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				Opposite: New voices. Naoko Yamada’s A Silent Voice lights the way to a promising future for the field of Japanese animation.
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				Welcome back, friends, to the Ghibliotheque, our cozy corner where we talk about some of the world’s greatest animation and the people who make it. We started as a podcast back in 2018 with a simple goal: for Michael to turn Jake into a hardened superfan of Studio Ghibli, one film at a time. Spoiler alert: he succeeded – and we have scores of podcast episodes and even a whole book to prove it. But where next?

				For many film fans around the globe, Studio Ghibli is their first taste of the wonders that await them in the world of Japanese animation. Maybe you’re just like Chihiro in Spirited Away, whisked down a darkened tunnel and led into a mysterious world of gods and monsters. We all have our gateways, and Ghibli has fit the bill for generations. Now, we’ve thoroughly covered the films of Studio Ghibli (did we mention we wrote a book?), so for our second excursion we’re going further down the rabbit hole. 

				There is so much more still to discover, so here it is, our Anime Movie Guide, covering 30 notable films from the last 60 years of Japanese animation. Each chapter features a hefty slice of contextual background from Michael, followed by Jake’s critical commentary, capped off with further viewing recommendations if any of the films inspire deeper dives.

				Curating this selection of 30 films has been tough. This is by no means comprehensive, and we wouldn’t dare 

			

		

		
			
				claim that this is the essential canon of anime films (for more exhaustive, encyclopaedic approaches, see Further Reading, page 191.) What we have compiled is a broad selection that highlights many of the exciting genres, filmmakers, trends and themes that you can find when dipping your toe into Japanese animation.

				Taken as a whole, these selections do tell a sort of story about the anime industry, featuring a cast of characters who frequently cross paths from chapter to chapter. It’s a story of creative ambition locking horns with strict, shoestring budgets; of visionary (overwhelmingly male) dreamers slogging away in what is ultimately a rather badly paid career; of the conflict between realism and something more visually expressionistic and, by extension, that between digital animation and traditional, hand-drawn artwork. Also, and this is something that must be recognized, as we’re two British blokes tackling one of Japan’s greatest cultural exports, it’s a story about the relationship between anime and its global audiences, specifically those in English-speaking countries.

				In the UK and the US, public perception of anime has been greatly influenced by distribution, and what has been made available at certain times to certain key audiences, such as the wave of ultra-violent 

			

		

		
			
				Opposite: If you love the films of Studio Ghibli, try Studio Ponoc’s Hayao Miyazaki tribute, Mary and the Witch’s Flower.
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				genre films released on home video in the wake of Akira. There is also the pervasive prejudice that Japan’s output is all hyperactive, empty calorie, kids’ stuff. As an art form and a medium, animation can cover as diverse a range of stories, styles, tones and genres as live action, and anime is the industry where this rings most true. However, we have only ever been presented with a keyhole-sized view of that industry: many of anime’s greatest hits and landmark works are still unavailable to purchase officially in the English-speaking world. That said, it does feel like things are getting better – and we’d like to trumpet the sterling work of labels such as Anime Limited, GKids and Discotek for bringing important anime past and present to screens both big and small, picking up the baton from companies such as Manga Entertainment and StudioCanal, who kickstarted many a fan’s journey.

				We’re both firm believers that list-making should be a fun and silly endeavour, and we’re guilty of making some quirky and idiosyncratic choices. For example, we decided that only one film per filmmaker was allowed, something particularly painful when we came to all-killer, no-filler filmmakers such as Satoshi Kon. And, since we’d literally written the book about them, no Studio Ghibli productions were permitted. (But don’t worry, we still 

			

		

		
			
				found a way to include both Hayao Miyazaki and Isao Takahata in the mix.)

				We also wanted to honour a very particular area of anime: original feature films crafted for the big screen. Admittedly, this isn’t necessarily the largest part of the industry in terms of output, audience and revenue – that would be anime television and their mega franchises such as Naruto, One Piece and Dragon Ball. But in the interest of honouring our roots as film fans, we have focused on features. And to keep our gateway vibe going, these are recommendations that can be enjoyed without doing any homework. They’re available, accessible and digestible in one feature-length sitting. This has meant sidelining some notable features that are spin-offs from long-running series, such as the record-breaking blockbuster smash hit Demon Slayer: Mugen Train, the highest-grossing Japanese film of all time. But, frankly, part of the fun with lists is that they have glaring omissions that make you want to heckle the book as you read.

