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INTRODUCTION

Welcome to the world of anime!

Whether you are a new fan or someone who has been part of the community for a while, this book is for you. Now, more than ever, anime feels like an important cornerstone in modern entertainment and pop culture, so we wrote this book as a guide to help answer questions like: how did anime get started?, how did it become popular in the US?, and as someone who’s curious, what should I watch first?

As you’ll soon discover, anime is more than just fictional characters and beautiful animation, it is often personal and has a rich history that pulls inspiration from countless places—including itself. Plus, anime is a medium that is continuously growing every day, which made creating this book a unique challenge. So, we thought the best way to start would be to sit down and ask, “why anime?” Here, we discuss our personal journeys into the medium, its global appeal, and break down how we went about writing this book and what it means to create an essential list of one of the most important and exciting mediums in history.

HOW DID YOU FIRST BECOME AN ANIME FAN?

SAMUEL SATTIN: In the early nineties, after I turned twelve, I began renting videotapes at the grocery store. They never checked IDs there so I would rent super bloody action flicks like American Ninja and Bloodsport. Back then, American cartoons were universally angled toward kids, which was great until I got curious about more mature subject matter. Enter the Fist of the North Star movie. I watched it at a friend’s house in 1995 and was entranced. Adult narratives, but animated? Whatever this stuff was, it was as if it was tailored just for me.

I didn’t know it at the time but, looking back, I think anime appealed to a lot of kids because it didn’t talk down to them. Anime gave me exactly what I needed at that age: complexity. I quickly got hooked, next with Akira, and after that, Ranma ½, which I became obsessed with.

PATRICK MACIAS: One of the first movies I ever saw was Gisaburō Sugii’s Jack and the Beanstalk. It was weird and scary and made a big impression on me as a three-year-old. A few years later, I caught Speed Racer and Battle of the Planets (aka Science Ninja Team Gatchaman) on TV. I could tell that these were not American cartoons… they looked and felt very different… they were way more dramatic than, say, Bugs Bunny and Mickey Mouse. Plus, they had Japanese names in the production credits!

But, I guess it was really Star Blazers in 1980 that really put me on the path to becoming a hardcore anime fan. I would visit Japantown in San Francisco to look for anything related to Space Battleship Yamato (the original Japanese version of Star Blazers) and I’d see all these anime books and magazines for sale. It was clear that there was some kind of incredible animation boom happening in Japan and I wanted to know more. I soon discovered some Japanese video stores in my hometown of Sacramento that were renting out raw, un-subtitled anime tapes and I began watching as much as I could.

The thing about anime back then was that it seemed like it just kept getting better and better. The quality of the animation and storytelling, along with the sheer amount of titles being released, just keep increasing every year. Anime was expanding in so many different directions at once. There was this linear progression from Speed Racer to Akira happening in real time, and it seemed like the most exciting thing going in pop culture. I couldn’t stop watching and became totally hooked.

WHAT DO YOU THINK IS THE APPEAL OF ANIME?

SAMUEL: Anime has historically continued to push narrative boundaries, taking what we might consider to be traditional, marketable stories and wringing out their possibilities. Even if things fall apart, which they sometimes do, the ambition alone is remarkable, and I respect that so much. The first time I saw Neon Genesis Evangelion, I’d never seen a story that had been told like that. Here we had a sci-fi giant monster story pushed into the realm of psychodrama and intense metaphysics. I still think that if anyone had tried to create something like it in the United States, it would probably have been deemed too bizarre. But as anime, it worked, and not only did it work, it became a staple of modern fandom. The willingness to push the envelope on a popular level really stands in opposition to Western—particularly American—animation’s history of pulling back, and in the worst cases, dumbing down.

PATRICK: I think anime shows us that you don’t always have to stay inside the usual genre boundaries. At its best, anime mixes up a bit of everything to create something new. Often, there’s a more complex, nuanced approach to good and evil, morality, even gender and sexuality, than you find in animation from other countries. Also—and this is a big point—there’s something for everyone. If you like science fiction, romance, sports, superheroes, slice of life, and so on, there’s likely to be something in anime for you to engage with.

WHAT CAN ANIME DO THAT OTHER KINDS OF ENTERTAINMENT CAN’T?

SAMUEL: In animation you can exaggerate and transform bodies and faces and emotions in radical ways that are impossible in live action—which can be jarring sometimes, especially when it comes to sex or violence. I still recall the first time I saw the opening scene in Akira when a character is shot by military personnel, turning his body into tattered ruins. That image really stunned me. I think in animation, your imagination is just willing to take more leaps.

PATRICK: Anime has such incredible flexibility in terms of style. A show can flip from serious drama to comedy with real ease. The characters can sometimes even change appearance to match their emotions in the blink of an eye. Also, the emotions in anime can get incredibly big and dramatic. A series like Attack on Titan can wind up being gripping and intense in a way that live-action simply isn’t. For instance, when they made a live-action Attack on Titan movie in Japan, the result just couldn’t compare to what the original anime or manga was able to accomplish.

SO, WHAT IS “ESSENTIAL ANIME”… AND WHAT ISN’T?

PATRICK: In writing this book, we had to think about, “what is the story of anime?” and within that larger historical narrative, from say, Astro Boy in 1963 to Demon Slayer in the present, what are some of the titles someone needs to know about to get an understanding of anime? We tried to get a good balance of old-school classics and newer titles. After all, you can’t really talk about anime without spending some time discussing innovative early works like Speed Racer or Mobile Suit Gundam. Then, in the contemporary anime landscape, a show like Sword Art Online is important in terms of the influence it has had, even if it’s not necessarily a great work of art. But recent anime is filled with isekai (“another world”) shows, which Sword Art Online helped popularize, so we’d be at fault if we didn’t discuss it at length. So “essential” to us means the story of anime would have been different without a particular title.

In some cases, it also came down to personal choice. For instance, many of Satoshi Kon’s works count as strong contenders for any list of essential anime, but we felt we needed just one representative work from him—in this case Millennium Actress, and sometimes we had a personal connection to an anime that tipped the scales and made it “essential.”

SAMUEL: Exactly. Whether or not we personally love everything we picked wasn’t as important as choosing what we thought was relevant to where anime has arrived globally at this point in time. Take Pokémon the Series for instance. It’s not something I especially enjoy, but it’s impossible to envision the anime industry being where it is today without it acting as a major player, particularly as it pertains to the business models that linked it to the video and card games. Then, as Patrick points out, there are some choices on the list that might be influenced by personal taste. For instance, when it comes to Miyazaki, many may choose Spirited Away as his most consequential film, but we chose Princess Mononoke, mainly because of a link I discovered between how the film brought Studio Ghibli to the global stage and how it resonated for me on a personal level. In short, then, I’d say that we didn’t choose any titles just because we enjoy them personally, but some of our personal opinions may have tipped the scales in one direction or another.

PATRICK: We’re not saying, “there are only fifty anime that are essential!” Please think of this book as just one version of the story of anime informed by our perspective as fans.

WHO ARE THE OTHER CONTRIBUTORS?

PATRICK: We wanted to have other voices in this book besides just ourselves, so I asked some friends who I worked with at Crunchyroll News and Otaku USA to contribute. I wanted them to write about anime that they were passionate about. For instance, Joseph Luster is really into shōnen anime like Dragon Ball Z and Naruto, so I wanted that passion in this book. The same with Matt Schley and Redline, Michelle Liu and Yuri!!! on Ice, and Kara Dennison with her chapters on The Melancholy of Haruhi Suzumiya and K-On!

SAMUEL: Yes, we wanted to gather a list of people who could not only give us a diverse set of opinions on anime but who could explain some things better than we could. For example, one of the writers, Ivy Noelle Weir, is a Sailor Moon fanatic, and while I know a little about Sailor Moon, I would not be able to write about it in the way that she could. The same is true with Briana Lawrence, who writes about anime for The Mary Sue, and wrote a couple of amazing pieces about Madoka Magica and Utena. We also got Deb Aoki, who does a lot of manga journalism, to write something on In This Corner of the World. Deb talked about what the film meant to her personally since some of her family has a personal connection to World War II, and she was able to write about it in a way that other people, myself included, wouldn’t have been able to. So I think there’s something really important about being able to get different voices in to speak to things that they really know about.

WHAT DID YOU LEARN WHILE MAKING THIS BOOK?

SAMUEL: Firstly, there are a couple of anime like Fist of the North Star and JoJo’s Bizarre Adventure that I loved before, but, after deep dive research, now just completely adore. I also learned a lot about the anime industry itself, and its evolution over time. For example, when I was researching Memories and watching all the interviews with Katsuhiro Otomo, Koji Morimoto, Tensai Okamura, and others about working on the film, it was amazing to see how people transition from acting as animators to animation directors. It was also interesting to see how technology has evolved and how certain projects pioneer new methods of animation that, to viewers, often go unnoticed.

PATRICK: I think for me it was really seeing how newer anime compares with older classic titles. Recent hits like Devilman Crybaby, Demon Slayer, and Mob Psycho 100 are just terrific entertainment. I may not have a deep personal connection to these titles that I do with older anime, but writing this book really reaffirmed for me that anime is in a good place right now. I hope this book can help bridge the gap between older fans who may have missed some of the newer titles and younger fans who are curious about anime history.
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We hope this interview helped shed a little light on how and why we selected the fifty animated series and films that you are about to encounter. We know that some might feel that we forgot some truly fantastic anime and, who knows, maybe we’ll get to do another book and add those in (and more!). That said, we tried to ensure that The Essential Anime Guide pays tribute to the iconic and beloved anime titles that show the history and evolution of the medium and that have inspired not only us but also countless fans around the world. So, with that in mind, please enjoy The Essential Anime Guide!











ASTRO BOY

1963–1966

After being built and discarded by a morally dubious scientist, an android boy with human emotions finds his place in society as a hero for humanity and robotkind.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Astro Boy created the anime medium as we know it today, in terms of both style and industry practices.

—Samuel Sattin



When we think of the originators of animation in the United States and, to an extent, the world over, we think of Walt Disney. Though animated works had been produced before it in various capacities, Snow White and the Seven Dwarfs (1937) is considered the first fully hand-drawn feature film not lost to obscurity. From there Disney rose to become an all-powerful animation monolith that dominated the globe—and continues to do so to this day. With their distinctly American origins, animated Disney films have always presented a sanitized vision of the much grittier fairy tales and stories from which they derive. Never mind the curious, often violent origins of these fables; Disney has reduced morally complex, sometimes brutal tales—from Snow White and Cinderella to Beauty and the Beast and The Little Mermaid—to a more digestible paste in the interest of “living happily ever after.”

One thing we can gather from watching anime, however, is that the producers of these stories, even the ones geared toward younger audiences, are far less squeamish about depicting the less savory aspects of human behavior—for good and for bad. Though the reasons for this are largely cultural, there’s truly one person in the world who can be credited for such an approach as well as for the rise of the medium this entire book revolves around: Osamu Tezuka.

So, where to begin with Osamu Tezuka? We can talk about his origins: a descendant of a prominent samurai family, born in Osaka in 1928, the eldest of three children. We can talk about how he was first exposed to Walt Disney films—Bambi (1942), most notably—as a child, and began creating publishable manga in elementary school. We can talk about how, although he wasn’t the first manga artist (Japanese comics can be traced back to the twelfth century), he did become known as the first modern mangaka (manga artist), creating over seven hundred volumes, a seemingly impossible number of comics, comprising more than 150,000 pages. We can talk about how, without Tezuka, the anime industry would simply not exist. A pioneer, an impassioned cross-genre storyteller who started out in lighter kids’ entertainment and then veered into darker territory, an environmentalist and, albeit imperfectly, socially aware and eco-conscious man whose work ethic would serve as both an inspiration and a cautionary tale.

Tezuka’s influence isn’t just felt on all of manga and anime, he is considered the mind behind its establishment. And not without consequence. Tezuka’s last words, spoken to a nurse on his relatively early deathbed at age sixty, were, reportedly, “I’m begging you, let me work!” And it is precisely that tortured insistence to constantly continue creating, without rest, that paints a picture of Tezuka as not just an analogue of Walt Disney in Japan but as an ardent creative with an activist edge. He was the creator of heroes who could be as imperfect, imperiled, and corrupt as his villains, and he was a brilliant businessman whose desire was to make manga and anime cultural mainstays in Japan and then turn them into global phenomenons.

A testament to his creative skills, Tezuka’s work ran the emotional and tonal gamut during his career. Many of his most famous creations in Japan—like Black Jack, a series about a larger-than-life super surgeon who uses unconventional and often supernatural techniques to cure patients—are rarely embraced in the West. Tezuka is also the mind behind seminal works like Buddha (1972–1983), Phoenix (1954–1988), Dororo (1967–1969), Princess Knight (1953–1956), and the Kimba the White Lion series (1950–1954)—the latter of which had its plot, characters, and even some specific scenes later copied by Disney’s The Lion King. However, internationally, the creation that stands above all the rest is his epic tale of a bizarro robot Pinocchio, known in the US as Astro Boy.


[image: image] TEZUKA’S MANGA LEGACY

It cannot be understated just how much mastery of the comics medium in particular Tezuka wielded. In the thousands upon thousands of pages he created, you can see a dizzying exploration of technique on display. It might sound like an exaggeration to say that Tezuka plumbed every last nook and cranny of the comics medium from a visual perspective, but I have found that most every innovation held up as new today can already be found in one of his over 150,000 pages. “Comics are an international language,” Tezuka famously once said. “They can cross boundaries and generations. Comics are a bridge between all cultures.” Truly, through trial and error, Tezuka crossed every bridge he could, always with an eye toward the next one residing in the distant unknown. With this in mind, that Tezuka was able to translate his near endless curiosity and innovation into animation is understandable. He was an ambitious and prolific storyteller, but above all, he was a bottler of lightning, a standard-bearer whose legacy is impossible to ignore, even for those who find his work outdated.



Titled Tetsuwan Atom (Mighty Atom) in Japan, Astro Boy is an essential anime for a number of reasons, the principal of these being that it pretty much built the foundation of the medium as we know it. There were animated films produced in Japan before Astro Boy took the stage, but the techniques, aesthetics, and production methods laid out by Tezuka would found the industry and establish its standards from that point forward. The idea of creating quality half-hour television slots seemed impossible at the time, due to the amount of detail and effort involved in bringing animation to the screen on a weekly schedule. However, Tezuka brought his visual aesthetic to the table, which he had laid out over thousands of pages of manga, and used techniques he would refer to as “limited animation” to make the improbable a reality.

These techniques included having characters open their mouths rapidly without timing the action with the dialogue, which eliminated the expensive problem of making characters visually sound out every word. He also reduced the number of frames used overall, reused cells, used his original manga pages as storyboards, and more, all in the interest of keeping the budget wieldy and meeting the demands of the schedule. One might think the result of all this corner cutting would be an inferior product, but after seeing his work, more serious animators found themselves begrudgingly admitting that Tezuka’s methodology could lead to the creation of polished, fast-paced serial works. Works that would soon turn heads the world over.

Even in modern anime, with its large-eyed characters and striking depictions of motion and action, we see Tezuka’s legacy on full display. And the artist wasn’t shy about revealing where he found inspiration early in his career. The large, expressive eyes, in particular, he borrowed from Walt Disney (specifically from Bambi, with which he was obsessed), mixed with a bit of Betty Boop for good measure. Of Disney’s influence, Tezuka was once quoted as saying, “Around 1945, daily life might have been hard, but the reputation of Disney was at its highest. The voices of Mickey Mouse and Donald Duck had stabilized, Snow White and Bambi were huge hits and had received a number of international prizes. It really was like the brightness of a rising sun. And then Japanese children after the war had no choice but to face the flood of Disney comics that accompanied the brainwashing of ‘American democracy.’ That was their merit as propaganda against the Japanese.” It is thus possible to infer that Tezuka’s appreciation of Disney was combined with an understandable desire to break away from its imperialist reach and create something Japan could call its own.

It is with this idea of creating an alternative to the emergent Western entertainment empire that one can see, for instance, how he borrowed the idea of creating an iconic character silhouette from Disney, with the goal of making an ambassador for his forthcoming comics and animation empire. As with Mickey Mouse’s ears, Astro Boy’s hair never changes shape, no matter the angle, leading to easy recognition of the character. Intelligent decisions like this made it so that Astro Boy’s design would strive for global popularity while still being distinctly Japanese in terms of storytelling and command of visual language, which seems like the goal Tezuka was trying to achieve. Visual language in particular was Tezuka’s strongest point and an area in which he was an innovator of uncanny pedigree, leading directly to everything we know about manga and anime today.

Originally published in manga format in 1952, Astro Boy would have multiple adventures spanning numerous plot arcs, many of which made their way into the animated series. The universe Tezuka created for Astro Boy was—unlike those depicted in a lot of dystopian science fiction, particularly when it comes to robotics—an aspirational utopia. Tezuka positioned robots not as dangerous inventions that would come to claim their creators’ heads, but as steadfast constructs worthy of respect, whose role in society is to help humanity. If anything, the villains in the Astro Boy universe are human beings. Scientists, mobsters, corrupt politicians—anyone with an eye toward exploitation. In fact, Astro Boy’s most famed antagonist, Pluto, is built by a power-mad ruler with the express intention of creating the world’s strongest robot.

The fact that Pluto is designed to fight is an affront to the purpose of robotkind and ultimately leads to Astro Boy modifying his own body in a Faustian bargain with his original creator, Dr. Tenma, in order to set things right. As the arc comes to a close, Astro Boy and Pluto end up becoming allies, and the sad reality of Pluto’s combat-purposed design leads to him dying a martyr. This is all to say that in Tezuka’s Astro Boy universe, it is humans who are dangerous, while robots are miracles of science and creativity whose place in society must be valued.

Tezuka’s depiction of humanity in Astro Boy makes him stand out as a creator, but especially in the medium in which he worked. Though embraced worldwide with subsequent narration changes, the story of Astro Boy remains the stuff of tragedy, based in grief, sadness, and unattainable aspirations. Dr. Tenma, a world-renowned robotics scientist, loses his son Tobio in a nasty self-driving car accident—a commentary on the idea that Tenma’s command of heightened technology couldn’t keep tragedy at bay. Consumed by grief, Tenma decides to re-create his son in the form of the world’s greatest robot, made to resemble Tobio in every capacity, but with the advanced powers Tenma’s genius could endow. When Astro Boy is created, Tenma is at first delighted, until he realizes that his robot son will never grow up. A victim of his own narcissistic disillusion, Tenma vapidly disowns Astro Boy and sells him into servitude without the slightest care.

The unenchanted son of a neglectful Geppetto, Astro Boy’s arc consists of quickly being batted around from shyster to shyster until he is finally discovered by the benevolent Dr. Ochanomizu and, with proper guidance, becomes the iconic hero we know. However, recurring throughout the story, and also throughout many of Tezuka’s kid-oriented stories (like 1981’s The Fantastic Adventures of Unico, for instance, a tale of an amnesiac environmentalist unicorn that is nothing short of heartbreaking), we see a world made up of selfish, abusive people, and good-hearted characters who are being dragged into their schemes. If the point of Pinocchio is that the main character is striving to learn to be good so he can become a real boy, then in Astro Boy, it is humans who should aspire to be as benevolent as a child robot. And this is perhaps the most unique feature of Tezuka’s story: the search for balance between humanity and its creations.

On the level of anime production, however, Astro Boy’s most unique feature was that it created the framework for an entire medium’s future. Not just in terms of the industry itself, which Tezuka enabled with his ambition and vision, but also in terms of its tone and accessibility. If Disney is the company that took complex, morally fraught stories and transformed them into simple, cheerful tales, then Tezuka is responsible for taking those simplified ideas and imbuing them with intense pathos and humanism, to the point that they resemble the fairy tales of old. Astro Boy, then, isn’t just essential because it founded the entire anime industry. It’s essential because it demonstrated that the industry would encompass multitudes, pushing boundaries instead of drawing them back, and allowing animation to explore a wide range of complex ideas—even the unhappy ones.
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As with manga, Tezuka produced so much anime that you’d have to devote a significant chunk of your life to just scratch the surface. So here are a few standouts to save you precious time.


• Jumping (Film, 1984): An experimental anime short where you jump, jump, and jump again.

• The Fantastic Adventures of Unico (Film, 1981): A surreal, tragic, and compelling story of an amnesiac unicorn with a heart of gold.

• Black Jack OVA (1992): Directed by Tezuka’s protégé, Osamu Dezaki, this beautiful limited animated series explores the most popular Tezuka character in Japan—the renegade super-surgeon who helps those in need: Black Jack. 

• Metropolis (Film, 2001): Based on a Tezuka manga but directed by Rintaro and written by Katsuhiro Otomo—and featured in this book—this film captures Tezuka’s universe.

• Dororo (TV series, 2019): Though this adaptation is a little grittier than its source material, the story is the same, revisiting Tezuka’s interest in Pinocchio-esque tales.

• Pluto (TV series): Based on the smash hit by Naoki Urasawa, this anime adaptation of Pluto—based on the Astro Boy story arc “The Greatest Robot on Earth”—is highly anticipated.





THERE YOU GO, ASTRO BOY!

ON YOUR FLIGHT INTO SPACE!

ROCKET HIGH, THROUGH THE SKY!

WHAT ADVENTURES SOON WILL MAKE!

–ENGLISH-LANGUAGE THEME SONG











SPEED RACER

1967–1968

Speed Racer travels around the world battling crooks and hitting the track with his trusty car, the Mach 5.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: As one of anime’s first global hits, Speed Racer blazed a trail for the future.

—Patrick Macias



Here he comes 
Here comes Speed Racer 
He’s a demon on wheels…

Those few words, captured forever in a theme song you might already know, are what helped introduce Japanese animation to millions, if not billions, of people around the world.

Although it first debuted over fifty years ago, Speed Racer remains a timeless symbol of anime that has been passed down, and endured, from generation to generation. Sure, Speed Racer might seem like ancient history now, but go ahead and hit play on any random episode—without a doubt, you’ll be entertained and charmed by the fast-paced adventures of Speed, Trixie, Spritle, Chim Chim, and Racer X regardless of your age.

Most kids outside Japan who caught Speed Racer during its first run on TV (or even in reruns a few decades later like myself) didn’t know it had come all the way from another country. However, Speed Racer immediately looked and felt different from the animated shows we were used to watching. While most cartoons just tried to make you laugh, Speed Racer had excitement and thrills on its mind. The show had limited animation, but a keen sense of design, typified by the fabulous Mach 5, a kind of ancestor of the imaginative anime mecha to come. And although it was a feel-good show with warm relationships between the core characters, Speed Racer could get dramatic and violent in the blink of an eye. Indeed, the US consumer watchdog group Action for Children’s Television described it as an “animated monstrosity” that offered viewers the “ultimate in crime, evil characters, cruelty, and destruction.” Anime was barely out of the gate in the US and already getting a bad reputation!

But in truth, the Japanese creators of Speed Racer hadn’t meant to offend anyone. As artist Ippei Kuri (the pen name of Toyoharu Yoshida, who helped plan, design, and direct Speed Racer) told me when I interviewed him in 2008, “We intentionally tried to make a show that was peaceful. For instance, there is no evil organization that the heroes have to fight. There are villains, of course, sometimes with guns, but they never kill anyone. Still, we heard some complaints later that Speed Racer was considered a little too violent in the USA.”

Although Speed Racer originated in Japan, American pop culture cast a long shadow over its trio of core creators. Kenji, Tatsuo, and Toyoharu Yoshida (Ippei Kuri), the three brothers who founded the anime studio Tatsunoko Production Co. in 1962, grew up during the US occupation of postwar Japan and were deeply influenced by the superhero comics they saw American soldiers reading. However, Tatsunoko’s first TV show, Space Ace (1965–1966), owed more to Osamu Tezuka’s influence than the American comics of the brothers’ youth, and failed to make many sales overseas. For their next show, Speed Racer, Kuri remembered they wanted to raise the stakes: “We had a big intention to sell it to America right from the beginning.”

WHAT MAKES A GOOD ANIME AND WHAT MAKES A GOOD LIVE-ACTION FILM ARE VERY DIFFERENT THINGS. THE KEY TO BOTH IS HOW HUMAN DRAMA IS DEPICTED. THAT’S HOW YOU CAN DECIDE IF A WORK IS TRULY GREAT OR NOT.

—IPPEI KURI

Watching the show, it’s easy to see how Speed Racer managed to cross the culture barrier where other anime had difficulty. Speed and his family didn’t live in a house with a tatami mat and sliding paper doors or do anything that was particularly Japanese. Instead, they lived in a distinctly Western-looking environment. Said Kuri, “After the war, living conditions were just awful. We didn’t have a washing machine, just a board on a bucket. When we saw American movies, we saw electric appliances that did not exist in Japan at the time. When they opened the refrigerator, there were ready-made ice cubes inside, and people are making fancy cocktails. We felt nothing but longing for stuff like that.”

Kuri also had a need for speed. Around the mid-1960s, he bought himself a new car and would regularly drive his brothers to the track to watch motorbike races for fun. Speed Racer was a direct result of these family outings, though more crucial inspiration came from the movies. The 1964 film Viva Las Vegas is practically a dry run for the anime that followed, as Elvis Presley and Ann-Margret get caught up in excitement and intrigue surrounding a big race—Speed even looks a bit like the King of Rock ’n’ Roll. Then there was the smash hit James Bond movie Goldfinger, which featured lots of gadgets and quick getaways courtesy of 007’s famed Aston Martin automobile. From these bits and pieces, Speed Racer was expertly engineered by Kuri to appeal to foreign tastes, but one crucial piece was still missing: an English dub.

During the 1960s, New York–based actor and writer Peter Fernandez (1927–2010) was employed by Titra Studios, a company that dubbed hundreds of foreign films and TV shows for the English-language market. These included everything from works by famed directors like Federico Fellini and Ingmar Bergman to early animated TV imports from Japan such as Astro Boy and Gigantor (1963). Fernandez was hired to oversee the US adaptation of Speed Racer. In addition to writing the scripts and directing the cast, he even provided the distinctive voice of Speed himself.

When I interviewed Fernandez in 2008, he said of the project, “My only instructions for Speed Racer were to ‘Americanize’ the Japanese version. The translations I got were very sparse, so I had to make up a lot of the dialogue. I tried to match the energy levels of what was on the screen and whip everyone up into a frenzy.”

Part of the fun of Speed Racer comes from its over-the-top vocal performances, which were filled with rapid-fire motormouth dialogue paired with OOOOOHs and AHHHHHs that seem to punctuate every scene. Not only did Speed Racer become a beloved and iconic anime for many Western viewers, it would also help to show how crucial English dubbing and voice acting would be to the success of anime outside Japan.

While the original Speed Racer performed well enough in Japan, it was, surprisingly, a much bigger hit abroad. Over the decades, its memorable characters have been seen in commercials for Volkswagen cars and GEICO auto insurance, and have inspired merchandise ranging from video games to action figures and, of course, toy cars. Racer X became the name of an industrial punk-rock band in the US, and actor Eric Stoltz even sports a Speed Racer T-shirt in the film Pulp Fiction. Somehow, Speed Racer became more than just a hit anime: it became a part of global pop culture.

With the success that Speed and the gang were having overseas, Tatsunoko Production Co. could have easily tried to stay afloat by churning out more Speed Racer, but instead, the family-owned company wanted to take their studio—and Japanese animation along with it—in new directions.

In the few years after Speed Racer, Tatsunoko would deliver another massive hit with Science Ninja Team Gatchaman (1972–1974), along with other influential anime like Casshan (1973–1974), Tekkaman: The Space Knight (1975), and Time Bokan (1975–1976). The studio would later assist in productions like Macross and Evangelion. Looking back on it now, it is easy to see how the story of anime would have turned out very differently without Speed Racer and the Yoshida family.

However, back in 1967, everything seemed like a long shot. Ippei Kuri recalls, “We had such low expectations. After all, Speed Racer was a Japanese-created work, and America already had giant animation studios like Disney; the scale of what we were doing was so small by comparison. Still, the show broke through the wall to America, which was a huge deal for us, and it was continually on the air. On those terms, it was a major success.”

Go, Speed Racer, go!
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LUPIN THE THIRD: PART I

1971–1972

Master criminal Lupin III and his gang travel the globe in search of plunder, pursued by a dogged police inspector who has sworn to capture him.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: One of anime’s foundational series, Lupin the Third’s combination of laughs and lawbreaking has often been imitated, but rarely equaled.

—Patrick Macias



Action. Comedy. Adventure. No single anime character embodies these qualities quite like Lupin III, a laughing thief who can steal anything and get away with it.

Since his first anime series debut in 1971, Lupin III has gone on to become one of the most iconic characters in Japanese pop culture: a good-natured symbol of disobedience and breaking the rules.

For over fifty years, the adventures of Lupin III have played out across multiple TV series, films, live-action movies, and CGI adaptations, and have influenced generations of creators. To quote Kara Dennison, “Even if you’ve never seen a single episode of Lupin the Third, you’ve almost certainly experienced something either inspired by or paying tribute to him and his gang.” (Here’s lookin’ at you, Cowboy Bebop…)

As the grandson of the legendary fictional criminal Arsène Lupin (created in 1905 by French writer Maurice Leblanc), Lupin III is a free-spirited gentleman thief and master of disguise who travels the globe in search of epic heists and big scores. His trusted associates include stoic samurai swordsman Goemon Ishikawa and laid-back gunslinger Daisuke Jigen. There’s also Fujiko Mine, a beautiful femme fatale who sometimes helps—or hinders—Lupin’s plans, depending on her mood and how much money is at stake. Meanwhile, hapless police inspector Koichi Zenigata—who is as much an agent of the law as Lupin is a criminal—has sworn to arrest Lupin and lock him up once and for all.

And that’s it! There’s no origin story for Lupin III, no “training arc,” no final episode. The fun comes from watching these five characters chase each other around the globe, endlessly creating mayhem and hilarity and breaking the rules along the way. That such a series would be so beloved in Japan, a country with a strict adherence to the law and where crime rates are low, should not go unnoticed. In fact, one could argue that part of his appeal and charm is that Lupin allows anyone to be a rebel, even if only in their imagination.

Lupin the Third was created by manga artist Kazuhiko Kato, better known by his absurdist pen name Monkey Punch. Born in 1937 on the Japanese island of Hokkaido, Kato later moved to Tokyo to study electrical engineering. By the late 1950s, he was professionally drawing manga and making self-published works with friends. From the beginning, Kato’s artwork took inspiration from a wide array of sources that would also later inform Lupin the Third: from Western movies and Popeye cartoons to the pinup art of Alberto Vargas and America’s infamous Mad magazine.

Kato’s self-published work attracted a small publisher called Futabasha, and he began drawing short four-page gag manga for them. When the company planned to launch a new magazine called Manga Action in 1967, they asked Kato to contribute an original continuing series. Reaching back into his old influences—and now adding elements from Alfred Hitchcock’s classic 1955 thriller To Catch a Thief and the hugely popular James Bond movies—Lupin the Third was born.

Since Kato’s limber and lanky art style didn’t resemble much of anything in the Japanese marketplace (and still doesn’t, to be honest), his editor in chief wanted to give the artist a name that was indistinguishable by nationality. Enter one heck of a pseudonym: Monkey Punch!

In 1971, four years after his first manga debut, Lupin the Third would make the move to animation in one of the first TV anime designed specifically for an adult audience. Lupin and his gang sprang to life accompanied by the sounds of gunfire, car chases, and a jazzy score by Takeo Yamashita. With its highly detailed firearms and automobiles, the series set a new standard for realism in anime while at the same time presenting outlandish plots and gags worthy of Tom and Jerry (imagine Inspector Zenigata as the cat and Lupin as the mouse he can’t seem to catch). While this might seem an unusual combination, the whiplash tone of the series came straight from Monkey Punch’s original manga. Lupin the Third could be violent, funny, erotic, sophisticated, and downright stupid, often within the space of a single episode.

IN A WORD, LUPIN IS ALL ABOUT “FREEDOM,” ISN’T HE? I THINK THIS MAKES HIM A REFLECTION OF WHAT WE’D LIKE TO BE OURSELVES.

—MONKEY PUNCH (KAZUHIKO KATO)

In a 1995 interview with Mangazine magazine, Monkey Punch recalled, “I think the first series was very faithful to the original comic. I myself wrote and drew for adult audiences… but as most of the TV audience ranged from elementary to high school age, it didn’t appeal to them. The ratings were terrible, so it was cancelled.” Unfortunately, Lupin the Third left the airwaves after only twenty-three episodes… but the master criminal was not down for the count. After the reruns showed there was a growing audience for the anime, Lupin the Third returned in 1977 with an all-new series of adventures—known as the “Red Jacket era” in honor of the spiffy clothes the main character wears—that would finally cement its status as a popular favorite. Although Lupin was back on the air, some things would have to change. Monkey Punch recalled that with Lupin the Third: Part II, “We had to tone down everything… for younger audiences.”

From there, Lupin the Third began to evolve, trading in some of the old hardboiled “manga action” flavor for a more mainstream approach. However, it proved to be the right decision. Lupin the Third: Part II ran for 155 episodes and helped secure the future of the franchise. And what a future it would be. Lupin the Third was about to reach new creative heights in the humor and adventure departments with the help of some top creators.

In fact, in their pre–Studio Ghibli days, anime legends Hayao Miyazaki and Isao Takahata both worked on the original Lupin the Third TV series. For Part II, Miyazaki returned and directed a pair of episodes now considered to be all-time Lupin anime high points: “Wings of Death—Albatross” and “Farewell My Beloved Lupin.” With robots and scenes of flying contraptions that prefigure scenes from Miyazaki’s later film Laputa: Castle in the Sky (1986), Studio Ghibli fans should consider them essential viewing.

When Miyazaki made his debut as a feature film director with 1979’s The Castle of Cagliostro, many considered it to be the single best Lupin anime, if not one of the best animated films of any kind. It features unforgettable action scenes—the finale set in a clock tower is a stunner—presented with an almost storybook sensibility as Lupin becomes an unlikely knight in shining armor to a young princess in danger. For years, Manga Entertainment’s releases of The Castle of Cagliostro bore a quote from no less than Steven Spielberg, who called it “One of the greatest adventure movies of all time.”

From that point forward, there’s been a dizzying amount of Lupin the Third for audiences to keep up with, including multiple TV series (six and counting, as of this writing), movies, and direct-to-video features. Many different creators, ranging from Yuri!!! on Ice director Sayo Yamamoto (who helmed Lupin the Third: The Woman Called Fujiko Mine) to legendary cult filmmaker Seijun Suzuki (who codirected Lupin the Third: Legend of the Gold of Babylon), have gone on to put their stamp on Lupin’s now classic characters.

Sadly, Monkey Punch passed away in 2019 at the age of eighty-one, but his gang of thieves lives on. As long as people have a rebellious streak, the need to laugh, and a taste for adventure, Lupin the Third will always be impossible to put away for good.
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With over fifty years of Lupin the Third adventures to choose from, here are some of the gems of the series worth pilfering from the vault.


• Lupin the Third: The Mystery of Mamo (Film, 1978): Lupin’s very first movie pitted him against an evil genius bent on cloning himself and destroying the world. Of all the Lupin films, this one comes closest to the spirit of Monkey Punch’s original work and is filled to the brim with manic action and outrageous humor.

• Lupin the Third: Part II (TV series, 1977-1980): Lupin’s “Red Jacket” years on TV contain some of the franchise’s most memorable episodes, including “Wings of Death–Albatross” and “Farewell My Beloved Lupin,” both of which were written and directed by Hayao Miyazaki in his pre-Studio Ghibli days.

• Lupin the Third: The Castle of Cagliostro (Film, 1979): Decades after release, Hayao Miyazaki’s debut feature film as a director remains the definitive Lupin the Third anime movie. Lupin battles an evil count who is counterfeiting cash and forcing a young princess into marriage. Full of classic scenes, this fairytale-like take on Lupin has been much imitated, but never topped.

• Lupin the Third: The Woman Called Fujiko Mine (TV series, 2012): Sayo Yamamoto puts femme fatale Fujiko in the spotlight and shows how she first met Lupin. A mature tone and fantastic art direction make this a unique and offbeat entry in the Lupin franchise.

• Lupin the Third: Part IV–The Italian Adventure (TV series, 2015): This recent TV series cherry picks some of the best elements of Lupin’s anime past to concoct a brand-new adventure set in Europe. The welcome addition of new characters, like Lupin’s wife, Rebecca Rossellini, succeed in injecting new life into the series while never losing sight of the original’s appeal.















SPACE BATTLESHIP YAMATO

1974–1975

In the year 2199, an alien race has brought humanity to the verge of extinction. Earth’s last hope is the Space Battleship Yamato, a retrofitted World War II ship capable of light-speed travel.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Yamato set the standard for science fiction animation and helped create anime fandom as we know it.

—Patrick Macias



Space Battleship Yamato might just be my most essential anime. It is, after all, the one that made me a fan for life…

When Space Battleship Yamato, retitled Star Blazers, aired on American TV in the 1980s, I tuned in as often as I could, sitting breathlessly in front of the TV until the show’s narrator solemnly counted down the days left until all life on Earth was extinct: “Hurry, Star Force! Hurry!”

After Star Blazers stopped airing on my local station, there was a mighty big void to fill. Thanks to a few anime books I’d found in Japantown in San Francisco, I discovered there was more—much more—of the Yamato saga in the form of movies and sequels that had not yet been released in America. This led me down the path of seeking out more anime books and magazines from Japan, watching untranslated Space Battleship Yamato videos traded through the mail, meeting others with the same interest as me at anime club meetings, and ultimately waking up one day as not just a fan of Yamato but a fan of everything anime had to offer. None of this would have happened if I hadn’t wanted to know what happened next in the story!

It seems incredible to think about it now, but Star Blazers was the first-ever animated show on American TV that had a continuing story line. Unlike Scooby-Doo, or even Speed Racer, episodes of Space Battleship Yamato were made to be watched in order. The Yamato’s massive journey of 148,000 light-years had a clear beginning, middle, and ending, with the fate of our planet at stake. It was many people’s first proper introduction to the things that make anime so amazing and addictive: complex characterizations, thrilling dramatic moments, and the sense that some very talented people were active behind the scenes.

Before Space Battleship Yamato premiered in 1974, a serious science fiction saga for an older audience had not been attempted in Japanese animation. Previous shows with sci-fi themes, like Astro Boy and Prince Planet, were known simply as “terebi manga” (TV manga) and were intended for young viewers. However, Yoshinobu Nishizaki (1934–2010), an independent producer who had briefly worked for Osamu Tezuka, felt that the medium was now ready for something bigger.

After developing some initial concepts for a serialized adventure show set in outer space, Nishizaki teamed up with up-and-coming manga artist Leiji Matsumoto, who imprinted the look and feel of Space Battleship Yamato with his own unique sensibility—as well as his amazing artistic skills.

In the year 2199, Earth has been almost destroyed by an attack from the planet Gamilas, contaminated by radiation to the point where life can only exist for one more year. Suddenly, a message from a mysterious planet called Iscandar offers help in the form of a machine that can remove the deadly radiation. A sunken World War II battleship is retrofitted with a warp drive, and the crew of Space Battleship Yamato must make the epic journey to Iscandar—straight through enemy territory!—and return in time to save Earth.

