
In the 1930s, Yeh Hsing-Chiao, a new student at a top prep school known for fostering 
independent learning, moves into the dormitory. There, he meets his roommate, Nanjo Untaro, 
a student on the verge of dropping out. Inspired by the school's culture of intellectual freedom, 
the two decide to create a magazine together.

Yeh, a diligent student with a talent for writing, earns a place at Taihoku High School, a 
prestigious institution known for nurturing an atmosphere of intellectual freedom.

Upon moving into the dorms, Yeh meets his Japanese roommate, Nanjo, a notorious 
campus eccentric who frequently skips class. At first, the straight-laced Yeh is frustrated by 
Untaro’s unorthodox behavior.

But soon Yeh discovers another side to Untaro: a voracious reader who skips class to pursue 
self-directed learning. To Yeh’s surprise, Untaro has even mastered German, a subject Yeh 
struggles with. The roommates decide to start a campus literary journal. Will these unlikely 
partners succeed? 

Author and artist Zuo Hsuan conducted extensive research to authentically portray the 
campus, uniforms, and student life in Taiwan during Japanese colonial rule. Her delicate, warm 
linework brings to life this story of two young men with contrasting personalities, who risk 
everything to pursue their passions and shape their own path.

The Banana Sprout
Zuo Hsuan 

Comic artist and illustrator Zuo Hsuan's The Banana Sprout Vol. 1 won the 14th Golden Comic 
Award for Comic of the Year and was selected as an Excellent Extra-Curricular Reading for 
Elementary and Secondary Students. In 2014, Zuo Hsuan published Rites of Returning, which won 
the Bronze Award at the Japan International Manga Awards. It also sold rights in Japanese, 
French, Italian, and Vietnamese and was adapted into a television drama that aired in 2020. Zuo 
Hsuan participated in the "Comic Plant Theatre" project, creating a comic adaptation of What 
She Put on the Table, which was selected as an Excellent Extra-Curricular Reading for Elementary 
and Secondary Students and included in the Books From Taiwan program. Zuo Hsuan has 
represented Taiwan at the 2017 Angoulême International Comics Festival in France, the Frankfurt 
Book Fair in Germany, the 2022 Lucca Comics & Games in Italy, and the 2023 BDFIL Comics 
Festival in Switzerland.
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The Surprising Constancy of 
Youthful Anxiety Across Time
 By Itzel Hsu
Translated by William Ceurvels
(Originally published by Readmoo)

In The Banana Sprout, our protagonist 
Ye h’s  f i rst  e n c o u nte r w i t h  h i s  n ew 
roommate, the notorious oddball Nanjo, is 
one of the most jaw-dropping moments. 
As Yeh walks past the dormitory, relishing 
the cool relief of a gentle rain, he suddenly 
hears the dorm matron cursing. Looking 
up, he sees a curly-haired youth zipping up 
his pants and nonchalantly calling out, “My 
bad!” It’s only then that Yeh realizes the 
“rain” he enjoyed was not rain at all.

Despite this shocking introduction, 
Yeh quickly learns that Untaro is not a 
slouch. His room is packed with books, 
both in Japanese and foreign languages. 
Untaro, in fact, reads so voraciously that 
one of their teachers admits to being less 
well-read. Though he frequently skips 
class, Untaro spends much of his time in 
independent study, mastering German—a 
language that Yeh struggles to grasp.

Yeh’s disciplined and obedient nature 
contrasts sharply with Untaro’s carefree 

d i s c o v e r y  f u l l  o f 
melancholy. 

B u t  o n c e  w e 
understand when and 
where the novel is 
set, we can’t help but 
marvel at Zuo Hsuan’s 
skill. This charming, poignant story is the 
result of meticulous historical research. 
Without Zuo Hsuan’s detailed recreation, 
even the average Taiwanese reader might 
struggle to imagine what life was like at 
Taihoku High School in the 1930s.

