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SYnopSiS

Thomas, a father in his fifties, returns by chance 
to the town where he grew up. He collapses and 
wakes up forty years earlier in the body of his 
teenage self. Thrown back into his past, Thomas will 
not only have to re-live his first love, but also try to 
understand the reasons for his father’s mysterious 
departure. Can you change the past by living it 
again?
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a conversation with
JirÔ taniGuChi and
Sam GarBarSKi 

Jirô taniguchi, how did you get the idea for

A Distant Neighborhood?

Jirô Taniguchi: It all started with a strange dream, in 

which I went back to my childhood and succeeded in 

declaring my feelings to the young girl I was in love 

with in college. I developed that idea: the possibility 

of returning to your childhood in your childhood body 

while keeping your adult mind. With, of course, all the 

consequences that implied but mostly one nagging 

question: if I went back in time would I be able to use 

what I know now to change the future?

Since it was published in 2002 your book 

has enjoyed enormous success in France 

and throughout Europe. how do you explain 

this widespread enthusiasm from a western 

audience? 

J.T.: Frankly, I have no idea. I’ve asked myself this 

question many times but it remains a marvellous mystery. 

In Japan, A Distant Neighborhood was awarded a 

prize by the Ministry of Culture but has not enjoyed 

such public success. What’s even more amazing to 

me is that it is set at the beginning of the sixties in a 

very Japanese context. I imagined my typical reader 

similar to hiroshi, the main character: a middle-ranking 

executive in his forties like so many in Tokyo. The fact 

that Belgians, French or Italians can understand and 

appreciate a world so different to their own was both a 

great joy and a revelation. 

Sam Garbarski, why did you want to adapt this 

story for the big screen?

Sam Garbarski: It is not my story yet it is very much 

my story! Even though A Distant Neighborhood is set 

in a world so remote from ours, this manga conveys 

universal values and feelings. Everyone can identify with 

hiroshi’s character, and let themselves be transported 

with him on his journey. All the more so as Taniguchi 

has succeeded in creating a strange, poetic climate. 

The formal aspect is crucial here: the production, the 

perfect framing, the sets, all bring a true depth, and of 

course there is the “mâ”, the suspended moment where 

everything is said without a word. The real challenge 

was not to transpose the story to France but to render 

the aesthetics as well as possible in the film. Decency, 

emotion and restraint were the key words I imposed 

upon myself in the telling of this story. 

What did you have to change from the original 

story to adapt it to film? 

S.G.: The danger was remaining a slave to the original 

work, being afraid of touching it. But a comic is not 

a storyboard. Even if the storytelling is perfect on 

paper it cannot simply be transposed to the screen.  

I made the story mine little by little by changing certain 

details but mostly by re-centring its dramatic impulse 

on the father’s leaving. I intentionally inserted a few 

“madeleines”: scenes that I’d lived myself, objects 

that I hold dear. There’s my father’s watch, his car, the 

kind of polo shirts he used to wear, the way he used 

to hold a glass… he’s dead now but I love him so 

much it suffocates me sometimes. I dedicated this film 

to him. I would like the audience to leave the theatre 

uncertain whether the story has taken place or not. 

has Thomas travelled in time or did he imagine it all? 

Without indulging in cheap psychobabble, you could 

see A Distant Neighborhood as analytical work to 

some degree, not with the couch but with a pen.

Jirô taniguchi, what surprised you most in the 

screenplay?

J.T.: The fact that the main character became a mangaka. 

I was concerned that such a specific profession could 

create difficulties in the unfolding of the story. But after 

I saw the film I even forgot it wasn’t in the original story! 

The young girl he’s in love with is quite different as well. 

In the screenplay she’s more assertive, wittier, not at 

all passive, and I have to admit that it works very well.    

The original manga is marked by the post-War context 

in Japan and I really love the fact that the screenplay has 

taken that into account and succeeded in transposing 

it to France. 

What impressions have you kept from the film? 

What touched you most?



J.T.: The film has transcribed my work in a more 

aesthetic manner than in the original manga. The 

story unfolds with appropriate suspense, there’s a 

real tension from beginning to end. The role of the 

soundtrack gave me a lot to think about. The original 

score by Air accentuated each character’s feelings, 

adding a truly artistic dimension. I was stunned by the 

strength of the scenery. Nantua Lake and the foothills 

of the Alps were magnificent and play an important role. 

It’s the kind of landscape that accentuates feelings and 

allows storytelling to unfold without too many words. 

The whole film is outstanding but one scene stands out 

for me: the reunion of father and son. There’s also the 

poignant scene - not in my manga - where Thomas, 

wrapped up in a white sheet, throws himself into his 

mother’s arms. 

if like thomas you could re-live the year you 

turned fourteen, what would you do?

J.T.: I think I’d gather the courage to approach that girl 

and finally declare my love for her (laughs). I think I’d 

also study more and improve my culture. I would still 

be a mangaka, but I’d allow myself more time before 

I entered the job market. I also realize that at that age 

there were a lot of things I would have liked to tell my 

parents but that was beyond my capabilities at the time. 