The Yamato itself was based on an actual Japanese battleship that was sunk by US forces toward the end of World War II, and although Space Battleship Yamato was a war story, it did not glorify combat. Our heroes had a mighty spaceship, along with a devastating wave motion gun at their command, but the mood of the original TV series is often sad and melancholy, as characters like Captain Okita, Susumu Kodai, and Yuki Mori try to cling to hope despite overwhelming odds and personal losses. The enemy is Leader Dessler, although he’s hardly the two-dimensional “bad guy” that one might expect. Instead, Yamato features a complicated foe who views his enemies with a growing respect as they somehow manage to survive wave after wave of attacks. In later sequels, Dessler would even fight alongside the Yamato and regard his once enemies as friends.
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Following the success of Space Battleship Yamato, Leiji Matsumoto (1938-2023) became one of the most popular manga and anime creators in Japan, dominating the science fiction genre with his romantic vision of “the sea of stars” filled with swashbuckling space pirates, highly detailed mecha, and an indomitable belief in the human spirit.


• Space Pirate Captain Harlock (TV series, 1978-1979): When the earth’s government is too lazy and corrupt to fight back, a space pirate and his crew must save the planet from an alien invasion while still being outlaws themselves. Features great direction by Rintaro (Metropolis).

• Galaxy Express 999 (Film, 1979): In a distant future where spaceships look like old-fashioned steam engine trains, a young boy travels with a mysterious woman to obtain a mechanical body that will last forever. But maybe eternal life is not all it’s cracked up to be. One of the biggest anime hit films of the 1970s, and rightfully so.

• Arcadia of My Youth (Film, 1982): This classic anime film tells the epic origin story of Captain Harlock, one of Leiji Matsumoto’s most iconic characters. With lots of heroism, sacrifice, and brooding space pirates, this is strong, dramatic stuff.

• Interstella 5555: The 5tory of the 5ecret 5tar 5ystem (OVA, 2003): French electro-duo Daft Punk collaborated with Leiji Matsumoto for this full-length anime music video for their Discovery LP about an alien rock group that has a hit record on Earth. A great mix of visuals from Toei Animation and danceable tunes like “One More Time.”





But toward the end of the first series, Dessler’s forces and the crew of the Yamato bring each other to the brink of mutual destruction, and our young protagonist Kodai realizes that in war, there are no winners: “We should never have fought, we should have loved each other. Victory tastes like ashes!”

Despite its groundbreaking storytelling and impressive visuals, Space Battleship Yamato did poorly in the ratings when it first aired on Japanese TV. In truth, the older audience for animation that Nishizaki and Matsumoto were aiming for didn’t exist yet. To make things worse, Yamato was up against a show on another channel that would prove to be unbeatable: Heidi, Girl of the Alps. Yamato was originally slated to run for fifty-two episodes, but due to its low viewership the story was cut down to twenty-six episodes mid-production.

After Yamato went off the air in 1975, it could have easily vanished into obscurity, but something miraculous happened. A small but growing group of fans began to mobilize, creating Yamato fan clubs across Japan and making their own fan publications (known as doujinshi) dedicated to the memory of their favorite show. Reenergized by this new activity and grassroots support for Yamato, producer Nishizaki started making deals to air reruns of the show. In addition, he also began planning a Yamato movie that would compress the events of the series into a single filmgoing experience. It was to be the ultimate way to show his appreciation for the Yamato fans who still believed in his dream.

In August 1977, the long-awaited phenomenon finally exploded on the big screen and people turned out in droves for the Yamato movie in Tokyo on opening day, traveling from far and wide across the country for the first screenings. Friendships were formed in lines that stretched around the block. A new movement had begun. A course was set for the future, and it would be much bigger than merely the many Yamato sequels to come.

As Tim Eldred noted in his 2005 documentary film The Making of an Anime Legend: Space Battleship Yamato, “Animation magazines had decided that the term ‘terebi manga’ was now an anachronism and had replaced it with a more accurate word: ANIME.”
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MOBILE SUIT GUNDAM

1979–1980

In the Universal Century year 0079, the Earth Federation is at war with the rebel space colonies of Zeon. Young mobile suit pilot Amuro Ray must deal with the awakening of his Newtype psychic powers and face his rival, Char, on the battlefield.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Gundam solidified anime as a new cultural movement and created a “Real Robot” revolution in Japan.

—Patrick Macias



“We the assembled have gathered here today to declare the start of a new era. Our era. A new anime century.” These fateful words, spoken by an anime cosplayer to an estimated twenty thousand people, were first heard on a chilly Tokyo morning in February 1981…

On that day, the east exit surrounding the busy Shinjuku JR train station had been taken over by fans of an anime series called Mobile Suit Gundam.

In front of a huge cutout of the famed Gundam RX-78-2 robot, and surrounded by young people dressed as the characters he had created, a man named Yoshiyuki Tomino took the stage for this historic occasion, known as the “New Anime Century Declaration.” The event was put on simply to promote the release of the first Gundam theatrical film, but it wound up signifying much more than that.

Tomino was a multitalented scriptwriter, storyboard artist, and animation director who had previously worked on several key series, including Astro Boy; Heidi, Girl of the Alps; and Space Battleship Yamato. Now, as the executive director and story creator of Gundam, he had taken his place among the top talents of anime he had previously worked under, such as Osamu Tezuka and Leiji Matsumoto.

Months before the New Anime Century Declaration event, the media had reported sightings of young people dressed as characters from Gundam appearing in Tokyo’s famed Harajuku district. They were called the Tomino-zoku (Tomino tribe). Some of these early anime cosplayers had also turned out for this special event, held to promote the release of the first Gundam movie. Their presence, and the huge crowds that day, made it clear to the public that anime had changed from something people just passively consumed to a social force that could mobilize people to take over parts of a city.

Anime was nothing less than a new kind of youth movement. And a new era was indeed dawning…

Robots had been regular sights in TV anime going back to Gigantor and Astro Boy in the 1960s, but the genre exploded in the early 1970s with the arrival of “Super Robots” like Mazinger Z and Getter Robo. Super Robot anime was big business for animation studios and toy companies. Although the action could get repetitive, with robot heroes blowing up the “bad guy of the week” over and over again, the little kids who made up the core fans didn’t seem to mind one bit. By the mid-1970s, robot anime began to come of age. The audience that had grown up on shows like Astro Boy was ready for more mature fare, and the staff who had worked on such shows was eager to oblige. Pioneering shows from the Sunrise animation studio, like Brave Raideen, Daitarn 3, and Zambot 3, began to explore more complex stories and deeper characters.

Yoshiyuki Tomino was a key creative force on many of Sunrise’s innovative robot anime. Even before Gundam, he had earned the nickname “Kill ’em All Tomino” for his reputation of blowing up main characters and showing mass casualties. However, for Tomino and his growing legion of fans, such carnage was not merely for shock value. Instead, it was bringing a tough kind of realism to what had previously been thought of as a children’s medium. As Sunrise and Tomino began preparing for their next TV anime series, they wanted to aim for a more mature audience: junior high school students and older, the people who had lined up to see things like Star Wars and Space Battleship Yamato.

Originally, Tomino’s new series for Sunrise was going to be a science fiction epic called Gunboy that would not feature any giant robots, but the show’s sponsor, a toy company called Clover, demanded the inclusion of humanoid mecha they could sell in action-figure form. Even with this demand from Clover, Tomino and his staff managed to mold the raw material of what would soon become Mobile Suit Gundam to their liking. The result was not only a celebrated, long-running anime franchise (at last count, there were over fifty different Gundam anime, films, manga, novels, and assorted spinoffs), but also the “Real Robot” genre, which continues to influence anime today.

While most Super Robot anime had featured fantastical transformations and devastating godlike powers, the mecha in Gundam were more akin to the mass-produced “powered suits” of Robert Heinlein’s classic science fiction novel Starship Troopers. And although Gundam’s story was set in outer space, there were no aliens or bug-eyed monsters in the cast; just people in conflict with each other and their environment. With real robots, orbital colonies, particle physics, military strategy, and human evolution as key plot points, Mobile Suit Gundam appealed to older viewers with the most elaborate example of world-building in anime up to that point. Yet as before with Space Battleship Yamato, despite these new innovations and serious science fiction touches Gundam was not a smash hit—the initial TV ratings were low and those all-important toy sales were poor.
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At last count, there have been over fifty Gundam-related TV series, films, and OVA in all since the series first debuted back in 1979. With so much Mobile Suit action and drama to choose from, here are some of the fundamentals worth seeking out.


• Mobile Suit Gundam I-III (Films, 1981-1982): The epic events of the original fifty-two-episode Gundam TV series are re-edited and split across three compilation movies. By removing some filler from the TV version, and adding some new, improved animation, this trilogy is a great way to first enter the Gundam saga.

• Mobile Suit Zeta Gundam (TV series, 1985-1986): The first Gundam sequel TV series was even more realistic, downbeat, and featured more political maneuvering than the original. Considered by some fans to be the best Gundam anime of them all.

• Mobile Suit Gundam: Char’s Counterattack (Film, 1988): The intense long-simmering rivalry between Char Aznable and Amuro Ray finally came to a conclusion in this event film featuring some of anime’s all-time-great mecha battles.

• Mobile Suit Gundam Wing (TV series, 1995-1996): Five teenage Gundam pilots, including “perfect soldier” Heero Yuy, seek to free space colonies from oppressive rule. This was the series that finally made Gundam a hit in North America when it aired on the Cartoon Network.

• Mobile Suit Gundam: The Origin (OVA series, 2015-2016): Gundam character designer Yoshikazu Yasuhiko returned to the franchise as chief director for this series depicting previously unseen events in the Universal Century timeline, including the rise of Char Aznable. Unlike many prequels we could mention, this one is actually good and doesn’t tarnish the original!





Gundam left the air after an initial forty-three-episode run, but a few months later, the tide began to turn. The Bandai company bought the merchandising rights to Gundam and, instead of focusing on toys, began releasing plastic model kits of the series’ spacecraft and robotic Mobile Suits. At a time when military and science fiction model kits were already hot in Japan, Gundam combined aspects of both. Known as “Gunpla” (an abbreviation of “Gundam plastic model”), these kits became a national craze and helped breathe new life into Gundam.

With good word of mouth now helping Gundam reruns pull in big ratings, many people tuned in to see the Mobile Suits, which were brilliantly realized by mecha draftsman Kunio Okawara. However, it was Gundam’s characters, designed by Yoshikazu Yasuhiko, who turned out to be the show’s real secret weapons. Gundam’s main protagonist, Amuro Ray, is not a soldier, but rather a civilian caught up in a war he doesn’t actually want to fight (long before Shinji from Evangelion, Amuro was the original character viewers wanted to yell “Get in the robot!” at). And while he never becomes a hero in the traditional sense, Amuro grows as a person and matures alongside the crew of the White Base, who become his surrogate family. Meanwhile, Amuro’s rival, Char Aznable, is on a single-minded quest for revenge that leads him to the highest corridors of power. Although they share the same special “Newtype” abilities that make them ace pilots, Amuro and Char are rebels and outsiders to themselves and others. Their real enemies are the adults and authorities who created the conflicts they must fight to resolve.

A generation of Japanese kids became hooked as the Gundam universe continued to expand with a trio of compilation movies over 1981-1982 and TV sequels beginning with Mobile Suit Zeta Gundam in 1985. In addition to developing more Gundam properties for Sunrise, Tomino created several more important anime series, such as Space Runaway Ideon (1980–1981) and Aura Battler Dunbine (1983–1984), that took his sci-fi concepts and talent for fantastical world-building to new places.

Even as Gundam became a major symbol of anime in Japan and across Asia during the 1980s, it continued to remain obscure in the West. The original Gundam series finally became available in the US in the late 1990s. Unfortunately, for audiences that had already seen eye-catching anime like Akira and Ghost in the Shell, Tomino’s once groundbreaking work now looked behind the times.

Even so, Gundam found a way to break through, though not with the original anime or, in fact, even part of the original “Universal Century” continuity. Instead it was Mobile Suit Gundam Wing that proved to be a hit in the USA when it aired on Cartoon Network in 2000, and helped introduce the human drama of Gundam—and the pleasures of collecting Gunpla—to a new audience. By the time the Gundam mech appeared in the 2018 Steven Spielberg movie Ready Player One, it was already part of global geek lore.

Then, in 2020, an astonishing life-size moving Gundam RX-78-2 was unveiled at the Gundam Factory Yokohama in Japan. Yoshiyuki Tomino was present at the opening ceremony. Even he seemed surprised to see the colossal fifty-nine-foot-tall Mobile Suit standing before him. “I hadn’t expected anyone to make it for real,” he said.

The long-promised dream of the New Anime Century Declaration had finally come true. Gundam had indeed predicted the future, and now anything was possible.











SUPER DIMENSION FORTRESS MACROSS

1982–1983

After a giant spacecraft crash lands on Earth, humanity comes into conflict with the Zentradi aliens. Meanwhile, a fighter pilot finds himself in a love triangle with an idol singer and a military officer.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Macross embodied a point in time when people who grew up watching anime began making their own.

—Patrick Macias



Aspiring artist Shoji Kawamori was only a junior high student when he made a decision that would have a major impact on anime as we know it.

It started when, during a TV broadcast of the pioneering Space Battleship Yamato anime in the early seventies, Kawamori was struck by the show’s incredible mechanical designs. He and a few friends looked up the address of Studio Nue, one of the design firms that worked on Yamato, and decided to show up unexpectedly at their front door. “I don’t think there were any middle or high school kids making visits to anime studios back then,” Kawamori told the Japan Times years later. Instead of throwing him out, Studio Nue decided to make use of Kawamori’s already-impressive drawing skills. They began inviting him to monthly meetups, where he was given professional advice on his artwork. A few years later, while he was still in high school, Studio Nue began hiring Kawamori for uncredited work as a mecha designer for a number of anime series.

In 1980, Studio Nue became part of a creative team, along with Tatsunoko Production Co. of Speed Racer fame, that was busy bringing a brand-new TV series to life. Debuting in 1982, their new show was Super Dimension Fortress Macross. And it would be on this anime that Shoji Kawamori finally received on-screen credit for his many contributions to an anime show, including billing as original series concept creator, production supervisor, and mechanical designer.

Building on the success of Space Battleship Yamato and Mobile Suit Gundam, Macross had big science fiction ideas, imaginative mecha, and episodic storytelling. It also brought its own major innovations to the table, including crucial romantic subplots, contemporary pop music, and a whole new level of detail in battle scenes that helped the show feel more contemporary and fresh than the series that inspired it. However, maybe the most remarkable thing about Macross was its staff.

Macross was a cross-generational production where new talent benefited from working with older, more established anime industry hands. The chief director was Noboru Ishiguro, a veteran of Yamato and many other anime series. Under him were fresh-faced new talents, some half his age, including character designer Haruhiko Mikimoto and animators Ichiro Itano and Hideaki Anno (later of Evangelion and Shin Godzilla fame). Still in their early twenties, they were members of the first generation of Japanese people who had grown up as fans of anime and manga. Now that they had entered the industry themselves, they had the chance to make the kinds of shows they wanted to see. Even though Macross, at a glance, seemed to be about laser battles and space invasions, it was actually more in touch with the times because of them. The taste of a new generation had arrived!

Unlike Yamato and Gundam, which had their original episode counts reduced during production due to low ratings, Macross was an immediate hit and even had more episodes added to the production slate thanks to its large viewership and brisk merchandise sales. The show had Shoji Kawamori to thank for the strong sales because he had designed Macross’s signature mecha: the iconic Valkyrie fighter jets. With Transformers and Voltron creating global demand for Japanese robot toys in the early 1980s, the Valkyries from Macross were perhaps the best transforming toys to date. They looked and changed forms exactly like they did in the anime! Even decades later, Kawamori’s designs for the Valkyrie remain the high-water mark for transforming robots in toys… and in anime.

While the interstellar politics and battle tactics still matter in Macross, the focus is firmly on the characters themselves, at a level of realism that just hadn’t been seen in anime before. Valkyrie pilot Hikaru has a crush on up-and-coming idol singer Lynn Minmay (voiced by real-life idol singer Mari Iijima), but he increasingly also finds himself drawn to his no-nonsense commanding officer Misa. These affairs of the heart are contrasted against the alien Zentradi species, who split off into separate male and female civilizations that are now locked in a deadly “battle of the sexes.”

Shopping for clothes, sharing coffee, playing video games—these are the things our protagonists do in their downtime when they aren’t singing onstage or fighting in uniform. And it was these everyday details and relationships that helped make the fantastical elements of Macross more believable. But even in a show with transforming fighter jets, giant aliens, and battle mecha galore, it all comes down to love to save the day…

Next, it would conquer the world.

In 1985, American producer Carl Macek bundled Macross with two unrelated mecha shows from Tatsunoko Production Co.—Super Dimension Cavalry Southern Cross and Genesis Climber MOSPEADA—and thus Robotech debuted on American TV. While there were many changes and edits to the Japanese original, the charm and originality of Macross still shone through brilliantly. For lots of foreign viewers lured in by the transforming mecha, Robotech would be their first exposure to anime’s episodic storytelling and dramatic life-or-death stakes.

Before the mid-1980s, my friends at school didn’t quite understand my constant raving about these awesome cartoons from Japan, but Robotech finally helped them understand what anime was and could be. Meanwhile, back in Japan in the summer of 1984, Shoji Kawamori at age twenty-four had completed directing his first theatrical movie—Macross: Do You Remember Love?—a stunning career achievement in Japanese film, where senior staff members usually take the reins.

In addition to working on new original titles like The Vision of Escaflowne (1994–1997), Kawamori often oversaw the many Macross sequels and spinoffs, which still continue to be produced today. And with the unique mix of mecha and idol music cemented in the original series, Macross has become a genre unto itself, perhaps for both good and bad.

As Kawamori told the Japan Times in a 2019 interview, “Back when [Macross] first came out, there were relatively few anime series, so we could combine music, robots, and love stories into one show… These days, there are so many, and they’re separated out. Music fans watch music shows, love story fans watch love stories, robot fans watch robot shows. For us [creators], it’s become an era with less freedom.”

Maybe it’s up to the next generation of fans to knock on the door and help find a new direction for anime. It has happened before, you know.
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VAMPIRE HUNTER D

1985

A half-vampire swordsman roams a postapocalyptic far-future landscape, hunting vampires to protect innocent humans.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: It is an anime that has contributed to modern genre fiction as well as made sizable contributions in opening up anime to an international audience.

—Samuel Sattin



One thing anime is well-known for is its ability to push the boundaries of genre. If you’ve scrolled through recently released anime, you’ve probably noticed that facets of sci-fi, fantasy, horror, noir, romance, and—let’s face it—any expression of genre imaginable have been explored to maximal effect, pushing ideas to their furthest ends. One could argue that the reason for this can be traced to historical and cultural approaches to storytelling, but regardless of the why, the end effect is clear. Anime is skilled at bringing ideas to the screen that would be deemed too artistically risky elsewhere.

Made on a shoestring budget, Vampire Hunter D received a theatrical release in Japan in 1985 and was put on a very small art house circuit in the US. However, it was with the VHS release in the US in 1993 that the film truly made its mark on pop culture as a gateway for adults to enter the world of anime and the growing US anime community. The film itself had plenty of talent attached to it, and was directed by Toyoo Ashida, who would later direct the Fist of the North Star film (1986) and who was also a well-respected character designer. Ashida cofounded the Japanese Animation Creators Association—a fair-practices organization that protects the interests of animators—with Satoshi Kon in 2007. But more notable than the director was the source material by renowned horror novelist Hideyuki Kikuchi and the artwork of Yoshitaka Amano, which was featured therein.

As the author of multiple horror novels and manga, Kikuchi has the pulp-ish sensibilities (and pitfalls) of a swords-and-sorcery writer like Robert E. Howard of Conan the Barbarian fame, and has been compared to him frequently. Kikuchi’s books feature menacing demons, hypermasculine protagonists, exploitative sex, and floods of violence, set in reimagined versions of our world, mostly large urban centers. Vampire Hunter D was a departure for Kikuchi: rather than choosing a modern metropolis for its setting, the story takes place in the year 12009. Humanity has been nearly wiped out by some ancient disaster; while Earth and its people have managed to rebound, the environment they live in now is, what I’ll describe as, a cyber-gothic medieval–Wild West take on Europe, where mutant creatures, ghouls, and, of course, vampires exist. The vampires, known as Nobles, live enshrined in wealth and are feared by many, while humans band together in frontier villages, doing their best to protect their crops from hellish creatures and survive. The main character in this saga is D, a half vampire, half human (also known as a dhampir) who is rumored to be the son of the Sacred Ancestor—the progenitor of vampire kind.

GO BACK TO THE CASTLE AND TELL THE COUNT THE DESTINY OF A TRANSIENT VISITOR IS GOING BACK TO THE DARKNESS.

—D

Unlike Kikuchi’s other loudmouthed, sex-obsessed protagonists, D is quiet to the point of stoicism and, while delicately handsome in the tortured, waifish tradition of Elric of Melniboné, seems to have no interest in intimacy whatsoever. Showcasing the story’s swords-and-sorcery-genre inspiration, D is a bounty hunter interested in money, but out of an innate sense of right and wrong, he sometimes ends up helping others who can’t afford his services. The audience knows and understands what grim, taciturn D is thinking through his interactions with a character called Left Hand, who lives in (you guessed it) D’s left hand. Sarcastic and talkative, Left Hand typically taunts and annoys D on a regular basis, but also saves him from time to time by working an arcane kind of magic that involves swallowing up evil entities, elemental manipulation, and/or causing a kind of hypnosis.

But one aspect of Vampire Hunter D that makes it such a memorable and important work is the designs of famed artist Yoshitaka Amano. Though Amano rose to fame as a character designer at Tatsunoko Production (the home of Speed Racer and Gatchaman), he truly became legendary when he became a freelance artist in the early 1980s. As anyone who’s ever flipped through the instruction booklets and manuals for the Final Fantasy games can attest, his art evoked an incredible sense of wonder, particularly when it comes to character and creature design.

Amano has illustrated dozens of extremely popular novels, one of the first of which was Vampire Hunter D, which he continues to illustrate, alongside Vincent Chong, to this day. Amano’s work is influenced by psychedelic Western art, art nouveau, and Japanese woodblock printing, and the resulting images recall Gustav Klimt remixed with pop cultural aesthetics and executed with sumi-e and ukiyo-e painting techniques. Amano’s interpretation of Vampire Hunter D is perhaps what makes D’s character stand out as unique. His floppy hat, elaborate Victorian-noble costuming, long curved sword, pale-as-death skin, and thick black cloak are, perhaps, even more memorable than the character’s actual stories. As for the 1985 film, Amano’s character designs weren’t utilized as much as they likely should have been. Though Ashida did incorporate some of Amano’s design work, during production he decided to make D a little less fanciful and wispy than he was originally meant to be. For those who love Amano’s art style, Vampire Hunter D: Bloodlust (2000) went with something closer to the artist’s original vision and truer to D’s unique visual presence.

With the release of the 1985 Vampire Hunter D original video animation (OVA), the original goal was to build a larger adult, particularly adult male, audience for animation in Japan, which at the time was predominantly dominated by shows with more of an “all ages” sensibility. Though this was common of many OVAs during the ’80s (which would generally arrive in the US about a half decade later), Vampire Hunter D had a more pronounced impact than others released at the same time, generating robust sales in Japan and eventually abroad. When it was released in the United States in 1993, it would jump-start the ’90s canonization of anime as “cartoons for adults.”

As the anime market has expanded from a small trickle to a geyser over the years, many have come to understand that anime, as a medium, appeals to a wide range of ages and genders. However, in the ’90s, with OVAs geared more toward the teen and adult markets becoming more available, anime earned the reputation for being intellectually stimulating, hyperviolent, and sexually charged. Though it would be a mistake to say that 1985’s Vampire Hunter D is a cinematic treasure, we have to acknowledge that it jump-started an era and helped facilitate anime’s reputation as a medium that could explore mature, complex ideas—even if that exploration also led to the release of a lot of mindless action schlock.

Vampire Hunter D is not exactly the most polished entry in the 1980s OVA onslaught, but that doesn’t mean it was any less interesting, memorable, or important from a historical perspective. Part of the reason for its diamond in the rough quality was a budget so paltry that in a lesser production team’s hands, the project would have likely fallen to pieces. Thankfully, due to clever direction that utilized a muted, dark color palette, dim lighting techniques, and tricky camerawork to convey momentum, what could have been a disaster ends up effective and watchable. But what drew viewers to Vampire Hunter D and made it such a success wasn’t its animation style or clever effects—it was its blending of genres and its adult-centered content. Unlike most anime at the time, which focused on East Asian motifs, Vampire Hunter D featured an innovative European Gothic sensibility. This choice would also directly influence dozens of other anime and manga, and has helped it retain cult popularity to this day, allowing for the creation of 2000’s Bloodlust, directed by Yoshiaki Kawajiri of Ninja Scroll fame, which is far more polished and, yes, more interesting than the original, as well as a new Vampire Hunter D anime series.

Although many other superior films and series were released during the same period as Vampire Hunter D, it’s hard to imagine the modern anime landscape without it. Hideyuki Kikuchi was greatly inspired by Hammer Films’ classic Dracula movies and even named one of Vampire Hunter D’s central antagonists Count Magnus Lee after the actor Christopher Lee, who played the lead in Horror of Dracula (1958). And although the idea of a half vampire who hunts vampires seems less than novel now, D is the likely inspiration for Alucard of the Castlevania series (2017–2021). Though attempting to track the exact origins of ideas is tricky, it shouldn’t come as a surprise that Vampire Hunter D, inspired by classic Hammer horror films, was reinvented and in turn went on to inspire others in the horror genre.

Overall, Vampire Hunter D is an important stepping-stone in the exploration of classic works of the swords-and-sorcery genre, leading to the evolution of iconic characters from Conan the Barbarian to Geralt the Witcher. To read those books or see any media based on their characters and stories is to understand a big part of what genre fiction is today—even if some of the stories are better than others, and some are wildly outdated and sometimes cringeworthy. Vampire Hunter D was a staple for the growth of anime at home and abroad, opening up pathways for an entire generation of viewers who would come to see anime as a formative part of their lives. One can only hope that the new series does this beautifully rendered classic character justice.











FIST OF THE NORTH STAR

1984–1988

A muscle-bound mystic roams a postapocalyptic landscape, protecting the downtrodden from mutant marauders.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Fist of the North Star showed global viewers that animation could appeal to more than just kids, while building a mythology that still endures to this day.

—Samuel Sattin



It’s 199X. One of many forgotten cities long ago devastated by nuclear war lies ahead, each building a giant, crumbling tombstone. As radioactive wind blows orange sand along an endless crater of cracked earth, a group of rag-clad villagers celebrate the acquisition of a few precious rice seeds, which they’ll soon try to plant. But before they can rejoice for more than a moment, a gang of muscle-bound glam-punk marauders appears through the dust clouds on their buggies and motorbikes, swinging chains and clubs, armed with knives and whips, howling their arrival. This is one of the many clans of bloodthirsty goons roving this hellscape, each one serving a larger, more dangerous mega-goon, who calls the shots from a resource-hoarding cave or fortress or desert encampment.

The marauders, sporting pastel biker vests and multicolored mohawks, descend on the villagers, killing men, women, and children. As blood is spilled, all hope seems lost… until a man approaches. A man so deadly, he can chop down entire buildings with his fist, a man so fierce that his own smile hides from him. A man called Kenshiro—the main protagonist of Fist of the North Star (Hokuto no Ken, “Fist of the Big Dipper,” in Japanese), and whose abbreviated name, Ken, translates to fist—who will use an ancient, horrifically violent, impossible-to-defeat style of pressure-point martial arts to destroy those who oppress the downtrodden and bring hope back to the hopeless.

The following might sound silly, given the description above and the show’s gratuitous violence, but there’s something fundamentally innocent about Fist of the North Star. To begin with, it wears its inspirations on its sleeve and isn’t precious about withholding spectacle—in all actuality, the spectacle is kind of its point. Part Mad Max, part Violence Jack, and part 1970s Bruce Lee kung fu flick cooked in spaghetti western marinara, Fist of the North Star’s story is as linear as they come. We begin with Kenshiro who, with his impossibly muscled action-figure body, lays waste to scores of equally (or more) muscular enemies using his acupressure-point technique, Hokuto Shinken (“Big Dipper God Fist”).

The lore for this fictional technique dates back to China, roughly 1,800 years ago. Drawing from supernatural power, it allows the martial artist to articulate skillful blows to the 708 Keiraku Hako (“Meridian Rupture [points]”), with swift punches, kicks, and finger stabbing. However, it wasn’t the story, characters, or lore around the Hokuto Shinken that the show became famous for—it was the effect of destroying the enemy from within. When Ken is done unleashing a flurry of attacks, his target quickly recovers, laughing at Ken’s effort and calling him weak. As the roided-out aggressor readies himself for the next round, the hero turns to him and coldly utters his famed catchphrase: “Omae wa mou shindeiru”—“You’re already dead.” From there, mere seconds pass before bubbles of pressure erupt in the enemy’s head (and/or other parts of his body) and his skull bursts into a visceral hail of blood, bone, and brain. This hyperviolence established Fist of the North Star, and anime at the time, as groundbreaking.
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The arrival of Fist of the North Star in the US was almost fated, and came at a time when televised Western animation, even more so than today, was narrowly targeted toward children and production often cut corners to churn out cheap material. When Fist of the North Star entered the Western consciousness in the early ’90s—after its release as a poorly dubbed, direct-to-video film in 1986—viewers were exposed to an anime that was full of an intensity that before then had been confined to live-action adult cinema, like exploitation action flicks. The fact that Fist of the North Star was animated helped audiences quickly redefine how they looked at the medium as a whole.

I’VE STRUCK THE “TOUI,” ONE OF YOUR 708 PRESSURE POINTS! YOU’LL DIE SEVEN SECONDS AFTER I PULL OUT MY FINGERS. SPEND THOSE SEVEN SECONDS THINKING ABOUT YOUR SINFUL WAYS!

—KENSHIRO

Japan had been putting out adult-oriented comics and animation for a while, since it is culturally far less dismissive of non-live mediums as being equally legitimate forms of storytelling. So the fact that Fist of the North Star was racy for Japanese standards wasn’t due to it being animated, especially in the case of the 1986 film. Instead, it was just considered too violent and led to gorier sections of the film to be discolored and blurred in post-production to minimize the impact of its bloodier scenes. However, the opposite seemed to be true in the West, where Fist of the North Star was radical precisely because it was animated. Viewers realized after watching that just as animation could be exaggerated for comedic effect, it could also engage the imagination in visceral ways when it came to sex and violence. For me (and other teens like me, who viewed what is considered to be a now lost uncensored cut of the film), seeing Fist of the North Star at fourteen was a formative experience, defining the way I would think about animation and storytelling for years to come. In the US, the film, along with Akira and Vampire Hunter D, was the anime that arguably established the foundation for its now fervent fan base.

But this iconic film had to start somewhere, and Fist of the North Star (which was almost called Ken, the Great Bear Fist) began in 1983 as a manga, illustrated by Tetsuo Hara and written by Yoshiyuki Okamura. (If you look for the manga, you might notice that Okamura was writing under the pen name of Buronson, because he was thought by his colleagues to resemble Death Wish’s Charles Bronson.) Hara was originally the only person working on the book and had conceived a different idea for Kenshiro, positioning him as a high schooler with a roster of enemies from a rival kenpo school. When Buronson came on to aid with the initial serialization of the book, he overhauled the entire plot and setting, turning it into the story we know and love today.

In past interviews, Hara and Buronson have referenced Violence Jack by mangaka Go Nagai as one of the main inspirations for the story, and it is easy to see that influence on display as soon as you open the manga. Violence Jack’s story follows its titular hero after the Great Kanto “Hellquake” as he roams the region protecting the innocent by slaughtering the guilty. That manga, which began serialization in Weekly Shōnen Jump magazine in 1973, is often thought to have also influenced Mad Max (1979), which is poetic, in a way, since both Buronson and Hara reference that franchise (Mad Max 2: The Road Warrior in particular) as prime inspiration for Fist of the North Star. This inspiration, alongside Katsuhiro Otomo’s Akira and the work of artists Syd Mead and Frank Frazetta—both of which were recommended to Hara and Buronson by their editor—helped flesh out this postapocalyptic martial arts fantasy.

Unlike other hyperviolent manga and anime in the late ’80s, Fist of the North Star was more accessible to domestic audiences in Japan and was able to make the splash that it did abroad because of the story’s aesthetic and a little bit of old-fashioned luck. For the story’s part, Kenshiro’s mastery of ancient Chinese martial arts and his role in the story as a symbol of hope for the downtrodden lent an aspirational fantasy element to an otherwise bleak and violent world. And unlike Violence Jack, who is simply strong and has a big knife, Kenshiro’s command of mystical arts and his quest to use those arts to restore a broken land cast him as a more classically heroic figure whom audiences couldn’t help but root for. He is indomitable, noble, and empathetic, an aspirational big brother and a trustworthy boyfriend. As for the “luck” part of things, it also stands to reason that Fist of the North Star became a hit in Shōnen Jump around the time the magazine became Japan’s number one manga sensation, featuring titles like JoJo’s Bizarre Adventure, Saint Seiya, Dragon Ball, and Captain Tsubasa. It was a bit of a win-win, as Fist of the North Star helped Shōnen Jump’s star rise and was, in turn, buoyed by the success of the magazine’s other titles. When Toei Animation brought the Fist of the North Star series to air in 1984, it quickly became an anime staple—though the film is what would be more widely received outside of Japan. As of this writing, it continues to be in the top twenty-five highest-grossing media franchises in the world, coming in at #17.

With modern media being saturated with postapocalyptic tales, Fist of the North Star might seem like well-worn territory at this point. But especially when it comes to anime, it only feels that way because it was the cornerstone upon which modern anime was built. It’s also worth pointing out that aside from its postapocalyptic setting, Fist of the North Star remains beloved and iconic not just for its character designs but for its storytelling, which, in its directness, still delights and surprises. Will Kenshiro defeat his next enemy? Of course, he will. But each time he fights, we feel a pinch of doubt and wonder if this could be the time all bets are off and the flame of hope is truly snuffed out. Triumph feels earned in Fist of the North Star; it enshrines Kenshiro high up in the pantheon of modern action heroes and establishes this anime as a true classic.











AKIRA

1988

Neo-Tokyo explodes when a member of a biker gang acquires psychic powers beyond his control.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Decades after its initial release, Akira remains the most visually dazzling anime of all time.

—Patrick Macias



A motorcycle gang tears through the neon-lit streets of a dystopian city to the industrial outskirts of town. Colossal buildings fan out like a mountain range across the horizon while pounding tribal music throbs in the darkness. Light itself seems to bend to the movements of an iconic red bike as it races toward a collision with the mysterious force of… AKIRA.

Before the release of Akira, anime outside Japan had been seen as a cult phenomenon at best, limited to kids’ cartoon blocks on TV or worshipped by a small but passionate fan base. However, Akira was a new and awe-inspiring breakthrough. It showed that Japanese animation could rival the artistic merit of a regular film. From critics to animation fans to people who just plain liked movies, it became a film you simply had to experience lest you get left behind. It wasn’t just the city of Neo-Tokyo that exploded in Akira… it seemed to be anime itself. And like the big bang at the beginning of the universe, the reverberations it set off are still felt today.

The first time I saw Akira, it was 1989, and a friend had managed to score a VHS copy of the Japanese rental tape. It was a fourth- or fifth-generation copy, so the sound and picture were less than ideal, and after a few minutes, I turned the tape off. As that legendary opening scene set in Neo-Tokyo unspooled, I knew this was too spectacular a film to watch in such bad condition. I waited a year for Akira to play at the local art house and then, finally, I was able to see all that insane detail crammed into every frame.

Decades after that first screening, I can only sing the praises of Akira. While some fans claim the story and characters are somewhat lacking compared to the manga version on the printed page, I think Akira is most successful as a mood piece. Few who ride the wave of chaotic energy rippling through the wondrous and dangerous landscape of Neo-Tokyo can forget it.

For people who might want a slightly more conventional story, the Akira manga—which wasn’t yet complete when the movie was made—might be the preferred telling. The anime version of Akira succeeds best as cinema: summoning up sound, color, and motion to stagger the senses. By refusing to play by the rules, and taking an uncompromising path, Akira—and Katsuhiro Otomo, its creator and director—has secured a place in film history.

Born in 1954, Otomo grew up during a turbulent era in Japanese postwar history, one full of both progress and social unrest, two forces often found in his work. Otomo was a fan of Golden Age manga like Astro Boy and Tetsujin 28-go and had learned to draw by copying their pages. He debuted as a professional manga artist in the 1970s, specializing in short science fiction stories that quickly won acclaim. In addition to his unique imagination—fueled by a love of world cinema and avant-garde surrealism—Otomo was also an incredible technical illustrator with a highly detailed art style unlike anything found in the mainstream manga of the time. His comics read like a movie on the printed page.

Weekly Young Magazine began serializing Akira in 1982. In some ways, this new manga was an expansion of Otomo’s earlier title, Domu: A Child’s Dream, which tells the story of a boy with dangerous psychic powers. However, while they might be similar in this way, the span of the story and action of Domu was much smaller, taking place in a single apartment building, while Akira (both the manga and the anime) plays out through dozens of characters—soldiers, terrorists, gangs, psychics—all clashing across the massive canvas of Neo-Tokyo.

Set in 2019 (a futuristic date, at the time), Akira took direct inspiration from the societal upheaval and physical evolution of the urban landscape that had taken place during Otomo’s adolescence. In an interview around the time of the movie’s production, he elaborated, “From the postwar reconstruction period to the Tokyo Olympics, I wanted to explore the chaos of those days. A city that is so unthinking, distorted, and changing rapidly (like Tokyo) is fascinating.”

When the manga began publishing in 1982, it was an immediate sensation in Japan, and that meant an anime movie adaptation was soon in the cards. However, bringing it to the screen would require superhuman effort, along with a massive budget. It cost 1 billion yen (about $9.4 million) to make: a vast amount for film production in Japan, animated or otherwise, at the time. While Otomo had created the Akira manga alone, he was now joined by hundreds of staff members at “Studio Akira,” which ran twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week during the peak of production. All in all, an estimated 150,000 hand-drawn frames of animation were used to bring Akira to life.

The animation was just one facet of the production, and not even the first to be completed. Voice actors recorded the film’s dialogue first, and the characters’ mouth movements were animated after; a time-consuming process rarely done in Japan, but one that paid off with more lifelike performances from the characters. Then there were six months set aside for the composition and rehearsal of Akira’s unorthodox and startling musical soundtrack, written by Shoji Yamashiro and performed by the group Geinoh Yamashirogumi.

In the behind-the-scenes “AKIRA Production Report” video, however, there is one image that seems to sum up the mind-boggling level of work it took to make this film: a tiny brush that is being used to hand-paint little windows on a building. The building isn’t even important to the story—it’s a piece of background art that will be on screen for mere seconds in the final film—yet someone had to put in all those windows, one by one, over and over again. Today, despite all the technical advances made in animation over the years, including computers and other digital tools, Akira remains the pinnacle of high-quality Japanese anime because of this level of passion and attention to detail.

Sadly, Akira underperformed when it was released to Japanese theaters in 1988, falling behind other anime movie hits of the year, including My Neighbor Totoro and Mobile Suit Gundam: Char’s Counterattack; its box office take failed to cover the cost of production. In 1988, Japan was also at the height of an economic bubble (which itself would soon burst), and Otomo’s film was perhaps too extreme, uncommercial, and downbeat for the times for it to truly resonate with moviegoers.