Taihoku High School, the predecessor of 
today’s National Taiwan Normal University, 
was an elite all-boys academy during 
Japanese rule. It was a seven-year school, 
with a four-year middle school program 
(the “Basic Program”) and a three-
year college preparatory program (the 
“Advanced Program”). Graduates of the 
preparatory program were automatically 
admitted to Japan’s top universities, 
such as Tokyo and Kyoto University, 
without having to take entrance exams. 
Competition was fierce: of the 160 students 
admitted to the Advanced Program each 
year, fewer than thirty were Taiwanese, 
with the rest being Japanese. Regardless 
of nationality, wearing the Taihoku High 
School uniform marked a student as 
someone destined for greatness—future 
doctors or influential politicians.

Surpr is ingly,  th is  academic e l i te 
was far from a bunch of bookish nerds. 
Like the banana leaves that adorned 
the school crest, these students were 
lively and exuberant. The school’s lax 

attitude. At first, Untaro is nothing more 
than a source of frustration for Yeh. 
However, through their daily interactions 
and insights from a teacher, Yeh begins to 
see that Untaro’s impulsive behavior stems 
from the same uncertainty about the 
future that Yeh feels himself. 

After a heartfelt conversation, the two 
come to a conclusion: if they both feel lost 
about the future, perhaps they can explore 
it together. They decide to combine their 
literary talents and create a new, more 
open-minded literature journal—one that 
challenges the rigid conventions of the 
school’s official journal. 

The Banana Sprout could be easily 
mistaken for a modern Japanese high 
school bildungsroman. It features the 
familiar elements of the genre: two 
young friends with opposite personalities 
unite in pursuit of an ambitious goal. 
Their enthusiasm is inspiring, their antics 
hilarious, and their moments of self-

regulations allowed 
for a great deal of 
f r e e d o m ,  g i v i n g 
students the space 
to pursue their own 
academic interests 
and extracurricular 

activities. They were free to explore life 
without restrictions. Some, like Untaro, 
adopted a disheveled appearance, while 
others relished  late-night sessions of 
singing, dancing, and drumming. This open 
and bold campus culture likely blurred 
the ethnic divide between Japanese and 
Taiwanese students. In a society strictly 
regimented under colonial rule, Taihoku 
High School was a rare oasis of freedom 
and liberalism.

Will modern readers relate to these 
youths from ninety years ago? That 
question didn’t even cross my mind 
while reading. Zuo Hsuan’s clean, precise 
prose and meticulous detail pulled me 
into Yeh and Untaro’s world. From a 
modern perspective, their uncertainty 
about themselves and their future feel 
surprisingly similar to those of today’s high 
school or college students. As the story 
progresses, we may encounter conflicts of 
race, gender, and agency that reflect the 
specific tensions of that era. But for now, 
readers are likely to have just one desire: to 
see more of these young men, who, like the 
banana sprouts of their school’s insignia, 
embody limitless potential.

This essay has been edited for the 
purposes of this booklet.

The Banana Sprout

In a society strictly regimented 
under colonial rule, Taihoku 
High School was a rare oasis 
of freedom and liberalism.
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…
…

whaT a 
rackeT! 
young 
people 

These days 
simply have 
no regard 

for  
oThers.

ThaT’s jusT 
how iT is 

wiTh Taihoku 
high school 

sTudenTs!

i heard  
ThaT Their 
enTrance 

exam is The 
ToughesT in  

all of Taiwan.  
Talk abouT a  

high bar!

once you  
geT in, you’re 

basically 
guaranTeed 
enTry inTo 

imperial 
universiTy.

ThaT doesn’T 
mean you can 
casT off all 

discipline and 
cause a 
ruckus!

despiTe 
how They 

seem 
now,

i beT They’re 
all going 

To become 
greaT 

scholars 
and 

minisTers!

our own 
liTTle 

Takeshi-chan 
is going To 

sTudy aT 
Taihoku high 

someday,  
Too!

ah, our 
cusTomer, 
you musT 
also be…

Um, I,

 I’m 
not,  
not 

one…

Farew
ell!

 you already 
wenT ouT of 
your way To 

puT me up lasT 
semesTer. 

besides, i’ll be 
able To focus 

more while 
living in The 
dorms wiTh 
my fellow 
sTudenTs.