And in the end, it’s fine this way! It could be the lesson 

of this story. It is by discovering that he cannot change 

the course of life that hiroshi makes progress.

S.G.: I would probably not change anything; that’s 

what gives the story its beauty. Or perhaps some small 

details, but I wouldn’t touch the essence. Fourteen is 

when you become aware of many things, when they 

are felt differently because you’re in the process of 

becoming an adult. In fact, I would like to re-live it all.



Sam GarBarSKi
Filmography

1998 la DinDe (short)

2000 la vie, la MOrt, le fOOt (short)

2001 Merry cHriStMaS, racHiD (short)

2003 tHe raSHevSki tangO

2007 irina palM

2010 a DiStant neigHbOrHOOD 



JirÔ taniGuChi
Biography

Jirô Taniguchi was born August 14, 1947 in Tottori. 

he made his manga debut in 1971 with A Dessicated 
Summer. From 1976 to 1996, with scenarist Natsuo 

Sekikawa, he published City Without Defence, The 
Wind of the West and Lindo 3. The five volumes of 

Bocchan no jidai followed. From 1991, Jirô Taniguchi 

created a number of solo albums, including The 
Walking Man, The Almanac of my Father and A Distant 
Neighborhood. In 2004, Keyaki no Ki, a collection of 

novels adapted from the works of Ryuchiro Utsumi, 

appeared, and was followed in 2006 by The Ice 
Wanderer. 

Jirô Taniguchi is the recipient of numerous major awards 

worldwide.

Selected Bibliography 
(works translated into English)

a DiStant neigHbOrHOOD

icarO part 1 bOOk 1 (with MOebiuS)

SaMurai legenD

SkyHaWk

SuMMit Of tHe gODS

tHe ice WanDerer

tHe Magic MOuntain

tHe tiMeS Of bOtcHan

tHe Walking Man

ZOO in Winter



phiLippE BLaSBanD (Co-writer)

I bought A Distant Neighborhood the day it was 

published in Belgium, and as soon as I finished reading 

it I immediately thought of Sam. Even though it was 

set in Japan in the sixties I knew this was a story for 

him: the era and most of all the emotions were very 

close to those he experienced. In fact I remembered 

an old photograph I saw at his house, taken when he 

was a teenager: he’s surrounded by a bunch of friends, 

they’re all looking at the camera, he’s looking at a girl 

who is blushing... In my screenplays I always try to 

strike an autobiographical chord.

Why locate the film in France? Because it would have 

been simply impossible in Belgium! First of all it’s set in 

the sixties and at that time - every sound archive proves 

it - the Belgian accent as spoken by the average Belgian, 

or even by a university professor, was really very strong, 

so not easy to export! Our landscapes do not allow for 

mountains to use as background whereas Nantua is 

completely surrounded by peaks, you can never see 

the horizon there and that creates a very particular 

atmosphere. There is also the fact that Belgium is so 

small, it’s impossible to find yourself stuck somewhere 

like Thomas - you can always call a cab! 

Because Taniguchi uses film techniques a lot I thought 

that A Distant Neighborhood would be easy to adapt, 

a little like a Simenon novel. I was wrong! Causality 

is different in comics, there are a lot of conventions, 

ellipses between panels that the reader accepts but 

that cannot be conveyed on the big screen. It took us 

three years of work before we were able to find the 

right screenplay. And the support of Jérôme Tonnerre 

to get through it.

JÉrÔmE tonnErrE (Co-writer)

Sam and Philippe were confronted with a real puzzle. 

In the manga, the return to the past takes place over a 

few years. Then, in the middle of the narrative, the hero 

realizes that he has come back the same year his father 

mysteriously disappeared. That’s fine in a comic strip 

but completely out of the question in a film! It’s not a 

twist, it’s a 180 degree turn, another story. I suggested 

that Thomas should remember from the start the event 

that is going to mark his whole life. It seemed more 

plausible to me. As soon as he’s back in his past he is 

haunted by this thought; his character becomes more 

introverted, more contemplative. By the same token we 

didn’t dwell on his life in college: our ambition was not 

to Americanize the Japanese manga in a bad remake 

of Back to the Future or Peggy Sue Got Married. 

We also fleshed out the character of the father. In 

the original story he’s a somewhat uncouth man, who 

disappears almost without any explanation. he had 

to become more complex, more human. In Japan, A 
Distant Neighborhood was pre-published as a serial. 

Each chapter is a complete story in its own right. The 

great difficulty was to give unity to the whole project, 

to stay faithful to these small miracles of freshness and 

simplicity while discreetly weaving an invisible thread. 