Yet when Akira was eventually released around the globe, its legend as a revolutionary masterwork of science fiction and anime would only grow. At comics shops, fan conventions, and video stores, people who’d never given much thought to Japanese animation before were suddenly asking, “What else do you have that’s like Akira?”

And, at the time, that wasn’t always an easy question to answer.
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Primarily known in Japan as a manga artist and commercial illustrator, whenever Katsuhiro Otomo has made an anime, it’s been an event that has pushed filmic technique, and the viewers’ imagination, to their limits.


• Robot Carnival (OVA, 1987): Otomo created the striking opening and ending segments for this celebrated anthology featuring short films from great anime talents such as Koji Morimoto (co-founder of Studio 4°C), Yasuomi Umetsu (Kite), and Hiroyuki Kitazume (Mobile Suit Zeta Gundam).

• Roujin Z (Film, 1991): Although it was directed by Hiroyuki Kitakubo, Otomo wrote the script for this film about an old man who unwittingly creates havoc while trapped inside a medical robot mech. The story that follows explores the social problem of Japan’s aging population with an ingenious mix of comedy and action.

• Steamboy (Film, 2004): Otomo’s much-awaited follow-up to Akira was considered something of a disappointment upon its release, but time has been kind to this old-fashioned, adventure story set in 19th century Europe. Offering incredible visuals and some memorable set-pieces, this is recommended viewing for steampunk enthusiasts and all-ages audiences















RANMA ½

1989–1992

After being cursed while training at an ancient spring, Ranma Saotome finds that cold water turns him into a girl, and hot water turns him back into a boy. Now he’s back in his hometown to carry on the future of the Saotome School of Anything Goes Martial Arts and marry one of the dojo cofounder’s daughters.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Ranma ½ established the harem subgenre of anime and made waves with its approach to gender-bending.

—Samuel Sattin



There are some works that are considered crucial to the growth and development of a medium. When it comes to anime, and art in general, however, “growth” is a subjective term. There are anime that were and still are integral to expanding the medium’s success in Japan, which we have mentioned throughout this book. And then there are anime that are not only intrinsic to the Japanese audience, but also resonate abroad. Ranma ½ is a prime example of the latter, and without it, anime may not have experienced the massive global boom that brought it to where it is today.

Narratively speaking, Ranma ½ is known for a whole host of innovations, the principal of which is that it is widely thought to be the originator of the harem subgenre in manga and anime. Harem story lines typically involve one person surrounded by multiple love interests; this main character is, if not physically, then emotionally engaged with all of these supporting characters simultaneously. So it shouldn’t come as a surprise that these stories are often blended with comedy, for the same reasons that light-leaning romance often is. In fact, it is rather difficult for harem shows to maintain their exaggerated setups without a solid dose of laughs, and Ranma ½, with its slice of life situations that devolve into absurdity, nails that formula. While this novel subgenre was what originally helped this show stand out, in retrospect, what it has become best known for is the gender-bending transformations of its main character, who, when touched by cold water, turns from a boy into a girl.

When I first discovered Ranma ½, I was about as unformed as they come about most things; basically, a witless high schooler. And perhaps this is exactly why I fell in love with the show, identifying with its madcap, hyperexaggerated martial arts comedy/romance, the singularly unique personalities of each character, and Ranma’s compelling ability to gender-shift. The premise of the show goes as such: Ranma Saotome and his father, Gendo, practitioners of Anything Goes Martial Arts, are training in China at the cursed springs of Jusenkyo. If someone falls into one of these springs while training, they are henceforth cursed to take on the appearance of whoever drowned there when they are exposed to cold water (hot water then reverses the change). Genma falls into a spring in which a panda drowned, while Ranma falls into the spring of a drowned girl, cursing them accordingly.

Returning home to Japan, Genma connects with his friend Soun Tendo, who also owns a dojo and practices Anything Goes Martial Arts. The two conspire to have Ranma marry one of Tendo’s three teenage daughters, of whom Akane, the youngest, is preferred. This setup is complicated by Akane’s stubbornness, Genma’s and Soun’s foolhardy attitudes, other suitors determined to have both Akane and Ranma to themselves, and Ranma’s dogged arrogance (which is also constantly challenged by his newfound female side).

Even if Ranma ½’s gender-bending may not be in the interest of anything more than scoring laughs, it still pushed the boundaries of gender roles in manga and anime at the time. Throughout the series, Ranma is often hit by cold water at inopportune moments, such as while in the middle of a fight with a character named Kuno, who hates Ranma the boy, but—due to his stupidity—likes Ranma the girl, thinking she’s a different person. These gags make for entertaining slapstick, and according to the show’s creator, they weren’t intended to impart larger social messages. Intention and effect don’t always match up, however, beneath the playfulness of Ranma ½ is a story that explores the unfamiliarity and curiosity we experience as humans toward our genders and can even serve as an imperfect exploration of trans and/or nonbinary identity.

Ranma himself is a boy who doesn’t want to be a girl (but still is, no matter how much he protests), and who is often the butt of jokes because of it, but he still must learn to internalize that side of himself, to not just live with it, but accept it. Despite his brash attitude and language—not to mention the way he regards nudity when he becomes female, which is to say, not giving it the slightest thought—he takes certain joys in his predicament, such as openly enjoying sweets in public (in Japan at the time, this was more acceptable for women and little girls than boys and men). So, whether he wants to or not, and with questionable success, Ranma is led to look at gender in a different light, at least during his more mature moments. Even though Rumiko Takahashi, the singular genius behind Ranma ½, said she implemented the gender-bending function because she was worried about writing a male character correctly, the pro-LGBTQIA+ implications of her work have been embraced by many fans, and that’s worth celebrating.

Takahashi is a massively noteworthy figure in the history of manga and anime. As a young woman who broke into a male-dominated industry at a time when it was especially difficult, she published her first professional manga in 1978 as a twenty-one-year-old. A woman making such strides in the manga industry was notable on its own for the time, a fact only compounded by her incredible success in her home country and abroad. Her books have sold more than 200 million copies worldwide, and the Ranma ½ anime in particular is one of the main factors that helped facilitate the rise of VIZ Media as a prominent force for anime distribution in the United States.
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BOYS… BOYS… I HATE BOYS!

–AKANE TENDO

Takahashi’s monetary success is linked to anime, beginning with the long-running Urusei Yatsura (1981–1986), which paved the way for Ranma ½’s success in 1989, and Inuyasha in 2000, which would go on to outsell Ranma ½ and become the creator’s most successful project. Though financial earnings can be a sore subject in discussions around art, it’s worth mentioning that Takahashi has consistently been one of the highest earners in comics/animation in Japan since 1984, pulling in millions of dollars per year.

Although Takahashi might be famous for her more comedic or romantic works, her oeuvre runs the gamut in terms of genre and tone. For example, Mermaid Saga is a deeply affecting tale of dramatic horror that dwells on dark themes. As for getting the creator’s thoughts on her own stories, however, she has been a famously tough nut to crack. Known in Japan for her dislike of interviews, she tends to be a bit cagey when discussing the themes of her work overtly. The most far-reaching interview with her can be found in relation to her recent 2019 winning of the Grand Prix de la ville d’Angoulême, in which she became the second woman and manga artist to ever win the award. However, even in that interview, she was careful not to delve too deep below the surface of her work, preferring instead to speak more generally about topics related to the art process and manga as it relates to globalism.

But the bits and pieces Takahashi does provide in interviews are still worth examining. For example, she was initially surprised to hear about Ranma ½ in particular making such a splash abroad, especially in the United States, where a solid fan base developed. As is the case with quite a few mangaka and animators in Japan, she had a hard time understanding how an American audience was so readily able to identify with a show featuring a markedly Japanese aesthetic. “If it’s really true, then I’m truly happy,” she said. “But I must also confess as to being rather puzzled as to why my work should be so well received. It’s my intention to be putting in a lot of Japanese references, Japanese lifestyle and feelings… even concepts such as a subtle awareness of the four seasons. I really have to wonder if foreign readers can understand all this, and if so, how?” She eventually qualified this statement with aphorisms about the universality of storytelling, and with that I have to agree.

Ranma ½ is absolutely universal in its ability to channel the confusion and ridiculousness of adolescence and overbearing familial expectations. The characters translate as familiar archetypes across borders and continents. Ranma himself is an egotistical, athletic all-star with a good heart. Akane is a stubborn and capable girl who must, quite literally, fend off the men who try to win her over. Kuno is a bloviating, self-obsessed jerk whose pompousness transforms him into a joke at his own expense. And the list goes on and on. Of course, as with any adapted work, some of the jokes may not translate too accurately, and cultural backdrops may fall by the wayside, but lovers of the show in Japan, the US, and elsewhere find a way to connect a common set of dots..

Though in Ranma ½, the gender-bending aspect is often played for humor, it isn’t the only work in which Takahashi explores the topic. In Urusei Yatsura, a character named Ryunosuke must dress and conduct herself like a man because her father wants a son to be his successor. Ryunosuke even binds her chest at times, and presents convincingly as male. This character, caught in a dilemma where she’s not allowed to present the gender she prefers, seems to be a direct inspiration for Ranma, not just in personality, but appearance. It’s characters of this sort that are seemingly close to Takahashi’s heart. “I also like Ryunosuke and her father,” she said. “It was very easy to manipulate them in the story. Ryunosuke’s character was very clear—she wants to live as a woman, and her father’s role is to prevent her from doing so. Very clear and simple.” It is with conflicted characters such as these that Takahashi, intentionally or not, grasped millions of imaginations. Their dilemmas may seem simple on the surface, which is perfect for situational romantic comedies, but when examined further, a pattern is revealed, one that follows young people who don’t feel at home and/or vacillate in their gender identities, out of duty, desire—or a curse.


[image: image] ESSENTIAL RUMIKO TAKAHASHI ANIME

Prolific and consistent, Takahashi has produced multiple manga from which anime have been adapted. If you’re a fan of Ranma ½, check these out.


• Inuyasha (TV series, 2000-2004): A teenage girl is transported from modern-day Tokyo to the Sengaku period of Japan, where she and a half demon must recover the shattered fragments of a jewel.

• Urusei Yatsura (TV series, 1981-1986): A situational comedy involving a space alien named Lum. This was one of Mamoru Oshii’s first directorial projects. He also directed the first two Urusei Yatsura movies, including Urusei Yatsura II: Beautiful Dreamer (1984), which is thought to be an inspiration for Groundhog Day (1993). A new remake came out in 2022.





Ranma ½ wasn’t just formative for a lot of young viewers who grew up, in the United States, at least, with budding access to this kind of animation from Japan. It was formative for the growth of anime as an industry, which constitutes one of the reasons why it’s on this list. Though its subject matter and tone are lighter and more digestible than other anime considered classics, must-sees, and essentials, Ranma ½ stands beside Akira in its ability to transform anime into a global phenomenon, paving the way for a generation who would desire more and more.











DRAGON BALL Z

1989–1996

Initially sent to Earth to destroy it, Goku is a warrior who blazed his own path in life, and now the surviving members of his species are here to finish the job… if they can manage to defeat Goku and all the friends he’s made along the way.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Dragon Ball Z takes a tale as old as time—namely the Chinese legend of Journey to the West paired with a bunch of martial arts inspiration—and uses it as a jumping-off point for one of the most iconic shōnen battle shows in the history of anime.

—Joseph Luster



“Kids Are Glued to a Violent Japanese Cartoon Show” read a headline by Sally Beatty of the Wall Street Journal back in December 1999, just one month after Pokémon: The First Movie had fired a concentrated money-sucking ray at the US box office. But this article was not about Pokémon. This ain’t your daddy’s cah-toon, kid. Billed by Beatty and no one else—ever, in the history of the entire world—as a “sort of Pokémon meets Pulp Fiction,” the show in question was none other than Dragon Ball Z, which was airing on Cartoon Network at the time and pulling in an audience of 1.7 million households, with a strong grip on the six-to-eleven-year-old demographic. “Brutality is a staple,” Beatty went on, describing an episode in which “[the villain] Frieza uses the horns on his head to impale a good guy named Krillin through the chest.”

Was this the second coming of Satan on the small screen? No, in fact, it was a long-running anime series based on goofball creator Akira Toriyama’s continuation of Dragon Ball, which all started as a mixture of homage to the sixteenth-century Chinese novel Journey to the West and the Japanese epic Nansō Satomi Hakkenden, with a heaping hunk of Toriyama’s love for martial arts films thrown in for good measure. What began in 1984 as the simple tale of a squat, monkey-tailed boy named Goku running into a brilliant, boy-crazy girl named Bulma before setting off on a quest to collect the seven Dragon Balls gradually ballooned into the mammoth entertainment franchise it is today. While the original Dragon Ball—which covers the story from the moment the journey to find the Dragon Balls kicks off all the way up to Goku growing into a young adult, defeating the great King Piccolo, and then literally flying off into the distance atop his magical cloud, Kinto’un—set the saga up over the course of sixteen volumes and made major waves in Japan. It was the story that began in chapter 195 of Toriyama’s manga, however, that would change anime forever.

Picking up five years after Piccolo’s defeat, Dragon Ball Z finds Goku married to the fiery Chi-Chi and raising his son Gohan, who looks an awful lot like Goku did back when this wild ride first began. There’s an idyllic air to the opening moments of this portion of the manga and the anime adaptation that followed, but a mysterious visitor from outer space is about to shake things up beyond repair. Enter Raditz, who reveals himself to be a member of the Saiyan race and… Goku’s brother! It turns out Goku is actually a Saiyan warrior who was sent to Earth as a child to destroy it, but clearly that plan didn’t stick. Now Raditz is here to finish the job, and he’s just the first of many villains and other new characters who would become the foundation of Toriyama’s world and turn it into the universe-spanning saga we know today.

As dramatic as this twist must have been to those who were following the manga as it was being serialized in Japan, there’s surprisingly little baggage attached to the Dragon Ball Z anime and the 153 episodes that preceded it. One could—and many did—easily pick it up from that point and run with it until the explosive final episodes of Z made their way to America. To this day, you’ll find no shortage of anime fans who are only familiar with adult Goku and his increasingly overpowered showdowns with the likes of Frieza, Cell, Majin Buu, and all the other enemies that make up the core of each of Z’s sprawling story arcs.


[image: image] BEST OF THE BATTLE ANIME


• YuYu Hakusho (TV series, 1992-1994): High-stakes spirit battles build up to one of the best tournaments ever put on screen.

• Naruto (TV series, 2002-2007): Frenetic ninja battles with no shortage of creativity and quality animation that brings the manga to explosive life. Followed by Naruto Shippuden (2007-2017).

• One Piece (TV series, 1999-present): No power is too over the top or wildly specific to be featured as the centerpiece of One Piece’s many lengthy and dramatic showdowns.

• Hunter x Hunter (TV series, 1999-2001): One of the shōnen series that feels truly dangerous, with vicious enemies that really earn their notoriety.

• JoJo’s Bizarre Adventure (TV series, 2012-present): Following a bloodline that somehow manages to inspire arc after arc of incredible turnabout storytelling, Hirohiko Araki’s series is an absolute must-see for everyone.





I GUESS I LIKE WHEN SOME DUMB, GOOFY GUY TURNS OUT TO BE CRAZY STRONG. LIKE IN KUNG-FU MOVIES WHERE THE SCRAWNY OLD GEEZER TURNS OUT TO BE A MARTIAL ARTS MASTER; I LOVE STUFF LIKE THAT.

—AKIRA TORIYAMA

Though the humor that made Dragon Ball stand out in the first place is still deeply embedded into Dragon Ball Z, this continuation takes the stakes and cranks them as high as they can go. The world is always at the brink of despair when a new enemy rolls into town to take the “Z Warriors,” as fans in the West would come to know this iconic group of heroes. To challenge the latest foe, Goku, rival turned begrudging comrade Vegeta, and the rest of the core cast are constantly upping their own skills and training in more elaborate ways as the series progresses. From dealing with ridiculous puns and physical challenges on King Kai’s tiny remote planet at the end of Snake Way to powering up in the Room of Spirit and Time (aka the Hyperbolic Time Chamber), the “action” between the action is so abundant, it’s easy for the casual observer to meme-ify and mock.

Fans made a big deal out of all this training, or what some consider to be little more than padding for a long-running series, but it’s all part of what makes Dragon Ball Z and other shōnen manga like it work. By the time the climax of the arc hits, Goku is so unbelievably powerful that the only way to continue the saga many years later—with a pair of films and then, eventually, another follow-up anime series, Dragon Ball Super—was to literally give Goku and Vegeta the power of gods. Even with these overwhelmingly powerful abilities, though, Goku still needs his friends. He wouldn’t be anywhere without Bulma and her technical prowess, and he certainly wouldn’t be anywhere without a wife as amazing as Chi-Chi. Even Piccolo gradually becomes more of a father to Goku’s son Gohan than the savior of multiple universes could ever hope to be. They’re all one big dysfunctional family that just happens to have to defend the earth and everyone on it from impending doom on a weekly basis. That this all plays out with earth-shaking struggles the likes of which many viewers had never seen should make it a surefire hit on TV outside Japan, right?

While it seems like a history-making hit from day one in retrospect, Dragon Ball Z wasn’t the first time Toriyama’s series attempted to invade North America. Harmony Gold USA—aka the house that Robotech built—actually had a failed stint licensing the original Dragon Ball in the late ’80s/early ’90s, leading to a handful of dubbed episodes in which Goku was renamed Zero, Bulma was Lena, and so on. Now it just exists as ephemeral whispers of a “lost dub,” which is probably the most entertaining way to enjoy it. After the first unsuccessful attempt, Funimation licensed Dragon Ball and tried again in 1995, but canceled the broadcast after thirteen low-rated episodes. The following year, Funimation brought a version of Dragon Ball Z with similarly heavy edits—cutting sixty-seven episodes down to fifty-three for first-run syndication—to North America to the tune of mild, if still lackluster, success before it was canceled after two seasons.

Flash-forward to 1999, when Funimation resumed production on Dragon Ball Z episodes and brought them to Toonami with a new cast and a less censored presentation, and you start cracking into the moment the series really got a hold on a wider English-speaking audience. An audience that has only continued to grow since then, ballooning to the size of the iconic Spirit Bomb that Goku once summoned with the help of his family, friends, and everyone else on the planet when facing his strongest adversary yet.

Dragon Ball Z may not have been the first of its kind, but it served as the perfect introduction to many well-worn shōnen sensibilities for folks in the west. The boundary-pushing action and violence—relative to the standards of kids’ television in America, at least—may have turned the first heads, but the dynamic storytelling and unforgettable characters would keep them glued to the screen for good.











SAILOR MOON

1992–1997

Teenage student Usagi and her devoted friends must transform into the Sailor Senshi and tap into their cosmic powers to battle the forces of evil and bring peace to the galaxy.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: The ultimate “magical girl” anime, Sailor Moon paved the way for countless shows and became a worldwide pop cultural sensation.

—Ivy Noelle Weir



It’s difficult, in a short essay, to fully encapsulate the cultural impact of Sailor Moon. For many Americans, it was their first anime—those of us who grew up in the ’90s may remember a time when you were either a “Dragon Ball kid” or a “Sailor Moon kid”—but there’s more to its lasting adoration than just childhood nostalgia. Today, Sailor Moon continues to find new audiences and remains a favorite among its dedicated fandom. The anime and its characters have become an icon of feminist pop culture, and for many millennials, asking “Who’s your favorite Sailor Scout?” is as integral a get-to-know-you question as finding out someone’s zodiac sign.

Premiering in Japan on TV Asahi in 1992, Sailor Moon preceded its anime adaptation as a serialized manga from creator Naoko Takeuchi, which ran in the monthly shōjo manga magazine Nakayoshi from 1991–1997. Originally a story focused on the character Sailor V (later Sailor Venus), the concept was redeveloped when Toei Animation approached Takeuchi about adapting it to an anime, and the subsequent concurrently produced anime and manga gave us the story we’re familiar with today.

The first series, Sailor Moon, introduces Usagi Tsukino, a middle school girl who self-describes as a “bit of a crybaby,” struggles to get good grades, and overall is a little lazy and whiny compared to her more ambitious classmates. When she encounters Luna, a talking cat, she learns that she is in fact Sailor Moon, a guardian tasked with battling the forces of the Dark Kingdom. From there, the series introduces love interest Mamoru (Tuxedo Mask) and the “inner senshi,” Mercury, Mars, Jupiter, and Venus, the core of Usagi’s magical girl fight squad, and eventually her closest friends. The subsequent seasons introduce Chibiusa—a mysterious (sometimes gun-toting) child who is revealed to have ties to Usagi’s past/future self—and the “outer senshi”: Uranus, Pluto, Neptune, and Saturn.

Across all its seasons and movies, Sailor Moon dealt in both monster-of-the-week-style episodes fighting various dark forces as well as an overarching cosmic story about Usagi’s true past life as the Princess Serenity of the Silver Millennium and the senshi’s origins as her royal guard. The plot is complex, but the high-level overview is the story of two star-crossed lovers, Princess Serenity and Prince Endymion (Mamoru), who are used as fodder in a war between Earth and the Moon. With their souls, and those of the Sailor Senshi, sealed away to be reborn, the current Usagi must rediscover her true role as a princess and protector of peace.

I WASN’T ALWAYS FIGHTING FOR LOVE AND JUSTICE. I WAS FIGHTING FOR MY FRIENDS AND LOVED ONES.

—USAGI TSUKINO

The main plot of Sailor Moon is not its primary draw. Even Takeuchi herself has claimed that drawing out the plot for subsequent seasons as the series continued to be popular became difficult. Where Sailor Moon shines, and truly shines, is as a story of female friendship. Usagi’s life—lives—with her senshi are a testament to how a found family can support you and help you grow. Over the series, Usagi rises to challenge after challenge as a leader and friend, protected by her senshi and their love for her and each other, something that is celebrated and shown without judgment. There is unabashed joy and affection in their interactions, and even in their worst moments, they give everything for each other without a second thought. The senshi (and eventually, Usagi) are also depicted as incredibly competent and unafraid to issue a supreme beatdown. Their powers are summoned using a lexicon that includes phrases like “I’ll punish you,” “Douse yourself in water and repent,” and “Flame of anger.” At the time that the show premiered in America, young girls were being sold a somewhat commodified, questionable concept of “girl power,” and Sailor Moon seemed to depict the real thing: girls supporting girls and being awesome at what they do.

Sailor Moon also wasn’t afraid to have characters in a variety of relationships, both romantic and platonic. At least two queer couples appear over the course of the show—villains Kunzite and Zoisite, and Haruka Tenou and Michiru Kaiou (Sailors Uranus and Neptune, respectively). Unfortunately, American media wasn’t quite ready to embrace this in a kids’ cartoon, and when the show made the leap to American TV, creative decisions were made to simply say Zoisite was female and that Haruka and Michiru were “cousins.” (Though, truly, did any of us actually buy that?) In some international versions, Haruka was a man who transformed into a woman. Other queer-coded characters, such as the villain Fisheye, were also changed from male to female. For many fans, these attempts to censor the show’s queerness failed, and Sailor Moon’s reputation as one of the most queer children’s cartoons ever has remained, with its influence visible in modern favorites like Steven Universe and Star vs. the Forces of Evil.

And Usagi and Co.’s domination of popular culture has spread far beyond the confines of the screen and page. The unique iconography of Sailor Moon, from crescent moons to zodiac and planetary symbols, even to the bunny-print blanket on Usagi’s bed, is so embedded in visual media, you may not even have noticed it before. There is a semiotics of Sailor Moon that has pervaded both Japanese and American entries into the “magical girl” (mahō shōjo) genre and into our conception of “kawaii aesthetic” as a whole. Fans still clamor for anything branded Sailor Moon: new clothing line collaborations pop up regularly worldwide, and in 2020, an official branded Sailor Moon collaboration with Los Angeles–based makeup company ColourPop sold out nearly instantly. Of course, this isn’t shocking, since Takeuchi clad the sailor scouts in not only fashionable attire, but also sometimes in literal couture—outfits taken straight from the runways of Chanel and Thierry Mugler—and each scout’s individual sense of fashion became integral to her personality as well as to fans’ ability to relate to her. Sailor Venus often wore femme fashions, completed with her iconic giant red hair bow; Jupiter rocked a more tomboyish look; and Usagi’s signature hairstyle, two buns over long ponytails, has become a near universal signifier of the concept of a “magical girl.” Fun fact: It also earned her the nickname “odango,” which is a spherical Japanese treat on a stick, in the original Japanese, but was given the somewhat confusing “meatball head” nickname in the American dub.

Sailor Moon is essential because it is truly timeless, a classic that continues to draw in new audiences and keep its longtime fans, and it is the show I feel is perceived as the defining magical girl anime. With modern viewers better able to access the more intact story available in its original Japanese and a higher-quality dub (though perhaps we millennials might find ourselves a bit nostalgic for the idiosyncrasies of the ’90s version, like Molly’s/Naru’s inexplicable Brooklyn accent), as well as the rebooted Sailor Moon Crystal, which premiered in 2014, there’s never been a better time to immerse yourself in the pastel-colored butt-kicking femme fantasy of Sailor Moon.
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NINJA SCROLL

1993

Wandering swordsman Jubei teams up with the leader of a ninja clan and a shady government spy to defeat an old enemy who seems to have discovered the secret of immortality.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Ninja Scroll is the quintessential anime action film and a career high point for Yoshiaki Kawajiri.

—Patrick Macias



“This place is thick with ghosts and blood. Beyond lies hell itself!”

This line from Ninja Scroll could just as easily be describing the VHS tapes at a video rental shop back in the day.

So what do ghosts and hell itself have to do with VHS tapes? Beginning in the early 1980s, the invention of home video created a new market in Japan for direct-to-video anime. Not bound by normal standards of decency, or the need for massive ticket sales to turn a profit, original video animation (OVA) had the freedom to go places that anime TV shows and movies simply couldn’t. Sometimes that led to sublime art film experiences like Mamoru Oshii’s Angel’s Egg (1985), a film I must have watched a hundred times on VHS. Sometimes it led to the adults-only, not-for-kids, sometimes-nearly-X-rated world of Ninja Scroll and its creator, Yoshiaki Kawajiri.

Born in Yokohama in 1950, Kawajiri grew up under the spell of samurai action films and cowboy TV shows. As he recalled in a 2002 interview, “When I was a child I was fascinated by the idea of ninjas, probably the same way an American child of the same generation would have been fascinated by Westerns, or something like that.”

Originally, Kawajiri aspired to be a manga artist, but he wound up working as an in-between animator at Mushi Production, the studio Osamu Tezuka had founded. By 1972, Mushi Production had fallen on hard times, and a group of animators—Kawajiri among them—decided to leave the company to form their own studio called Madhouse, the production powerhouse, still active today, that was responsible for helping to animate Trigun (1998), Paprika (2007), Overlord (2015-present), Cardcaptor Sakura: Clear Card (2018), and many more.

During the 1980s, Kawajiri leveled up creatively by taking on codirecting duties at Madhouse for the science fiction anime film Lensman (1984). Sadly, this big-budget movie lost money, and it would take a few more years for Kawajiri to find success as a solo director. Then, in 1987, Kawajiri wrote and directed a short film, Running Man, for the anime anthology movie Meikyu Monogatari, which was released abroad as Neo Tokyo. Running Man was like if Speed Racer had gone industrial metal. It unveiled a bold new visual style: a kind of anime film noir that emphasized action, movement, and the kind of raw power later to be found in Ninja Scroll. Also in 1987, Kawajiri directed an OVA called Wicked City, an adaptation of a horror-science fiction novel by Hideyuki Kikuchi (of Vampire Hunter D fame); this was where Kawajiri perfected the anime noir aesthetic he had introduced in Running Man: a dangerous world of perpetual darkness, full of tough guys, femme fatales, and shocking sex and violence. It was “animation gone wild!” (as the video boxes of the era screamed), and Kawajiri didn’t disappoint his growing cult of admirers with his next batch of adult-strength OVA titles, which mixed up science fiction, horror, and action: Demon City Shinjuku (1988), Goku Midnight Eye (1989), and Cyber City Oedo 808 (1990-1991). However, the best was yet to come…

Although Kawajiri’s anime works were often set in a grim cyberpunk future or a contemporary Tokyo landscape, he longed to make an anime about one of his childhood obsessions: ninja. Specifically, he wanted to make an anime about the fearsome spy-assassins often featured in the work of writer Futaro Yamada, a pulp writer who specialized in period tales of warring ninja clans, stuffed with wild action and bizarre jutsu powers, sort of the Japanese equivalent to Edgar Rice Burroughs (creator of Tarzan and John Carter of Mars) or Robert E. Howard (creator of Conan the Barbarian). However, Kawajiri realized that directly adapting Yamada’s work might require too much history for a contemporary audience to keep up with, so instead he opted to write a new story directly inspired by classic Yamada books like Makai Tensho and Yagyu Ninpocho.

I HAD A LOT OF FREEDOM. I WAS ALLOWED TO WORK WITHOUT ANY RESTRICTIONS… I WAS EXCITED AND REALLY HAD FUN MAKING NINJA SCROLL… I THINK THE AUDIENCE CAN FEEL THAT WHEN THEY WATCH THE FILM.

—YOSHIAKI KAWAJIRI

Jubei Kibagami, the protagonist in Ninja Scroll, was named in homage to the legendary swordsman Yagyu Jubei Mitsuyoshi, who was often featured in Yamada’s stories. A wandering ex-ninja haunted by his past, Jubei is pulled back into action by Dakuan, a conniving government agent who has uncovered a plot hatched by the Shogun of Darkness and the monstrous Eight Devils to overthrow the Tokugawa shogun.

With the skills of a director, writer, and animator, Kawajiri excelled at blending genres and techniques to create new forms, and they are on full display in this anime. Ninja Scroll has the flavor of a cynical spaghetti western as much as it does a Japanese chambara samurai film. But it is also a spy movie of sorts, with Jubei as an ex–secret agent tricked back into service by a morally corrupt political regime.

As with Wicked City and other OVA of the time, nudity and bloodshed were plentiful in Ninja Scroll, but Kawajiri contrasted scenes of violence against the beauty of nature—snow falling on Jizo statues, fireflies lighting up the rural countryside—making for a fully unique viewing experience. Kawajiri explained in an interview with the Bandai Channel, “If a work has only the erotic, the grotesque, and violence, then it will be in bad taste. Elements such as romance and lyricism should also be included as prerequisites to create a good contrast. That was the case with Ninja Scroll.”

But, to be honest, while those moments of beauty and nature were special, it was Kawajiri’s incredible action sequences that helped move all those copies of Ninja Scroll. The film is full of deadly confrontations and kills that beg to be watched over and over again to savor the shock and surprise of so many ingenious booby traps and bizarre characters.

Following in the wake of Akira, Ninja Scroll cemented anime’s position as envelope-pushing entertainment. It was one of the biggest home video anime hits of the early 1990s and has sold nearly a million copies in North America to date—a stunning feat for an original work not based on a manga or preexisting property.

Nope, it wasn’t for kids, but, as Kawajiri explained, that was the point: “Creating animation that adults can enjoy. That was certainly a goal.”


[image: image] ESSENTIAL STUDIO MADHOUSE ANIME

Originally founded in 1972 by a group of animators including Yoshiaki Kawajiri, Madhouse has become one of Japan’s most successful anime studios. Over the decades, they have helped to deliver commercial hits like Cardcaptor Sakura, Death Note, and One-Punch Man as well as major artistic works from directors like Satoshi Kon (Millennium Actress) and Mamoru Hosoda (Summer Wars). With something for nearly every taste in their huge catalog, here are some of Madhouse’s most notable anime.


• Trigun (TV series, 1998): Based on the manga by Yasuhiro Nightow, Trigun is a superb sci-fi western action comedy featuring an unstoppable main character in the form of Vash the Stampede. A huge hit on Adult Swim during the early 2000s, this series is worthy of redicovery by new generations of anime fans.

• Boogiepop Phantom (TV series, 2000): Adapted from the light novels by Kouhei Kadono, Boogiepop Phantom is a dark, cerebral, and challenging anime that explores an urban legend about an “angel of death” from multiple points of view. Fans of Neon Genesis Evangelion, Serial Experiments Lain, and the films of David Lynch would be wise to seek it out.

• Black Lagoon (TV series, 2006): Manga author Rei Hiroe poured his love of pulp and crime fiction into this tale about a Japanese office worker who is kidnapped by a group of mercenaries and decides to become a modern-day pirate himself. The anime adaptation features some of the best action scenes ever put on screen, animated or otherwise.

• Chihayafuru (TV series, 2011-2020): A sports anime like no other, Chihayafuru depicts a teen romance taking place against the background of competitive Karuta, a traditional card game based on classical Japanese poetry. Adapted from the bestselling manga by Yuki Suetsugu, the anime is a fascinating blend of high culture and modern storytelling.

• A Place Further Than the Universe (TV series, 2018): Director Atsuko Ishizuka (No Game No Life) delivered one of the very best “slice of life” anime ever with this original series about a group of young girls who make an epic voyage to Antarctica together.















MEMORIES

1995

An animation anthology presented by Katsuhiro Otomo, composed of short films from Koji Morimoto, Tensai Okamura, and Otomo himself.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Memories highlights the importance of animation anthologies in showcasing new techniques and talent in the industry.

—Samuel Sattin



Animation anthologies are an interesting category of film. Rather than catering to general audiences, they often act as a platform to explore the range of what the medium is truly capable of. Animated feature films and long-running series are expensive endeavors, requiring a great deal of financial commitment and confirmed pathways for marketing and distribution to ensure there will be a return on the investment. They tend to be more commercial by necessity and are built for the purpose of engaging a larger audience. Animation anthologies, on the other hand, are passion projects typically funded by animators themselves. From the get-go, everyone knows and understands that these films likely won’t generate much in terms of theater sales, so the rationale is to enrich the medium itself, to introduce and encourage new voices and new ideas, and break up artistic stagnancy.

In 2016, Hideaki Anno’s Studio Khara founded the Japan Animator Expo (JAE), which funds a rotating selection of shorts by up-and-coming talent. Those reading this may be familiar with the lurid and disturbing short Me!Me!Me! by Hibiki Yoshizaki, which was featured at JAE. In watching the entry, which is as much an eye-melting visual onslaught as it is a commentary on the sexualization and treatment of female characters in anime, you can see the influence of and references to Neon Genesis Evangelion as well as familiar scenes and common anime tropes. Both beautiful and unsettling, it is unlikely the piece would have been made at all, not to mention gather the attention that it did, without JAE. When talking about his reasons for creating JAE, Anno said he founded it to “pay tribute to the industry.” He further expanded on this, saying, “I mainly wanted to come back to the principle that animation is a fun thing. There’s more than late-night anime and Ghibli works. I’m wondering if we can go back to an ambiance close to the ’80s where there was [a bit] of everything. Back then, before the economic bubble, there were a tremendous amount of projects to the point where you’d tell yourself: ‘What?! There’s even something like this?!’… This atmosphere was overflowing with personality and variation. Can we try to get something close to it once again?”

Whether or not you share Anno’s vision of returning to what he perceives to be a more exciting time in anime, many animators have expressed in interviews that they too are interested in making sure the medium doesn’t become too conventional in its practices. Perhaps, it should come as no surprise that the period in anime history Anno respects and wishes to revive was when its most prized scion, Katsuhiro Otomo, was creating the work that would enshrine him—in the most literal sense possible—as a god.

I WASN’T GOING TO GET INVOLVED. I’M GETTING BORED WITH MY OWN DRAWINGS. BESIDES, THERE ARE A LOT OF ANIMATORS BETTER THAN ME.


—KATSUHIRO OTOMO

A brilliant mangaka, Otomo started publishing in the early 1970s, but his work as both a mangaka and an animator only came to be truly appreciated in the early ’80s, with the publication of Domu, a book about a child who possesses psychic powers that would serve as a jumping-off point for Akira. As with Akira, it began serialization in 1982 and ran until the end of the decade, completing after the film was released. But before the film launched Otomo into the stratosphere, especially abroad, in 1987 he participated in two of the first anime anthologies ever produced: Robot Carnival and Neo Tokyo. Both sci-fi anthologies offer a selection of animated shorts from up-and-coming Japanese animators of the time like Koji Morimoto, Yasuomi Umetsu, Takashi Nakamura, and Rintaro. For Neo Tokyo, Otomo worked on a short segment titled Construction Cancellation Order, and in Robot Carnival, he directed the explosive beginning and end sequences.

But, as we know, it was Akira that would help crown Otomo as the king of the medium. His work in those anime anthologies was quickly overshadowed by Akira’s success, but that success also granted Otomo the coveted prize all artists search for: the ability to pursue whatever project one wants. What came next, then, was something gorgeous and unexpected, an “omnibus,” as Otomo termed it, called Memories.

The animated omnibus consists of three standalone works of short animation, all curated by Otomo, but directed alongside two others, Koji Morimoto and Tensai Okamura. This was a very purposeful decision for Otomo, who had remarked, when speaking of his previous work on Akira, “I think I did too much on my own.” Though doing too much on his own had made Akira spectacular, with Memories, Otomo wanted to maintain an over-arching directorial position while encouraging new directors to take the reins. Having three directors ensured that each short could have a fresh perspective, but with enough creative and directorial cross-pollination to create a unified vision.

One of the issues with some anime anthologies, and anthologies in general, whether film, animation, comics, or prose, is that the entries are often so drastically disparate in quality and vision that the entire project feels unbalanced as a result. In Memories, viewers do have their favorite installment, but as a collection of shorts, it’s hard to deny that each is a stunning achievement, resulting in a unified vision that’s symphonic in its construction.

The three shorts in Memories are Magnetic Rose, Stink Bomb, and Cannon Fodder. Magnetic Rose, directed by Koji Morimoto, features a script by Satoshi Kon, who two years later would release Perfect Blue. Morimoto himself is a unique animator and director who, after rising to prominence in Japan after his animation work on Akira, has mostly spent his career working in experimental and short films (including music videos), where he continues to push the visual envelope. From Robot Carnival and Genius Party Beyond (2008) to The Animatrix (2003) and Mind Game (2004), Morimoto has left his mark as an expectation-defying director whose daring vision never really resonated outside Japan, even if his work as an animator touches many of the famous anime that took hold in the US and abroad.

Magnetic Rose tells the story of an abandoned spaceship sending out a distress signal. When a crew responds, they find themselves trapped in the techno-surreal nightmare of an opera singer who disappeared after her fiancé was murdered. In the short, you can see the meticulousness of Morimoto’s work in the exquisite detailing of technology, interiors, and character designs. You can also pick up on themes on the nature of performance as it pertains to self-perception in Kon’s script, a clear precursor to seminal works like Perfect Blue and Millennium Actress. “In Japanese animation, writers often become directors,” Otomo said of Morimoto’s and Okamura’s work on Memories, but his words could just as easily apply to Kon as well, as evidenced in his soon-to-bloom career.

Stink Bomb, the second entry, is inspired by the true story of a woman named Gloria Ramirez. In 1994, Ramirez, suffering from late-stage cervical cancer, began having chest pains and was taken to a hospital in Riverside, California, where she died not long after. During her treatment, several hospital workers fainted. An investigation ordered by the coroner’s office later theorized that Ramirez had consumed high amounts of dimethyl sulfoxide (DMSO), a household solvent, as a misguided remedy for cancer-related pain, and that the treatments she received shortly before her death—oxygen, and electric shocks from a defibrillator—may have converted the DMSO in her body to dimethyl sulfate, a highly toxic chemical. Though this theory was never concretely proven, Gloria was nevertheless labeled the “Toxic Woman.” In Stink Bomb, accordingly, a pharmaceutical company lab technician with the flu mistakes a bottle filled with experimental bioweapon pills for cold medicine. The result is a dark comedy of errors where the technician, trailing a massive cloud of deadly body odor that poisons and kills anyone within a fairly large radius, naively tries harder and harder to make contact with humans, only to murder them unwittingly.