				Whether you’re mildly curious or wildly furious, we hope you find something you dig in this book. From Akira to Your Name, the horizons of Japanese animation are broad and bounded only by the limits of the imagination – and they are open for you to explore. Welcome!
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				Opposite: Head to head. The anime industry is a world of contrasts and conflicts, like the clashing heroes of Promare.
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				1958

				DirEctor: Taiji Yabushita

				78 mins
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				PANDA AND THE MAGIC SERPENT

				or the white snake enchantress 

			

		

		
			
				The Disney of the East

				Drawing inspiration from a Chinese folk tale, Panda and the Magic Serpent (also known as The White Snake Enchantress) tells the story of a young man, Xu Xian, who falls in love with Bai Niang, a white snake that has magically transformed into a human girl.
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				It might not be the first feature-length animation produced in Japan – that honour goes to the 1945 wartime propaganda film Momotaro: Sacred Sailors – but Panda and the Magic Serpent was Japan’s first feature-length colour animation, and the first that aspired to compete with the enormously popular animated fantasies crafted by Disney.

				The film was the dream of Hiroshi Okawa, an industrious entrepreneur with previous form working as an executive for the Tokyu Corporation in a variety of roles, from developing their retail portfolio to being managing director of a baseball team. Okawa ended up head of Toei, the corporation’s film studio and cinema chain subsidiary, and he had his eye on a family demographic that was well-served by Disney. Putting an Asian spin on the fairy-tale format that had flowered since Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs, the studio’s first feature-length project would be an adaptation of a Chinese folk tale, the Legend of the White Snake.

				To crew up such an ambitious project, Toei bought out the animation studio Nichido, renamed it Toei Doga, and recruited and trained a new generation of young animators, many of whom would shape Japanese animation over the course of the following half century. They included Yasuo Ôtsuka (The Little Norse Prince and Lupin III: Castle of Cagliostro), Gisaburô Sugii (Night on the Galactic Railroad), and, according to some sources, Rintaro (Galaxy Express 999 and Metropolis), debuting as an in-between animator at age 17.

				Panda and the Magic Serpent’s team of animators also included several key female artists, all pioneers in a male-dominated field, such as Reiko Okuyama and Kazuko Nakamura, as well as Akemi Ôta, who worked steadily at Toei on projects ranging from The Little Norse Prince to Puss in Boots, before retiring from animation to raise a family after she married one of her colleagues, one Hayao Miyazaki.

				When Panda and the Magic Serpent was released in 1958, Hayao Miyazaki was still in high school, studying for his college entrance exams and dreaming of becoming a manga artist in the gekiga vein – an adult-orientated style of storytelling that espoused a more disillusioned view of the world. But seeing Panda and the Magic Serpent in, as he recalls, ‘a third-run theatre in a seedy part of town’ had a powerful impact on the young man:

				‘I fell in love with the heroine of this animated film. I was moved to the depths of my soul and – with snow starting to fall on the street – staggered home… I spent the entire evening hunched over the heated kotatsu table, weeping.’

			

		

		
			
				Miyazaki would later attempt to downplay this fevered response as naive, and for years would tussle with the film, teasing out its flaws as he developed his own creative vision. But one thing was for certain: ‘It made me realize that… in actuality I really was in love with the pure, earnest world of the film.’

				Miyazaki wasn’t the only one inspired by Panda and the Magic Serpent. In fact, much of the Japanese animation industry was set in motion here, from the ambition to create feature-length, colour films to the incubation of home-grown talent, to the tough working conditions and low pay that later saw Toei animators form a union to fight for a better deal – a conflict still raging today. Alongside Astro Boy (aka Mighty Atom), Osamu Tezuka’s hit anime that captured imaginations both at home and abroad, Panda and the Magic Serpent forms what Jonathan Clements and Helen McCarthy describe in their Anime Encyclopedia as the ‘twin big bangs’ of the modern anime business.