CaSt - Selected Filmographies

paSCaL GrEGGorY

2005  gabrielle - patrice chéreau
2006  tHe page turner - Denis Dercourt
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2007  la vie en rOSe - Olivier Dahan
 la france - Serge bozon
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 - Sam garbarski

Jonathan ZaCCaî

2005 tHe beat tHat My Heart SkippeD
 - Jacques audiard
 entre SeS MainS - anne fontaine
2006 tOi et MOi - Julie lopes-curval
2007 ill WinD - Stéphane allagnon
 rOOM Of DeatH - alfred lot
2008 leS yeux banDéS - thomas lilti
2009 private leSSOnS - Joachim lafosse
 SiMOn kOnianSki - Micha Wald
2010 WHite SnOW - christophe blanc
 rObin HOOD - ridley Scott
 l’Âge De raiSOn - yann Samuell
 a DiStant neigHbOrHOOD
 - Sam garbarski
 Si tu MeurS, Je te tue - Hiner Salem

aLEXanDra maria Lara

2005 DOWnfall - Oliver Hirschbiegel
2007  cOntrOl - anton corbijn
 yOutH WitHOut yOutH
 - francis ford coppola
2008  tHe baaDer MeinHOff cOMplex 
 - uli edel
2009 tHe reaDer - Stephen Daldry
 fareWell - christian carion
2010 a DiStant neigHbOrHOOD
 - Sam garbarski

LÉo LEGranD

2007 JacquOu le crOquant
 - laurent boutonnat
2008 leS yeux banDéS - thomas lilti
 leS enfantS De tiMpelbacH
 - nicolas bary
2010 a DiStant neigHbOrHOOD
 - Sam garbarski



arounD A DISTANT 
NEIGHBORHOOD

FrÉDÉriC BoiLEt (comic strip writer and 

designer, author of the French adaptation of

A Distant Neighborhood manga)

I knew A Distant Neighborhood since its pre-

publication in Japan from the “Big Comic” magazine 

in 1998. I found the magnificent story universal, and 

thought it could touch a wider audience than just 

manga fans. To me a true translation is a creation. 

It is the unique opportunity to try to go beyond the 

original work, to enrich and to complete it. Whenever 

we could, Kaoru Sekizumi, the translator, and I never 

hesitated: that is what differentiates our work from a 

more classical approach. I was able to make A Distant 
Neighborhood mine because Taniguchi and I are  

friends, we are familiar with - and fond of - each other’s 

work. I did all the touching up of his drawings myself 

on computer. I submitted each panel to him personally 

and he validated them. I knew that if my adaptation was 

going to be successful, you shouldn’t notice it. Lines, 

story, drawings, all had to be as natural as if they had 

been conceived in French, in the west. This meant 

a mountain of work. More than one and a half years 

for both volumes! I think I can safely say that I spent 

as much time adapting A Distant Neighborhood as 

Taniguchi took to draw it. Perhaps even more!

JirÔ taniGuChi anD CinEma

Cinema

Japanese comics are highly influenced by cinematic 

language. I am myself an avid consumer of DVDs, 

I rent a huge number every week, and they nourish 

me. I watch many different genres but the last films to 

have transported me are now five or six years old: The 
Lives of Others by German director Florian henckle 

von Donnersmarck and more importantly The Return 

by Russian director Andreï Zvyagintsev. It is somehow 

the reverse of A Distant Neighborhood: the story of 

two brothers destabilised by the return of their father 

- this man, long-disappeared, of whom they knew only 

one photograph. The Great Northern scenery and the 

tangible discomfort between the father and his sons 

have something magical about them. 

ozu

A direct influence. I saw his films when I was a child, 

without appreciating their full impact. I became really 

interested in them in my thirties. Today I tend to mix 

them all up, with the exception of Tokyo Story, which 

belongs in my personal pantheon. One day my publisher 

suggested that I drew a manga like a stroll as you’d see 

it in an Ozu film. I tried and realized it worked well. I 

told myself I had something, a tone I hadn’t suspected 

I possessed. That’s how The Walking Man was born, 

and I started writing stories about everyday life. That 

said, Ozu’s style, his very particular way with fixed 

shots, cannot be transcribed into manga. Comics can’t 

be static, they require close ups, movement. I was more 

influenced by his world, the timeless atmosphere of his 

films, his way of playing with silences. Ozu knew how 

to capture the “mâ”, those suspended instants where 

nothing happens but where everything makes sense. 

It’s a way of directing I have never forgotten, I think of 

it each time I draw.

manga versus cinema

When it comes to realism you can’t beat cinema. The 

sheer presence of the actors is hard to equal in a 

manga. I would call this “real rhythm”. It is this realism 

that allows the audience to identify with the characters. 



And of course there’s the music, an extraordinary 

means of expressing the characters’ feelings with more 

intensity and complexity. When I draw a manga I always 

have the sound dimension in my mind. I try to set up 

sounds, even music, to be able to induce feelings in 

my readers… but it can’t have the same impact. They 

are two completely different arts. Their only common 

grounds are the production. The creation is a collective 

one for both, achieved in teams and with challenging 

deadlines. 

a manga with a film for subject ?

I’ve been thinking about it for some time. I would like to 

tell the story of the creation of a film. My main character 

would be the director and through his story we would 

witness the birth of the screenplay, we would have 

access to the questions he asks himself, his doubts, 

his problems with the producer… in fact, all the stages 

before the shoot itself. I would like to draw it in a 

realistic style. So far I haven’t found a publisher willing 

to embark on the project. It would be a difficult subject 

for a manga.
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