Directed by Okamura and written by Otomo, Stink Bomb is an absurd premise pushed to its wildest, most catastrophic ends—something Otomo excels at narratively. Of the premise itself, which seems too unbelievable to be the basis of a narrative, Otomo remarked, “I think reality is actually getting closer to the world of animation, comics or fiction. It’s not that we are going there, but reality is coming here.” A fascinating statement to examine more than twenty-five years later, when many have witnessed and lived through times that some would say made reality stranger than fiction.

The third entry in the series, Cannon Fodder, is written and directed by Otomo himself, and received mixed reviews upon its release. The art style was a dramatic departure for Otomo; the reasoning behind this, according to him, was boredom. “I was getting bored with my own drawings,” he said. “Besides, there are a lot of animators who are better than me.” Feeling the need to vary his work to gain a fresh perspective, and excited by the diversity of animation rather than a desire to be competitive, he wished to practice what he preached and expand the boundaries of the medium. As a result, Cannon Fodder is remarkable, with its vivid and sketchy style and a setting reminiscent of Stalin’s Russia remixed with Nazi Germany and an industrial dose of steampunk. The story, which is presented as if filmed in one take, goes through the day of a boy in a society that is at constant, and I mean constant, war. Cannons surround every part of the city where one can be placed and are always being prepped and fired at an unseen enemy somewhere in the clouded distance. This society’s sole concentration is war, and yet we never see if the enemy even exists. As for what Cannon Fodder is about, Otomo himself was notably vague, saying, “I guess I want people to submerge themselves in that world without thinking about it too much.”

Following this, he remarked that the techno music played with Cannon Fodder’s end credits is intended to make the audience leave the theater dancing, so that they wouldn’t think about what they’d seen until later on. Otomo’s use of early computer technology to carry out some of the more experimental shots is quite striking. My personal favorite short in the anthology, Cannon Fodder seems to be two things at the same time: a reflective commentary on the self-serving blindness of war and competition in general and a remarkable act of world-building. In just over twenty minutes, we are inducted into an entirely new universe, in ways the other two entries fall a bit short. If Otomo hoped to transport the viewer to another, albeit bleaker, world, he succeeded.

Unlike many other anthology projects, Memories still stands out as one of the most engaging animation anthologies of all time because its unified vision creates a sense of wholeness. Under Otomo’s directorial umbrella, it both accomplished what was expected of an animation anthology—namely, to showcase talent—and created an entirely new kind of film, one that was prepared and presented for the theater in the form of a three-act play. Additionally, much like Hideaki Anno’s new experiment with JAE, Memories reflects a concentrated effort by a successful director to give back, to encourage the viability of the medium. For these reasons, Memories is an essential anime, displaying the possibilities of an art form that had just earned its wings.











NEON GENESIS EVANGELION

1995–1996

Fourteen-year-old Shinji Ikari must face his fears and pilot the Evangelion—a strange fighting machine whose development was overseen by his father—against mysterious entities known as Angels.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Neon Genesis Evangelion redefined anime in the 1990s, and fans are still grappling with its impact to this day.

—Patrick Macias



It’s 1996 and I’m working as an assistant editor at an anime magazine in San Francisco. The office is buzzing with word of a new TV series coming out of Japan called Neon Genesis Evangelion. Expectations are high, since Evangelion is written and directed by Hideaki Anno, a creator of high-quality and innovative anime like Gunbuster (1988–1989) and Nadia: The Secret of Blue Water (1990–1991). I began watching Evangelion one VHS tape at a time, expecting something truly special to unfold.

Instead, over the course of the first episode, I watched a painfully introverted teenage boy named Shinji Ikari reluctantly pilot a giant mech and battle a mysterious giant creature known as an Angel in a postapocalyptic city called Tokyo3.

My first impression was:…OK, I guess? The show seemed to be riffing on live-action monster-of-the-week superhero shows like Ultraman and classic anime with mecha pilots like Mazinger Z and Gundam, and not much else. But I figured I would continue watching.

After all, I thought, who knows how things might turn out?
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It’s March 2021 and I live in Tokyo.

Daily life in Japan over the past year has felt like a disaster movie unfolding in slow motion. Evangelion: 3.0+1.0 Thrice Upon a Time, the last film in the Rebuild of Evangelion series, has just been released in theaters after several delays caused by the state of emergency surrounding COVID-19. On my way to the local grocery store, I see huge colorful banners outside a beef bowl restaurant. The familiar faces of Evangelion characters like Shinji, Rei, Asuka, and Kaworu are placed all around, beckoning people inside for a hot meal.

Once an anime that revolutionized anime, Neon Genesis Evangelion is now woven into the fabric of daily life in Japan, part of a cycle of goods and promotions that continues even in the middle of a global pandemic.
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About midway through my first watch of Evangelion, I found myself, like millions of others, becoming obsessed. I wondered what the Second Impact and the Human Instrumentality Project really were, and how religious references to Kabbalah and the Bible fit into the story. There were a seemingly endless number of cryptic clues to what was actually going on in the increasingly far-out story of Evangelion, but few easy answers.

I stared in disbelief throughout the final two episodes of the original series as the narrative of Evangelion broke down into a stark psychodrama that ventured into some of the darkest corners of its characters’ minds, before a brief shift to an alternate reality where Shinji and his fellow Eva pilots Asuka and Rei seem to be living in a sitcom anime world. At times, the regular animation I had grown accustomed to was replaced with hand-drawn sketches, perhaps due to time and budget issues. Or maybe it was all a bold artistic decision on creator Hideaki Anno’s part?

Surely, I thought, things cannot get any weirder than that.

A few years later, I saw The End of Evangelion (1997), a feature film created as an alternate version of the TV ending that graphically showed apocalyptic events only implied before—and had to pick my jaw up off the floor. It was a devastating art film that walked the line between terrifying and awe-inspiring, quite unlike anything else in anime or cinema to boot. Some viewers, like me, were blown away. Others sent Anno hate mail.

Evangelion may have started out as a show about a kid and his robot, but it had, throughout the series and up to this film, flowered into something experimental, confrontational, and divisive. The only real points of comparison were to live-action TV shows like The Prisoner and Twin Peaks, works that aggressively challenged their audiences, cause-and-effect entertainment be damned.

But what does it mean?

Despite (or maybe because of) all the rules it broke, Evangelion became a massive hit in Japan. Although it started as a cult phenomenon, Evangelion quickly became the breakthrough anime of the 1990s, and dragged otaku subculture kicking and screaming into the mainstream. Evangelion soundtrack CDs topped the music charts, and its characters became an everyday sight on products ranging from canned coffee to shaving razors—and perhaps that was the plan all along.

As Evangelion creator Hideaki Anno said in an interview around the time of the original TV series, “For fans of upbeat girls, there is Asuka. For fans of quiet girls, there is Rei… short hair fans have Rei. Long hair fans have Asuka. With that, we can get all the fans.” It is hard to say for certain if Anno planned for his anime to become part of the mainstream. On one hand, Evangelion did not hesitate to pander with loads of gratuitous sexualized “fan service.” On the other hand, it did not hesitate to dive deep into the psychological states of its protagonists, no matter how traumatized or dark it got down there, which was not really something more popular mainstream titles were open to doing at the time.

EVANGELION IS LIKE A PUZZLE, YOU KNOW. ANY PERSON CAN SEE IT AND GIVE HIS/ HER OWN ANSWER. IN OTHER WORDS, WE’RE OFFERING VIEWERS TO THINK BY THEMSELVES, SO THAT EACH PERSON CAN IMAGINE HIS/HER OWN WORLD.

–HIDEAKI ANNO

Evangelion openly deals with some of the most intense emotions known to human beings: guilt, shame, inadequacy, loss, fear of abandonment, neglect, and childhood traumas. And there’s no way to watch Shinji, Asuka, Rei, and Misato wrestle with their inner demons without thinking about your own as well.
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It’s 1986 and I am fourteen years old, the same age as Shinji in Evangelion.

I’ve just started high school and things are not going well. I’m beginning to feel the first stirrings of the anxiety and depression that I will soon have to face head on for the rest of my teenage years.

I don’t want to talk to people. I don’t want to go to school. All I care about is anime, movies, and music.

I wonder how things will turn out in the future.

I wonder if I can get up and face another day like this.
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It’s 2018 and I’m at Studio Khara in Tokyo, where the final film in the Rebuild of Evangelion series has been in production for several years. I’m there to interview one of the staff members about a non-Evagelion anime they’ve produced. The meeting room they’ve put me in is unusual. The shelves lining the walls are filled with science fiction model kits. There’s the Space Battleship Yamato, the White Base from Gundam, even some Thunderbirds from the old UK TV show. Then something on the other side of the glass door catches my eye. A middle-aged man is passing through the office from one room to another. I don’t know him personally, but I instantly know who he is.

It’s Hideaki Anno, the creator of Evangelion.
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Hideaki Anno was born in 1960 and came of age during a golden time for Japanese pop culture, including anime, manga, and special-effects productions like Godzilla and Ultraman. While attending art college in Osaka, Anno began making short fan films, including animated ones, with his friends calling themselves Daicon Film. In 1982, he began his professional career as an animator working on the Macross TV series. Then he dropped out of school and brought the fearsome God Warriors to life in Hayao Miyazaki’s classic Nausicaä of the Valley of the Wind (1984).

Eventually, the Daicon gang regrouped as a new production studio called Gainax and made the anime film Royal Space Force: The Wings of Honnêamise (1987). After helming the OVA series Gunbuster and then the TV series Nadia: The Secret of Blue Water, Anno was slated to make his feature film directorial debut with a sequel to Honnêamise. Unfortunately, the project fell apart and was never realized.

Anno fell into a deep depression just as Gainax began working on a new anime called Neon Genesis Evangelion.
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In his 1995 statement of purpose, Anno wrote, “I tried to include everything of myself in Neon Genesis Evangelion—myself, a broken man who could do nothing for four years. A man who ran away for four years, one who was simply not dead. Then one thought, ‘You can’t run away,’ came to me, and I restarted this production. It is a production where my only thought was to burn my feelings into film.”

Anno used Evangelion as a kind of public therapy session, bringing depression and mental health to the forefront in a world that is not always open about such things. On one level, some might argue that Evangelion is just another anime about a boy and his robot that was meant to sell merchandise. However, it is hard to ignore how the anime unflinchingly shows the ways in which inner psychology, human relationships, and world-changing events are linked together.

Like Shinji, Rei, and Asuka, we all struggle with insecurities and self-doubts—everyone is a mess inside. But there’s a chance that if we can just figure out what our problems are, we can confront them.

So watch Neon Genesis Evangelion and then ask yourself:

What does it mean… to you?


[image: image] ESSENTIAL HIDEAKI ANNO

The creator of Evangelion has had a long and eclectic career that includes forays into animation, directing live action films, and even voice acting (he plays the role of Jiro in the 2013 anime The Wind Rises). Here are some major highlights of Anno’s body of work.


• Gunbuster (OVA, 1988-1989): Hideaki Anno directed and co-wrote this pioneering science fiction anime about a trio of girls training to become mecha pilots. It begins like a goofy comedy, but becomes increasingly dramatic, building up to an unforgettable emotional conclusion. Countless otaku in-jokes and pop culture references appear in between.

• Nadia: The Secret of Blue Water (TV series, 1990-1991): An uncredited Hayao Miyazaki and Hideaki Anno came up with the story for this submarine adventure series inspired by 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea and retro Japanese sci-fi classics like Atragon and Mighty Jack. Anno directs the proceedings with a mix of light and dark that paved the way for the tonal shifts of Evangelion.

• Love & Pop (Film, 1998): Anno followed up The End of Evangelion with a live-action movie based on a novel by Ryu Murakami. Concerned with the social problem of “compensated dating,” the story follows four high school girls who date older men for their money. It’s not casual viewing and is filled with experimental film techniques, but Love & Pop expanded Anno’s range as a director and stands as a time capsule of life in late ’90s Tokyo, warts and all.

• Shin Godzilla (Film, 2016): The 3/11 tsunami and nuclear disaster in Japan inspired this kaiju film written and co-directed by Hideaki Anno that updates the spirit of the original 1954 Godzilla for our troubled modern world. While it might be too talky and serious for folks looking for giant monster thrills, it marked the first time a Godzilla movie ever took home a Japanese Academy Award for Best Picture.















GHOST IN THE SHELL

1995

Section 9 cyborg Major Motoko Kusanagi hunts a self-generated hacker AI called the Puppet Master that is attempting to seek autonomy.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Ghost in the Shell launched a cyberpunk anime revolution, making a lasting imprint on sci-fi and filmmaking across the globe. It was also one of the first anime films that appealed to film critics and cinephiles who weren’t necessarily anime fans.

—Samuel Sattin



Ghost in the Shell brought a new kind of global, critical acclaim to the world of anime. Before it, access to the medium outside Japan was mostly limited to OVAs, and since the animation wasn’t oriented toward kids, in countries like the United States anime wasn’t envisioned in the same universe as big-screen features, never mind as fixtures of cinema. When I first saw Ghost in the Shell in 1996, it was playing at an art house theater; my friend and I were the only ones in attendance, and though we didn’t think much of it at the time, seeing anime in such a venue was a big deal. I had seen Akira earlier that year at a friend’s house, and I had been prepared for animation with more elevated subject matter because of it. Going to see Ghost in the Shell—a film that was rumored to be, as James Cameron would write, “A stunning work of speculative fiction, the first truly adult animation film to reach a level of literary and visual excellence”—in a theater felt like official business. As a snot-nosed kid, I was afraid I didn’t have the brass to belong.

Looking back on it, I wasn’t ready for Ghost in the Shell when I saw it for the first time as a fourteen-year-old. Akira, which featured horrifying imagery and complex themes, was still somewhat couched in the language of youth. Ghost in the Shell, however, challenged my thinking on a fundamental level, so much so that I can still remember the existentially troubling moments I struggled with while watching. The film was moody, controlled, technical, slick, nihilistic, cold—almost like a Stanley Kubrick film, I would discover in retrospect. It was also visually incredible, had one of the best anime-accompanied soundtracks of all time, and captured every ounce of my imagination. Though its story line is a lightly convoluted political thriller, that barely mattered at all in relation to the cyberpunk world it was busy creating, not just in terms of setting, but in its philosophical point of view. At the time, I didn’t understand any of the nuances I’m listing now, and now that years have passed, I see that Ghost in the Shell—like all of director Mamuro Oshii’s films—was less a story and more a meditative mood piece. As his most lauded and accessible work to date, it catapulted him to international fame, becoming the springboard for an entire generation of highbrow science fiction.

THERE ARE COUNTLESS INGREDIENTS THAT MAKE UP THE HUMAN BODY AND MIND, LIKE ALL THE COMPONENTS THAT MAKE UP ME AS AN INDIVIDUAL WITH MY OWN PERSONALITY. SURE, I HAVE A FACE AND VOICE TO DISTINGUISH MYSELF FROM OTHERS, BUT MY THOUGHTS AND MEMORIES ARE UNIQUE ONLY TO ME, AND I CARRY A SENSE OF MY OWN DESTINY. EACH OF THOSE THINGS ARE JUST A SMALL PART OF IT. I COLLECT INFORMATION TO USE IN MY OWN WAY. ALL OF THAT BLENDS TO CREATE A MIXTURE THAT FORMS ME AND GIVES RISE TO MY CONSCIENCE.


—MAJOR MOTOKO KUSANAGI

The plot of Ghost in the Shell revolves around main character Major Motoko Kusanagi’s attempts to hunt down a self-generated hacker AI called the Puppet Master as it seeks autonomy. The film tells that story through mumbled bits of political plot intrigue mixed with occasional action scenes and bouts of philosophical discourse, but its focus on aesthetics demonstrates that it isn’t about politics at all, or about story, or character motivations. Instead, it is a treatise on whether consciousness is just a by-product of complex machinery and the information it collects. Though some may argue that the message is heavy-handed and the way it’s discussed is overly direct, Ghost in the Shell doesn’t tip too far into didacticism—particularly in comparison to the beautiful but numbing Ghost in the Shell 2: Innocence, where the characters speak to each other like overeager students in an Intro to Philosophy class—and this likely explains its success. It also has a relatively digestible plot, unlike some of Oshii’s other films, like Angel’s Egg (1985), his gorgeous exploration of imagery and dream logic with Yoshitaka Amano (of Vampire Hunter D and Final Fantasy acclaim). Ghost in the Shell also allowed Oshii to demonstrate his talents as a director and animator on a global stage, and made Western filmmakers aspire to bottle that magic and apply it to live-action films.

All 125 minutes of Ghost in the Shell unspool from a loom of astonishing imagery. From the opening credits, we enter the world as if we ourselves are being generated from computer data, watching Major Mokoto Kusanagi’s body rise from a tank of synthetic goo, then have a layer of skin peeled away by radiation. The camera angles and interposition of the opening credits as well as the powerful choral music make us think we are witnessing a kind of childbirth. Each scene that follows is just as deliberate, focusing on specific visuals as philosophical dialogue is interjected between mostly ignorable plot points. Though a film that set out to explore existential loneliness and transhumanism from a genre perspective, its philosophy-focused approach can be compared to films like 2001: A Space Odyssey, La Bella Vita, and Une Femme Mariée. Whether or not Oshii intended his film to be the catalyst that caused film critics to fawn over the medium, that was the outcome.



Though critics weren’t universally enamored with the plot, most agreed that it was a triumph for anime, claiming that it could serve as a thoughtful introduction to the genre and would open doors for the industry in the West. The fact that it was made with a design aesthetic compellingly similar to that of Blade Runner (1982), was chock-full of slick technology, and featured a few select scenes of brutal action made it effectively join Ridley Scott’s cult classic in the pantheon of pithy sci-fi films. Oshii’s directorial sense, his seriousness and meticulousness, was taken precisely as he seemed to have been intended. Ghost in the Shell wasn’t just like Blade Runner—it was Blade Runner, only rendered as an original work due to its source material and the director’s interpretative eye. This shouldn’t come as too much of a surprise, since Oshii has admitted to watching the 1982 film countless times, even going as far as to imply that he doesn’t watch anything else at all. Oshii’s “obsession” with Blade Runner extends to the story’s source novel, Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? and its author, Philip K. Dick. Other works by Dick, including A Scanner Darkly, are referenced in the film as well, as with the Major’s invisibility visor.

The manga by Masamune Shirow on which Ghost in the Shell is based on is considered by many as a classic in its own right, but anyone reading it after seeing Oshii’s film might be left scratching their heads. Shirow’s manga is more conventional in its presentation of characters and narrative structure. In the film, Major Motoko Kusanagi is stoic, strong, and less sexualized; in the manga, she is buoyant and humorous, and her body is subject to Shirow’s extremely male gaze, often treated as a prop (for fan service). Tonally, while the film is cold and contemplative, the manga is fast-paced and fun, taking place across a variety of locales, in contrast to the film’s Blade Runner–esque landscapes.In Shirow’s manga, the characters might be executing a plucky operation in a jungle, while in Oshii’s film, they wander through decaying urban landscapes, degraded by time and human error.
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A clear contender for best cyberpunk manga/anime of all time is Gunnm, popularly known in English as Battle Angel Alita, the story of a young cyborg in a broken-down world who learns she has inherited a powerful fighting style. The two OVA episodes (released in 1993) adapt the first two volumes of the manga, and even though they’re a bit rushed at times, they truly are extraordinary to behold, both in terms of world-building and their highly emotional storytelling.



When it comes to technology, Oshii’s design sense is completely unique and unparalleled. His machines are so detailed in their machinations that it’s hard to see them as anything but real. Oshii’s vision of the future reaches far into the realm of speculation, taking Shirow’s layered AI images and turning them into sleekly designed, functional-looking devices, leaving viewers mesmerized. His love of technology, particularly as it pertains to weaponry, verges on fetishization. Though not a bad thing, it does depict Oshii’s priorities as a director. Rather than get to the heart of what the characters truly want and feel, Oshii concentrates on the world that surrounds them in order to present philosophical ideas, which led to appreciation of Ghost in the Shell among more highbrow film aficionados.

Though Ghost in the Shell was and still is famous among cinephiles, it quickly began to resonate with the mainstream as well due to its sleek and innovative action scenes and design. The Matrix (1999) is the most notable demonstration of Ghost in the Shell’s impact on mainstream pop culture, and its influence on The Matrix is something its directors, the Wachowskis, have openly and proudly discussed. If you watch both films side by side, you can see not only how much of the aesthetic of Ghost in the Shell was respectfully borrowed by The Matrix, but how entire scenes were homaged. In this way, The Matrix—to the delight of many Japanese animators—achieved the effect of capturing the unique verve of an anime even though it was a live-action film. Though it would take too much space to list the other popular films inspired by Ghost in the Shell, it’s worth noting that even the anime series Ghost in the Shell: Stand Alone Complex (2002) is inspired by Oshii’s vision—the showrunners even expressed that they wanted to carry on with the themes and style of the 1995 film rather than Shirow’s manga.

In the years since the film’s release, Oshii has taken an often antagonistic position toward his colleagues, which is unbecoming to someone so talented. Despite that antagonism, however, Oshii’s work is still admirable, and I personally hope to see another of his films aspire to innovate in the same way Ghost in the Shell did. Ghost in the Shell is essential viewing for anyone interested in anime, not just because it serves as a mind-bending introduction to the medium and inspired a cyberpunk sci-fi revolution, but because it is a work of hyperfocused artistic vision, and that, in any medium, is unique. And no one, not even Oshii himself, has been able to replicate that innovation since.











REVOLUTIONARY GIRL UTENA

1997

Once upon a time, a girl met a prince who left her with a ring and a promise that they would meet again. The girl, so inspired by the prince, decided to actually become one instead of simply waiting around for him to show up again. Now a teenager, that girl, Utena Tenjou, makes her way to Ohtori Academy, a school full of secrets that will push Utena to embrace her true self… and, maybe, rescue and inspire a captive “bride” to save herself, too.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Revolutionary Girl Utena is a magical girl series with a heavy focus on self-discovery, whose lead character explores gender, sexuality, and adolescence and inspires others around her to do the same.

—Briana Lawrence



Back in the ’90s, an artist collective called Be-Papas came together. Created by director Kunihiko Ikuhara, the group consisted of himself, screenwriter Yoji Enokido, animator Shinya Hasegawa, writer/producer Yuichiro Oguro, and manga artist Chiho Saito. Saito would go on to create the Revolutionary Girl Utena manga, while Ikuhara directed the 1997 anime series and the 1999 movie Adolescence of Utena. Enokido did script work for the series, with Hasegawa doing character designs and Oguro doing the planning.

Interestingly, Enokido, Hasegawa, and Ikuhara also had a hand in Sailor Moon, the quintessential magical girl anime. Ikuhara, in particular, was known for his writing and directing with Sailor Moon, particularly the third season, “Sailor Moon S.” That’s the season with Amara (Haruka/Sailor Uranus) and Michelle (Michiru/Sailor Neptune), the “cousins”—at least, according to American television. Years later, countless fans, myself among them, would learn that Amara and Michelle were not cousins, but lovers. Kind of ironic, then, that Ikuhara would later have a hand in such an openly queer story as Revolutionary Girl Utena.

Revolutionary Girl Utena is the story of Utena Tenjou, an orphan who, as a child, meets a prince. Before they part ways, he gives her a ring with a rose engraved on it and promises that the two will meet again, but instead of sitting around waiting for her prince to return, Utena decides to become a prince her damn self while searching for the one who inspired her.

Utena, now a teenager, enrolls in the prestigious Ohtori Academy. While there, she discovers that the school’s student council members each have rings similar to her own. The students partake in a series of duels, the victor of which will be engaged to a girl named Anthy Himemiya. Anthy, known as the Rose Bride, has the power to “revolutionize the world.” Utena ends up winning a duel and becomes engaged to Anthy, but decides to remain in the competition in order to protect Anthy from everyone who’s trying to “win” her and gain access to her power.

The anime, manga, and movie all follow the same general story line, but each one explores that plot differently. For example, the main villain is the same in all forms of Revolutionary Girl Utena media, but the anime, manga, and movie illustrate his insidiousness in different ways. You might think the movie, since it premiered after the anime was complete, is a sequel, but it’s actually a retelling of the story. There are even key visual differences, like Utena having short hair and a different school uniform, as well as different narrative outcomes for some of the characters.

While some anime fans cite series like Neon Genesis Evangelion as the iconic or essential anime for this kind of ever-changing, metaphorical storytelling, I would cite Revolutionary Girl Utena. To say that Utena’s journey was revolutionary is the very definition of an understatement. What starts as the tale of a girl working to become a prince has inspired many fans not only personally, but professionally. Creatives like Steven Universe’s Rebecca Sugar have credited Revolutionary Girl Utena as a catalyst of their own works. There are also visual nods in Noelle Stevenson’s She-Ra and the Princesses of Power and an homage in the Pokémon Sun & Moon anime. Both Sugar and Stevenson have even drawn Revolutionary Girl Utena fan art, Sugar drawing the main characters, Utena and Anthy, with Stevenson drawing her own characters Adora and Catra in the classic pose of Utena pulling her sword from Anthy’s chest.

Revolutionary Girl Utena wouldn’t become a part of my life until the early 2000s. At the time, it very much felt like a series you only gained access to if you knew someone who knew someone else who knew about it. It wasn’t airing on television here in the US, and we didn’t have the streaming capabilities we do now. My introduction to the series ended up coming from two sources: my girlfriend (now wife) and the local video store on campus that carried random volumes of the DVDs.

Rebecca Sugar has said Revolutionary Girl Utena held a lot of firsts for her, and I can say the same. It was the first anime series I’d ever seen that had queer content, and furthermore, it was the first anime series that had a brown-skinned girl as a main character. I was immediately captivated by Anthy and the part she plays in the series. She is the one all the duelists are trying to gain access to and who quietly accepts that fate until she’s shown a different alternative because of Utena.
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As a Black queer woman, watching how characters—including Anthy’s own brother—constantly try to use and abuse her to further their own agendas was a painfully relatable viewing experience. Black women are often valued for what they can do for others, but their own feelings aren’t taken into consideration. Some go so far as to expect us to be the strength they can rely on, even if it tears us apart. And depending on the person, we might willingly throw our lives away for them, as Anthy does for her brother, or rather, her prince.

As much as the story is about Utena, it’s also about Anthy learning that she’s more than the power that everyone, even her own family, wants to possess. It’s also about her taking a chance on herself and venturing into the unknown. As dreadful as her circumstances are, they are familiar, whereas Utena, and the “Outside World” she’s trying to pull Anthy toward, aren’t something Anthy is used to.

It’s scary to leave what you know, even if it’s hurting you. This is even more impactful because Anthy is a brown-skinned character, and as a Black queer woman, I know the world is not a kind place to those of us with darker skin. Then, having the one trying to convince Anthy to leave also be a girl, adding queer elements, just adds to the fear of leaving the life you know to venture into uncertainty. The place where Anthy is right now is harmful, but there’s a chance that the Outside World could be even worse. You can get used to the damage being done to you in a space you’ve been in for a long while, but when you leave that space, you have no idea what’s going to happen to you. This is something that queer WOC have to think about. Do you stay in the closet you’ve gotten used to, or do you step out into uncertainty?

Utena herself was also another first for me in anime and in media in general. Growing up, I saw plenty of stories where girls worked to prove that they were as good as the boys, and even stories where girls posed as boys to prove that there was a gender imbalance between men and women. There was always an ulterior motive to a girl’s gender exploration, never just a desire to explore it. I had never seen a story like Utena’s, where a girl wore a boy’s uniform and decided she would become a prince simply because she wanted to.

YOU REALLY DON’T KNOW WHAT HAPPENED, DO YOU? IT DOESN’T MATTER. BY ALL MEANS, STAY IN THIS COZY COFFIN OF YOURS AND CONTINUE TO PLAY PRINCE. BUT I HAVE TO GO NOW. SHE’S NOT GONE AT ALL, SHE MERELY VANISHED FROM YOUR WORLD. FAREWELL.

—ANTHY HIMEMIYA

What’s really stuck with me, though, is something that for a while made me see Revolutionary Girl Utena as something other than a magical girl series. Even with the transformation sequences and similar themes, Utena’s independence and desire for self-discovery that wasn’t for anyone other than herself made me think Revolutionary Girl Utena wasn’t a magical girl anime at all. A lot of the magical girl series I’d seen back then, namely Sailor Moon, focused on a team coming together to defend the world. Utena wasn’t participating in duels for the world—she was doing it for herself and, later, for Anthy. Even with all the magic and symbolism, for the longest time I didn’t identify Utena as a magical girl. That’s because we’re often taught that wanting things for ourselves is selfish. Women are taught to put others before themselves. We’re labeled as someone’s mother, sister, aunt, wife, or a variety of caregiver labels before we’re seen as ourselves, so when Utena wanted to be a prince just for herself, I didn’t give her the “magical girl” label.

She very much is a magical girl, though, and probably one of the most important ones of our time.

Utena is a character who stands tall for her personal convictions. She isn’t told to go to the academy, she’s not guided by a magical animal mascot or joined by an entire team that continues to die for the sake of defending the universe. Utena is where she is because she chooses to be. She becomes something grander than a prince: she becomes a source of inspiration that leads to the captive “bride” taking the necessary steps to walk away from her dismal situation.

Anthy still has to make the decision herself, but it is a powerful thing that it is Utena who inspires her to make that decision.

Even if, technically, each version of Revolutionary Girl Utena has a different ending, they all have this same moment where Anthy chooses her own freedom before she sets off into the unknown to find Utena. This is especially apparent in Adolescence of Utena, in which Utena literally transforms into a car for Anthy to drive away in and we actually get to see the Outside World. It’s a barren wasteland, but our heroines (once Utena isn’t a car anymore) have never looked happier. Even if they have no idea what lies ahead, it’s better to be out, and free, than it was to be trapped where they were. That this is illustrated with two queer women, one of whom is a brown-skinned woman, adds an extra layer of interpretation to the moment, which has stuck with me for years. The world beyond what you know can be a frightening concept, but at the end of the day, if there’s a chance to be your truest self, then you should take that revolution.

What makes Revolutionary Girl Utena especially phenomenal, and essential, is that there are so many different ways to view the series. Revolutionary Girl Utena would go on to show me how certain forms of media are truly open to interpretation. With hours and hours of symbolism and multiple ways to view key moments throughout, it’s the perfect representation of how we all have a unique perspective on the media we engage with. Our points of view differ because we all have different life experiences.

Huh.

Maybe that’s what it means to revolutionize the world.
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POKÉMON

1997–PRESENT

With his Pokémon Pikachu, Ash sets out on a journey to become a Pokémon master.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: As the Pokémon phenomenon washed over the globe, the series opened up Western audiences to anime in an unprecedented manner, creating a gigantic new generation of fans.

—Samuel Sattin



In 1998, a promotional VHS began circulating around the United States. On its jacket were a cast of characters that are now globally recognizable—on par with icons like Mickey Mouse or Super Mario. On the cover, Ash, Pikachu, Brock, and Misty are depicted running toward adventure, below a title font that reads Pokémon, followed by the subtitle “Gotta catch ’em all!” and with the words “Gotta Watch This Now!” in the upper right-hand corner. And oh boy, did people follow those instructions.


While the video was a limited release, those who did get a chance to watch it were primed for a phenomenon so massive, it would eclipse all others, and to this day has not been replicated by anything else. In the promotional video, you could watch a “PokéRap,” in which each of the 151 Pokémon are named to accompaniment of sick beats. From there, American actors playing Ash’s aunt, teacher, and cousins provide plucky and upbeat context for the merchandising explosion about to take the world by storm. The video promoted the upcoming Pokémon animated series but also explained how it was tied into the video games it was based on, as well as the collectible card game that had already taken over Japan and additional merch—which there would soon be enough of to rival Star Wars. Little did Americans, or Australians, or Europeans, or other parts of Asia know that soon the entirety of global kid-dom would become obsessed with these Pocket Monsters (Pokémon for short), and happily build an empire that perseveres to this day.

By the time Pokémon the Series began airing in the United States in 1998, I—a sixteen-year-old who had experienced the rise and fall of Pogs—had already moved slightly outside its target demographic. My brother, however, who was six years younger than me, was pulled directly into its orbit. He wasn’t obsessed with it any more or less than every other ten-year-old in the country was. For most kids, the question wasn’t whether you liked or played Pokémon. It was how much you played, how many cards you had, and if you battled via direct connection on the Game Boy. As for the anime itself, it would eventually become ubiquitous on cable television, appearing everywhere and anywhere, or so it seemed.

Pokémon the Series first took off in the US on Kids’ WB, where it ran for seven incredibly successful years, bolstered by the release of feature films that screened in major theaters nationwide—until Kids’ WB folded in 2006. It began broadcasting on Cartoon Network in 2002, Fox in 2006, Disney XD in 2017, and since 2020 airs on Netflix. In the tradition of quite a few popular toy franchises, like He-Man or My Little Pony, for example, the animated show actually came as an afterthought to sell the initial product. In Pokémon’s case, that product was a video game produced by Satoshi Tajiri at his now famed company, Game Freak, which began as a fanzine by the same name.

Tajiri, who loved arcade games in particular, began to see the video game landscape as lacking in quality, which led him and his colleague Ken Sugimori (who illustrated the first 151 Pokémon) to create a new kind of game. In 1989 they turned their fanzine into a game design company and, after launching a couple of arcade games, went on to create Pokémon for handheld consoles. Tajiri, whose love of insect collecting as a kid had inspired Pokémon, believed that the Game Boy was a perfect mechanism to convey the sense of exploration the game demands because you could take it with you anywhere. He specifically looked at the link cables as conduits along which bugs could crawl back and forth, reminding him again of his childhood pursuits. Eventually, under the guidance of Super Mario Bros. creator Shigeru Miyamoto, Pokémon Red and Green came into existence, debuting in Japan in 1996 (and as Pokémon Blue in 1998 for North America and Australia, then Europe in 1999).

In the same way in which Tajiri and Game Freak remain the sole designers of Pokémon games to this day, Kunihiko Yuyama has been the director of Pokémon the Series since its inception—as well as all tangential OVAs and feature films. This has made for a series that has been providing a steady stream of market-ready content, but has also been considered inconsistent at times. Since the show and films are both influenced by the video and card games, it tends to be divisive in how it’s perceived by fans. Sometimes, the teasing of new Pokémon in the series could act as a powerful marketing tool, making entire swaths of its viewership look eagerly toward the point that they would be able to own, train, and trade the creature… which would then emerge in the next upcoming game; this was the case of the Pokémon Ho-Oh, who appeared in the anime before the game. And sometimes, influence ran the other way. For instance, the game Pokémon Yellow was released in 1998 to appeal to those who enjoyed the show, placing Pikachu—then just one of the original 151 Pokémon, not the franchise mascot he is today—at the forefront, making him the starting Pokémon. In Pokémon Yellow, you also encountered Jessie and James, characters entirely unique to the anime who had become fan favorites. The show, the video game, and the card game were meant to be symbiotic, but this led critics to look at the show as nothing more than a marketing ploy, with some even going as far as labeling it dangerous and encouraging of violence.

I NEVER THOUGHT IT WAS GOING TO BE THIS HUMONGOUS THING.

—KEN SUGIMORI

If you’ve ever seen an episode of Pokémon the Series, however, it’s hard to think it might influence children to hurt their peers. The show, since it is based on a strategy game/RPG, relies on competition, but no one is killed in the process. You also can’t steal anyone else’s Pokémon. But the show is about battle, and sometimes, like in the infamous eighth episode of season 1, trainers are depicted as whipping their Pokémon to push them harder. The series eventually began to tackle this and other more complex issues, leaning away from trainer abuse and instead reinforcing the idea that Pokémon need to fully consent and be happy in order to bond with their trainers. If a trainer attempts to force a Pokémon to do something against their will, or treats them badly, the Pokémon will refuse to listen to them. It’s also worth mentioning that the show refrained from showing people eating Pokémon (although the games didn’t).

Though there are some uncomfortable ideas associated with the idea of catching and trapping Pokémon for the purpose of competition, the creatures are demanding of respect, taking on a role that resides somewhere between a pet and a good friend. It’s also worth mentioning that although there is violence in the show, it is incredibly soft violence, and humans are never brutalized (save for Team Rocket, which is often cartoonishly knocked into the stratosphere as punishment for their evil schemes). Even if a Pokémon loses in battle, they are given medicine or taken to the Pokémon Center to be healed, rather than encountering a more grizzly fate. If Pokémon the Series is anything, it is kid-friendly.

The show’s ubiquity, however, has provoked annoyance and anger from some who see it as a cash grab, particularly at the turn of the century, when parents watched their kids devolve into black market card traders in schoolyards, living rooms, and hobby shops. People who weren’t introduced to Pokémon as kids and have no stake in the game may find themselves disappointed if they’re looking for stand-alone entertainment. On multiple occasions Pokémon marketing execs have voiced that adults can’t understand Pokémon and aren’t meant to. Kids understand Pokémon, and that’s how it’s meant to be. Perhaps that’s one of the reasons the show has meant and continues to mean so much to so many, despite its pitfalls. Even die-hard Pokémon fans find the anime inconsistent and capricious from a story and animation quality perspective. But even for those who are supposed to age out of the phenomenon, it appears that those who get hooked as a kid still look upon all things Pokémon with some form of love and appreciation.

I’m not saying that Pokémon’s predominantly profit-driven purpose is a bad thing, however. In fact, the billions of dollars generated by Pokémon directly tie into why Pokémon the Series is an essential anime. Though it may not measure up to many other of the entries in this book in quality, it can be credited for enabling the spread of anime worldwide. Pokémon’s rise became Japan’s most salient cultural export, turning an entire generation of children worldwide into its enthusiastic cheerleaders. Although some strange decisions were made when 4Kids Entertainment localized Pokémon the Series in English, including, perhaps most absurdly, referring to onigiri as “jelly donuts,” the Pokémon Company took over localization in 2009 and aired the show without alteration. So, with the small exception of a few episodes that were removed from broadcast and a few poor localization decisions, Pokémon was presented to the world fairly untouched. Unlike Battle of the Planets or Voltron, both of which were changed drastically to eliminate violence, Pokémon’s child-friendly platform allowed it to live on mostly untampered by censors, airing over one thousand episodes in its time and still going strong. The series, which is distinctly an anime production in its style, primed children to seek out different iterations of the same aesthetic as they grew older. As the most successful video game adaptation of all time, it gave the international anime market a leg to stand on, as people in the toy and animation business attempted to find out what could come next from the country that produced such a lucrative cultural craze.

Pokémon primed the way for the anime explosion we see today. Whether you enjoy the show or not, without it, anime might still seem like an oddity that few would be willing to take a chance on—particularly as it pertains to “all ages” entertainment. Instead, when we hear “pika pika,” our minds automatically snap to attention, as we recall the little electricity-slinging beastie that created a revolution.











PRINCESS MONONOKE

1997

In the midst of a war betweesn humans and ancient forest gods, a boy afflicted by a demon’s curse attempts to find a cure, and meets a girl raised by wolves.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Princess Mononoke brought Hayao Miyazaki onto the global stage, solidifying Studio Ghibli’s role as one of the world’s premier animation companies.