don’T 
worry 
abouT 

iT, 
aunTie.

all because  
your uncle’s 

company is 
suddenly 

opening a new 
branch in 

kobe, and we 
have To leave 

righT This  
week…

The 
dorm 

on such
shorT 

noTice.

ah kyo, i'm 
so sorry 

for making 
you move 

inTo

PaNIC

FLUSTER



we musT 
lay a solid 
foundaTion 

when iT  
comes To 
grammar.

in order 
for all of 

you To read 
german 

hisTory and 
liTeraTure in 
The original 

language  
  someday,

i’ll be 
off 

Then.

don’T forgeT 
To wriTe To 

your mom and 
leT her know 
you’ve safely 
arrived. she 

always has you 
on her mind!

will 
do.

make  
sure To eaT 
nuTriTious 
food while 
living in The 

dorms.

… 

deTermine 
The Type 

of clause, 
be mindful 

of The 
anTecedenT,

place The 
relaTive 
clause 
afTer 

The main 
clause.

in 
subjuncTive 

conTexTs, 
you have 

To change 
The rules 

based on a 
hypoTheTical 

person…

don’T 
confuse The 
declension 

of The 
definiTe 

arTicle, as i 
emphasized 

before…

To assess 
your grammar 

apTiTude, we 
will have an 

essay exam aT 
our nexT class 

session.

for verb 
conjugaTions, 
please Think 

logically 
and don’T 

rely on roTe 
memorizaTion.

nominaTive, 
geniTive… 
whaT’s The 
oTher case 

called?

i’m
 d

o
o

m
e

d
.

DaNG DaNG

To be a 
docTor, 

you’ve goT 
To Take 
care of 

your own 
body firsT.

mmhmm
…

Taihoku high school—



are you 
fellows 
free on 
sunday?

唉

｜

Let’s go 
to the 
beach!

*JInJoka: SImIlar (bUt not exactly eqUIvalent) to JUnIor hIgh In taIwan nowadayS.

Taihoku high 
school

(koToka)

Taihoku 
high school 

JinJoka

ordinary  
middle 

schools

direct entrytesting

EvEryonE’s STUDyING HaRD.

a number 
of you are 

making 
less Than 

ideal 
academic 
progress.The nexT  

exam will 
accounT for 
a significanT 
porTion of 

your grade. 
please be 
sure To 

spend some 
more Time 
sTudying.

i’m 
compleTely 
hopeless. 

miss a single 
word and 
The resT 

of The 
senTence 
doesn’T 

make any 
sense…

iT’s 
because 

we’re 
science 
majors.

when we 
become med 

sTudenTs 
aT imperial 
universiTy, 

all The 
TexTbooks 
will be in 
german.

leT me 
Think 
abouT 

geTTing 
Through 

graduaTion 
firsT!

maybe 
They 
were 

friends 
already 
during 

jinjoka?*

 i’ll skip  
doing my 

paperwork 
for moving 

inTo 
shichisei 

dormiTory.alrighT.

same 
here. i’m 
doomed 
for This 

nexT 
exam…

nishida-
sensei 
loves 

doling 
ouT 

TesTs.

…i’m 
so jealous 

of our 
classmaTes 

from The 
mainland.

They don’T 
have a life-
and-deaTh 

sTruggle wiTh 
japanese, like 

us, before 
geTTing inTo 
german on  
Top of ThaT.

and They 
form 

friend 
groups so 

easily…

wanT  
To come 

along 
and sTudy 

aT The 
library 

wiTh me?

There are so  
few Taiwanese  
in our class.  

iT’s hard To geT 
our schedules 

lined up on 
our days off.

you’re 
righT 
abouT 
ThaT…

yap  
ko-hua,

did 
you 
geT 

all of 
ThaT?

leT’s 
also 
inviTe 

yukawa 
and 

Them?

They 
have a 
Team 

pracTice 
ThaT day.

why don’T we 
go cheer Them 
on firsT, Then 
caTch a movie 
TogeTher aT 

The shinsekai?sounds 
greaT!


