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Author’s note
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Introduction: Japanese Suffering, Japanese Guilt

In March 1945, as the Pacific War entered its endgame,1 the United States launched a concerted campaign to destroy Japan’s cities with fire. The stated aim was to cripple the country’s industrial base; in practice, civilians were indiscriminately attacked. Urban Japan, dense with wood and paper, proved highly vulnerable to incendiary bombs. By the war’s end on 15 August, almost all cities of appreciable size lay in ruins.

On 5 June, incendiaries fell on the eastern part of Kobe, the country’s main overseas port. In the ensuing chaos, fourteen-year-old Akiyuki Nosaka fled his burning home alone. Later that day, at a makeshift hospital, he found his sixteen-month-old sister and mother, who was severely burned; his father was never seen again.2 While their mother recovered, Nosaka and his sister drifted between refuges: first a relative’s home near Kobe, then a bomb shelter, and finally an acquaintance’s house in a different province. Malnutrition stalked them throughout, eventually taking the little girl’s life on 21 August. Nosaka survived to become one of postwar Japan’s most original writers, but the traumas of these months lived on with him, resurfacing time and again in his work. He revisited this period in his best-known story, the novella Grave of the Fireflies (Hotaru no haka, 1967).

Once the US Air Force had disabled Japan’s major metropolises, it set its sights on smaller cities. On 29 June, the campaign reached Okayama, 70 miles west of Kobe. Awoken by the bombs, nine-year-old Isao Takahata found his home empty but for his older sister.3 Their father had dashed to the school where he was headmaster – protocol required him to protect the ceremonial photograph of the emperor. The rest of the family was in the backyard shelter. Unaware of this, the pair panicked and fled into the blazing city. When his sister was injured by a blast, Takahata tended to her; she’d later say he had saved her life. They were reunited with their family after two days. Although relatively fortunate, Takahata would rank this experience as the worst of his life. Four decades later, by then a prominent director in Japan’s animation industry, he decided to turn Nosaka’s novella into a feature. He recalled those two days so vividly that details from them ended up in his film.

Takahata’s Grave of the Fireflies (1988), then, is an unusually personal adaptation of a remarkably intimate text. The memories and philosophies of its two authors are entwined, sometimes inextricably, in its simple story. Nosaka was understandably protective of his novella, which he long suspected might be unfilmable. It took Takahata, a man who shared some of his formative experiences, to convince him otherwise. Here was a director with an exceptionally precise artistic vision, working in an environment – Studio Ghibli – geared towards realising that vision, with a medium – animation – that resolved the problems of adaptation.

His film, for which he also wrote the screenplay, is broadly faithful to the novella. Yet just as Nosaka lightly fictionalised his experiences in his writing, Takahata made further adjustments. The significance of these various changes will be examined in the chapters ahead; for now, a synopsis of the film already reveals a few divergences from Nosaka’s life. Fourteen-year-old Seita and his four-year-old sister Setsuko lose their mother and home in the Kobe raid; with their father at sea, they move in with a distant relative, whose hostility prompts them to live instead in an unused bomb shelter; for want of food, their health deteriorates; Setsuko dies shortly after the war’s end, Seita a month later.

The story has the shape of a melodrama, and indeed the film is discussed above all in terms of its sadness. Most viewers experience it as a straightforward tragedy – a powerful evocation of war’s worst effects. Its US distributor described it as ‘a three-handkerchief movie on a scale of one to three’,4 and audience reactions bear this claim out: viewers young and old are often reduced to tears. One lecturer confessed to breaking down while merely describing the film to his students. In her review, a critic detailed her struggle to hold it together in the cinema: ‘I was on the verge of tears, which I stopped by holding a handkerchief to my eyes. That prevented them from streaming out. As I’d promised myself before heading out, I managed not to weep during the screening …’5

When Fireflies came out in Japan in 1988, Ghibli – the animation studio Takahata launched with fellow film-maker Hayao Miyazaki – was barely established in the country and all but unknown elsewhere. Overseas distribution was peripheral to its business model (a crucial consideration when analysing the film’s themes, as we shall see). But as Ghibli gained immense global renown in the following years, so did Fireflies; in some territories, it was among the studio’s earliest releases and helped create that renown. It has assumed places in the canons of both animation and war cinema – a rare distinction. In 2018, USA Today sought to determine the greatest animated film of all time by aggregating user and critic scores on the websites IMDb and Rotten Tomatoes; Fireflies came top.6