—Samuel Sattin



The first time I saw Princess Mononoke it was November 1999, and I was at a dingy indie theater in Denver, Colorado. I hadn’t heard of Hayao Miyazaki before, but there was buzz surrounding the film—mainly from high school teens and college students who liked art and music. Going to see it felt daring. We were on our way to watch an animated film for older audiences (rated PG-13, to be exact) on a biggish screen, something that might seem more commonplace now, but at one point was relatively unheard of in the United States.

Princess Mononoke was raw and epic and complex and bloody. It was about an unwinnable war between gods and humans over the domain of nature, and when it concluded, I was invigorated. I enjoyed this film so much that after it came out on DVD, I watched it over and over again, and forced my uninterested friends to do the same. I watched it throughout college. I watched it after college. I watched it on psychedelics. I watched it just the other day in preparation for writing this essay, and am quite sure I will watch it again afterward. There are many brilliant Miyazaki films to champion, and I wrestled over whether to choose this one over Nausicaä of the Valley of the Wind (1984), Spirited Away (2001), and My Neighbor Totoro (1998). Then I came to the conclusion that Princess Mononoke belongs on this list of essential anime not just because it’s a great film, but because it opened up the entire world to Miyazaki as a creator, and showed just how far he could delve into adult themes while still maintaining the wonder and wholesomeness that have drawn children to his work for years.

The impact of Hayao Miyazaki and Studio Ghibli on modern animation cannot be overstated. Miyazaki’s work has inspired a revolution in both style and substance, and animators across the globe strive to capture the artistry of his vision in their own work. Not only has he expanded the capabilities of hand-drawn animation—involving color, character, and sheer breadth of expression—but storytelling itself. Miyazaki’s films lionize older women and position girls at the forefront as brave protagonists. Villains never quite tip over into abject evil but are instead caught up in misappropriated ego or human-centric selfishness; classic Disney villains, on the other hand, are positioned on a black-and-white scale of morality that leaves little room for nuance. By contrast, Miyazaki creates complex stories where humanity itself often comes secondary to larger concerns of nature and the environment. “If you portray someone who’s evil, then you off him, what’s the point?” Miyazaki once said to animation critic Charles Solomon. “It’s easy to create a villain who’s a maniacal real estate developer, then kill him and have a happy ending. But what if a really good person becomes a real estate developer?”

NOW MY POOR, UGLY, BEAUTIFUL DAUGHTER IS NEITHER WOLF, NOR HUMAN. SHE LIVES WITH THE FOREST, AND SO TOO WILL DIE WITH THE FOREST.

—MORO

The story behind the making of Princess Mononoke actually begins with another of Miyazaki’s films: Porco Rosso. After completing Porco Rosso, and somewhat dissatisfied with the end product, the director decided he would bury himself in a larger work and, when it was completed, announce that he was going to retire, a claim Miyazaki has made many times since—and then promptly returned to work. This is one reason Princess Mononoke seems like a more serious work than Miyazaki’s other projects, and it really was. When Miyazaki was working on the film, he channeled a lot of his feelings about warfare into the project, concentrating in particular on the Yugoslav Wars of the 1990s, which received more news coverage in Japan and Europe than in the United States. “I learned that mankind doesn’t learn,” he said of the wars in an interview. “After that, we couldn’t go back and make some film like Kiki’s Delivery Service. It felt like children were being born to this world without being blessed. How could we pretend to them that we’re happy?”

Miyazaki was notably troubled about what he saw as a surfeit of children being born into the world as if cursed from the get-go, a concern reflected when Ashitaka, the co-protagonist of Princess Mononoke, is cursed by a demon during the opening moments of the film. Miyazaki has also said that Ashitaka’s curse could be likened to the global AIDS crisis, which was a pronounced concern in the 1980s and ’90s. “Ashitaka… shrouds many things within and below his silence; he does not speak of how deeply painful that scar is,” Miyazaki said. “The scar is also an entirely unfair curse, like the children today who are born infected with HIV.” He would also admit to folding his concerns about leprosy into the film, and we see this referenced with Lady Eboshi’s riflemakers, who are afflicted with the disease and whom she wages war to protect.


THE SATURN THEATER

A well-known but interesting feature of the Ghibli Museum in the Mitaka neighborhood of Tokyo is its private movie theater, which screens short films that cannot be seen anywhere else. Many tie into other Ghibli films, though some do not, and they’re all exceptionally beautiful.




A STAR-STUDDED CAST

Princess Mononoke performed ludicrously well in Japan, which allowed it to make a small theatrical inroad in the United States and Europe. The English-speaking cast for the film included a star-studded array of talent, including Billy Crudup, Claire Danes, and Billy Bob Thornton. Famed author Neil Gaiman was tapped to adapt the script, which he did magnificently, given that the diction used in the original Japanese was charmingly antiquated and poetic. All these factors colluded in a massive breakthrough for Studio Ghibli. Though Spirited Away would win an Oscar in 2000, it was Princess Mononoke that opened the door for Miyazaki’s international rise.



The humans of Princess Mononoke are afflicted and suffering. In the process of trying to make progress for humanity, they engage in a brutal war against the forest. Ashitaka is a cursed child who must put everything on the line while still attempting to see the world with, as he himself puts it, “eyes unclouded by hate.” Thus, two of the film’s major themes revolve around entrenched conflicts, and humanity’s difficulty to maintain clarity. This is coupled with poignant commentary on humanity’s impact on the natural world, and how we must change our ways. Humans are portrayed as both good and bad, abusive and charitable. In Miyazaki’s moral universe, good and evil don’t seem to exist. Our heroes understand that the world is complicated, and must learn to grasp that complexity in order to solve problems.

The animation of Princess Mononoke itself is another marvel. Miyazaki shunned the advances in computer graphics in favor of traditional hand-drawn animation. This decision was partly responsible for how Studio Ghibli would become known the world over as a studio that would continue to not only utilize but champion hand-drawn animation in an industry subsumed in the wonders of new technology. Miyazaki has earned an incredible amount of respect and awe from animators—and audiences—around the world because of it. On the subject of Princess Mononoke in particular, Hendel Butoy, director of two installments in Disney’s Fantasia 2000, said, “I don’t know of any artist more admired and respected within the animation industry than Miyazaki, as both a storyteller and a filmmaker. After screenings of his work, I always hear animators saying, ‘Why can’t we make a film like that?’”

While some perceived Miyazaki’s dedication to animation as stubbornness, it was a beloved quality in the eyes of others. A famous true story about Princess Mononoke’s US production comes from Miyazaki’s quiet, decisive victory against a now disgraced and incarcerated Hollywood producer. When said producer, who was handling the film’s US distribution, demanded that Miyazaki cut back its 134-minute runtime, Miyazaki’s producer responded by sending him a samurai sword with a short, decisive phrase: “No cuts.” Miyazaki himself did meet with the producer in person, and said of the conversation, “I did go to New York to meet this man… and I was bombarded with this aggressive attack, all these demands for cuts. I defeated him.”


JUMPING POINTS

To truly track how Miyazaki’s ideas have evolved throughout the years, check out the books Starting Point and Turning Point, which compile nearly thirty years of essays, talks, and interviews chronologically.



Many such stories about Miyazaki as a resilient, sometimes grumpy, always ingenious creator exist. He is moral yet contradictory, always retiring and then returning to work, fantasizing about the day when humanity will cease to operate as the center of the world and the earth will be overgrown with green things, allowing nature to reign. Princess Mononoke encapsulates this luminary of the animation world in a mossed-over nutshell. It displays the high-reaching ambitions of Miyazaki’s work, and his ability to actually deliver on the vision.

“In some ways, the history of art represents a great relay race, with each runner transforming the baton as he carries it,” Miyazaki said of animation itself. “At some point, I’ll be ready to hand the baton on to the next generation—if they wish to receive it.”











CARDCAPTOR SAKURA

1998–2000

When all the Clow Cards in a magical book are released, a young girl is tasked with collecting them all.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: One of the most famous creations of the artist group CLAMP, Cardcaptor Sakura pushes back on what it means to be normal, while promoting positive messages for young girls and representing a host of LGBTQIA+ characters.

—Samuel Sattin



Cardcaptor Sakura is one of the sweetest anime to have ever made it to television. Upon rewatching it, I found myself looking for moments where the earnest veneer would crack, but not a chance. The story is simple: ten-year-old Sakura Kinomoto finds a book filled with magical Clow Cards in her dad’s library, and when she opens it, she accidentally releases them into the wild. A cute plushie-looking yellow creature called Cerberus (Kero for short) then appears, revealing himself as the guardian of the cards, and explains that Sakura was able to open the book because she has magical powers. From there, she is tasked with collecting the released Clow Cards one by one, going up against the entity contained in each, from elemental creatures to more abstract beings that bend time and space. When Sakura defeats her foe, she collects the card, she gains its powers, and uses them strategically in future battles to obtain more cards. It’s a collection-themed series without a game attached, created for the purposes of its story and characters rather than to sell a game. With a lively supporting cast and a protagonist with indomitable kindness, the series takes a unique look at girlhood and the challenges of growing up, while also providing a slate of LGBTQIA+ characters and themes that truly make it shine.

While it isn’t the first magical girl anime, Cardcaptor Sakura is perhaps the most taboo-shattering, especially for its time. Not only did it present a little girl capable of strong decision-making and present friendships as complex, it also explicitly avoided adhering to set romantic gender norms. This is wholly due to it being one the most well-known creations of CLAMP, the pseudonym for a prolific and famous group of female artists who continue to put out material to this day. The women, initially a group of eleven, met in high school. CLAMP formed in the 1980s, when the group began meeting regularly in Osaka and Kobe and creating doujinshi (fanzines) of series like Captain Tsubasa and Saint Seiya; the latter was of the Boys’ Love variety (for those who aren’t familiar, Boys’ Love is fiction that revolves around romantic and sexual relationships between male characters).

The group’s first published work was RG Veda, an epic shōjo manga that pulls from aspects of Vedic mythology, which was made into a limited OVA in 1991–1992. However, by the time the manga hit shelves, CLAMP’s membership had dwindled to seven, with another three leaving soon after. The final four members would carry the group into the future; they were storyboarder and producer Nanase Ohkawa and artists Mokona Apapa, Satsuki Igarashi, and Tsubaki Nekoi (formerly known as Mick Nekoi). These four women would go on to create dozens of popular and influential manga and anime series, including xxxHolic (2006–2008), Magic Knight Rayearth (1994–1995), X/1999 (2001–2002), Chobits (2002), and Tokyo Babylon (1992–1994). Heavily inspired by Osamu Tezuka’s “Star System,” in which characters from different stories interact with each other, CLAMP characters exist in a kind of multiverse that allows for crossovers, demonstrating the group’s desire to carve out a niche for themselves in a competitive industry.

For a long while, CLAMP was known as one of the most famous manga groups in the world, and is still considered one of its most influential. But for many years, the group was extremely private, shying away from interviews in order to avoid fan harassment. When they did begin giving interviews in the early 2000s, the world was introduced to a group of women who spent most of their waking time together in a cozy office stocked with shelves of champagne and wine. With Ohkawa as the story lead, the other three artists divvied up tasks and brought their own unique aesthetic to each story. Though nearly every CLAMP work has a specific visual signature, each one differs slightly depending on which artist is the project lead.

From the late 1980s through the 1990s, CLAMP zeroed in on shōjo manga, the genre in which the group would find most of its success, publishing a great deal of serialized manga in Wings and Nakayoshi, popular shōjo magazines. In the mid-nineties, CLAMP would demonstrate that their stories could run the gamut, with Magical Knight Rayearth, published in Nakayoshi; and in the 2000s, they put out more mature books like Chobits and xxxHolic in the pages of Weekly Young Magazine, a seinen manga publication. While Magical Knight Rayearth does contain magical girl elements, it is more often associated with and loved for the way it played with and combined multiple genres. It was Cardcaptor Sakura, however, that made the most progress internationally as CLAMP’s influential addition to the magical girl genre.

An important fact: Magical girl manga and anime, despite being targeted toward young girls, isn’t always created by women. In fact, Princess Knight, considered one of the first stories to popularize the magical girl genre, was created by Osamu Tezuka. As with many of the early magical girl series, the gender of the creator wasn’t really regarded as being of much importance. However, there is something about an all-woman team creating works that speak specifically to young girls without the male gaze weighing in that makes CLAMP’s stories feel special and unique. Of course, that doesn’t mean there aren’t uncomfortable elements in some of CLAMP’s work (we’ll get to that shortly), but Cardcaptor Sakura truly captured the attention of and resonated with young female viewers.

OUR RELATIONSHIP CHART HAS GOTTEN RATHER COMPLICATED.

—TOMOYO DAIDOUJI

In Japan, Cardcaptor Sakura was primarily angled toward young girls, while in the West it was marketed to appeal to a wider gender demographic, which meant distinct differences between the two versions. For example, the Japanese opening sequence was more traditionally shōjo and focused on Sakura’s friends and romantic interests, outfits, and flying through the air with Kero on her sealing staff; in the West, the opening sequence highlighted Sakura and her friends Tomoyo and Syaoran engaged in battle against beasties of all kinds. Nelvana, the company that adapted Cardcaptor Sakura for Western audiences, wanted to sell the show to kids ages seven to eleven, and in doing so, unfortunately, they rendered a story with complex moral themes meant to be viewed by both children and adults (the true definition of “all ages”) into a fairly superficial action romp. Despite being watered down, however, it drew Western kids into the land of Clow Cards and magical creatures and eventually to the team who created Sakura and her friends.

What many missed in the Westernized version of Cardcaptor Sakura was CLAMP’s aptitude for telling stories that don’t talk down to their audience. We learn at the very beginning of the series that Sakura’s mother is dead, situating Sakura’s kind chipperness against a backdrop of loss. Romantic relationships in the show are presented in a way that better represents how people interact in real life. In the original manga and anime, Sakura’s best friend Tomoyo has romantic feelings for her. Touya, Sakura’s older brother, is in a romantic relationship with his classmate and friend Yukito, on whom Sakura also has a crush. Girls loving girls? Boys loving boys? Absolutely, and without the slightest bit of fanfare, either. These relationships were deliberate and purposeful choices by CLAMP. “Our works generally have a few main themes as well as other background themes I wanted to write,” said Nanase Ohkawa in an interview on the subject. “For Cardcaptor Sakura, and I don’t know if this is the right way to put it, but I wanted to write something that minorities would feel comfortable with. Depending on your point of view, Tomoyo-chan’s feelings for Sakura could be considered dangerous. Similarly, you can see Yukito and Touya as being friends, or as going beyond that… I took great care in how to portray all that.” CLAMP’s stories are known for their complex themes, which explore different kinds of love, sexuality, and relationships while being careful to make sure everyone feels included, regardless of romantic preferences. Cardcaptor Sakura’s open embrace of LGBTQIA+ characters is presented without the slightest bit of cynicism. Its characters felt connections and simply fell in love because that’s what people do, regardless of orientation.

Of course, while Cardcaptor Sakura delights in pushing back on strict social boundaries regarding romance, it wasn’t always a good thing, and the series featured a few uncomfortable relationships, like the multiple teachers, both male and female, who form romantic entanglements with middle and high school students. In fact, in the Japanese version, fans learned that Sakura’s deceased mother was one of her father’s middle school students (this is omitted from the English-language version).

It is safe to say that romantic relationships between adults and minors are unacceptable, and removing those scenes and story lines so kids didn’t see them makes sense. However, the English version of Cardcaptor Sakura also removed the majority of its LGBTQIA+ content, and that is also unacceptable, especially given how important it is to the story and its themes of universal acceptance. Ohkawa, on the subject of two characters, female Sakura and male Syaoran, getting romantically involved in the show, said, “I am glad that the readers are happy that Sakura and Syaoran got together, but that anyone would think it’s because they make a normal couple… it’s a little disconcerting. Sakura didn’t choose Syaoran because he’s a boy close to her in age. If Syaoran had been a girl… as long as he was still Syaoran, I think Sakura would have fallen in love with him. It’d sadden me if you thought they’re a good couple because they’re normal.”

And to me, this is why Cardcaptor Sakura is one of the sweetest anime ever to be aired. It fully embraced unity, love, and anti-discrimination and is presented without the slightest bit of fanfare, while, somewhat in the tradition of FLCL (2000–2001) (but much less extreme), exploring adolescence and puberty. Sakura gets more and more mature as her journey to collect all the Clow Cards stretches on, and she eventually discovers revelations about her ancestry that change her outlook on the world. Coupled with the idea of learning about different kinds of love and different definitions of relationships, Cardcaptor Sakura pushes back on what it means to be “normal,” casting a much more inclusive net.
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COWBOY BEBOP

1998–1999

In the year 2071, a ragtag team of bounty hunters travels the universe in search of redemption from calamitous pasts (and a bunch of money), all to a mixed-genre bebop-inspired soundtrack.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Cowboy Bebop marks the directorial debut of Shinichirō Watanabe, who set forth a masterpiece standard for genre-bending anime with a dizzying combination of conventions, character, and music.

—Samuel Sattin



When the VHS of Cowboy Bebop first showed up on video store shelves across America in 1999, it was as if a bomb had been dropped on the country’s budding anime fandom. The fallout from the blast was felt in Japan, of course, but perhaps more notably in the United States, where a generation of kids under the purported sway of “Cool Japan” were exposed to the radiant wonders of a new kind of storytelling.

Though the bomb detonated by Cowboy Bebop is plainly figurative, the metaphor collides with real-life terrorism, notably the attacks of September 11, 2001. Though the show is relatively tame in terms of violence and adult themes in comparison to a host of other anime of the time, it took a fair amount of censorship. The first anime to air on Adult Swim soon after 9/11, episodes of Cowboy Bebop were either chopped up, edited down, or completely cut, as was the case with episode 22, “Cowboy Funk,” which featured the bombing of a skyscraper. The show would eventually end up being deplatformed in Japan for similar reasons, until it found a different broadcaster and became the stuff of legends.

It makes a strange kind of sense that Cowboy Bebop would start out being misunderstood. Much like the works of Quentin Tarantino, whose 1994 film Pulp Fiction disturbed less adventurous filmgoers with its reordering of events, genre homages, cinematic pastiche, and violence, Cowboy Bebop would similarly pull genres and themes together to create something entirely new, self-aware, and, perhaps most important, stylish. It would also become a starting point for Shinichirō Watanabe’s career in other novel ways, notably concerning his reputation for introducing Black characters and other characters of color into his work in a more pronounced way than was typical for anime productions at the time (and, to a certain extent, to this day).

Show creator and director Shinichirō Watanabe, now a household name, owes much of his auteurist success to Cowboy Bebop, and to the Hajime Yatate collective at Sunrise animation studio who helped bring it to life. It established Watanabe as a genre bender, a mantle he would later refine with Samurai Champloo and Space Dandy. Cowboy Bebop is set in a post–warp travel future, in a universe that could be best described as a mix of Neuromancer, The Incal, Flash Gordon, The Big Sleep, Star Trek, Yojimbo, The Wild Bunch, A Fistful of Dollars, Midnight Run, Dirty Harry, Alien, and Game of Death, if all of the aforementioned took place in the 1940s inside a Harlem jazz club designed by Jean Giraud (Moebius). You might think I’m exaggerating, but Bebop really does seem to take a page from so many books that whichever library Watanabe looted them from was probably forced to shut down. The best thing about the show, however, is that its unabashed motif collaging was done so seamlessly, so delicately, that the resulting postmodern pastiche is both original and classic at the same time. Not to mention meaningful and, at times, profound.

The story follows Spike Spiegel, a crestfallen criminal turned bounty hunter coming off a recent streak of bad luck, who has holed up on a beat-up fishing boat/galactic cruiser called the Bebop with a jaded yet fatherly former Inter-Solar System policeman named Jet (my personal favorite character). Spike himself is modeled after Yusaku Matsuda, a Japanese actor famous not just for his depiction of hard-boiled detectives, action heroes, and mobsters, but his famously coiffed shock of hair and impeccable fashion sense. While in a perpetual state of broke, downtrodden ennui, and beset with the kind of wounds that can only come from lost love, betrayal, and regrets, Spike and the crew of the Bebop exude a comforting brand of chipperness that hovers between “Embrace uncertainty” and “After a life of bad, I might as well do something good before I die.” This, all sprinkled among carefully placed deposits of Chinese philosophy, nineteenth-century French Romanticism, Indigenous shamanism, and jazz noir–influenced existentialism.

EVERYTHING HAS A BEGINNING AND AN END. LIFE IS JUST A CYCLE OF STARTS AND STOPS. THERE ARE ENDS WE DON’T DESIRE, BUT THEY’RE INEVITABLE. WE HAVE TO FACE THEM. IT’S WHAT BEING HUMAN IS ALL ABOUT.

—JET BLACK

Other main characters include Faye Valentine, a quick-thinking, Poker Alice–styled gambler and thief, who ends up joining the Bebop as a bounty hunter when her luck, too, runs dry. Then, of course, there’s Edward Wong Hau Pepelu Tivruski IV (Ed for short), the gender-fluid child member of the Bebop, whose identity revolves around being a super hacker, emblematic of Watanabe’s idea of a technology-prone youth culture that was emerging at the time. Ed’s character is especially interesting due to their refusal to be pigeonholed from a gender perspective, which many in the LGBTQIA+ community have embraced. And who could forget Ein, the button-eyed corgi who also happens to be a highly intelligent “data dog” capable of hacking computer systems with his mind.

A checkered past is intrinsic to all the characters on the Bebop, and we join them after things have gone wrong and steered them toward a different path—namely, scrounging up international thieves, drug dealers, terrorists, and other villains with a price on their head. However, what really makes Cowboy Bebop shine, and contributes to its place on this esteemed list, is the way in which it utilized music.

Yoko Kanno is a renowned Japanese composer whose work runs the gamut from lovely renditions of “The Flowers Will Bloom” to the soundtracks of a variety of anime, video games, and advertisements to experimental cross-collaborations with international artists. Though she scored Porco Rosso (1992), Macross Plus (1994–1995), Cardcaptor Sakura (1998–2000), and Please Save My Earth (1993–1995), among many others, she became a worldwide phenomenon when she collaborated with her band the Seatbelts on Cowboy Bebop.

The show is so influenced by music that many of its episodes are named after famous bands or music genres. From the Rolling Stones to Queen to Miles Davis, Watanabe not only used music as a motif, but injected it into the show’s DNA. He didn’t try to hide the heavy jazz influence, and instead highlights it in the title—bebop, an improvisational jazz style. Not only do the main characters move with an improvisational fluidity that seems to channel Jeet Kune Do by way of John Coltrane, but the philosophies they espouse are equally malleable. Overall, if Cowboy Bebop had a central thesis, it would be: See what life throws at you and try to dance happily with it, even if the dance ends in your demise.
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Watanabe’s work has transformed the face of modern anime.


• Terror in Resonance (TV series, 2014): One of Watanabe’s more overlooked (and brilliant) projects about survivors of a nefarious government experiment who threaten Tokyo with nuclear obliteration.

• Samurai Champloo (TV series, 2004-2005): A hip-hop-infused Edo-era samurai romp, following the exploits of Mugen, rebellious sword-wielding wanderer; Jin, a soft spoken ronin; and Fuu, a small town waitress; as they look for the “samurai who smells of sunflowers.”

• Macross Plus (OVA, 1994-1995): A moving and beautiful story of rivalry, love, fighting mecha, and a sociopathic AI entertainer with a secret.

• Space Dandy (TV series, 2014): A playful, trippy send-up of all things anime that follows the pompadour-brained Dandy as he traipses through space searching for rare aliens with his companions, Meow and QT.





The show’s soundtrack is so unique and monolithic that in its time my non-anime-enthused friends couldn’t put their finger on its genre, in part because, like the anime itself, it blended styles that don’t usually find themselves in the same category. Like the show’s sci-fi/western/jazz aesthetics, the music crosses boundaries and blends styles, creating a wholly unconventional yet alluring mix. All in all, the combination of design and sound and setting in Cowboy Bebop creates a story truly unlike any other. Irreplaceable and ingenious, Watanabe’s creation is a heady tonic for the imagination, a mind-expanding work of exquisite art that recalls the (pleasant) aftereffects of psychedelics, and that the world would be poorer off without.

“Whatever happens, happens…,” Spike Spiegel says during one of the show’s most memorable scenes. Sitting in the cockpit of his Swordfish II after landing on a space shuttle that may burn up upon reentering a planet’s orbit, and realizing he might perish, he lights a cigarette, leans back, relaxes, and says the words, letting the (somewhat literal) universe take the wheel. This is the majesty of Cowboy Bebop in a cosmic nutshell, the show that threw everything it had into an enchanted saucepan, stirred for a while, and cooked up some serious magic.


BIPOC IN ANIME

Watanabe stands out for his respectful and celebratory inclusion of characters from various ethnic, racial, and gender-representative backgrounds, from Jet in Cowboy Bebop being a beloved Black character, to Michiko, a Latinx character drawn with an attention to real-world representation, who takes center stage in the series Michiko & Hatchin. Of Cowboy Bebop, he once said, “I paid a lot of attention to skin color. Also to using multiple languages. Lots of times when you watch anime, the characters all have white skin—all the characters in fantasy stories all have white skin, which I never liked. I wanted to have lots of characters in Bebop without the white skin, and if people weren’t used to that, well, maybe it would even make them think a little bit about it.” Watanabe is intensely interested in the world and all its people, never limiting himself to a narrow viewpoint or reenforcing negative tropes.













SERIAL EXPERIMENTS LAIN

1998

After receiving a new NAVI computer, a middle school girl named Lain discovers that she might be instrumental in the creation of an internet facsimile called the Wired.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Philosophical, surreal, and ahead of its time, Serial Experiments Lain could be said to have predicted the future.

—Samuel Sattin



What does it truly mean to create art that’s ahead of its time? We typically attribute such prescience to things that, in retrospect, may have been overlooked when they surfaced, due to ideas or aesthetics that were too forward-thinking for the time and place. It’s what we often say about now famous artists who died before receiving the spotlight they deserved. However, it’s also what we say about more obscure, underappreciated works that are still relegated to “cult” status. The original anime Serial Experiments Lain is one of the latter, a brilliant, meditative show that takes patience and dedication to understand, and whose ideas, perhaps, lend more insight into and commentary on our modern internet-centered world than much of what’s being created today.

Some have compared the series to Neon Genesis Evangelion because of their shared theme of humanity’s difficulties with connecting with each other—however, I think Lain is in a completely different category. Released in July 1998, it was marketed alongside an exciting roster of groundbreaking, edgy ’90s anime like Cowboy Bebop and The Vision of Escaflowne that was altering the media landscape. But while the latter two captured wide swaths of viewership and created massive fan movements, Lain remained an oddity. It was an anime meant for those who were willing to pay close attention and cue it up for a second or third rewatch before the pieces started to fall into place. I’ll admit that I, personally, had a hard time accessing it when I first watched it as a twitchy high schooler. I liked the soundtrack and the character designs and the VHS jackets, with their subdued, washed-out colors, but the ideas were too big, the plot too quiet, the surreality beyond my imagination’s capacity.

Evangelion, with its brutal display of psychodrama carried out with giant monster battles, was an easy sell, and perhaps the comparison between it and Lain resulted from the fact that both are introspective stories that deal with mental illness, the unconscious, and how we connect with others. But while the former deals with these themes on a fundamental psychological level (e.g., how we as people have a hard time connecting with each other), Lain looks at how our identities are impacted by technology, and the internet, in particular. Even though the series was created just before social media took flight, the way in which Lain depicts our modern societal trends resonates in an uncanny, almost frightening way.

I SAID THAT YOU’VE ALWAYS EXISTED IN THE WIRED, DIDN’T I? YOU’RE THE SAME AS ME. YOU’RE OMNIPRESENT IN THE WIRED. WHEREVER ANYONE IS, WHEREVER THEY GO, YOU HAVE ALWAYS BEEN THERE. YOU’VE WATCHED WHAT THEY DIDN’T ALLOW OTHERS TO SEE. YOU’VE TOLD EVERYONE ABOUT IT, THAT’S ALL. IT WAS THE RIGHT THING TO DO.

—MASAMI EIRI

Serial Experiments Lain tells the story of Lain, a middle school girl who, after receiving an updated version of a computer called a NAVI, embarks on a surreal cyber-odyssey in which the boundaries between the internet and reality are blurred—and then realizes she’s the one responsible for it all. In the interest of letting readers explore the show for themselves, this is a very redacted explanation, as Lain is more of an exploration of ideas in the vein of Mamoru Oshii’s Ghost in the Shell, or even David Lynch’s Twin Peaks, than it is a truly plot-driven story. The scriptwriter, Chiaki J. Konaka, said in 2015 that initially, the anime was meant to be a game for Sony’s PlayStation. When it later transitioned into an animation project, gaining that freedom to write what he wanted was intimidating for Konaka. “Though I always felt inconvenienced with various restrictions as the scriptwriter of commercial works,” Konaka said, “I was at a loss when I got complete freedom.”

It is almost surprising to hear Konaka address this feeling, because he is indeed an accomplished writer with credits for dozens of films and series, including Digimon Tamers (2001–2002), The Big O (1999–2000), Hellsing (2001–2002), and RahXephon (2002). Despite his other popular and well-known works, Lain is often considered his most outstanding and unique one, perhaps because it is a series that truly explores ideas on its own terms. Just as Twin Peaks was groundbreaking in network television with its avant-garde sensibilities, Lain was groundbreaking in the anime world because it confounded and enthralled—and even sometimes turned off—viewers with its experimental narrative techniques, purposeful repetition, and recurring long shots of buzzing electrical wires. Although now we can look back at Lain and see it as an obvious evolutionary step in anime, at the time, it truly was a black sheep unlike anything that had come before it.

In interviews, Konaka has talked about being influenced by a variety of Western films, including The Exorcist (1973), The Legend of Hell House (1973), Taxi Driver (1976), and House of Dark Shadows (1970). He considers himself a horror writer primarily—he wrote the horror novel Marebito as well as the screenplay of the film adaptation that followed—but one who was also heavily influenced by writers like Marcel Proust and the director Jean-Luc Godard. But all these influences still don’t quite explain Konaka’s eerie prescience regarding computer technology.
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APPLE COMPUTERS IN SERIAL EXPERIMENTS LAIN

There are multiple references to Macintosh and Apple computers throughout Lain. The children’s NAVI, given to Lain by her father, is thought to be modeled on the Twentieth Anniversary Macintosh, or TAM (1997). We also see Lain’s friend Alice using what looks like a rendition of the first iMac (1998) in her home in one scene. Copland, the NAVI OS, was also the name of Apple’s Mac OS 8, and its graphic user interface even looked similar. And like Apple, Tachibana Labs, the maker of Copland OS, is named after a fruit—in this case, a variety of mandarin orange.



An especially interesting, and slightly scary, fact about Lain is that its release coincided with the advent of many early forms of social media (like Six Degrees, a proto-Facebook-resembling site started in 1997), so it didn’t have a blueprint of existing technology to use for inspiration. Despite this, the anime manages to capture modern internet culture in a truly uncanny way. Even the Wired, which is basically the internet, resembles modern social media, a little in terms of visual design, but mostly in how it shows the psychological effects, both negative and positive, of digitized social connection on people as individuals and as a collective.

As the show’s story nears its climax, the walls of the internet and everyday life are blurred so thoroughly that we don’t understand which one is real anymore. People begin abandoning their physical bodies via suicide to live in a neural network, where they can exist anywhere indefinitely. There are scenes in Lain where the chattering of people in the Wired becomes a free-floating, somewhat psychotic melee, in which disembodied voices argue and cry and laugh. They perceive themselves as connected to others, when really they are communicating with their own reflections. Lain is even identified not as human, but as a piece of “software,” and she questions whether human bodies are necessary at all. In the Wired, different versions of Lain exist that she herself has never encountered, including a particularly evil version that causes mayhem. As we watch Lain, we begin to wonder if the selves we project into a giant neural network are our actual selves—and if they aren’t, then what are they? Despite airing before the rise of social media, Lain envisions a future that is eerily similar to our own, asking questions and providing commentary even more relevant now than when it was released in 1998. Lain asks us if we are truly individuals on social media or just fragments of unconscious selves being perceived by others.

With each episode, Konaka keeps the viewer guessing, until the series comes to a close and he links the invention of the modern internet to some actual ’80s conspiracy theories involving Roswell, New Mexico, and alien technology. And although I won’t give away the ending of the series, it is easy to understand that Konaka sees our modern ability to connect via the internet as something both incredible and extremely dangerous. “I love and hate computers,” he has said in various interviews, without providing much more detail. That contradictory statement seems to encapsulate Lain in a nutshell. When it comes to deciding what Lain is about, its creators encouraged interpretation. Both Konaka and Yasuyuki Ueda, the producer of the show, actively hoped that non-Japanese audiences would respond and comprehend the show in different ways. “Basically, you have American culture and Japanese culture after World War II,” Ueda said in a 2000 interview. “Everyone knows that war is ridiculous, it comes down to killing people. But what I hoped to see between American and Japanese reactions to Lain is a war—a war of ideas… because through conflict of ideas, you understand yourself better, and you gain insight on the culture of your opponent. I don’t so much want Americans to interpret Lain exactly as Japanese fans do, as I want them to hold on to their own point of view, and in doing so, establish conflict, and hopefully, new communication.”

It’s an interesting perspective and mission statement, particularly since Ueda thought Lain was an incredibly risky project from a marketing and sales perspective. The fact that it was so well-received in the United States, accounting for half of all the property’s video sales, would even lead to disappointment on Ueda’s end, being that he and Konaka hoped the show would be so mysterious to Western audiences that they would find completely different meanings in it. Serial Experiments Lain may have been created to encourage multiple interpretations and theories depending on what culture you reside in, but when considering Konaka’s artistic influences and his overall hope for the anime, it is easy to see why it truly resonated with viewers universally.


CYBERIA

Cyberia, the lounge/dance club in the series that middle and high school kids frequent, was inspired by a book of the same name by Douglas Rushkoff. Konaka was enamored with the book, which espouses elements of Gaia theory (the theory that humans form symbiotic relationships with inorganic material on Earth in order to maintain stasis) and the idea that being online allows humans and their technology to become interconnected under a vast and complex system of information, or “global brain network.”



It is not so outlandish that Western audiences were able to identify with Lain, even if it was made to be a distinctly Japanese series. The wide success of the series, as with the successes of many other anime, also brings up a recurring question about anime and Japanese art in general when it receives a sizable following in the West: Do these very different societies share a common set of emotions, aspirations, and problems, or do they resonate in different ways, for different reasons, depending on the country you’re in?

Overall, Serial Experiments Lain is an essential anime not just because it was ahead of its time, but because it dared to ask that question. A story of the boons and consequences of increased connectivity, it leads viewers to wonder if the people they are on the internet are real, or just piecemeal bits of data taking on new identities in the shadows.
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Over the course of Lain’s ninth episode, an omniscient narrator lays out a prolonged historical sequence suggesting the Wired derives from alien technology. A lot of the sequence is based on the well-known conspiracy theory centering around Majestic 12, an alleged team of scientists and military and political officials that formed in 1947 to recover and investigate an alien aircraft.













ONE PIECE

1999–PRESENT

Inspired by his childhood idol “Red-Haired” Shanks, Monkey D. Luffy sets off to become the King of the Pirates and seeks the ultimate treasure, the One Piece, with an ever-expanding crew of misfits.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: One Piece isn’t just one of the most successful series of all time, it’s also one of the most passionately earnest in its adventurousness, and it cemented another bold face in the Mount Rushmore of Shōnen Jump manga and anime.

—Joseph Luster



Back in 2012, North American publisher VIZ Media sat down with One Piece creator Eiichiro Oda to pick his brain and find out where his story ideas come from. “I think of the plots and scenes when I’m tired,” he replied, adding, “The only way I can think of a new idea is to think about it a lot without sleeping or eating.” And then, in the most positively shōnen line of thinking possible, Oda concluded that this is because “humans can only come up with truly new ideas when they reach their limit.”

Monkey D. Luffy—the lead protagonist of the One Piece manga and its nearly as lengthy anime adaptation by Toei Animation—is a lot like his creator in that regard. Known for his dogged persistence and ability to quite literally spring back from the brink of defeat by using his rubber-man powers, which he gained from eating the Gum-Gum Fruit, against his increasingly powerful enemies, Luffy is the wide-eyed and widespread audience of One Piece writ large.

Kicking off in the pages of Weekly Shōnen Jump in Japan in 1997, it’s hard to imagine a time when One Piece wasn’t an utterly massive sensation. In 1996, before the first chapter debuted, Oda had worked out ideas for the series in a pair of one-shot stories titled Romance Dawn, which contained versions of a few key characters we would eventually come to know and love in One Piece proper. The details of the story may have been different in this prototype manga, but it is clear that it planted the seeds for what would become one of the most successful series of all time.

In 1999, Toei Animation took on the task of bringing One Piece to animated life, starting with director Kōnosuke Uda—who also directed the Sailor Moon SuperS Special (1995) and the soccer anime Days (2016), among others—at the helm. Uda would go on to direct the first 278 episodes of the series, guiding viewers through pivotal early story arcs all the way to Enies Lobby. Like many long-running manga and anime, One Piece is divided into distinct arcs, most of which introduce new islands and new people who find themselves struggling with the type of impossible situations only Luffy and his gung-ho crew of Straw Hat Pirates can contend with. Then, depending on who you ask, you’ll get dozens of different answers as to which arc is the most intense, emotional, or just plain entertaining. Watch what happens when you say the words “Arlong Park” or “Water Seven” to a longtime One Piece fan, and you’ll get an idea of the kind of impact the series has had over the past couple of decades.

WHENEVER I DRAW MANGA, I HAVE ONLY ONE READER IN MY MIND–MYSELF AS A FIFTEEN-YEAR-OLD. I HAVE NO IDEA HOW OTHER PEOPLE WOULD FEEL, SO I TURN BACK TO THE FIFTEENYEAR-OLD ME TO MAKE A JUDGMENT ON WHAT IS AWESOME OR NOT.

—EIICHIRO ODA

Like any good adventure with a young target audience, the story starts off with a goal clear enough to shout to the heavens: “I’m gonna be the King of the Pirates!” Not what one would normally consider ambitious—especially if you’re picturing some raggedy, downtrodden Jack Sparrow wannabe three rum barrels deep on the seven seas—but the scope of it all hammers itself home once more of the world of One Piece opens up to the audience. Luffy isn’t just any kid who wants to be the Pirate King—he’s an indefatigable maniac with a bottomless belly and the power to stretch, bend, and inflate his body on command. And Luffy’s crew is as wild and, more often than not, as laugh-out-loud hilarious as our hero, from a swordsman who prefers to wield three blades at once—one in each hand and one between his teeth, naturally—to an adorable pint-size reindeer who can transform into a hell-on-hooves monster and a rock ’n’ roll skeleton.

The villains of One Piece are equally colorful. Far from two-dimensional punching bags, each baddie eventually rolls out a detailed backstory of their own. Some are dark, others are downright tragic; all take you right to the cusp of sympathy before they yank the rug out from under you to show just how nasty they can be. By the time each arc is at its zenith, you’re bent forward, eyes watering, and clenching your fists along with Luffy for what will, no doubt, be an earth-shattering, sea-swishing final blow.

