa-
nese people had ever seen, and they instantly loved 
it. It marked the beginning of a period of signifi cant 
growth and development for both anime and manga. 



Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, artists created many new se-
ries and genres of comic books, television shows, and movies, 
ranging from science fi ction to stories about everyday life.

Astro Boy and Anime on TV
The growing popularity of television was a turning point in the 
history of anime, because animators started to create new types 
of content specifi cally for television. Before 1960 people in Japan 
watched animation in movie theaters. However, starting in the 
1960s televisions began to become popular in Japanese homes, 
and one of the types of shows that people could watch was an-
ime. At fi rst, television anime shows were similar to what people 
had already seen in theaters. They were relatively short and were 
generally not made up of multiple episodes like anime are today. 
For example, Mole’s Adventure, released in 1958, was the fi rst 
anime to be shown on Japanese TV. It is about nine minutes in 

Mighty Atom (later renamed 
Astro Boy) premiered on 
Japanese TV in 1963. It 
marked the beginning of a 
period of signi� cant growth 
and development for both 
anime and manga. 



length and is about a mole who falls asleep and travels through 
space in his dreams, meeting aliens that live on a strange planet. 

In 1963 Osamu Tezuka changed all of that with his new show, 
Astro Boy. Tezuka originally worked for the animation studio Tōei 
Dōga, but in 1961 he formed his own studio, Mushi Production. 
Mushi Production’s fi rst television series was Tetsuwan Atom, and 
it marked the beginning of a new type of anime. The show was 
based on a popular manga of the same name created by Tezuka, 
which was published between 1952 and 1968. What made Te-
zuka’s Astro Boy anime different from other anime on television 
was that it was thirty minutes long. Video publisher and distribu-
tor Right Stuf Inc. explains the signifi cance of this, saying, “An-
ime had never been tried on TV in a half-hour timeslot before due 
to cost and deadline concerns. How could such a time-intensive 

process ever be used to profi tably 
air a show a week?”19 Right Stuf 
Inc. explains that Tezuka found 
various different solutions to this 
problem, including reusing anima-
tion cels, having fewer frames per 
second, and layering cels so that 
he did not need to redraw every-
thing for each frame.

His idea was an instant suc-
cess and set a new standard for 
anime on television. Not only did 
Astro Boy establish the idea of 
having anime shows that were 
thirty minutes long, with recurring 

episodes, it was also hugely infl uential in the style of animation 
that came after it. The Right Stuf Inc. says, “Many tropes we think 
of when we think ‘anime’ today were codifi ed by Tetsuwan Atom, 
including big eyes, robot battles, and stylized hair impossible to 
achieve in normal gravity. It was the coolest thing on TV and ev-
eryone loved it!”20
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“Many tropes we think 
of when we think 
‘anime’ today were 
codi� ed by Tetsuwan 
Atom, including big 
eyes, robot battles, and 
stylized hair impossible 
to achieve in normal 
gravity.”20

— Right Stuf Inc., a video publisher 
and distributor
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Astro Boy was also one of the earliest examples of anime or 
manga merchandising, which is the creation of many different 
types of merchandise related to a particular comic, show, or mov-
ie. Pokémon is an example of a current anime that has been ex-
tensively merchandised. Fans of that show can buy hundreds of 
different Pokémon-related items, including toys, clothing, pillows, 
trading cards, cups, and bags. At the time that Astro Boy was cre-
ated, though, merchandising was something new. The show’s pro-
ducers were not making enough money to offset production costs, 
so they licensed the Astro Boy character rights to a confectionary 
maker, who used the main character on a brand of chocolates. 

Anime Flourishes
Following the success of Astro Boy, anime took off in Japan. Many 
new anime started appearing on television, with options for differ-
ent interests and age groups, including adults. For instance, the 
1963 anime Hermit Village was on television late at night because it 

Astro Boy was an early example of anime 
and manga merchandising. Pokémon took 
merchandising to new heights. Pokémon-themed 
toys, clothing, pillows, trading cards, cups, bags, 
and more have sold in stores worldwide. 
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was intended for an adult audience. That show is set in an ancient 
Chinese town where Taoist ascetics abstain from physical plea-
sures. However, one Taoist student has other ideas; he spends 
his time chasing after three beautiful girls who live nearby. In 1966 
the fi rst animation series targeting young girls was released, called 
Sally the Witch. In it, a witch princess comes to earth by accident 
but has so much fun that she stays. She tries to keep her magical 
powers a secret but often ends up getting into mischief. Another 

Doraemon

It was in 1969 that one of Japan’s most popular manga premiered. Doraemon
is about a blue robotic cat that travels back in time from the twenty-second 
century to help a ten-year old boy named Nobita. Writer Michael Jung explains 
the story’s premise: 

Nobita . . . unfortunately, is terrible in school, clumsy at sports, and regu-
larly bullied by his classmates. . . . Ashamed to have such a loser ances-
tor, Nobita’s great-great-grandson Sewashi Nobi comes up with the idea 
to send his robot cat Doraemon back in time to look after Nobita when he 
was a boy. Sewashi hopes that if Doraemon encourages Nobita to stand 
up for himself and do better in school, history will change and his future 
descendants’ lives will improve.

From this beginning, many adventures follow. Doraemon was so well liked 
that in 2008, Japan’s foreign minister Masahiko Kōmura designated the char-
acter as the country’s � rst “animation ambassador,” saying, “Doraemon, I hope 
you will travel around the world as an anime ambassador to deepen people’s 
understanding of Japan so they will become friends with Japan.”

Michael Jung, “Doraemon : Japan’s Best Manga Most Americans Don’t Know About,” Screen Rant, May 6, 
2020. https://screenrant.com.

Quoted in Justin McCurry, “Japan Enlists Cartoon Cat as Ambassador,” The Guardian (Manchester, UK), March 
20, 2008. www.theguardian.com.
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