Reviews, Japanese and otherwise, tend to focus on the film’s capacity to move us. Relatively few ask what else it may be trying to do. Rarely is it substantially criticised, except when political sensitivities come into play. Commentary on the film can strike an almost reverential tone, as if its solemn subject and roots in autobiography place it beyond reproach. This consensus is a kind of vindication for Takahata, who was warned, when he set out to create a sombre historical drama with a realism almost unprecedented in animation, that nobody would want to watch such a film. Yet it also belies the nuances of his intentions and indicates that, in an important sense, Fireflies was a failure. This book will explore what the film set out to do, what it achieved, and what was lost along the way.

Conflicted memories

The war may have been an unconventional subject for Japanese animation in the 1980s, but half a century earlier, the medium had thrived as an organ of military propaganda. The 1930s saw Japan embark on a phase of colonial adventurism, its forces occupying territories across Asia and the Pacific with great speed and violence. The country’s expansion was buttressed by an ultra-nationalism founded on a notion of racial superiority and centred on a cult of the emperor. This ideology was reinforced at home through propaganda issued by an increasingly illiberal state.

Throughout the period, and especially after Japan provoked a war with the US in 1941, the country’s animators were mobilised to create works that extolled the virtues of the Japanese Empire. Their efforts culminated in the production of Japan’s first animated feature, Mitsuyo Seo’s Momotaro, Sacred Sailors (Momotarō Umi no shinpei, 1945), a rousing allegory in which a folkloric hero leads a squadron of anthropomorphic animals in a fight against the dastardly Allies. But the film was only finished in April 1945, by which time the firebombing was under way and society was in disarray. It was little seen and swiftly forgotten (until its surprise rediscovery four decades later). Within months, the war was over, and so was the empire.

Thus began the US’s near-seven-year occupation of Japan. The Americans moved fast to imbue society with a spirit of forward-looking pacifism. They enacted a constitution that abolished the country’s right to wage war, and censored public discussion of the recent conflict in the interest of preserving ‘public tranquility’.7
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Momotaro, Sacred Sailors (1945)

Blame for Japan’s aggression was pinned on a handful of wartime leaders, who were purged in a trial of dubious legitimacy. Emperor Hirohito, their supreme commander in name at least, was granted immunity: the official line was that he’d been manipulated and misled by an unchecked militaristic regime, as had the Japanese people at large. Damasareta was the watchword: ‘we were tricked’. Unsurprisingly, this idea was widely accepted across the country. As the occupation went on, however, its initial ideals gave way to Cold War realpolitik. With conflict spreading across the Korean peninsula, Japan started to look like an essential ally in the fight against communism. Encouraged by the US, the country rearmed to create the so-called Self-Defense Forces. These still exist today, and although legally restricted to non-aggressive activities, they have grown to become one of the world’s most well-funded militaries.

The vast majority of Japanese people experienced the war from the home front, with its air raids and other horrors. Meanwhile, their country wreaked great suffering – and caused far more deaths than it suffered8 – in a war of conquest which very few of them seriously resisted (although civilians couldn’t have known the scale of atrocities being committed on their behalf). Under the occupation, the populace was suddenly required to exchange the ideals of imperialism for those of peace and internationalism; the US took steps to deflect public attention from the thorny issue of war guilt, while sanctioning rearmament. This painful, contradictory legacy set the tone for debate about the war in the decades to come: while the principle of pacifism has retained widespread support, Japan remains conflicted in its ways of remembering and interpreting this part of its history. The ideological spectrum runs from apologists for empire to progressives who speak of collective responsibility for the war. While the Allied nations can construe their war as a righteous battle against fascism, Japan has settled on no such unifying narrative.