The secret to One Piece’s success, however, doesn’t come down to just its sprawling story. Instead, as in all good manga, you can trace the character-centric ideals to concepts fostered by luminaries like Kazuo Koike, creator of Lone Wolf and Cub, Crying Freeman, and countless other hard-boiled manga classics. Ideas that he conveyed through his Gekiga Sonjuku college courses are practically ingrained in the manga industry at this point, and, in the end, it all comes down to character. As Koike put it, “Comics are carried by the characters. If a character is well created, the comic becomes a hit.” One Piece’s characters fit the bill, and the results are right there on the page and screen.

Making these characters work on the screen seems like a no-brainer, especially considering how animated the original manga looks in the first place. It’s one thing to nail the character designs, movement, and weight of each wildly different member of the Straw Hats and the many enemies and friends they meet along the way, but it takes the right voices to bring it all to life. The real trick to the One Piece anime’s staying power lies in the pitch-perfect performances from the Japanese voice cast, which puts industry veterans in roles they’ll be known for for the rest of their lives. Kazuya Nakai (Toshiro Hijikata in Gintama) is gruff and gritty as the topographically disoriented swordsman Roronoa Zoro. Akemi Okamura (Akemi Hinazuki in ERASED) brings a mix of confidence and shielded vulnerability to the role of thief turned crew navigator Nami, while Hiroaki Hirata (Kotetsu T. Kaburagi in Tiger & Bunny) is boisterous and occasionally flat-out delirious as roundhousin’ resident chef Sanji.
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• “Water 7”: One Piece’s early dark night of the soul.

• “Enies Lobby”: An absolute emotional roller coaster. You will cry over a boat.

• “Marineford”: The Avengers: Endgame of One Piece, but actually good.

• “Thriller Bark”: One Piece Halloween spooktacular!

• “Wano”: Somehow, Oda was building up to this one the whole time, and it shows. The anime switched up its art style and introduced one of the best theme songs ever with Hiroshi Kitadani’s “Over the Top.” A real jidaigeki jamboree.





And then we have Mayumi Tanaka (Krillin in Dragon Ball) as Luffy, creating a role that’s in the same league as all-time legend Masako Nozawa’s stint as Goku, Gohan, and Goten in every single piece of Dragon Ball media ever made. All these dynamite ingredients combined create an experience that’s so much fun that even the filler story lines between the adaptations of the key manga arcs are decent and worth the watch. With the series hovering around a staggering one thousand episodes at this point, it can all be a little intimidating, but the journey is more than worth the effort.

While the trappings are all but unavoidable in some ways, One Piece isn’t your average shōnen series. Despite being on shelves for a quarter of a century and on screens for most of that time, Eiichiro Oda’s series has maintained all its key earnest qualities, strengthening its roots rather than straying from them. According to Oda, this is because he only has one reader in mind when he creates manga: himself as a fifteen-year-old. When your inner child is calling all the shots, you’re going to end up with something that is, if nothing else, absolutely sincere. That sincerity has pulsed out from TV screens around the world every week for the past thousandish episodes, and that’s about as essential as it gets.











FLCL

2000–2001

A middle school boy is struck in the head by a bass guitar–wielding space alien, and his brain becomes an intergalactic portal for interstellar beings (and the emergence of puberty).

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: FLCL redefines the boundaries of avant-garde art, and anime along with it.

—Samuel Sattin



Animation is dreamlike. Its inherent ability to express character and scene through astounding or surreal or just plain breathtaking visual imagery allows viewers to suspend their disbelief and accept the impossible. In the case of FLCL (pronounced “fooly cooly”), director Kazuya Tsurumaki and writer Yoji Enokido created a universe that leaned into the power of animation, and then took it one step further, where the literal simply does not exist. With characters that are incarnations of psychological processes and a plot that, like the mind itself, is fluid and prone to non sequiturs, FLCL succeeds in showing just how experimental anime can be.

As to what FLCL is about? I’m afraid that’s open to interpretation, which is one of the things that makes it such a great anime. At a total runtime of a little over two hours, FLCL is a series of only six episodes, each one of which is jam-packed with pathos. The “story” centers around a sixth-grade boy from a working-class family named Naota Nandaba. He lives in the fictional Japanese city of Mabase, where “nothing amazing ever happens,” a sentiment almost immediately turned on its head when we see, sitting at the top of a hill in the center of the city, a massive factory shaped like a gigantic iron, which erupts in gouts of steam once per day for never-explained reasons.

Then viewers find Naota being inappropriately manhandled by his older brother’s ex-girlfriend Mamimi under a bridge. Naota idolizes his older brother, whom we never learn much about, save for that he left to play baseball in America and might have a new “blonde girlfriend.” Since Naota is still a kid, he rejects Mamimi’s advances and is disgusted as she continues to call him by his brother’s name and fondles him accordingly.

With this established as the story’s baseline, a deranged woman/space alien appears out of basically nowhere, slams into Naota with her yellow Vespa, and proceeds to smash his head with a bass guitar, leading to him growing a fleshy horn that looks a hell of a lot like a penis out of his forehead. We come to discover that Naota’s fecund childhood brain can become a portal to transport interstellar beings, each of which will spring from his horns into reality. One of these entities, a robot named Canti, befriends Naota and then sometimes consumes him in order to gain the power of a galactic Pirate King.

Don’t worry if that feels like a lot. Even director Kazuya Tsurumaki said plainly that FLCL is, in part, “about how it’s okay to feel stupid,” and I think we should take that at face value.

FLCL, more so than even the most high-energy anime, is a constant wellspring of stimulation. Of course, there are a few deliberate moments of quiet reflection to be found, but they’re superseded by a constant cycle of violence, hilarity, and slapstick sexual provocation that never gives you a moment to truly process what you’re watching. Instead, the anime forces you to just experience it. This hyperaugmented visual pacing is set to a soundtrack by the Japanese alternative rock band The Pillows, who slam upbeat guitar distortion through every scene as if the entire series were a psycho-punk music video—and there is probably an argument to be made that it is. By the end of an episode of FLCL, you truly don’t know what you’ve watched, and yet you feel a sense of elevation from absorbing it, from letting it become part of how you process the world.

FLCL is produced by studio Gainax and could be seen as a counterweight to the grave and serious Neon Genesis Evangelion, which Tsurumaki was heavily involved in as Hideaki Anno’s understudy. However, there are similarities to be found between the two anime beyond their shared production studio, whose innovation altered the pop culture landscape after their release. Both stories are about young boys who are reluctant to grow up. But while Shinji of Evangelion is a kid with a missing mother, an abusive father, and a pronounced lack of self-worth, Naota is a regular middle schooler who misses his brother and is going through the painful motions of puberty (well, Naota isn’t all that normal—his mom is dead, his father is a useless pervert, and the one role model he has is across the ocean in America). Even with these similarities, however, Naota is not in the least bit as pathological as Evangelion’s protagonist, and he grows more confident as the story evolves. While both anime feature a rocky transition from childhood toward maturity, only FLCL dares to present the conflict in the form of unbridled id, tackling complex ideas through the lens of extreme exaggeration and upbeat punk rock rebellion.

An example of this phenomenon can be found in episode 4, “Full Swing,” in which a baseball game almost instantly turns into an end-of-world scenario involving a bomb hurtling toward Earth from outer space. The extreme, unexplained exaggeration of the event aside, however, the scene is used to show what’s happening inside Naota’s puberty-soaked mind, as it tries to learn to control his basal human urges.

It is basal human urges that truly make FLCL the disturbing, high-art experience it is. Every episode revels in Naota struggling with penis-horns growing out of his forehead and places gratuitous focus on women’s underwear, bodies, and sexual innuendos. One episode in particular, in what is perhaps the height of FLCL absurdity, involves Naota and his father in a heated gun battle over Haruko, the show’s antihero antagonist, who simultaneously menaces and entices Naota. After she essentially forces the eleven-year-old boy to kiss her, his jealous mega-hentai of a father, who has presumably been having sex with Haruko, challenges his son to a fight over her honor. A fight, in which he dresses in Nazi regalia, ensues and quickly devolves into a mania.

All these scenes are off-putting and, I believe, deliberately so. They aren’t aspirational, but rather a raw, honest look into the teenage mind as it struggles to understand itself and its sexuality. You can then think of the grotesquely absurd battle described above not as literal, but as a loose staging of Freud’s Oedipus complex, and the idea that young boys compete against their fathers psychically for sexual dominance in order to distinguish themselves from their progenitors.

Still, this doesn’t take away from issues with FLCL as it pertains to the male gaze. Tsurumaki, straightforward as always, admits as much, saying that “the directors at Gainax are all basically weak, insecure, bitter young men. So are many anime fans. Many Japanese families, including my own, have workaholic fathers whose kids never get to see them. That may influence the shows I create.”

FLCL was Tsurumaki’s directorial debut, and you can see the years of accrued Gainax verve in every scene. His first project with Gainax as animation director was Nadia: The Secret of Blue Water, and he served as assistant director to Anno on Neon Genesis Evangelion. In fact, Tsurumaki likened working on FLCL to a purposely anarchic process, going so far as to state, “The more intensely I worked on FLCL, the more I destroyed the peaceful atmosphere of Gainax.” He then describes himself as an Omanu Jacku, a mischief maker of sorts, but one that is embraced by the rest of his boundary-pushing team.

NOTHING CAN HAPPEN TILL YOU SWING THE BAT.

—HARUKO HARUHARA

Oddly enough, though FLCL has been likened to Evangelion, Serial Experiments Lain, and even The Melancholy of Haruhi Suzumiya, I liken it to the avant-garde plays of famed writer Samuel Beckett, particularly those from the 1960s. In many of Beckett’s plays—in particular one called Play—ideas become characters, to the point where the actual humanity of each of them is less important than what they represent. FLCL is similar in this way. Uncomfortable, surreal, but still filtered through a coherent structure, leaving the viewer to look for meaning where little is actually provided. According to Tsurumaki, this is deliberate; he said in an interview that he’d “like you to think of FLCL as imagination being made physical and tangible, just as it is for me when I take whatever is in my head and draw it.” With that in mind, FLCL is as much about adolescent development as it is about the process of creating art.

FLCL earned its place on this essentials list because it restructured the idea of what could be considered avant-garde. It transforms and transports giant robot battles, space aliens, and hypersonic guitars into a place of truly experimental art. There is no doubt that without the proper guidance and vision, FLCL could have been an inaccessible student film. But with Tsurumaki boldly using all the gadgets in Gainax’s toolbox, dressing it up in popular tropes and incredible imagery, mainstream viewers could buy in.

There have been continuations of FLCL, namely FLCL: Progressive (2018) and FLCL: Alternative (2018), but both lack the experimental verve of the original. Maybe this is because there will never be anything else like FLCL. Not even FLCL. And that makes a strange kind of sense. This anime is an explosion of ideas that has served as an inspiration for not just fans but artists the world over. It’s known that Michael Dante DiMartino, the co-creator of Avatar: The Last Airbender and The Legend of Korra, required his entire crew to watch FLCL. But even that only describes the tip of the inspiration iceberg. An entire generation of young artists were formed by the show, watching it as they too grew into adolescence, helping them expand their creative boundaries.

FLCL isn’t just essential because it reinvented anime. It’s essential because it reinvented the definition of what popular art can be. Like a dream so wonderful it inspires a work of art, it will always elude whoever tries to re-create it.
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METROPOLIS

2001

While tracking down a criminal in the megacity of Metropolis, a detective and his nephew uncover a plot to seize power using a robot girl named Tima.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Three titans of anime—Rintaro, Katsuhiro Otomo, and Osamu Tezuka—combine their powers and deliver a visually stunning, and thoughtful, work of retrofuture science fiction.

—Patrick Macias



An overdeveloped city teetering on the brink of disaster. Wealthy industrialists who ruthlessly exploit their workers. Fascist youth who battle in the streets with armed revolutionaries. Scientists who dare to play god with dangerous technology. These are some of the conflicts that have played out time and time again in science fiction cinema and, sadly, throughout history as well.

Released in 2001, Metropolis is a staggering work, at times equally cartoonish and richly detailed, that combines the talents of director Rintaro and writer Katsuhiro Otomo with the classic work of the late Osamu Tezuka. It is perhaps the most technically impressive anime since Akira and was a passion project that took decades to bring to life.

In 1949, a few years before he created Astro Boy, Osamu Tezuka began writing and drawing a manga called Metropolis. At first glance, several of the key ideas on the page—including supercities, class struggles, and technology run amok—seemed heavily inspired by the 1927 sci-fi film Metropolis, directed by Fritz Lang. Tezuka claimed in an interview that he had not seen this classic movie, aside from a single still image. Regardless, his Metropolis was an ambitious story with sociopolitical overtones about an artificial human girl, and the manga left a strong impression on other creators, including future anime director Rintaro.

Born in 1941, Rintaro started his career at Toei Animation before winding up at Tezuka’s Mushi Production, where he directed episodes of the original Astro Boy and Kimba the White Lion TV series. At one point, Rintaro approached his boss, Tezuka, about the possibility of collaborating on an anime adaptation of the Metropolis manga, but the “God of Manga” declined.

Eventually, Rintaro went on to cofound the animation studio Madhouse and became one of the top directors in anime, delivering such major works as the Space Pirate Captain Harlock TV series (1978–1979) and the Galaxy Express 999 movies (1979 and 1981). But throughout the years, he clung to his dream to someday make a Metropolis anime.

I WANTED TO REEXAMINE AND RETHINK THE IDEAS IN TEZUKA’S SCIENCE FICTION IN MY OWN MIND. TO DO THIS HAS ALWAYS BEEN ONE OF MY GOALS.

—RINTARO

In 1983, Rintaro directed the apocalyptic movie Harmagedon: Genma taisen, which featured character designs from Katsuhiro Otomo. Though he was already an established manga artist, Harmagedon was Otomo’s first major foray into animation, and the experience helped give him the motivation to turn his Akira comic into a feature anime film.

The Akira movie opened in 1988, and one year later, Osamu Tezuka passed away at the age of sixty. It was the beginning of a new era in anime, and the end of another.

Rintaro again sought to make Metropolis, this time as a tribute to his old mentor, and asked Otomo to write the script.

Produced at Madhouse with a five-year production schedule and a huge budget of roughly $9 million, Metropolis combined the old-fashioned charm of Tezuka’s art style with state-of-the-art computer graphics. As much as Metropolis was intended as an adaptation of Tezuka’s original vision, the duo of Rintaro and Otomo brought their own unique talents to the project.

Rintaro’s anime often reveled in urban life, whether it was the massive Megalopolis of Galaxy Express 999 or the atmospheric modern-day Tokyo landscapes in X: The Movie (1996)—the retrofuture city in Metropolis does not disappoint one bit. From the gleaming art deco architecture of the surface world to the seedy but vibrant slums of Zone 1 and the industrial bowels of the city, it’s one of the most brilliantly realized landscapes in all of anime.

Katsuhiro Otomo’s screenplay added new characters and conflicts to Tezuka’s story and helped flesh out the original work. Japanese detective Shunsaku Ban (alias Higeoyaji) and his nephew Kenichi are fish-out-of-water characters in a city that resembles a souped-up version of New York or Chicago in the 1940s. Meanwhile, Duke Red, the plutocratic ruler of the city, has badly strained his relationship with his adopted son, Rock, by overseeing the creation of Tima, a robot girl who looks like the duke’s dead daughter. The emotional heart of the film comes in the form of the relationship between Tima and Kenichi, who share a few gentle moments together before cataclysmic events separate them.

Though the script and animation are both excellent, the secret weapon of Metropolis is the music—from the New Orleans jazz–influenced score by famed saxophonist Toshiyuki Honda to the brilliant use of Ray Charles’s 1962 hit “I Can’t Stop Loving You.” It is this timeless song of loss and longing that blares as Kenichi desperately tries to cling to an out-of-control Tima while the Ziggurat, Duke Red’s magnificent skyscraper, crumbles around them. It’s an emotional yet darkly ironic moment that film critic Roger Ebert said reminded him of the use of the song “We’ll Meet Again” at the end of Dr. Strangelove, a mighty compliment indeed.

As the Tower of Babel–like city explodes like Neo-Tokyo in Akira, Metropolis shows its audience what happens when we love our technology too much, only to discover it may not love us back. And as long as we can remember the past, and imagine the future, maybe we can make a better world someday.
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MILLENNIUM ACTRESS

2001

A reclusive movie actress shares her life story with a visiting documentary crew, unlocking secrets of the past along the way.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Satoshi Kon’s love letter to Japanese cinema is a dazzling history lesson and a testimony to the power of animation.

—Patrick Macias



When Millennium Actress was released in 2001, the Japanese film industry was going through a period of transition. Studios like Shochiku and Toei were dismantling their shooting stages where classic movies had once been made, throwing away old props and costumes, and even transitioning away from 35mm film to digital production. The future, in the form of the twenty-first century, had arrived, but what about the past? Do all those old memories—lived or captured on film—still matter when time marches on?

Millennium Actress opens in a straightforward fashion as TV director Genya Tachibana and a cameraman visit the home of Chiyoko Fujiwara, a legendary star who retired from the silver screen at the peak of her fame. Tachibana aims to produce a documentary about Chiyoko’s life, starting with her birth during the Great Kanto Earthquake of 1923. Amid tumultuous events such as World War II and the postwar occupation of Japan, Chiyoko’s profile rises through her supporting film roles, until she becomes a bona fide movie goddess during the Golden Age of Japanese film in the 1950s. Throughout all the ups and downs of her life and career, what remains consistent is Chiyoko’s wish to one day be reunited with a mysterious young man she met when she was young.

While that all sounds reasonably straightforward, Millennium Actress is anything but. As in Kurt Vonnegut’s novel Slaughterhouse-Five, the characters in this kaleidoscopic anime seem to have become “unstuck in time” and can leap through the past and any point in space, including movies and memories, on a whim. For other directors, the task of taking on such a journey might be too much, but Millennium Actress showed that Satoshi Kon was a rare visionary who would move an audience emotionally while still being experimental.

Born in Sapporo in 1963, Satoshi Kon grew up a fan of anime, manga, and the reality-bending works of science fiction of author Yasutaka Tsutsui. In 1984, while still a student at a Tokyo art and design college, he won an award for his original manga from Weekly Young Magazine—which led to him becoming an assistant to Katsuhiro Otomo, the creator of Akira. Kon continued to create manga and gradually began to enter the world of anime by doing layout, background, and animation work on Roujin Z (1991) and Patlabor 2: The Movie (1993), in addition to writing the Magnetic Rose segment from the anime film anthology Memories in 1995.

THERE IS THE REALITY THAT WE ARE LIVING, AND THERE ARE ALSO THE THOUGHTS WE SEE. IT SEEMS AS IF THESE ARE SEPARATED. HOWEVER, WE OURSELVES EXPERIENCE THIS IN QUITE A SYNTHESIZED MANNER… I WANTED TO SEE IF IT WAS POSSIBLE TO CREATE THAT OVERLAP BETWEEN REALITY AND ILLUSION.

—SATOSHI KON

Kon made his directorial debut in 1997 with Perfect Blue, an adaptation of a psychological horror novel by Yoshikazu Takeuchi. This harrowing tale of an ex–idol singer who is losing her grip on reality struck just as the J-horror boom was attracting global attention and earned Kon comparisons to masters of suspense like Alfred Hitchcock and Dario Argento.

Originally, Kon was going to follow up this success with an adaptation of Yasutaka Tsutsui’s sci-fi novel Paprika (which he would eventually direct in 2006), but after Perfect Blue’s distribution company suddenly went bankrupt, Kon and co-screenwriter Sadayuki Murai decided to come up with an original story of their own: a loving tribute to Japanese history and cinema.

While Perfect Blue dealt with the dark side of stardom and being an object of adoration, Millennium Actress would take a different approach. As Satoshi Kon told the Midnight Eye website in 2002, “When I was making Perfect Blue I thought it would be a positive film, but little by little it became negative, darker… I wanted to make Millennium Actress in completely opposite, more positive images. In this way, these two films are very important for me, because they show the dark side and the light side of the same relationship.”

The character Chiyoko was inspired in part by real-life actress Setsuko Hara, who had starred in wartime propaganda movies, samurai epics, and dramas directed by Akira Kurosawa and Yasujiro Ozu. Millennium Actress is also filled with homages to Japanese films such as Throne of Blood and Tokyo Story, and even kaiju movies like Godzilla. The sheer number of richly detailed costumes and varied locations we see in Millennium Actress would have made it near impossible to finance as a live-action production. But as long as someone could research it and draw it, the past could be brought back to life through animation or looked at from a totally different angle.

From the beginning of the film, we’re never quite sure if what we are seeing is real, someone’s memories, or images pulled from Chiyoko’s movies. In the hands of another filmmaker, this approach could have been confusing or too cerebral, but Satoshi Kon—who personally supervised nearly every aspect of the production—used the power of animation to make the transitions feel magical and the emotions bigger than life. Fittingly, composer Susumu Hirasawa’s score manages to sound old-fashioned, contemporary, and futuristic all at once, as Chiyoko races across the screen (and through time) on horseback, on a bicycle, and in a spaceship in pursuit of her desire.

Millennium Actress could not help but wow the critics, including A. O. Scott of The New York Times, who called it “an expression of movie love that is wonderfully eccentric and deeply affecting.” Sadly, Kon would only deliver three more amazing anime productions—Paranoia Agent (2004), Tokyo Godfathers (2003), and Paprika (2006)—before he passed away from cancer in 2010 at the age of forty-six—far too young.

All of Kon’s works count as essential anime viewing, but Millennium Actress is truly something special: a kaleidoscopic look at how the imaginary and the real can be mixed to transcend time and space. As long as we have memories and the movies, the past will always be with us. All it needs is someone to reanimate it.
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FULLMETAL ALCHEMIST: BROTHERHOOD

2009–2010

After an alchemical ritual goes wrong, two brothers seek to restore their damaged bodies using the power of the Philosopher’s Stone.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: One of the most popular series of the 2000s, Fullmetal Alchemist: Brotherhood raised the bar and increased the fan base for shōnen anime.

—Patrick Macias



If the magical art and science of alchemy can teach us anything, it’s that the right combination of elements can create lasting miracles. Often, it’s the same with anime. Get the mix of action, story, and characters wrong, and an entire series can wind up unseen or forgotten. But when all the pieces come miraculously together, the result can be like Fullmetal Alchemist.

The original Fullmetal Alchemist anime ran for fifty-one episodes from 2003 to 2004. However, since manga creator Hiromu Arakawa had yet to publish the conclusion to her story when the series was still on the air, the anime staff at animation studio Bones (including director Seiji Mizushima and screenwriter Shou Aikawa) had to come up with an original conclusion of their own. The finale pleased most viewers, but once Arakawa published her intended ending, it felt like the story was still incomplete. Then came the 2009–2010 series Fullmetal Alchemist: Brotherhood, a remake that followed the events of the first anime up to a point, before becoming a much more faithful adaptation of Arakawa’s manga, right down to her conclusion.

While both anime versions of FMA have their fans—and rightfully so—Brotherhood tips the scales for “essential” status because of its bigger, better action scenes and closer fidelity to Arakawa’s source material. But no matter which FMA you prefer, the gripping emotional core at the heart of both series—the bond between brothers Edward and Alphonse Elric—remains the same.

Fullmetal Alchemist is set in an alternate world that resembles nineteenth-century Europe during the Industrial Revolution, but with a key difference. The legendary power of alchemy—turning one form of matter into another (for example, transforming lead into gold)—is real, and can be really dangerous.

The rules for alchemy in FMA revolve around the concept of “Equivalent Exchange.” To wit: You need to sacrifice something in order to get something. Unfortunately, brothers Edward and Alphonse Elric discover this rule the hard way when they try to bring their mother back from the dead, a forbidden alchemical act known as “human transmutation” that costs them dearly. In the aftermath of the failed spell, Edward loses his leg and Alphonse his entire body. Edward barely manages to bond his younger brother’s spirit to a giant suit of armor, but not before exchanging his right arm in the process. Now the brothers’ only hope of restoring themselves lies in finding the Philosopher’s Stone, a fabled object that can bend the alchemical law of Equivalent Exchange. In order to locate the stone, Edward and Alphonse join the military of Amestris as State Alchemists, using their powers and status to keep the peace. But eventually, assorted secrets from the past—along with creatures like the villainous Homunculi—challenge our protagonists and shake the very foundations of the country they serve.

Born in 1973, Fullmetal Alchemist creator Hiromu Arakawa grew up on a dairy farm in Hokkaido, Japan, where she took care of cows and worked the land. That might seem like an unlikely background for someone who became interested in telling stories about alchemy, but as Arakawa said in an interview with the French magazine Animeland, “This [law of Equivalent Exchange] comes from my farmer background.… The more you love your animals, the more they give it back to you.… Equivalent exchange is based on the energy you’ll deploy to realize the task that was assigned to you. In a way, that exchange gives rhythm to my life.”

Arakawa moved to Tokyo in 1999 with the intent to break into the manga industry. She wound up at the publisher Enix, where she worked as an assistant to Hiroyuki Eto on the fantasy gag series Magical Circle Guru Guru. After publishing a few short works of her own, the Fullmetal Alchemist manga debuted in 2001 and quickly became one of the most successful titles of its era.

Fullmetal Alchemist was published in Monthly Shōnen Gangan magazine, a publication targeting younger male readers. And although FMA is technically a shōnen series, it’s an unusually ambitious one that shows how complex the genre—which is sometimes guilty of simplistic and repetitive stories about training and fighting—can get when a truly visionary creator is in charge. Fullmetal Alchemist offers no shortage of superpowers and comedic moments, but it also explores serious themes like genocide, disability, and overcoming past trauma.

The canvas of FMA is filled with carefully crafted and nuanced characters, including strong female ones (like mechanic Winry Rockbell and bodyguard Riza Hawkeye) who rise above “good guys” and “bad guys” stereotypes. At the center are Edward and Alphonse, two people who care deeply for each other in a sibling relationship that feels real and lived in.

Fullmetal Alchemist’s pacing might seem a little laid-back at first, but hang on. This is a story that takes its time to set everything up: the world-building, the backstories, and the conspiracies bubbling just under the surface. From there, Edward and Alphonse must face their family’s own dark past, along with the systematic injustice and corruption that lies just below the facade of Amestris’s military might. In Brotherhood, especially, Arakawa’s superb storytelling skills pay off with a dramatic, and satisfying, conclusion.

In addition to being influential on the shōnen genre, Fullmetal Alchemist had a major impact on fandom in the West and was the anime that an entire generation of viewers first fell in love with. A huge female fan base supported both Fullmetal Alchemist and Fullmetal Alchemist: Brotherhood, helping to transform the audience for shōnen titles and anime itself, similarly to what had happened decades earlier in Japan.

As Hiromi Arakawa explained in 2013, “Twenty years ago, there were really violent series such as Fist of the North Star or Otokojuku in Shōnen Jump. Oddly enough, girls like those stories! Female readers found shōnen titles very entertaining and often more interesting than the usual shōjo manga. Ten years later, we were old enough to draw and so we made boys’ manga. This explains the increased number of female artists in this area.… Some men are really able to imagine sensitive and complex characters, while some women are able to create sometimes violent action scenes. Nowadays, each writer has their own specialty. It doesn’t matter if they’re a man or a woman.”

Fullmetal Alchemist broke down barriers and redefined what shōnen anime storytelling could achieve. And if that’s not a magical act, I don’t know what is.











NANA

2006–2007

A chance meeting between two young women named Nana leads to an epic friendship full of ups and downs.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Nana depicts young adulthood with a warts-and-all honesty that is rarely seen in any medium. Plus, it rocks!

—Patrick Macias



I’m a huge music fan, especially of rock and punk, and it’s not uncommon to find me hanging out in the back of various small concert halls and “live houses” around Tokyo. In such places, the air is filled with drama. Everyone seems to have a story of some kind: band members with big ambitions, audiences who live to support their favorite acts, and all manner of scenesters and supporting characters in between. And Nana is one of the few fictional works that nails this atmosphere and the people and players who make up the vibrant indie music scene in Japan. Even better, it’s also an incredibly honest and gripping portrayal of the trials and tribulations young adults face no matter where, or when, they come from.

While the relationships in Nana can get pretty complicated—this is a show where the hookups and breakups come fast and furious—the plot is fairly simple. It’s a story about two young women with a lot of differences, and a lot in common—starting with their first name—who somehow manage, either through fate or chance, to become a crucial part of each other’s lives.

Nana Komatsu is upbeat, needy, and a bit of a fool for love. Having just come out of an unhappy affair with an older man, she’s looking to start over again by following in the footsteps of her high school friends—and her new boyfriend Shouji—who have enrolled in a Tokyo art college.

Meanwhile, Nana Osaki is the tough, cool, headstrong lead singer of a punk group called The Black Stones (also known in the series as BLAST). Her boyfriend, and fellow bandmate, Ren has just left the group to join a more successful band bound for the big time. However, despite these setbacks, she is determined to find success in the music scene on her own terms and as a matter of pride.

Both Nanas leave their small towns behind for the bright lights of the big city. They meet by accident on a snowy night on a train bound for Tokyo. It might seem as though the end of the line would be the end of their brief acquaintance, but fate has more surprises up its sleeve, and Nana K. and Nana O. soon wind up living together as roommates in an apartment building. While the road ahead to musical greatness and personal fulfillment will be long and perilous, and there’s no guarantee that storybook endings are even in the cards, the friendship between the two Nanas is something that should be savored: the good times, the bad times, and all points in between.

Created by artist Ai Yazawa, Nana began serializing in 2000 in the pages of Cookie, a “josei manga” publication targeting teenage girls and young adult women. Even in the crowded josei genre, Yazawa’s unique talent stuck out. Her depictions of music and fashion subcultures, as well as the people who inhabited them, in manga such as Neighborhood Story and Paradise Kiss felt real, attracted a loyal following, and helped set the stage for the rock ’n’ roll fantasy of Nana.

Nana quickly became a sensation. The manga sold over 43 million copies in Japan and led to a pair of live-action films in 2005 and 2006. The story also crossed over into video games and even the pop charts, as music inspired by the fictional bands in Nana, like Trapnest and The Black Stones, spawned hits.

With so many different versions of Nana to choose from, what does the Nana anime do especially well?

As great as Yazawa’s original was on the printed page, the addition of movement, color, a great cast of voice actors, and especially the crucial addition of music, brought even more depth and texture to the world of Nana. And within the field of animation, there have been few works as frank or daring in dealing with tough topics like sex, pregnancy, bad relationships, and drug addiction. Nana originally aired on TV in a late-night slot and was given the space to bravely confront these mature themes head on.

That’s not to say that Nana is out to moralize the audience or scold its characters for the choices and, sometimes questionable, decisions they make. Sometimes, there are no big lessons. Nana K. and Nana O. are just living their lives, and life happens to them. They support each other as best they can and get by with a little help from their friends.

For a show that’s nearly two decades old, it’s amazing how contemporary Nana still feels. Although some details, like the old-fashioned mobile phones, are trademarks of the early 2000s, the situations and emotional stakes for young people remain as eternal as ever. Sadly, despite Nana’s ongoing popularity, Ai Yazawa put her manga on hiatus in 2009 due to illness, and because of this, both the anime and manga versions do not have an ending where everything is wrapped up with a neat bow. But I’m okay with that.

Life goes on. So too does the spirit of Nana, whenever another band takes the stage at a small club somewhere in Tokyo. Rock on.
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DEATH NOTE

2006–2007

A brilliant high schooler comes upon a notebook capable of killing whoever’s name is written inside.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Death Note’s mythology was so intriguing and believable that it leaked into real life, inspiring a public response.

—Samuel Sattin



In this book we’ve explored how anime arrived on the international stage, becoming one of the most celebrated (and coveted) mediums on the globe. Whether it was by changing the definition of storytelling or pushing the boundaries of animation into unprecedented social territory, anime is popular because it is innovative, and it is innovative because it takes daring narrative and artistic risks, creating fervent fans that can’t help but clamor for more. Perhaps nowhere else is this phenomenon more evident than with Death Note. Initially airing in 2006, it would become equally as popular as it was infamous, and its subversive themes bled into real life during its ascension.

To me, writing about Death Note is a somewhat cold affair. If I could ascribe the show a personality, it wouldn’t be human at all, but a towering obsidian tomb that contains the corpse of a mad king. One can walk the tomb’s perimeter for days and still not notice every polished detail, each one a reminder of the terrifyingly powerful person it was built to contain. As for getting inside that tomb, I’m afraid the twelve-ton doors are guarded by sadistic traps. What you can know about Death Note, you can know only from a distance, and perhaps it’s better that way.

Death Note starts with a simple enough premise. A teenager named Light Yagami finds a strange notebook that appears to have dropped from the sky. The moment he touches it, a shinigami (death god) appears before him and explains that the artifact Light possesses is not of this world, that whoever’s name is written within it will die, and that this object of power now belongs to him—for as long as he can keep it. The setup progresses into a complex morality tale, taking a cue from J. R. R. Tolkien’s introduction of the One Ring and pushing the concept to its extreme. In Death Note, we are told that if most anyone (in particular, a preternaturally intelligent teen with a superiority complex) is given extraordinary power, that power is doomed to be abused.

The origins of the Death Note manga are almost as mysterious as the show’s characters. One compelling theory drives back to a short, one-shot manga penned by Shigeru Mizuki (of GeGeGe no Kitarō fame). In it, Yamato, a pitiable, middle-aged salaryman maligned by his coworkers, finds a notebook next to a dead body in a shrine. It turns out that the dead man was a criminal and had been wiped from the earth by merely inscribing his name in the notebook. Yamada, cruelly, tests the notebook on a dog and sees that writing a living thing’s name in the book does indeed cause its death. He then lends the notebook to a colleague named Old Miss at her request, and she sets about writing down the names of the coworkers who treat Yamada poorly, killing them all in his perceived defense. Yamada then retrieves the notebook, writes Old Miss’s name in its pages, and then writes his own, killing them both, demonstrating that any human with the power to decide another’s death is doomed to a tragic end.

LOOK AROUND YOU, AND ALL YOU WILL SEE ARE PEOPLE THE WORLD WOULD BE BETTER OFF WITHOUT.

—LIGHT YAGAMI

If Death Note was not inspired by Mizuki’s short, I’d be surprised, because both stories share similar themes. Despite this connection, my lack of certainty is a testament to just how little we know about the person behind the story, and what inspired him to create this worldwide phenomenon.

Death Note’s creator, who worked on the series alongside artist Takeshi Obata, goes by the pen name Tsugumi Ohba; his true identity is a closely guarded secret. Save for the presumption that he is male, there’s a good deal of speculation about who Ohba might actually be, but nothing concrete to speak of. And given how the concept of identity itself is presented in Death Note, there’s an eerie analogue between him and his two most compelling (and morally dubious) characters—Light Yagami and his adversary, L.

As mentioned before, Death Note’s story follows the ascension, and ultimate downfall, of a sociopath. It’s hard to know whether Light was corrupted by the notebook, or whether he was always a sadist who merely needed a gentle nudge to fall into homicidal delusion. It doesn’t help that from the perspective of its characters and themes, Death Note doesn’t seem to look kindly upon humans in general. They are often portrayed as selfish creatures who mostly act out of cowardice, self-interest, fear, and a gloomy sense of duty. Even the show’s most interesting character, the internationally renowned detective known as L, appears more preoccupied with catching his prey to feed his monstrous ego than he is with lofty ideas of justice. It’s also perhaps not a coincidence that, like Ohba himself, L keeps his true identity a secret, and operates from a place of total anonymity.

The game of cat and mouse between L and Light is what makes Death Note such a thrilling ride. L, who has never been seen in person and operates only through surrogates, becomes Light’s ultimate nemesis. This is because (with the notable exception of anyone possessing the eyes of a shinigami) a person with a Death Note can only kill someone whose name and face are known to them. Circuitous plot turns end up bringing the elaborate drama to a close after thirty-seven episodes, but the path to get there is a thrilling and often weighty exploration of human immorality. So thrilling, in fact, that it actually merged with reality.

Soon after it aired, Death Note was banned in China, and almost banned in Russia because several schoolchildren were discovered with Death Notes they’d made in imitation of the show’s, with the names of fellow students and teachers written inside. Then the same exact thing happened in multiple cities in the United States. In Washington State, one middle school student was expelled and three others disciplined after their Death Note was discovered and was found to contain the names of over fifty students. These harrowing reports, all sharing similar traits, led to the show receiving a somewhat heinous reputation outside the anime community. I’m personally not a proponent of blaming art for the actions of bad actors, and so I will not, but the controversy is worth noting since the show was so influential that its effects were seen all over the globe. The notebook itself became akin to an urban legend like Slender Man, which similarly leaked into reality in 2014 when two twelve-year-old girls attacked their best friend in order to, as they believed, become proxies of the monster.

Perhaps because the originator of the manga/anime is so mysterious, and the themes of the story so dark, Death Note is left open to criticism, particularly when it comes to its handling of female characters. The story has an overwhelmingly male cast—throughout the evil teen boy mental decathlon of the series, there are male cops, male politicians, and, for the most part, male shinigami. Apparently Ohba has said the only reason he included one of the show’s female characters—the childlike, Light-obsessed model and actress Misa Amane—is that having an all-male cast would be “boring.” While Misa does indeed receive a lot of screen time, her character is, in my view, treated as disposable. The abuse of her character is partly due to narrative reasons, like Light’s sociopathy, but critics have voiced discomfort with her treatment, alongside other issues with female characters in the show.

Nowhere else is this more suggested than with the character Naomi Misora, an intelligent ex-FBI agent and near opposite of Misa. When Naomi is introduced, we learn she left the FBI to become a stay-at-home wife; almost immediately, she gets onto Light’s trail, and he kills her. Ohba has expressed that this is because Naomi was too smart and would have caught Light too early, ending the series—and he may indeed have intended that to be the case. However, when compounded with the treatment of other female characters in the series and Ohba’s other major work, Bakuman, where the sexism is far more overt, I don’t find the criticism hard to believe.

One of the biggest questions about Death Note is whether it glorifies nihilism and violence. I would say the answer sort of depends on who’s watching. What we can gather, however, is that Death Note is a story about what humans are capable of when they only care about winning. It’s about arrogance, destruction, and cowardice. It’s the kind of story that’s so haunting and tangible that some people would like to reach through the screen and grab a Death Note for themselves. One part brilliance, one part pitch darkness, Death Note will be remembered as a series whose themes are open to interpretation. And again, perhaps it’s better that way.











THE MELANCHOLY OF HARUHI SUZUMIYA

2006–2009

Bored high schooler Kyon attracts the attention of Haruhi Suzumiya, an eccentric beauty looking to befriend aliens, time travelers, and espers. What Haruhi doesn’t know is that all three have already found her—and that she herself has the ability to alter reality, should it ever displease her.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: The Melancholy of Haruhi Suzumiya defined the style of storytelling for which Kyoto Animation would come to be known, skyrocketed the global light novel market, and won a worldwide fandom.

—Kara Dennison



In 2003, anime production company Kyoto Animation (KyoAni for short) would step into the spotlight with its first major title, Full Metal Panic? Fumoffu. In the same year, law school graduate Nagaru Tanigawa stepped into the world of speculative fiction. His first serialized title, Dengeki!! Aegis 5, was a loving pastiche of Shotaro Ishinomori’s Super Sentai and Kamen Rider series. But it was his light novel, released in summer of that year, that would capture the world’s imagination.

The Melancholy of Haruhi Suzumiya brought together Tanigawa and Noizi Ito, a visual novel artist who was also illustrating the light novel series Shakugan no Shana at the time. Ito, with her love of fighting games and stories set in high school, was a perfect choice for the paranormal slice-of-life story.