			

		

		
			
				Further Viewing

			

		

		
			
				Following Panda and the Magic Serpent, Toei Doga (later renamed Toei Animation) has endured as one of the Japanese animation industry’s leading studios, thanks to series and franchises such as Mazinger Z and Galaxy Express 999, Dragon Ball and Sailor Moon, and Digimon and One Piece. Much of their output has shaped what international audiences expect from anime, which makes it even more fascinating to dig into their early attempts to crack the Disney code in magical family adventures such as 1959’s Magic Boy and 1960’s Journey to the West (aka Alakazam the Great), which share elements of Panda and the Magic Serpent’s style and much of its crew. All three were dubbed and released in the United States in 1961, making them the very first feature-length anime films to cross the Pacific – a journey many features have made in the decades since.
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				Panda and the Magic Serpent or The White Snake Enchantress

			

		

		
			
				Opposite: Featuring romance, adventure and magical talking creatures, Panda and the Magic Serpent hoped to replicate Disney’s successes in animation. 

				Below: Panda and the Magic Serpent has also been released under the titles The Great White Snake and The White Snake Enchantress.

			

		

		
			
				Panda and the Magic Serpent – Review 

			

		

		
			
				With Panda and the Magic Serpent, Toei Doga studios wanted to create their own version of the work produced by the Disney powerhouse, but they failed. There might be the odd musically inclined animal but this unique work could never be misconstrued as one of Walt’s offerings – its liminal spaces, mythical aura and roaming visual flair is wholly its own. 

				Adapted from a centuries-old story, that of a young boy who falls in love with a magical princess who was once a snake, the film itself is excavated and unrolled in front of us. Minimalist landscapes are formed of simple shapes in otherwise empty frames, off-white clouds blend with the background and form over buildings like pages and details of an ancient picture book, sun-bleached over years of telling. On top of this antique canvas, the film’s colours shine like they’ve had a polish, just the gleaming blue sphere of an eye seems like a precious stone. 

				The conquering love, ancient treasures, prison sentences and exile in the narrative feel like familiar fairy tale territory, and the influence of the House of Mouse can be seen in a few characters and sequences. Animals dance through the film, choreographed to their own synchronized natural rhythms, and while some harmonize with the world like they do in Snow White, there are others that act more like the stray gangs of Lady and the Tramp. One sequence of comically escalating weapons of violence even has shades of that other great animator of animals: Looney Tunes. 

				It’s on the sidelines of the narrative, however, that the film is at its most special. In-between moments of firework displays, ribbon dances and tidal waves twirl and crash in and out of the story, and viewers are spun into uncanny dream spaces in a meandering celebration of life and animation. A showcase of street performers, each with their own bright, mercurial skill, is another gorgeous sideshow and one that reflects the film itself – a festival of episodic, artistically dextrous talent. 

				One can see traces of Hayao Miyazaki’s work in the philosophy and style of the film, too, the ‘pure, 

			

		

		
			
				earnest’ uncomplicated and compassionate emotion carries into My Neighbour Totoro and Ponyo. The hypnotic wriggle of a white dragon whipping across a sky would appear in the Oscar winner Spirited Away. Even the villain of this piece is of a piece, with Miyazaki’s own ambiguous baddies. Fahai, a monk who initially forces the young lovers apart, is then integral in bringing them together again. Although not quite inhabiting the same murky grey areas as Lady Eboshi from Princess Mononoke, or The Witch of the Waste from Howl’s Moving Castle, their family tree can possibly be traced back to Fahai. 

				From its influences to its influence, Panda and the Magic Serpent is a fascinating and beautiful key to so much of anime’s history. It might not have a huge amount of bite but its alluring, artistic charms are hard to resist. 
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				THE LITTLENORSE PRINCE

			

		

		
			
				1968

				Director: Isao Takahata

				82 mins

			

		

		
			
				The beginning of a great adventure

				A young man called Horus is on a quest to reforge the Sword of the Sun, and thereby become Prince of the Sun. Along the way, he must travel to his father’s ancestral village, face the Frost King Grunwald and befriend a mysterious girl called Hilda.
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				太陽の王子 ホルスの大冒険
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				Any guide to anime needs to salute the work of Studio Ghibli – and the life and work of the studio’s two lead filmmakers, Hayao Miyazaki and Isao Takahata, But their work at Ghibli is only part of their story. Before Ghibli’s formation in 1985, and the breakthrough feature Nausicaä of the Valley of the Wind the year before, both Miyazaki and Takahata were already established figures in the anime industry, and had many influential series and films under their belts. Their first feature collaboration was released almost two decades earlier: 1968’s The Little Norse Prince (also known as The Great Adventure of Horus, Prince of the Sun), Takahata’s first film as director.