This plurality of views is reflected in its live-action films, which have portrayed the period from various perspectives. Yet cinema is where a tendency often expressed in other parts of war discourse is most salient: the sidelining of Japanese guilt. Most mainstream films about the conflict centre on figures of innocence, be they helpless civilians or powerless rank-and-file fighters, and emphasise the sacrifices made by the nation as defeat approached. In other words, they manifest what has been termed ‘victim consciousness’, privileging Japanese suffering over Japanese violence. This slant is apparent in towering classics like Keisuke Kinoshita’s Twenty-Four Eyes (Nijūshi no hitomi, 1954) and Kon Ichikawa’s The Burmese Harp (Biruma no tategoto, 1956, remade in 1985). The country also has an intermittently lively tradition of patriotic blockbusters that glorify the exploits of the armed forces, such as those produced by the studio Shintōhō in the 1950s. Philip A. Seaton points out that the financial stakes are higher in cinema than other media; this incentivises the creation of films with popular appeal, which translates into sympathetic characters who are vulnerable or brave in battle.9 While these are broad generalisations, it’s true that Japan’s mainstream fiction cinema has rarely probed the subject of responsibility – individual or collective – for its aggression.

For decades after defeat, Japanese animation (anime) avoided the war almost entirely. As the industry recovered, it focused on creating family entertainment. This didn’t stop some film-makers from addressing real-life conflicts indirectly: for instance, Takahata’s own The Little Norse Prince (Taiyō no ōji Horusu no daibōken, 1968) allegorised the Vietnam War. But as anime’s audience matured and diversified, the Pacific War began to seep in. Epochal works like Leiji Matsumoto’s Space Battleship Yamato (Uchū senkan Yamato, 1974–5) and Katsuhiro Ōtomo’s Akira (1988) blatantly borrowed from its iconography. The short film Pica-don (1978), by Renzō and Sayoko Kinoshita, made waves in festival circles with its unflinching depiction of the grotesque physical effects of Hiroshima’s atom bomb. Its imagery was echoed in Barefoot Gen (Hadashi no Gen, 1983), a feature based on Keiji Nakazawa’s autobiographical manga about the bomb and its aftermath. In short, when Fireflies was greenlit in 1986, anime that explicitly addressed Japan’s defeat was just starting to be made.
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Pica-don (1978)
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Barefoot Gen (1983)

More than these films, another cinematic event of the period made a deep impression on Takahata. The propaganda feature Momotaro, Sacred Sailors had long been thought destroyed or lost in the confusion of defeat, but a print was rediscovered in a studio warehouse in 1983 and the film was screened for the first time since the war. Takahata perceived that some young viewers were too ignorant of their country’s history to fully grasp its function as propaganda. When the context was explained to them, they assumed that the production team must have been decent, war-hating people who were forced to work against their will. A dismayed Takahata concluded that these youngsters ‘knew nothing at all’.10

More generally, the director had grown concerned about the shape his society was taking. Postwar Japan had staged a stunning economic comeback (not least due to the Korean War, from which it profited massively by selling military and other supplies to the US). By the 1980s, it was the second-largest economy in the world, and predicted by some to overtake even the US. The country had transformed in four decades: industry had proliferated, cities had ballooned and observers abroad were remarking on its seemingly foolproof model of capitalism with both admiration and alarm. These changes gave Japan a newfound confidence on the world stage, but they worried Takahata. Far from healing a war-torn country, the relentless pursuit of wealth seemed to him to have undermined some of Japan’s most valuable traditions and engendered a cultural crisis. In particular, he believed that young people, pampered by consumerism, were losing their sense of social responsibility. Strikingly, he saw parallels between this problem and the fate of Seita and Setsuko.

Other events in the 1980s served to place war memories at the heart of current affairs. Politics had taken a nationalist turn under the hawkish Prime Minister Yasuhiro Nakasone, who caused an uproar by paying an official visit to a shrine where the souls of war criminals are commemorated. Meanwhile, controversy erupted over the prospect of school textbooks being revised to downplay Japanese atrocities. These incidents were backlit by the twilight of Hirohito’s reign – for the emperor was now in his eighties. The person who held greater symbolic responsibility for the war than anyone else would soon be gone, and the looming end of a tumultuous era may have informed the production of Fireflies.

Takahata’s feature is a sensitive reading of its source novella, and a comparative analysis of the two sheds light on the director’s agenda.
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