Tanigawa was entering the light novel scene at a promising time. In 1998, Kouhei Kadono’s Boogiepop series had begun to shape what constituted a “light novel” (a type of short novel in Japan aimed at younger readers and sometimes otaku, often featuring manga-style illustrations) in terms of form, theme, and target audience. The medium had existed in some form since at least the 1970s, and popular anime like the 1990s fantasy/comedy series Slayers had been adapted from light novels. Boogiepop, which starred a high school girl with a mysterious alter ego fighting paranormal battles, is credited both with changing the face of Japanese YA fiction and popularizing the light novel form within Japan. It also pulled inspiration from what would later be termed chuunibyou (literally “middle school syndrome”)—a rebellious adolescent phase that can manifest as delusions of paranormal power.

In essence, Boogiepop walked so Haruhi could run.

Five years after Kadono wowed Japan with Boogiepop, Tanigawa’s new light novel series was achieving popularity with impressive speed. It began its reign by taking home the grand prize at Kadokawa Shoten’s eighth-annual Sneaker Awards. Not long after, it landed in KyoAni’s sights… and from there Haruhi’s global conquest could truly begin.

The first season of The Melancholy of Haruhi Suzumiya premiered in 2006, headed up by KyoAni’s Tatsuya Ishihara. With the anime adaptation of Key’s visual novel Air behind him, Ishihara had shown his skill with stories riding the line between the everyday and the paranormal. But Haruhi would go even further, using the anime medium to reinforce the unpredictability of the show’s universe and to keep even the most avid of existing fans on the back foot.

For starters, the first aired episode, “Episode #00,” was a student film made by the show’s lead cast (which was outlined in the second installment of the light novel series). Episodes 1 and 2 followed, with the next aired episode being episode 7. Initially, it seemed to be a filler episode, but then it called on viewers to remember revelations from the unaired third through sixth episodes. By the end of the season’s fourteen-part run, the game was clear. The first (chronologically) six episodes of the series adapted the first book in full, relating the beginnings of Haruhi’s supernatural after-school club and the true threat of her eponymous melancholy. The following eight episodes, interspersed arbitrarily, were largely adapted from short stories in later books—covering events ranging from quiet rainy days to psychic battles with giant crickets. The majority of these episodes make far more sense with the presentation of chronological episodes 5 and 6, the final episodes of season 1 to air.

Initially confusing, but obviously deliberate, the scrambled episode order brought a unique brand of suspense to the show’s run. And, most important, it got people talking.

At first glance, The Melancholy of Haruhi Suzumiya is just an average slice-of-life comedy. Our narrator, a bored high school boy nicknamed “Kyon,” has found himself in the sights of the title character. She’s beautiful, intelligent, and athletic—but her “10” status among admirers is marred by her deep eccentricities. She wishes to speak only to paranormal beings: time travelers, espers, aliens, sliders, and the like. To that end, she forms the Saving the World by Overloading It with Fun Haruhi Suzumiya (S.O.S.) Brigade, an after-school club devoted to seeking out and befriending otherworldly beings.

What Haruhi doesn’t—and must not—realize is that she is already in the presence of three such beings, and they’re members of her club. Bookworm Yuki Nagato is an artificial human created by an alien Data Overmind; shy upperclassman Mikuru Asahina is a time agent on a secret mission; and cool exchange student Itsuki Koizumi is a powerful esper from a shadowy organization. All three have one thing in common: they believe that Haruhi has the power to re-create reality, and that she did just that three years prior. With Kyon tagging along as the only fully “normal” member of the S.O.S. Brigade, its members attempt to keep Haruhi from becoming so dissatisfied with the world that she hits the reset button yet again.

[HARUHI SUZUMIYA] ALREADY EXISTED IN MY MIND BY THE TIME I NOTICED HER THERE. IN A SLEEPLESS NIGHT AT THE BEGINNING OF THE TWENTY-FIRST CENTURY, THE IDEA SEEMED TO HAVE COME DOWN FROM HEAVEN INTO MY HEAD THE MOMENT I ROLLED OVER IN BED.

—NAGARU TANIGAWA

The series picked up steam quickly, thanks to its unique chronology, its catchy ending theme and dance, and (most of all) its memorable, godlike heroine. The cheery “Hare Hare Yukai” dance spawned flash mobs and video re-creations online, and would kick off the trend of ending-theme dances in anime for years to come. Fans debated whether the show should be watched in aired order or chronological order. And the show’s lead, Aya Hirano, became one of the first examples of a voice actor who crossed over into idol status.

The show returned three years later for a “re-airing,” but with its episode count doubled. In other words, fourteen more episodes would be put into the mix of the original airing, creating a second season that notched itself perfectly into the continuity of the first. But just as the first season had a surprise up its sleeve, the second would spring a new brand of temporal nonsense on its loyal viewers.

The story arc known as “Endless Eight” has become famous (or perhaps infamous) among anime fans. The original short story, printed in 2004’s The Rampage of Haruhi Suzumiya, related the final iteration of a 594-year time loop. Haruhi, dissatisfied with how her summer vacation plays out, unwittingly forces all of existence to repeat the same two weeks of August more than fifteen thousand times. The way out is surprisingly simple and cleverly juxtaposes Haruhi’s godlike abilities with her (understandably) adolescent mindset. However, KyoAni went a step further in the anime adaptation, roping viewers into a confusing time loop of their own. Rather than inspiring a single episode, “Endless Eight” became an eight-episode arc that took up more than half of the second season. Each episode presented yet another loop of the same story, but was animated and voiced from the ground up each time without reused assets. With no indication of where it would end, unwitting viewers found themselves in the same boat as the S.O.S. Brigade. While the “Endless Eight” arc remains divisive, it is also important to recognize what an ingeniously crafted piece of immersive fiction it is.

That’s the charm of Haruhi in the medium of anime in particular: it takes a story with a seed of chaos in it and allows that chaos to seep into the construction of the series itself. It’s almost as though Haruhi’s powers are so uncontrollable, they’re escaping from the confines of the show.
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KyoAni’s works consistently blend slice-of-life drama with unusual circumstances—from the normal to the paranormal:


• Sound! Euphonium (TV series, 2015-2016): Euphonist Kumiko rediscovers her love for music as her new high school’s brass band prepares for competition.

• Free! Iwatobi Swim Club (TV series 2013-2018): After crossing paths with former rival Rin, high schooler Haruka Nanase and his friends bring back their school’s swim team.

• Lucky Star (TV series, 2007): The daily lives of four high school girls—in particular Konata Izumi, an old-school anime nerd.

• K-On! (TV series 2009-2010): Musically inept Yui accidentally joins her high school’s light music club, which is as much about tea and relaxing as it is about music.

• Violet Evergarden (TV series, 2018): A former soldier reintegrates into society as an “Auto Memory Doll,” ghostwriting for a blind author.





After its Japanese release, Haruhi’s notoriety quickly spread west, and it wasn’t long before “Haruhiism” took hold in North America and Europe. That popularity would also inform KyoAni’s 2007 adaptation of Lucky Star—starring Hirano as smol superfan Konata Izumi and chock-full of Haruhi references—and led to the light novels receiving an English-language release in 2009.

While the popularity of the series has gone from a roar to a gentle hum since, the story still continues. The light novel The Disappearance of Haruhi Suzumiya received a film adaptation in 2010, with the story’s alternate universe resulting in the manga and anime The Disappearance of Nagato Yuki-chan (the former in 2009, the latter produced by Satelight in 2015). There are also gag manga and anime based on the S.O.S. Brigade and their friend Tsuruya that put a lighter spin on the show’s paranormal antics. And in November 2020, The Intuition of Haruhi Suzumiya—volume 12 of the light novel—was released simultaneously in both English and Japanese.

In a way, The Melancholy of Haruhi Suzumiya is a force just as powerful as its title heroine. Overloading the world with fun, tricking its followers with temporal loops, and becoming an indelible but beautiful part of the anime landscape, the series remains beloved and influential the world over.











OURAN HIGH SCHOOL HOST CLUB

2006

Female student Haruhi must present as a man and romance female clients in order to pay back a debt to the flamboyant and handsome Host Club.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: A satirical romp through shōjo manga tropes, Ouran High School Host Club delivers a loveable cast of characters and a sweet romance with plenty of laughs and a refreshing take on gender roles.

—Ivy Noelle Weir



“Kiss kiss fall in love!”

Anyone schooled in the canon of shōjo anime should instantly recognize those five words: the opening line of the poppy, frenetic theme song to Ouran High School Host Club.

The anime follows Haruhi Fujioka, a student at the prestigious (and expensive) Ouran Academy. Haruhi, who sometimes speaks to her dead mother in an internal dialogue, is an honor student from a working-class background who attends Ouran on a scholarship and is mostly just trying to keep her head down and study. In an effort to find a quiet place to study, Haruhi finds herself in Music Room 3, where she is surprised by a cabal of six beautiful young men. Fascinated by the “commoner” honor student—who they assume is male because of her pixie-cut hair, baggy clothes, and large, thick eyeglasses—they press Haruhi with questions, causing her to back up into a pedestal holding an expensive vase, which smashes on the ground. What follows is a comedy of errors with an almost Shakespearean flavor: The young men introduce themselves as the Ouran Host Club, a club dedicated to providing a romantic, sparkly, rose-scented fantasy to the school’s female students. Still mistaking Haruhi for a boy, they tell her she can work off the price of the vase by becoming the club’s “dog,” running errands for them. Then two things are revealed to the members of the club: Haruhi’s natural adeptness at “hosting” for their female clients and, soon after that, her actual biological sex. With Haruhi determined to pay off her debt and the club eager to keep their “natural rookie,” they decide to continue to conceal Haruhi’s identity and forgive her debt if she brings in one thousand club customers who request her company as a host.
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Originally serialized as a manga in LALA magazine from 2002 to 2010, Ouran was created by mangaka Bisco Hatori as a satirical take on shōjo tropes. Every member of the club meets a stereotype from shōjo manga: the princely (yet dramatic, sensitive, and jealous) club “king,” Tamaki Suoh; his second-in-command, the always cool glasses-wearing Kyoya Ootori; the physically imposing baritone-voiced Takashi “Mori” Morinozuka; the diminutive Mitsukuni “Honey” Haninozuka (who appears as an adorable child but is, in fact, an upperclassman); and Kaoru and Hikaru Hitachiin, twin brothers who regularly engage in questionably affectionate behavior straight out of a Boys’ Love manga panel for their female clientele. The twins’ mere existence is a fantasy, and the dreamlike service they provide their clientele fits right alongside it, with themed parties, elaborate cherry blossom viewing festivals, and romantic balls being thrown as part of the club’s activities.

In Japan, “host clubs” are a form of nightlife establishment where entertainers (typically female, though male clubs do exist) provide slightly flirtatious, attentive conversation to their clients over drinks. This is the first way that Ouran flips a convention: the six beautiful boys of the host club provide their fantasy dates over innocent tea and cake, taking on the stereotypically female role of the “hostess” themselves. Ouran’s play with gender is one of the most interesting points of the anime and manga as well as one of its main draws. There is little toxic masculinity among the host club boys (Tamaki’s occasional forays into chauvinism are depicted as a factor of his ridiculousness, rather than something to be admired), and they all seem extremely comfortable discussing their physical beauty, boasting their knowledge of different sets of porcelain, and, in the case of Tamaki and Kyoya, referring to each other as “Daddy” and “Mommy,” respectively.

They are candid with their feelings, and sensitive—perhaps oversensitive, in Tamaki’s case, where hurtful words often appear as literal arrows piercing his flesh and felling him. In fact, the club’s fantasy is a very femme-coded one—at one point, the character of club “manager” Renge is introduced, and her role is almost entirely to tell the boys, explicitly, what women’s fantasies are—and it is also one of the looking-but-not-touching variety. Every moment seems to exist in the “almost kiss”; the boys appear sometimes in literal clouds of roses, and their female clients are most often found literally moved to tears by the joy of just staring at them and being in their presence. Yet all the players involved seem aware that this is a fantasy and not something tangible or truly pursuable.

Haruhi provides the audience with a break from the heteronormative, super-wealthy fantasy through her role as an Ouran Academy outsider. Though Haruhi uses she/her pronouns in the English dub of the anime, she is a character that can be interpreted as nonbinary or gender nonconforming. When first confronted by Tamaki about the fact that she’s actually a girl, Haruhi’s response begins with “Biologically, yes,” and she stresses that she feels gender doesn’t define the individual. While hosting and interacting with the host club crew, Haruhi refers to herself using the Japanese masculine ore or the more gender-neutral jibun, a relatively powerful statement of her disregard for gender roles that is most likely lost on audiences who don’t speak Japanese. Her working-class background also allows Haruhi to play the “straight man” persona to the ridiculous, opulent richness of her classmates—and her occasional grumbles of “damn these rich people” are one of my favorite bits in the series. Haruhi is one of the most interesting shōjo protagonists I’ve ever come across, nuanced in a way that totally allows you to believe why everyone falls in love with her uniqueness. And her disregard for gender roles, as well as the show’s fluid perspective of her relationship to her gender and the roles of the hosts in general, feels, in many ways, revolutionary for the time Ouran was released.

However, the show’s handling of queerness and gender roles is not perfect. At times it uses unacceptable language and relies on harmful stereotypes, and viewers should go in to watching Ouran prepared for that. And while Hatori playfully skewers manga tropes, it never moves fully to criticism, and some of the more problematic tropes explored—like the “twincest,” and Honey’s representation of shotacon media, which centers attraction to young boys—are unfortunately glossed over as part of the joke. Regardless of some of its missteps, Ouran played with gender roles and presentation in 2006 with a “take it or leave it” type of attitude: Here’s this fantasy and these characters, gender is a social construct, would you like some biscuits with your tea?

WHY SHOULD I CARE ABOUT APPEARANCES AND LABELS, ANYWAY? IT’S WHAT’S ON THE INSIDE THAT COUNTS.

—HARUHI FUJIOKA

Ouran High School Host Club is an essential watch for both its unique take on gender in a typically strictly cisgendered genre as well as its role as a tongue-in-cheek love letter to the very shows and manga it parodies. If you’ve traversed the seas of shōjo, you’ll find plenty to laugh at in Ouran High School Host Club—the type of laughter where the joke spearing the thing you love is funny because you love it. It’s a sweet piece of cake with a bite of sharpness, and it’s easy to find yourself falling in love and devouring the whole thing.











TEKKONKINKREET

2006

Two street orphans attempt to survive and conquer a city of counterfeit dreams, while fighting against the inevitability of growing up.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Tekkonkinkreet shows the diversity of ideas in anime by treating unconventional material seriously and taking risks.

—Samuel Sattin



“I’m missing some screws for my heart. Even Black is missing some screws for his heart. God made White broken and Black as well. But it’s okay, I’ve got all the screws that Black needs. I’ve got every one.”

These are words spoken by White, the co-protagonist of what I find to be one of the most unique and heartfelt anime film projects ever produced. He’s speaking about his troubled brother, Black, to a police officer who is attempting to clean up the streets of a sprawling, broken-down carnival of a city called Treasure Town. White possesses an earnest, childlike understanding of reality that is as debilitating to his growth as it is essential to the compassion of his character. To anyone who has read Taiyo Matsumoto—the creator of the 1993–1994 manga from which this anime was adapted—this kind of speech is familiar. The main characters of Tekkonkinkreet, White and Black, exhibit a kind of thinking that’s both surreal and lucid. Two children abandoned to a metaphorical Island of Misfit Toys, they attempt to express complex desires and ideas that reality is too inadequate to translate.

Tekkonkinkreet began as an ambitious manga, where the art and storytelling were viewed as unconventional—no surprise, given that Matsumoto is an unconventional artist, blending Japanese traditional styles with that of European (particularly French) comics. His work cobbles together visuals that are noodly and exaggerated, and his characters move and speak with the same kind of offbeat fluidity. Such techniques are used to tell the story of two kids who live in a Las Vegas–style casino city being taken over by corporate interests who are attempting to drive them, and their robust imaginations, out. It is perhaps because of this that the book was called Tekkonkinkreet, a pun on the Japanese term for “repurposed concrete,” as a way to describe a city under the burden of change. The story became Matsumoto’s most acclaimed work and is one that seems more and more relevant as time progresses.

This modern masterpiece, playing off tropes seen in classic turf-battle films like The Warriors (1979), tells the tale of two street kids attempting to survive in a broken-down yet monied and hyperstimulated city. Treasure Town is a Neverland of sorts, a place where play supersedes rules and where crime, turf wars, and the creeping presence of Yakuza substitute for law. Black and White are the Lost Boys, territorial children who don’t want to grow up and who shed blood—their own and others’—to maintain the fantasy of never having to. They call themselves the Cats, and are rumored to be able to “fly”—a fanciful figure of speech that’s quantified by their near-magical ability to climb and jump around the city like acrobats on wires, harnessing seemingly supernatural powers.

THIS IS MY TOWN.

—BLACK

While Tekkonkinkreet features bodies uncannily jump-soaring up buildings and over highway overpasses, the story falls more into the realm of magical realism than straight science fiction. Black and White soar into the air not because they possess specific powers, but because of Matsumoto’s metaphorical perception of childhood. They are untethered to the earth because they have no home, no one to rely on but each other, and because of this, they can fly.

Making Tekkonkinkreet into a feature animated film was risky. The original manga was quite unpopular and was cut out of serialization before it was even completed. Due to the book’s experimental art style, formatting, and story—which truly defies categorization—it gained a cult following in the years after its initial publication. However, the idea of creating a high-budget anime from a manga that was more cult classic than mainstream must have been accompanied by a touch of madness. Of course, there were fans, like myself, who were beyond excited at the idea of seeing Matsumoto’s work come to the screen, but as evidenced by the paltry $42,000 it would gross internationally upon release, there weren’t many others who felt the same.

Some blamed the film’s poor international performance on the fact that it had Western filmmakers involved in its creation, which is ironic, because where Tekkonkinkreet did shine was within Japan itself. The film was produced by Studio4°C, which continues to participate in international animated collaborations. Though based in Japan, the animated films it produces diverge from the norm. In the case of Tekkonkinkreet, non-Japanese anime fans reportedly balked at the notion that Americans Michael Arias and Anthony Weintraub directed and wrote the script respectively. Though otaku purism may have been responsible to some extent for the poor box office outcome, it’s just as likely that, abroad, the film simply met the same fate as the book—a critical darling, but commercially stagnant. Unlike some Western interpretations of anime projects that have gone horribly wrong, Tekkonkinkreet is, instead, a rather faithful adaptation that heavily involved Matsumoto himself. Not only was the anime faithful, but it was self-possessed enough to successfully bring Matsumoto’s acid-trip of a city to life, imbuing it with brilliant colors, amusement-park architecture, and an unprecedented blend of CGI and hand-drawn animation.

In interviews, Michael Arias described Treasure Town as “the star of the movie… I wanted us to be as involved in the life of Treasure Town as we would be in any of the characters.” At first glance here, you might get the impression that Arias is talking about world-building, and he is, to an extent. However, he’s also talking about the way in which Tekkonkinkreet’s city is a massive part of the story as a whole and, ultimately, what it is about. Black and White are children in a freewheeling metropolis that is undergoing constant change, transforming from a dilapidated, scattered vision of artful displacement into a streamlined mega-mall-cum-amusement park. Though Matsumoto was evidently attempting to capture his feelings about a changing Japan, many worldwide understand what it means to see our cities shift toward globalist hypercapitalism, building over the artful idiosyncrasies of older ways in favor of economic growth. The way that Arias and the Studio4°C team accomplished this was through using a mix of handheld camera techniques, tricks used regularly in live-action cinema but rarely applied to animation at the time—though it’s used more frequently today. In this way, the city in the film is one that we can step inside, inhabit.


[image: image] PING PONG THE ANIMATION

For an anime that even more closely captures Matsumoto’s manga aesthetic, look no further than Ping Pong the Animation (2014). Directed by master filmmaker Masaaki Yuasa, it adapts Taiyo Matsumoto’s manga of the same name. An incredible story, Ping Pong takes table tennis to the realm of high drama, and goes through great pains to make sure that Matsumoto’s expressive style carries over into animation—perhaps to an even greater extent than in Tekkonkinkreet.



Overall, what’s essential about Tekkonkin-kreet isn’t just that it is an anime created with international talent—even though this was less common then than it is now. And it’s not that it used novel CGI techniques in ways that have yet to be rivaled even in modern animation. What’s essential about Tekkonkinkreet is that it shows how anime will take risks on radical, norm-pushing ideas. Tekkonkinkreet is a large-scale dramatic film that tells a timeless story of abandonment, stunted growth, violence, creativity, and the power of familial love. It fits into no specific genre and is somewhat divorced from mainstream anime tropes; the fresh perspective it offered contributed to the excitement around the film in Japan. In other words, Tekkonkinkreet is indie, it’s thoughtful, and, like many thoughtful indie films, it values art over the market. When something like this is produced, I thank my lucky stars that a group of people somehow figured out how to pour millions of dollars into making it, possibly while knowing that its praises might be sung more in books like this than by throngs of excited anime fans looking for their next fix.


MATSUMOTO MANGA

Though this book revolves around anime in particular, we would be remiss not to mention that Matsumoto’s comics are among some of the most imaginative and interesting in the medium. Check out titles like GoGo Monster and Sunny for a deeper glimpse into Matsumoto’s unique worldview. In GoGo Monster, you can pick up on similar themes presented in Tekkonkinkreet: children who are alienated from society and who struggle with an inner world filled with supernatural creatures whose actions affect their real lives.



In the film, when White talks into a pay phone, presumably to nothing but a ringtone, he says, “This is Planet Earth. Agent White. Do you read me, over? Today I kept the peace on this planet. Over? This planet’s very peaceful. Over and out.” He checks in with the imaginary stewards of the planet and registers his duties as its protector. It is this naive and beautiful longing for peace contrasted with the violence of change that brings Tekkonkinkreet into the realm of anime canon. Though White may be talking to an empty line, those of us observing him absorb the message.











NARUTO SHIPPUDEN

2006

Naruto Uzumaki continues to wrestle with his ultimate goal of leading his ninja village as the Hokage, as well as with the literal beast sealed within his body, in this direct continuation of the hit Shōnen Jump series.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Naruto Shippuden ups the stakes of an already solid action series, introducing new threats and showcasing just how good creator Masashi Kishimoto is at drafting action scenes. The production house behind the adaptation, Pierrot Co., also had five hundred episodes to show off some of their own shinobi-style skills when it came to bringing these characters and their amazing ninja powers to the screen.

—Joseph Luster



A lot of anime deal with internal struggles. Characters wrestle with their innermost feelings, conflicting emotions, and clashing ideals all the time. However, Naruto Shippuden gets literal with it, as the series expands on the tale of ninja-in-training Naruto Uzumaki, who has to deal with the unenviable burden of having a centuries-old nine-tailed fox demon sealed away within his body. This is the Dragon Ball Z to the original Naruto anime’s Dragon Ball, in that it kicks off after a time skip during which Naruto was off training with his latest mentor, the “pervy sage” Jiraiya. The result is a five-hundred-episode series—filler and all!—that’s more mature and a bit darker without sacrificing everything that made the 220 episodes that preceded it brisk and fun.

When the first run of Naruto came to an end, our orange-clad hero found himself at an impasse. The last bite of the first series’ main course went down way back in episode 135, closing out the fan-favorite “Sasuke Retrieval” arc with a bang before paving the way for a bunch of filler (the term for non-canon content used to pad out anime adaptations until there’s enough of the original manga source material to animate again). By the time the first episode of Naruto Shippuden aired on February 15, 2007, it had been nearly two full years since a major event went down in Naruto. To say fans were hungry for the adaptation to continue would be a razor-sharp shuriken of an understatement.

The first episode of Shippuden, fittingly entitled “Homecoming,” serves as a reintroduction of our key characters. Naruto is emboldened and maybe even a little wiser—though, as we soon see, still pretty juvenile and true to his character overall—after two and a half years of training with Jiraiya. The pang of defeat from the pivotal moment when he was unable to save Sasuke and bring him back to their side still lingers, but it helps further complicate Naruto as a person and adds more conflict to his ever-tumultuous inner battle. Even if he feels like somewhat of a failure, he knows he is going to have to tough it out if he wants to take on his first mission from the reigning Fifth Hokage, Tsunade.

I THINK READERS SEE THEMSELVES IN NARUTO, AND THAT’S WHAT APPEALS TO THEM: THEY CAN EMPATHIZE WITH HIM AND HIS WEAKNESS.

—MASASHI KISHIMOTO

Before Naruto and Sakura can set out on this mission, their former teacher Kakashi Hatake has a familiar test for them both. In one of the many ways series creator Masashi Kishimoto finds to depict the characters’ growth in a style that’s both entertaining and easy to digest, Kakashi makes them retake the same bell test he gave them back when they first teamed up with Sasuke in the early chapters of the story. Thus, the first few episodes of Shippuden manage to give fans something familiar to latch onto while providing an easy jumping-off point for anyone who decided to pick the series up afresh midway through the adaptation.

In addition to closely following Naruto’s increasingly perilous journey, Shippuden thrusts us further into the dark underbelly of the rogue shinobi group known as the Akatsuki. More than ever in the series, the Akatsuki pose a tangible threat, and their various teams operate from multiple lairs to provide mercenary services and capture and deploy the powerful tailed beasts throughout the land, in hopes of eventually becoming the dominant world power above all other shinobi forces. It sounds like we’re talking pure Saturday-morning cartoon levels of nefarious evil here, but as is the case with nearly everything else in Naruto, there are layers at play that help add complexity and characters within the story who consider this to be a noble cause in and of itself.

Naruto, like other successful shōnen anime like Dragon Ball Z and One Piece, is an ensemble piece at its core, even if the series sometimes centers its goals on its primary protagonist. However, both Naruto and Naruto Shippuden are uniquely special because they wouldn’t be able to run without the global appeal of the engine known as Naruto Uzumaki.

In a 2008 interview with the Los Angeles Times, Kishimoto tried to express what it is about his star character that gives him such incredible global appeal. It turns out that when it comes to creating a character everyone can enjoy and connect with on multiple levels, it’s all about the “knucklehead” factor. “Perfect heroes are cool, but no one can really empathize or identify with them,” Kishimoto said. “Naruto often makes blunders, and he has weaknesses. Naruto feels inferior to his peers, but he hates to be a loser. Although he doesn’t think about it too much, he knows he hates to lose, and we all know what that feels like. I think readers see themselves in Naruto, and that’s what appeals to them: They can empathize with him and his weakness.”

While Naruto is indeed imperfect and, at times, a bona fide loser, his drive is what makes him thrive on the page, on the screen, and in the eyes of fans. He doesn’t give up no matter how badly the odds are stacked against him, a quality Kishimoto didn’t see in himself growing up. The author said that as a young, poor student, he, unlike Naruto, “gave up easily and pondered things that weren’t worth pondering.” In more ways than one, Naruto is Kishimoto’s way of taking back his childhood self-image and steering his past self down a different path.

Of course, if Kishimoto had really steered down a different path in his youth, we might not even have Naruto Shippuden or any other aspect of one of the biggest manga and anime franchises of all time. And amazingly enough, as popular as the series became in Japan over the years, it took letters from overseas fans for its success to really hit home for the author.

Japan’s Asahi Shimbun newspaper caught up with Kishimoto back in 2014, right before the final chapters of the manga were about to make their way to the masses in Japan, and discussed these and other revelations. When asked about the duration of the series, Kishimoto said he never thought it would last for fifteen years. Early on, his editor told him to keep it going for at least five, and the difficulty of doing so in a weekly magazine occasionally had the author thinking twice about the process. In the end, though, he said it was the characters that “stuck it out.” Even when he wanted to offer up a simple solution to a problem in the story, the characters wouldn’t let him. Naruto ultimately made the call on how long the series would last, just as he would paint the picture of a young school-aged Kishimoto who was a little bolder and a little more willing to ninja run against the wind.

Naruto Shippuden remains one of the quintessential examples of shōnen anime, and its ninja way lives on in the ongoing follow-up series Boruto: Naruto Next Generations, because legends never really die.


[image: image] SHŌNEN ANIME IN THE KEY OF NARUTO SHIPPUDEN


• Black Clover (2017-2021): I’m gonna be the Wizard King!

• One Piece (2004-Present): I’m gonna be the King of the Pirates!

• My Hero Academia (2016-Present): I’m gonna be the greatest superhero!

• Bleach (2006-2014): I’m gonna be a pretty good Soul Reaper!

• Jujutsu Kaisen (2020-Present): I’m gonna eat a bunch of old wrinkly fingers and kill a Curse!















SWORD OF THE STRANGER

2007

A boy and his dog befriend a nameless ronin, who must protect them from an emperor in search of eternal life.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: The first feature-length film directed by Masahiro Ando, this anime showcases the prowess of studio Bones and the power of beautifully choreographed battle.

—Samuel Sattin



There’s something sad and beautiful about a film that never gets the attention it deserves. Whether that is due to being ahead of its time or just a failure in marketing and presentation, when you discover a piece of art that moves you, and then realize that few know about it but you, a unique sense of loneliness can set in. This is precisely how I felt after watching Sword of the Stranger. It is a beautiful film that highlights the aptitude of animation studio Bones, and shows that, to be a masterpiece, an animated film doesn’t need to be wrapped up in layers of complex plotting—although that’s one of the things the medium does best.

If you watch anime but haven’t heard of Sword of the Stranger, don’t worry—you’re not alone, and there’s a pretty good reason for that. Though released widely in Japan in 2007, it only got a limited (and by limited, I mean one day) release on July 18, 2008, in LA and New York City. The film was received incredibly well by critics and appeared in a variety of international film festivals, winning Best Animated Feature at FANTASPOA in Brazil, but it barely made inroads with audiences outside a devoted subsection of anime fans. This likely had to do with Bandai Visual USA dissolving in 2008 when it merged with Bandai Entertainment. Bandai Visual’s Honneamise label was responsible for distributing DVDs to anime fans in the US, and it left a massive hole in the collector’s market after it shut down. This, coupled with the swift move of releasing anime to streaming platforms, may have made Sword of the Stranger an unfortunate victim of circumstance, rendering a film that every anime fan should have on their top ten lists to a place of relative obscurity.

Sword of the Stranger’s Sengoku-period jidaigeki (period drama) story, written by Fumihiko Takayama, who also wrote the screenplay for RahXephon: The Motion Picture (2003), is straightforward and, in my opinion, refreshingly beautiful for precisely that reason. A young boy named Kotaro and his wonderful, star-of-the-show dog, Tobimaru, are wanted by Ming Chinese warriors for a blood ritual they believe will provide immortality to the Ming emperor. Kotaru and his dog encounter “No Name,” a masterless samurai with a dark past, who had to commit crimes that caused him to seal his sword in its sheath. After they meet, and discounting some inciting drama that pushes their relationship forward, No Name and Kotaro form a father-son-like bond. When Kotaro is captured, No Name must do everything he can to save him, fighting off both Ming Chinese warriors and a mysterious blond swordsman, who may cause No Name to have to unsheathe his sword.

Sword of the Stranger has a simple three-act structure, with a moving, epic soundtrack that works directly alongside the narrative to reach a perfect crescendo in the final scene. It’s rare that a soundtrack functions so well in accordance with a script and is integrated so seamlessly into important sequences that it blends a sense of heightened emotion with some of the best—and yes, I mean best—fight choreography I’ve ever witnessed in animation. Though it might seem shallow to say that what makes this movie an essential watch, and are arguably the most incredible aspect of Sword of the Stranger, are its action scenes, they are in fact some of the most comprehensive, purposeful, and artful expressions of physicality that I’ve ever laid my eyes on.

The person we can turn to for the source of such inspired fight choreography is Masahiro Ando. A veteran animator who has worked on a variety of films and series, Ando started as an animator in the 1980s and worked as an understudy to various famous directors, including Mamoru Oshii, Hideaki Anno, and Katsuhiro Otomo. Sword of the Stranger was his first feature-length film as director, meaning that he had complete creative control over crucial elements of story, setting, character, and scene. One compelling element of the film lies in the realism of its setting, from the way in which characters enact simple gestures such as gathering water to a group of warriors slogging through mud and rain, every detail is purposeful and exact. This attention to detail directly influences Ando’s incredible knack for choreography and his understanding of the way in which combat can resemble dance.

I REALLY WANTED TO GET ACROSS THE WORLD OF THE MIDDLE AGES, I WANTED TO CREATE THAT WORLD ON SCREEN… THE WAY OF LIVING AND THE WAY OF DYING.

—MASAHIRO ANDO

The sword fights in Sword of the Stranger present an attention to detail, camera angle, and the emotions behind the characters as they fight that I’ve only witnessed in live-action films like Ip Man or 13 Assassins. This is even more miraculous knowing that studio Bones relied solely on Ando and didn’t hire a specialist choreographer. As Ando said in an interview, what they had access to was “myself, as the director, and the animators.… We are used to action scenes, so we used our imaginations.” When I read that, I was shocked, to say the least. When watching Sword of the Stranger for the first time, I was absolutely convinced that they had brought on a high-caliber choreographer to assist, and for the final action scene in particular. But no. The genius on display was one of pure vision and talent, and brought celebratorily to the realm of 2D.

Another thing that makes Sword of the Stranger so special is that it was made in 2007. While that might not seem like too long ago, in anime time, it’s practically eons. The degree to which technology can enhance the capabilities of animation in just a thirteen-year period is just as sizable as the evolution of smartphones, computers, and cars. And technology is constantly changing and evolving in animation. But Sword of the Stranger, while effectively utilizing a couple of 3D environments, which pass by quickly and are mostly noticeable, puts its stake in high-quality 2D animation. This means that everything, from the characters to the stunning backgrounds, is handcrafted. This makes the action scenes in particular more incredible, considering that every bend of body and blur of sword and turn of scene was rendered in 2D. It’s also worth mentioning that the scenery is consciously, carefully, built into each fight scene, so that every spray of mist, gust of wind, or snow flurry builds into the kinetics of the scene.

Studio Bones is known for its incredible fight scenes, many of which Ando has a heavy hand in. He’s been working on various series since the early eighties, but his work for studio Bones has truly let him shine. His first filmic contribution was to Cowboy Bebop: The Movie (2001), a collaboration between studios Sunrise and Bones. In it, you can see perhaps a proto-vision for Sword of the Stranger’s battles in the ways in which Spike Spiegel and Vincent Volaju come head to head in another stunningly hand-drawn battle with jaw-dropping choreography.

This essay has mostly focused on Ando’s contributions to the film because I believe that Masahiro Ando’s work has, unfortunately, been overlooked in some ways. While that could be partly due to a series of unfortunate coincidences, it could also be a purposeful decision on the animator’s part. He has described himself as a contrarian in the limited interviews he has given, and the truth may be that he prefers to stay in the background. However, if Sword of the Stranger is any measure of greatness, then both he and this fantastic work of animation should be enshrined as examples of just how powerful, exciting, and beautiful the medium can be.











GURREN LAGANN

2007

Simon and his friends Kamina and Yoko battle with the Spiral King and his Gunmen robots on a quest to “pierce the heavens!”

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Gurren Lagann is a monument to the inspirational power of mecha anime.

—Patrick Macias



After the serious psychodrama-with-robots that was Neon Genesis Evangelion, it seemed that, by the late ’90s, the mecha anime genre had gone about as far as it could. Sure, there were still Gundam and Macross sequels and spin-offs, along with newer shows featuring all manner of human-shaped battle bots like Gasaraki (1998–1999) and Dai-Guard (1999–2000), but in the long, weird afterglow of Evangelion, it was not clear if giant robots could offer anything new.

Which is why it was so thrilling when Gurren Lagann exploded onto the scene in 2007, unfolding like a tall tale and constantly upping the levels of outrageousness in each high-energy episode. It featured memorable characters, laugh-out-loud humor, and a whole lot of heart, which seemed to have gone missing from recent anime, mecha or otherwise.

Ironically, Gurren Lagann came from Gainax, the very same studio that had given birth to Evangelion, but its seemingly limitless supply of inspiration was drawn from further in the past, specifically the Super Robot anime of the 1970s like Mazinger Z and Getter Robo. As director Hiroyuki Imaishi said in an interview with Otaku USA magazine, “There were many more mecha anime when I was young. I wanted to re-create the robots I saw as a kid. I also wanted to bring back the feelings that young people had back then to present-day audiences.” Gurren Lagann was the kind of show where the more people yelled, the more powerful their robots became. But when there was loss and sadness, the show didn’t shy away from it, and the pain felt real.

The plot of Gurren Lagann perfectly captures Imaishi’s vision for a more exuberant and playful mecha anime. In the distant future, humanity is living underground, in fear of the savage Beastmen who stalk the surface world above with their Gunmen mechs. One day, while digging deep below the earth, a young boy named Simon finds a special drill that might just be the ticket out of his humdrum life. At the urging of his older friend, the hotheaded Kamina, the pair make a break for the surface.

As Gurren Lagann rolls on, the duo are joined by more and more allies, including Yoko, a sharpshooting sniper from a nearby village. The good guys, aka Team Gurren, ultimately face off against the forces of the fearsome Spiral King, combining their stolen mecha into increasingly massive and powerful forms.
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ONE STRONG FEELING BEATS 100 LOGICAL REASONS.

—HIROYUKI IMAISHI

Midway through the series’ run, the story jumps forward seven years. Simon is now a young adult, and life is a lot more complicated than it was in the freewheeling past, as old enemies become unlikely partners and true love is betrayed by tragic fate. A despondent Simon must get his mojo back in time to defeat even stronger foes than before, leading to some of anime’s most mind-blowing robot battles.

Gurren Lagann begins in a comedic mode—almost like a parody of robot anime from the past—but as the conflict keeps increasing to a cosmic scale, so do the emotional stakes. By the end, the good robots and the bad robots are tossing entire galaxies at each other like snowballs, but throughout all the excess and absurdity, the characters are the heart of the anime. Kamina and Yoko believe in Simon, which inspires him to overcome his fears, believe in himself, and save the day. We care about what happens to them because they care deeply about each other. This mix of emotional storytelling and anything-goes action makes for a fantastic combination.

Parody and playfulness are often hallmarks of Hiroyuki Imaishi’s work, and he had, in fact, worked on Gainax productions like Evangelion and FLCL before making his directorial debut at Production I.G on the raucous experimental anime Dead Leaves. Gurren Lagann, his first TV series as director, saw him reaching for something deeper, creating a story using drills and spirals as a metaphor for the twists and turns of life itself.

Imaishi collaborated closely with scriptwriter Kazuki Nakashima, and instead of relying on the usual mecha show “enemy of the week” formula, the pair carefully plotted out Gurren Lagann in advance. “Ultimately,” said Imaishi, “we just ended up making something that we felt we wanted to make.”

The character of Kamina is probably the best way to envision and understand the hot-blooded spirit beating at the heart of Gurren Lagann. With a look that hearkens back to the protagonist of the classic Osamu Dezaki anime Tomorrow’s Joe, he’s a rebellious antihero, foolish and brave, but always ready to cheer on and inspire his friends to achieve their full potential.

In the years following the success of Gurren Lagann, Hiroyuki Imaishi helped cofound animation studio Trigger Inc. and directed some of the biggest anime of the last decade, including Kill la Kill (2013–2014) and the hit movie Promare (2019). Both of these anime have rough-and-ready heroes, wild transformation sequences, and frenetic action, which has become a kind of trademark for the studio.