				Born in 1935, Takahata graduated from Tokyo University in 1959 with a degree in French literature. Although not a naturally gifted artist, as a student he became obsessed with Paul Grimault’s The Shepherdess and the Chimney Sweep (which would later be re-released as The King and the Mockingbird), and decided to pursue a career in animation. He landed a job at Toei Doga, the pioneering Japanese animation studio that had just released Japan’s first feature-length theatrical animation, Panda and the Magic Serpent, and was positioned as ‘the Disney of the East’.

			

		

		
			
				Takahata joined Toei as an assistant director and worked his way up to series director on Wolf Boy Ken, in the process forming a long-lasting relationship with one of Toei’s rising-star animators, Yasuo Ōtsuka. It was Ōtsuka who, in 1968, was leading on a new feature-length animation project for Toei and brought Takahata on board to direct. Miyazaki, a friend of Takahata’s since they had met at a union committee meeting, volunteered to join as a key animator. The production itself was somewhat hierarchy-free, allowing animators and artists to chip in with character designs, story ideas and other contributions during planning meetings. This was the perfect climate for an ambitious junior staffer like Miyazaki to make his mark. He would sneak sketches and drawings into Takahata’s and Ōtsuka’s offices – and before he knew it, he was designing whole scenes. In an interview years later Miyazaki described it as something of a crash course in animation production:

				‘I actually learned how to do that work during the process of making the film... it wasn’t a case of implementing what I already knew; I was feeling my way as I worked on the project. So when The Little Norse Prince was done, it was easy for me to do anything.’ 

				The project that would become The Little Norse Prince was adapted from a puppet play called Sun Above Chikisani, which in turn was inspired by a myth from the oral tradition of the Ainu people, an indigenous community from the Hokkaido region of Japan. The setting was changed to medieval Scandinavia on request of the execs at Toei. Takahata, Ōtsuka, Miyazaki and their collaborators (including future Ghibli colour designer Michiyo Yasuda) had lofty ambitions for their film – innovating in the art of animation and depicting new depths of emotion while offering strong commentary on the world around them, including the ongoing Vietnam War.

				However, the production was plagued with problems: mounting budgets and missed deadlines would follow. In the end, Takahata was so far behind that he reportedly had to cut half an hour from the film’s planned runtime, and certain scenes were left unfinished due to time constraints. When the film received a very limited theatrical release in 1968, it had been in production for almost three years. Meanwhile, Miyazaki had married fellow Toei artist Akemi Ôta, and she had given birth to their first child, Gorō. Takahata, on the other hand, was 32, and had delivered his first flop. 

			

		

		
			
				Above: Catch of the day. Even in their first film together, Isao Takahata and Hayao Miyazaki explore the links between humanity and nature.Opposite: Lyre lyre. Hilda is the first of many compelling female characters seen in films by Takahata and Miyazaki.
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				The Little Norse Prince 

			

		

		
			
				Further Viewing

			

		

		
			
				As the first collaboration between Takahata and Miyazaki, The Little Norse Prince serves as the starting point for two intertwined careers that, eventually, led to the formation of Studio Ghibli in 1985. But there is over a decade of Takahata’s work worth exploring in between, from the cute family animation of Panda! Go Panda! and the feature films 

				Chie the Brat and Gauche the Cellist to his popular series adapted from European literature that was produced under the World Masterpiece Theatre banner. These were Heidi, Girl of the Alps, 3000 Leagues in Search of Mother and Anne of Green Gables. Alas, much of this work remains unreleased in English-language territories.

			

		

		
			
				Nevertheless, The Little Norse Prince would endure as an early landmark in the history of Japanese animation, even more so as its crew members went on to change the industry. Its reputation was so strong that, in the late 1970s, when the fledgling magazine Animage, led by its young editor Toshio Suzuki, developed a recurring feature dedicated to classic anime films, The Little Norse Prince was the first to be picked for potential inclusion. Suzuki reportedly rang up Takahata, who refused to be interviewed for the magazine, but 

			

		

		
			
				amazingly suggested ‘there is Hayao Miyazaki… he is sitting with me right now… if you want, I’ll put him on the line’.

				Suzuki says Takahata spent an hour saying no, while Miyazaki spent half an hour demanding more pages or he’d refuse to contribute, meaning that the article was never published – but the fruits of this first conversation between the three men would flower years later, when Takahata, Miyazaki and Suzuki guided Studio Ghibli to historic success after historic success. 
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				The Little Norse Prince – Review 

			

		

		
			
				In 1988, when a double bill of My Neighbour Totoro and Grave of the Fireflies was released in Japanese cinemas, the works of two titans of animation – then working at the legendary animation house Studio Ghibli – could be seen together on screen. The fantastical, magical, adventuring spirit of Hayao Miyazaki and the expressionist, anthropological lens of Isao Takahata were paired in what is retrospectively an undeniably strange duo of films. But if you look back 20 years, to 1968 and The Little Norse Prince, you’ll discover a single work that bares the soul of both. 

				Opening in the middle of a propulsive and violent battle between a young boy, Horus, and a pack of wolves, Takahata’s feature debut begins much like Miyazaki’s opus Princess Mononoke, in which the young warrior hero Ashitaka violently combats a feral boar god. As Miyazaki was a key creative force on The Little Norse Prince this comes as no surprise, and throughout the film similarly well-staged action sequences showcase a fruitful and thrilling animation partnership. A particularly striking sequence involves Horus, the little Norse prince himself, in a watery duel with a giant pike that’s been terrorising local villagers. With clear screen 

			

		

		
			
				Left: Due to budgets and time, action scenes in the film play out as sequences of images, rather than fluid animation.

				Opposite: King fisher. Studio Ghibli co-founder Hayao Miyazaki cut his teeth on the thrilling action sequences of The Little Norse Prince.

			

		

		
			
				geography, recognisable stakes and flinch-inducing moments of violence, it’s an elegantly crafted set piece, so good that the rest of the film struggles to live up to it. 

				As is often the case with a Takahata film, eventually the money ran out, so later action – including a wolf attack and Horus’s village getting overrun by rats – are staged as frustrating, cost-effective stills in a slideshow, without the refined fluidity seen just moments before. Although disappointingly jarring when placed alongside the battles seen previously, we do curiously see the recurring Studio Ghibli conflict between admiration for facilitators of war and a formal rejection of conflict. 

				It’s not just in the action that the seeds of Studio Ghibli’s work can be seen. We see the magic that can be found in harmonising the natural world, the fantastical and the human, and they are ever-present here (and are key to Mononoke, Spirited Away, Whisper of the Heart and many other Ghibli films). The gentle act of removing a splinter from a giant rock creature is simple and relatable and, in being so, becomes transporting and real. Furthermore, as is most recognisable in Takahata’s Only Yesterday and The Tale of the Princess Kaguya, there is a shining admiration and passion for nature and agriculture. 

				One of a number of surprisingly moving musical moments arrives when a sea of fresh fish swims into the 
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				The Little Norse Prince 

			

		

		
			
				village: the tune isn’t memorable, but the choreographed utopian harvest is captivating. In his later works (including a rare live-action excursion into the workings of a canal system) Takahata shows his fascination and regard for the processes and details of essential social infrastructure. The same can be seen here, where gathering food isn’t a procedure – it’s a dance. Behind the scenes, as well as being part of a labour union with Miyazaki, Takahata’s The Little Norse Prince was a uniquely collegiate production, and his socialist and professional beliefs are evident in this beautiful moment of collaborative work. Less subtly, a later sequence deploys a hammeringly Soviet dream of infinite curled biceps and mallets across a bright sunny sky. 

				Beyond the radiant fields, sparkling streams and round faces of the village, an imposing gothicism creeps into the character design and setting of the hissable villain 

			

		

		
			
				Grunwald, a towering, sharply angled Disney-esque figure, and a type that wasn’t seen again in Takahata’s more impressionistic Ghibli work. Instead, he let the obvious antagonists and binary moral values dissolve, while heightening further his almost documentary-like viewpoint of working people and their tools and rhythms. 

				Narratively, The Little Norse Prince isn’t the most satisfying watch; Horus’s adventures can feel a little episodic, and a shift in character focus leads to a slightly meandering second act. However, it radiates warmth in its moments of commune, whether that’s between humans, or with nature or magical being alike. Undeniably delightful, if a little rough around the edges, The Little Norse Prince is a fascinating, formative work from one of animations greatest directors. 
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				BELLADONNA 

				OF SADNESS

			

		

		
			
				1973

				DirEctor: Eiichi Yamamoto

				87 mins

			

		

		
			
				Anime goes art house

				Adapted from Jules Michelet’s 1862 book La Sorcière, Belladonna of Sadness tells the erotically charged story of a young woman living in rural medieval France who is sexually assaulted by a nobleman on her wedding day. Seeking revenge and the power to overcome adversity, she turns to witchcraft and makes a pact with the Devil himself.
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