By gazing back into the past, from the bright mecha of the ’70s to previous Gainax works, Gurren Lagann helped forge a new path forward for anime.


[image: image] ESSENTIAL MECHA ANIME

Since the very beginning, giant robots with incredible powers have been a fundamental part of the anime landscape. If you’ve enjoyed the likes of Gundam, Evangelion, and Gurren Lagann, and need more mecha in your life, here are some classics and recent hits that will make you want to “get in the robot.”


• Tetsujin 28-go (TV series, 1963-1966): Released in the USA as Gigantor during the first wave of early ’60s TV anime, this crude-but-charming adaptation of Mitsuteru Yokoyama’s original manga about a boy and his remote-controlled giant robot helped set the stage for the mecha tales to come.

• Mazinger Z (TV series, 1972-1974): Go Nagai’s “Super Robot” revolution began with Mazinger Z, the first anime to feature a pilot controlling a mecha from inside a cockpit. Filled with bizarre villains and a memorable supporting cast, Mazinger Z is the very definition of “classic anime.”

• Giant Gorg (TV series, 1984): Gundam character designer Yoshikazu Yasuhiko struck out on his own as an anime director with this offbeat show about a teenage boy who encounters an ancient sentient robot on a mysterious island. Offering high-quality animation and a galloping pace, Giant Gorg appeals to anyone with a taste for adventure.

• Giant Robo: The Day the Earth Stood Still (OVA, 1992-1998): Created in homage to the many works of manga author Mitsuteru Yokoyama, the seven-episode Giant Robo: The Day the Earth Stood Still is a perfect blend of big action, characters with heart, and whip-smart storytelling, brilliantly written and directed by Yasuhiro Imagawa (Mobile Fighter G Gundam). You don’t have to be a mecha fan to enjoy the fun.

• Eureka Seven (TV series, 2005-2006): There’s a lot going on in Eureka Seven, including impressive visuals, a killer musical score, mecha design by Shoji Kawamori of Macross fame, and complex world building (courtesy of screenwriter Dai Sato). But it’s really the carefully crafted relationships between the characters that have helped make this series a cult favorite.

• Code Geass (TV series, 2006-2008): From Sunrise, the home of Gundam, came this soap opera–like saga about Lelouch, a noble-born antihero who has the power to control minds. Striking character designs by CLAMP (Cardcaptor Sakura) helped to make Lelouch one of the most popular anime characters of the 2000s. This show has cool robots, too!















SUMMER WARS

2009

Timid teenager Kenji is in over his head when a rogue AI invades a virtual community and begins to threaten the real world. Can the dysfunctional Jinnouchi family come together and save the day?

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Director Mamoru Hosoda delivers a visually dazzling and emotionally uplifting look at large families and big tech.

—Patrick Macias



Sometimes it feels like there are two different Japans. It’s not a new observation to make, especially when one is in the bright and shiny modern world—the new Japan—in which many people spend at least part of the time online, interfacing through technology and computer screens. Then the other side of the coin is an older Japan, full of ancient traditions, regional history, and deep cultural heritage. However, it is important to ask, is the gap between them as wide as you might think?
The Boy and the Beast (2015) and Mirai (2018), two of director Mamoru Hosoda’s acclaimed anime movies, are known for playing with the lines between Japan’s past and its present. So it should be no surprise that Summer Wars does something similar and, much like his other films, relies on the subject of family as its canvas. Like the huge meals that the Jinnouchi clan prepares and eats together in the film, Summer Wars is a feast, full of tremendous energy, memorable characters, visual imagination, and with a careful eye for the details of everyday life in the Japanese countryside. But it’s also a work of modern science fiction that delivers a fresh take on a well-worn conceit: What if an artificial intelligence went rogue and it was up to ordinary people to try to stop it?

Director Mamoru Hosoda was born in 1967 and grew up during a golden time for anime movies. Inspired by Rintaro’s Galaxy Express 999 and Hayao Miyazaki’s The Castle of Cagliostro (both released in Japan in 1979), Hosoda began teaching himself basic animation techniques as a young child. At the age of twelve, he wrote in his elementary school yearbook that his ambition was “to become an anime director.” Following his dream, while he was still in junior high school, he created a mini animated film of his own.

After graduating from art college, Hosoda made the next step on his journey to become a director and took the entrance exam to join Studio Ghibli, the famed anime studio cofounded by Hayao Miyazaki. Applicants who underwent the exam were told to submit only a few art samples—Hosoda delivered over 150 drawings instead. Even with this amazing display, he didn’t make the final cut. Miyazaki wrote him a rejection letter, Hosoda recounted to Freestyle magazine, telling him, “If we hire you now, we’re worried that it will end up being to the detriment of your talent. So we have decided to let you develop your gift elsewhere for now.” Taking this bit of news in stride, Hosoda bounced back and wound up in the animation department at the Toei Company, where he debuted as a director with an amusement park ride based on the classic anime GeGeGe no Kitarō in 2009. Next, he was assigned storyboarding and directing duties on a pair of short Digimon films. While the Digimon series was at first perceived as a Pokémon knockoff aimed at kids, audiences and industry professionals immediately took note of the high quality of Hosoda’s work, especially with 2000’s Digimon Adventure: Our War Game!

EVERY DIRECTOR HAS HIS/HER OWN WAY OF SEEING AND DESCRIBING A WORLD. BUT MORE THAN ANYTHING, I ALWAYS TRY TO MAKE A FILM THAT SAYS OUR WORLD IS BEAUTIFUL AND WORTH LIVING IN.

—MAMORU HOSODA

Soon, Studio Ghibli was calling on Hosoda, whom they had once turned away, to possibly direct a new film for them called Howl’s Moving Castle. But unfortunate creative differences led Hosoda down a different path, leaving Miyazaki to direct Howl’s himself for release in 2004.

Mamoru Hosoda instead made his feature film debut in 2006 with The Girl Who Leapt Through Time, an anime adaptation of a famed coming-of-age science fiction novel by Yasutaka Tsutsui. The film wowed audiences and critics alike and won many awards, including Animation of the Year at the Japanese Academy Awards. This led to the highly anticipated follow-up, in which Hosoda reunited with several of the key creative staff who had helped make The Girl Who Leapt Through Time such a success, including screenwriter Satoko Okudera and character designer Yoshiyuki Sadamoto (famed for his iconic work on Neon Genesis Evangelion).

Summer Wars’ protagonist is seventeen-year-old Kenji, a student who is a bit of a math whiz and who works part time as a “code monkey” on OZ—a virtual world and social network where billions of people around the globe interact with each other. Kenji is also a typical anime nerd, socially awkward and timid around people in the real world—especially girls. That spells trouble when Natsuki, “the cutest girl in school,” tricks Kenji into joining her at her family’s estate in the countryside for her grandmother’s ninetieth birthday. Now Kenji must pretend to be Natsuki’s fiancé for the next few days, which leads to no shortage of embarrassing situations.

And if that wasn’t bad enough, a rogue artificial intelligence named Love Machine suddenly takes over OZ and begins to create havoc in the real world. Natsuki’s eccentric family, who are descended from samurai stock, begin to call upon their skills and strengths, including playing fighting video games and traditional hanafuda cards, to try to stop Love Machine’s rampage before it’s too late.

Some fans have noticed that the plot of Summer Wars at times echoes Hosoda’s earlier short film Digimon Adventure: Our War Game!, which is also about a virus intent on attacking the real world via computer networks. Indeed, Summer Wars is almost an expanded version of Our War Game! in terms of basic concept, but the film delivers massive improvements both in visual storytelling and in the thoughtfulness behind the characters and their relationships.

The virtual world of OZ is stunning to behold and is clearly reminiscent of famed artist Takashi Murakami’s colorful “superflat” artworks. In fact, Hosoda had collaborated with Murakami on a short film in the past, and although the artist didn’t work on Summer Wars, it is easy to see his influence there. Whimsical, but still believable as a social network, OZ is full of unique avatars and imaginative touches. Plus, it has the kind of visual flair and eye-candy appeal that only top-level anime creators can deliver, making the film a joy to watch.

It’s really the boisterous multigenerational Jinnouchi family, however, who steal the show in Summer Wars. On one hand, they are the proud descendants of an ancient samurai clan, but on the other, they are ordinary everyday people of Japan, with jobs ranging from fish market owner to firefighter, self-defense forces member to housewife with child.

At the top of the family pyramid is Natsuki’s grandmother Sakae Jinnouchi, an old woman of great strength with a kind heart, who proves to be the moral center of the film. It is her words that stick with you long after the film ends: “Family should never let go of one another.… The worst things in this world are being hungry and being alone.”

Despite all the troubles we see in the computer world of OZ, Summer Wars doesn’t point the finger at technology and accuse it of negatively impacting society like other films and other anime have done. Instead, Mamoru Hosoda and his creative staff merely remind us that human connections and communication—whether real or virtual—are what matter most.

We’re all just one big family.











REDLINE

2010

Scrappy interstellar racers face off in a high-stakes, high-speed race where anything goes.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Redline is a hand-drawn, high-octane adrenaline rush the likes of which anime may never see again.

—Matt Schley



It’s entirely drawn by hand, oozes style with every frame, took seven years to make, and may be the most hyperactive, balls-to-the-wall, flat-out fast anime film you’ll ever see. It is…Redline.

The story goes like this: In the far-flung future, aliens from all over the universe compete in wild, dangerous races for cash and glory. Among those racers is JP, a greaser who’s got the moves to be a champion but is forced to throw races to pay off his debts to the mob. One day, JP gets selected to compete in the wackiest race of them all, the Redline, alongside a crazy cast of characters all gunning to win. The good news is that among the competitors is JP’s longtime crush, Sonoshee McLaren. The bad news is that the illegal race is set to take place on Roboworld, over the objections of its militaristic government, which is prepared to eliminate each and every racer with extreme prejudice.

In short: Cool cars go vroom.

By the early 2000s, an increasing number of anime titles were, at least partially, animated by computer, and there was an expanded focus on sticky-sweet moe anime. The industry was, for better or worse, a different beast than the one that had unleashed bloody action behemoths like Akira and Ninja Scroll in the ’80s and ’90s. In fact, it was sort of a minor miracle that Redline was ever made. Its creation involved outside-the-box thinkers, a producer willing to take a chance, and a whole lot of time. The initial spark came when an industry outsider—one Quentin Tarantino—reminded Japan that it was actually still pretty good at high-octane, action-packed animation when he hired Production I.G to animate the blood-splattered O-Ren Ishii sequence in Kill Bill.

Designing the characters for that sequence was Katsuhito Ishii, a sometimes animator, sometimes live-action director who’d helmed off-kilter films like The Taste of Tea (2004) and Funky Forest (2005). After wrapping up their Kill Bill sequence, Ishii and his creative partner, Daisuke Kimura, both on a high from the project, decided to put together a full-length anime film with the same nonstop, not-for-kids energy. Quickly throwing together the initial concept for Redline, Ishii took the scrappy sci-fi setting he’d already created for an animated short called Trava: Fist Planet and added an intergalactic race, cobbling together elements inspired by the likes of Machine Hayabusa (1976), Wacky Races (1968–1969), and The Cannonball Run (1981). He was also inspired by a trip he’d taken to the US, where he’d met an antisocial teenager obsessed with tuning up his car. One of Ishii’s goals was to make Redline a film that car fanatics like that would enjoy, whether or not they’d ever heard of Japanese animation.

With a story like this, there was only one person who could direct Redline: Takeshi Koike. The protégé of Yoshiaki Kawajiri wasn’t just an intensely skilled animator and longtime Ishii collaborator, he was also a speed demon who’d hopped on a motorcycle and gunned his way to anime studio Madhouse in Tokyo from his hometown in Yamagata after graduating from high school. For Ishii, he was the director to bring Redline to life. However, Redline needed one more thing: a producer crazy enough to fund it. Enter Masao Maruyama, the big boss at Madhouse at the time. The 2000s were heady creative times for the studio, with Maruyama greenlighting bold titles with no guarantee of commercial success like Metropolis (2001), Kaiba (2008), Mai Mai Miracle (2009), and the oeuvre of Satoshi Kon. Maruyama trusted Koike because he had come up through the Madhouse ranks, so all it took was a kickass five-minute pilot, which is still viewable on YouTube as of this writing, to seal the deal.

Redline may have taken cues from ’80s and ’90s anime, but it had a look and feel all its own. From the outset, Ishii and Koike aimed to give the film a graphic novel–inspired look, using jet-black shadows and coloring backgrounds with the same style as the foreground cels. And, crucially, they decided the whole thing had to be animated sans CGI.

“The excitement of hand-drawn animation is necessary for my work,” Koike said in a promotional interview for the film. “During the production, a lot of staff members starting saying, ‘Yeah, but can’t we do this part with CG?’”

His response? “No! We’re doing it by hand, dammit!”

Why the insistence on animating the film by hand? In the same interview, Ishii said, “I believe if we don’t show the liveliness and forcefulness of hand-drawn animation now, everyone will fall back on CG. Everything done so tidily… we wanted to make something you could smell.”

The only issue with drawing each and every one of Redline’s hundred thousand frames by hand was that it came with a steep price: time. The original plan was to finish the film within two years, but ultimately it took seven. In late 2010, Redline hit screens in Japan without much fanfare and failed to crack the box office top ten. Despite the vocal talents of popular actors like Takuya Kimura, Yu Aoi, and Tadanobu Asano, it seemed general audiences at the time were more interested in established franchises. Redline couldn’t even catch up with the Mobile Suit Gundam 00 film, which had been released a few weeks earlier. Thankfully, like many cult films, Redline found its audience later, on home video, where rewatches revealed the filmmakers’ attention to detail—not just in terms of animation quality, but, despite its seemingly simple plot, in its surprisingly complex setting. Viewers found that even racers who appeared on-screen for just a few seconds had rich backstories, and Easter eggs hidden in the corners of frames hinted at a much larger story behind the immediate action.

I WANTED TO RAISE ANIME TO A LEVEL OF ARTISTRY THAT NO ONE COULD BEAT. THAT NO ONE WOULD EVEN TRY TO BEAT. SOMETHING ABOUT WHICH PEOPLE WOULD SAY, “WHOA, YOU CAN MAKE SOMETHING THIS COOL?”

—KATSUHITO ISHII

A decade ago, Redline already felt like a miracle, almost like a throwback to another anime age, and today, a film like this getting the green light seems even more implausible. In 2011, shortly after the release of the film, Maruyama left Madhouse after a major TV station became the studio’s primary shareholder. After Redline, Ishii and Koike continued to make anime together, albeit in the established Lupin the Third franchise rather than in bold originals like Redline. And, for better or worse, virtually all anime today uses computer animation to some extent.

But perhaps there’s still hope for those waiting for more anime like Redline to get the green light. After all, there was enough enthusiasm for Redline from the anime community that the film received a theatrical rerelease in Japan in 2020 and 2021, and fans came out in droves during a pandemic to see the film again—or, for some, for the first time—on the big screen. Original anime films not based on established properties, like Makoto Shinkai’s Your Name., have become massive hits. And much like Quentin Tarantino did twenty years ago, now a whole generation of Western fans raised on anime hold the purse strings at places like Netflix and Amazon. So maybe another full-throttle, in-your-face anime miracle is out there revving its engine, waiting for the race to begin.











PUELLA MAGI MADOKA MAGICA

2011

Madoka Kaname is a kindhearted middle schooler who is destined to become a magical girl. Before she signs a contract with that deceptively cute magical mascot character, it’d be best to read the fine print, which warns of great despair, tragedy, and the absolute horror of volunteering to save the world with vivid transformations and optimism.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Puella Magi Madoka Magica is the dark magical girl series to many in the anime community, but really, it’s just a brutally honest look at young girls who are expected to sacrifice themselves in a fight that children shouldn’t have to take part in.

—Brianna Lawrence



By the time I was introduced to Puella Magi Madoka Magica, I was very much aware of what the magical girl genre was. Unlike the one named Sailor Moon, the “meatball head” I met back in the ’90s, I knew Madoka was part of a decades-long genre that specialized in brightly colored transformation sequences, intricate costumes, and the ability to spin like a ballerina before launching devastating attacks.

Released in 2011, Madoka was created by Magica Quartet, an artist collective that includes director Akiyuki Shinbo, screenwriter Gen Urobuchi, original character designer Ume Aoki, and producer Atsuhiro Iwakami, with animation by Shaft. Shaft, known for such series as Negima!? (2006–2007), Monogatari (2009–2019), and the 2021 release Pretty Boy Detective Club, added an almost picture-book quality to Madoka, with mesmerizing backgrounds and unique creatures for the girls to face. Unlike many other anime series, Madoka was not based on an existing property. Instead, it started out as an anime, then gained manga and film adaptations over time.

Madoka’s story centers on the title character, Madoka Kaname, living her pink-haired, middle school–age, anime protagonist life full of friends, family, and puzzling “end of the world” dreams. Eventually, Madoka crosses paths with a catlike creature named Kyubey who wants to form a contract with her. The contract will give Madoka and her friend Sayaka Miki magical girl abilities. Kyubey wants the girls to join the fight against witches—creatures who feed off sadness and spread darkness all around. Kyubey even offers to grant the girls a wish if they agree to the contract, sweetening the deal to give them more incentive to join the battle.

REMEMBER THIS… AND TAKE IT TO HEART: KINDNESS SOMETIMES LEADS TO EVEN GREATER TRAGEDY.

—HOMURA AKEMI

Right off the bat, the series sounds like your standard magical girl adventure—after all, Sailor Moon’s lead, Usagi (or Serena, to my ’90s self), crossed paths with a magical cat, too. However, in Madoka there’s another magical girl, Homura, who’s trying her very best to get Madoka to not sign that contract, even going as far as trying to kill Kyubey. At one point, Homura does succeed in killing the magical girl mascot, only for another Kyubey to show up and eat the mangled body of the previous one.

This kind of unsettling storytelling in a magical girl anime may seem odd at first, but after three episodes you quickly realize that Madoka delights in taking what you know about the genre and turning it upside down. Because of this, Madoka has been hailed as a darker, more serious interpretation of the genre. The cutesy imagery is used to lure you into a more sinister story, where the cute mascot is your worst enemy and everything gets worse before it can get better.

Madoka’s third episode lives in infamy as a place where dreams go to die. After the girls bear witness to a gruesome death, the ending theme changes. The new song, “Magia,” performed by Kalafina, has a more foreboding vibe compared to the original ending song, “See You Tomorrow,” performed by the actress who voices Madoka, Aoi Yuuki. During the new ending theme, we see a silhouette of Madoka walking through an endless void as silhouettes of the other characters are stuck in place, looking like a television that’s struggling to stay on. Near the end of the new theme, an eye opens, but instead of a pupil at its center, we see Madoka’s curled-up silhouette, as the camera pans back to show a face that looks like it’d be right at home in a horror anime. “See You Tomorrow,” in comparison, just shows a serene image of Madoka with her friends Sayaka and Hitomi. The song is, technically, a character song for Madoka and is not classified as an ending theme.

“Magia” also plays in Madoka’s dream, a dream where the city is left in shambles and she is forced to watch as a magical girl, who we later learn is Homura, tries to fight an unwinnable battle against a witch called Walpurgisnacht. In the dream, Kyubey asks Madoka to form a contract and become a magical girl to fight Walpurgisnacht; otherwise, Homura will die. But after what we witness in this third episode, the whole “magical girl” thing leaves a bitter taste in your mouth. It’s a sudden shift in tone, and things go seriously downhill for Madoka from there.

This anime is not only unafraid to kill its protagonists, it goes as far as to completely undo them, breaking them physically and mentally. Kyubey is often included on “Top 10 Most Insidious Anime Villains” lists today, since, as we find out, these girls are literally signing their souls away to Kyubey. Once a girl becomes magical, her soul is placed in a gem, essentially making her body an empty vessel. If the Soul Gem breaks, the girl dies; if the gem is filled with too much despair, the girl turns into a witch. This is the ultimate fate for all magical girls and the outcome Kyubey is hoping for, because the power of a girl’s transition into a witch can be used to prevent the “heat death of the universe.”

Basically, magical girls are fighting magical girls who have given in to the despair of what it means to be a magical girl.

Even worse? Kyubey feels no remorse. Actually, Kyubey feels nothing. At all. All of this is simply a means to an end for Kyubey—the most efficient way to prevent the destruction of the universe. To Kyubey, breaking these girls is just part of the process.

Initially, I thought this was extremely heavy for a magical girl series, but as I look back on Madoka, I’ve realized something. There are a lot of times in a girl’s life where her “fighting the good fight” is seen as a necessity and, in some cases, a mark of bravery instead of cruelty. What makes Madoka essential isn’t that it managed to fool us all into thinking we were getting some sunshine-and-rainbows magical girl story, it’s that it shines a light on how perilous being a girl is. Madoka highlights the pressure put on girls at a young age to not only face the hardships of society head on, but to save everyone—even if it darkens your soul in the process.

As a Black queer woman, Madoka hits me in an unimaginably relatable way. The number of times Black women are hailed for their strength and expected to march through their own pain for the sake of others can be tracked all throughout our history. We’re expected to push through the pain of the discrimination we face, to be the ones who combat it at the cost of our childhood and adolescence. Black girls at protests giving speeches begging for their lives to matter is deemed a sign of strength, instead of the moment being labeled as tragic. As an example, Amariyanna “Mari” Copeny, known as “Little Miss Flint,” wrote a letter to former president Barack Obama about the water crisis Flint, Michigan, was facing when she was eight years old. She’s been fighting to get clean water for Flint ever since.

At the time of this writing, Amariyanna is fifteen, and Flint still doesn’t have clean water.

Amariyanna has been hailed for her work as an activist and a voice for her community.

This should not have been the lot in life for an eight-year-old, and it certainly shouldn’t still be the case now that she’s a teenager.

But this is the narrative of our community, a similar narrative to many (if not all) magical girl stories—Madoka just made it more obvious. Madoka herself is fourteen years old at the start of the series, and many titular characters in the magical girl genre are around this age or younger. Honestly, you could argue that the expectations placed on all magical girls are just as troubling as they are in Madoka.

Let’s look at Sailor Moon as an example.

Usagi is often criticized if she complains about having to go out and be Sailor Moon. She faces criticism from Luna, her mentor cat. She faces criticism from the other senshi on her team. The first season especially never misses an opportunity to depict Usagi as being a crybaby who needs to suck it up and fight evil by moonlight.

When we get to the final battle against Queen Beryl, each senshi dies in order to get Sailor Moon further to her goal of defeating the ultimate source of evil. These girls, who are fourteen, just like Madoka, willingly lay their lives on the line. Sailor Moon cries for each of them, but she continues forward to stop Queen Beryl, save the world, and use the last of her strength to revive everyone without their memories so they can finally live in peace.

Until the next season, when the girls are called on to fight once again.

I was a young girl when I first watched Sailor Moon, and I wholeheartedly thought Usagi cried too much and needed to stop wailing and start tossing her tiara like an energized Frisbee. Though my thought process changed as I got older, it changed most notably after I watched Madoka.

When I watched Madoka for the first time, I was in my late twenties, much older than the characters in the series. I’d gone through my adolescent years and had a clearer view on how women and girls are discriminated against. Sexism, and, in my case, racism and homophobia, were things we had to deal with. The kicker? We had to be our own champions of trying to put a stop to the hate while educating others about the hate even existing to begin with. With each passing year I became more aware of how damaging it was to continue to view us with no human characteristics beyond being pillars of strength.

Basically, I saw Madoka at the perfect time, and seeing it made me reanalyze everything I thought I knew about the magical girl genre. The themes of self-discovery, friendship, and overcoming the odds are all there, but there’s also a definite sense of girls being expected to become warriors who face unbelievable hardship.

That hardship is inevitable, but knowing that makes me appreciate those optimistic, fun moments, and cherish them more than I ever did before. Now I don’t roll my eyes when a magical girl cries and bemoans the fact that she has to fight. Instead, I nod my head in solidarity, because really, she should be able to live a life without a mascot creature—or society—breathing down her neck in an attempt to have her sign away her soul.











K-ON!

2009–2010

Yui, Mio, Ritsu, and Tsumugi join their high school’s light music club to keep it from being disbanded. Together they write and perform songs, improve their skills, and occasionally do nothing at all.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: K-On! marked a return to form for the slice-of-life genre and used that form to tell a unique story.

—Kara Dennison



Kakifly’s four-panel manga K-On! began its five-year run in 2007 in the magazine Manga Time Kirara, catching the eyes of slice-of-life manga fans and music lovers alike. A straightforward “cute girls do cute things” manga, it followed the four members of a high school’s light music club: earnest Yui, mature Mio, sweet Mugi, and energetic Ritsu.

It also caught the eye of Kyoto Animation (KyoAni), who, after the successes of series like The Melancholy of Haruhi Suzumiya and 2007’s Clannad, had by 2009 begun to define the style and genre works for which they would be known. K-On! was a perfect match. It was also an impressive directorial debut for Naoko Yamada, who had already proved her talent as both a storyboard artist and an episode director. Her work on KyoAni’s Clannad and Clannad ~After Story~—adapted from Key’s popular, complex visual novel—showed she was more than ready to head an entire series.

Yamada collaborated on the adaptation with head of series composition Reiko Yoshida. The accomplished scriptwriter had penned everything from Digimon films to Studio Ghibli’s fantastical The Cat Returns (2002) and served as script supervisor for Scrapped Princess (2003) and the first season of Maria Watches Over Us (2004). Together, Yamada and Yoshida set about turning the four-panel manga into a complete story that, while possessing a sequential narrative, still maintained the original’s easygoing feel. In fact, it was exactly that easygoing feel that became the crux of the underlying story.

While “slice of life” storytelling has long been a part of literature and theater, its role in anime is somewhat unique. The definition of what makes a slice-of-life anime or manga varies in rigidity from person to person. However, at its core, the genre features stories that take place in regular, everyday settings and explore their characters’ relationships against the backdrop of their normal lives.

K-On! falls under the subheading of nichi-kei, a branch of slice-of-life that focuses even more on daily activities and broader interpersonal relationships. The “cute girls doing cute things” school of anime falls largely under this heading, with high school girls joining a club or picking up a hobby, and we follow them through their days, eventful or otherwise.
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What sets K-On! apart, even in the realm of nichijō-kei, is its use of the theme as a story in and of itself. Because as much as the members of the light music club want to perform, they spend a surprising amount of club meeting time taking afternoon tea breaks—their band, Ho-kago Tea Time, takes its name from this practice. The series not only highlights the subgenre but doubles down on it in a surprising way. Where anime like Love Live! School Idol Project emphasizes hard work at all costs to achieve your dreams, K-On! takes tea breaks, and their lead guitarist occasionally forgets how to play the guitar.

When a fifth member, Azusa, joins the club and the band, she serves as a foil against this attitude. Like many people with a dream, she’s willing to work for it day and night. So joining this particular light music club is some major culture shock: she was not expecting a quartet of laid-back tea drinkers. Which is not to say the show is about slacking off or being fully irresponsible. Rather, it’s about giving yourself the grace to not always be producing and to take time to enjoy frivolous things with friends. Azusa learns this for herself as the series closes out, and she realizes the fab four will all be going off to college, leaving the light music club fully in her hands.

To that extent, K-On! is a slice-of-life anime that fully inhabits its genre. Just as Ho-kago Tea Time asks Azusa to slow down and enjoy life, the series asks us to ride along for a music series that is only somewhat about music. The end result is enlightening, a little heartbreaking, but very necessary to anyone who pours all their value into work.

WHEN YOU BECOME A SECOND YEAR, YOU CAN’T RETURN BACK TO BEING A FIRST YEAR. THAT PERIOD OF SCHOOL LIFE WHERE “YOU ONLY ARE IN THIS VERY MOMENT NOW” WAS IMMENSELY IMPORTANT TO ME, BUT THE GIRLS THEMSELVES DON’T REALIZE IT AT ALL.

—NAOKO YAMADA

Yamada and Yoshida’s hope for K-On! was to create a setting where these four (later five) very different characters could come to know each other. As the series progresses, the girls find more and more reasons to just hang out with each other. And yes, they do become pretty good musicians and singers.

Despite the focus on enjoying life, music doesn’t take a back seat in the series. Far from it. In fact, Ho-kago Tea Time topped Japan’s Oricon charts in 2009, and their self-titled release was the first anime album credited to fictional characters to hit the #1 spot. More songs followed, and before long Ho-kago Tea Time was a national sensation. This came just one year before the Love Live! media mix project was announced, presenting its nine school idols in-character for all music releases and stage performances. Now, of course, it’s quite common to see fictional characters named on albums and even charting.

K-On! has, understandably, garnered a variety of accolades. It has swept up wins and nominations from the Japanese Academy Awards and Kobe Animation Awards, as well as praise from critics and love from fans. It’s taken a long-standing, much-loved anime genre to its shockingly adorable extreme… all in the name of reminding us to have fun while we can.

Time does pass in the world of K-On!, after all. Students graduate and move on to college, leaving the light music club in the hands of their juniors. And those juniors will eventually move on, too… but not before inspiring hopeful musicians elsewhere. Ho-kago Tea Time would spur other high school students to start their own light music clubs, one of which is the focus of Kakifly’s manga K-On! Shuffle (2018).

In the years since K-On!, there has been a rise in much more laid-back slice-of-life series. Chasing your dreams is a key theme in lots of anime, and lots of entertainment in general. But from the look of things, even the most assiduous hobbyists in the world of anime are taking a tip from Ho-kago Tea Time: you can slow down and still have a great time.


[image: image] ESSENTIAL SLICE-OF-LIFE ANIME

Sometimes, all you need is something close to home. K-On!, and more like it, offer episodic looks into the quirks of everyday life.


• Urusei Yatsura (TV series, 1981-1986): Ataru Moroboshi is chosen to represent humanity in an all-or-nothing game of tag and ends up winning the heart of an alien princess.

• Azumanga Daioh (TV series, 2002): Child prodigy Chiyo skips to the tenth grade, where she finds herself in a charming but eccentric friend group.

• Here Is Greenwood (OVA, 1991-1993): After his brother marries his crush, Kazuya moves away to a new school and finds himself in the campus’s most eccentric dorm.

• Love Live! School Idol Project (TV series, 2013-present): Nine girls become self-made “school idols” to boost their school’s popularity and save it from closing.

• Laid-Back Camp (TV series, 2018-2021): Rin, Nadeshiko, and other members of the Outdoor Activities Club have a nice time at campsites across Japan.















JOJO’S BIZARRE ADVENTURE

2012–PRESENT

Descendants of the Joestar family journey through generations, fighting against supernatural evils in the name of hope, love, and impeccable style.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Besides setting a new standard for storytelling, the JoJo’s Bizarre Adventure anime enhances its incredible source material.

—Samuel Sattin



JoJo’s Bizarre Adventure is pure electric joy. A fount of creativity, love, hypersensual male bravado, and strategic battle action, it does what most art cannot: truly rewrite the rules of storytelling. However, JoJo’s success doesn’t just come from its titular bizarreness—although it does draw from a bottomless well of strange—but also from its unabashed send-up of convention, and the beautiful, frightening, and irreplaceable universe its characters inhabit.

Considering that the anime was released in 2012, JoJo is somewhat of an anomaly as far as adaptations go. Unlike most manga-to-anime adaptations, which typically occur sooner than later, JoJo didn’t become truly popular in Japan until decades after its manga was first published, and took even longer to catch on abroad, where it was familiar to only the most devoted manga fans, who amused themselves with bad translations. Originally serialized in the pages of Shōnen Jump in 1987, JoJo took flight a mere three years after Fist of the North Star and came up alongside Dragon Ball and a handful of other current and popular manga mainstays. But unlike those other titles, the story behind JoJo was much harder to pin down. To begin with, its first arc took place in England at a time when having a non-Japanese protagonist in a Shōnen Jump series—or really in any manga series—was basically unheard of.

Then, of course, there was the mega-melodramatic plot, which involved beautiful young gentlemen in suggestive clothing, a bisexual vampire, a viciously murdered dog, and a sequence of uniquely named characters—who often took their names from classic rock bands and songs mixed with figures from Roman and Italian history, internationally renowned actors, and even a few mythological beings for good measure. From JoJo’s first ally, Robert E. O. Speedwagon, and his mentor, Caesar Zeppeli, to Dio Brando (Dio, like the heavy metal band—and God—and Brando for Marlon Brando), the central villain of the first and third arc, reading or watching the series, especially as a newcomer, can feel like watching hair-rock male super-strippers face off in an opera house after dropping LSD. But it was this blend of ’80s-action-star muscle flexing, homoerotic posing, visceral horror, farce, and genuine goodwill that built the framework for what would become one of the most enjoyable and unique pieces of animation ever created.

At its heart, JoJo’s Bizarre Adventure is a story of legacies. The series stars a lineage of heroes from intersecting family trees who, as a rule, must have “Jo” featured prominently in their first and last names. Each main JoJo arc stars a person from this lineage alongside a unique cast of allies and enemies. In the first part, “Phantom Blood,” we begin with Jonathan Joestar, and follow his battles against his adopted brother (and soon-to-be legacy enemy), Dio Brando. In part two, “Battle Tendency,” we pick up a half century later with Jonathan’s grandson, Joseph Joestar, as he attempts to keep a group of deadly, borderline bondage-geared hulks called the Pillar Men from obtaining the Red Stone of Aja. Part three is “Stardust Crusaders,” where the series arguably finds its voice, as Joseph Joestar, his grandson Jotoro Kujo, and their allies face off against a newly reborn Dio, who has placed his head atop Jonathan Joestar’s power-rich body following Jonathan’s defeat.

Each subsequent part features a reconfiguring of the original formula in novel ways. In “Diamond Is Unbreakable,” for instance, the look of the male characters begins moving away from muscle-bound Chippendales to twiggier runway models, and by the time we get to “Vento Aureo,” the male characters are dressing in traditionally femme couture, with halter tops, cutoffs, lace, and lots of sheer fabrics and vibrant colors. With evolving plot and characters, incredible battles, and genuine displays of heartfelt emotion, the series sets a new kind of storytelling standard.

Along with the anime’s one-of-a-kind voice and style, one of the main elements fans love about JoJo today are “Stands,” which were introduced in “Stardust Crusaders.” For the first two parts of JoJo, the characters used a mysterious force called Hamon energy, which is channeled and manipulated via controlled breath, and wielded in battle. However, in the newer arc, Hamon energy went through a quick and somewhat radical transformation, resulting in spirit-like entities that could be personifications of anything from humanoid duelers to mundane objects like a manga volume, an electrical outlet, or a rock. Yes, a rock.

Conjured by the user’s “life energy,” the Stands have powers that run the gamut as well, from being a purple-and-gold-skinned loincloth-wearing apparition (Stardust Platinum) to a collective of tomato-onion hybrids with sharp teeth who can cure illness when ingested (Pearl Jam). Stands are so—for lack of a better word—bananas in their manifestation and abilities that revealing them never ceases to amaze. In the hands of a lesser artist, this conflagration of powers might sound like they’re being pulled from a psychedelic grab bag. But no, in JoJo, the effect of having these entities engage in battle is nothing short of exhilarating. Not just because the characters’ use of their Stands peaks alongside their passion and fighting spirit but because it leads to ludicrous battles of wit. They are so unique in both their function and style that each and every battle is a high-stakes, life-or-death nail-biter.

IF THE CHARACTERS ARE WELLDEVELOPED, THEY’LL MOVE AROUND AND GET OUT OF THE WAY WHEN THE STORY GETS STUCK. I GIVE ALL THE CHARACTERS A POSITIVE DIRECTION, SO AS SOON AS THEY CLASH WITH EACH OTHER IN THE STORY, THE PROBLEM IS SOLVED. EVEN THE VILLAINS ALL THINK THEY’RE RIGHT.

—HIROHIKO ARAKI

Of course, JoJo never would have been without its creator, Hirohiko Araki. Araki is beloved in Japan and worldwide and at the ripe age of sixty-two still looks significantly younger; which has led to cheeky speculation that he, like his Dio Brando, is a vampire. At the beginning of his mangaka career, Araki was less candid about what inspired his most popular creation, but as time went on, he opened up more and more. Araki has talked about his inspirations in a wide range of interviews and has said that it was a unique mash-up of media, locations, and ideas that helped him come up with JoJo—and many of them are readily apparent in his story and characters. He was inspired by his travels to Italy, as well as the Greco-Roman artwork (sculpture in particular) he saw there. He also has an intense fondness for androgynous dress and has listed Prince as his favorite musical artist of all time. Music in particular occupies a huge part of Araki’s fascination, and he has said that if he were on a desert island, he’d bring along a manga, a CD to listen to, and a pencil.

Araki’s homoerotic depiction of men in JoJo is also intentional, and he has often expressed a desire to draw “beautiful” men, often pairing the beauty of Renaissance Italian sculptures of male figures, like Michelangelo’s David, with female and traditional femme poses as seen in fashion, art, and culture. This is most likely the reason JoJo’s characters seem to bend gender norms and read as gender-fluid: they were, in fact, intentionally created to do so. This attention to physique and pose has led to Araki getting increasingly caught up in the fashion world, working with companies like Gucci and Armani, and even receiving a gold medal from Japan’s men’s fashion association. He is also intensely supportive of the LGBTQIA+ community and has said that he will continue to push boundaries with how his characters approach gender and sexuality.

I could personally go on about Araki’s genius for paragraphs on end, but of the many reasons JoJo is essential anime, a simple one stands out. Sometimes, when manga are adapted to anime, seeing the series brought to the screen does little for the story and sometimes even diminishes its quality through things like poor pacing and/or a lack of faithfulness to the source material. However, this is not the case with JoJo’s Bizarre Adventure. In fact, Araki’s incredible manga is arguably enhanced with animation, taking the intensely over-the-top cinematic contents and the comics’ sense of pacing and letting them play out accordingly. Also, since JoJo’s Bizarre Adventure is so entangled in the world of fashion—particularly as it pertains to the use of color—watching it come into full-colored relief does Araki’s creation an incredible amount of justice. In the case of my favorite season, “Diamond Is Unbreakable,” the characters connect so flawlessly with the set design that one is constantly delighted by Josuke’s effulgent silhouette against a yellow-orange sky. JoJo’s Bizarre Adventure is the rare adapted work that, as an anime, opens up the material so that it can fully express itself in all its genius grandiosity. Not only has it stood the test of time, but it is also still considerably ahead of its time, highlighted by the very fact that the anime was released more than twenty years after the manga began and yet is still a gift to fans of all kinds.


A NEW KIND OF STORYTELLING

Araki recently wrote a book about creating manga called Manga in Theory and Practice: The Craft of Creating Manga. Without getting into too many specifics, the book—which I recommend reading, particularly if you’re a writer and/or artist—is filled with anecdotes and lessons about how to create tension, build character, and eschew unnecessary story elements. Reading it, one gets the sense that Araki has spent a long time thinking about how to write unique stories that keep readers engaged and that he is and will always remain a student as much as a teacher.



There’s a scene in “Stardust Crusaders” where, after bursting out a window, Joseph Joestar and his allies are falling through the sky for what is obviously an impossibly long time. As he falls, he says of Dio’s Stand, “I felt it, too. Its murderous intent was incredible. It felt like someone stuck an icicle up my ass!” This line and all its hilarity aside, JoJo’s Bizarre Adventure does, in fact, revel in surprise. It’s an anime that achieves the purpose of constantly, absurdly, and yet endearingly upping the ante, so that in the truest sense possible, you never, ever know what’s coming next.











ATTACK ON TITAN

2013–2022

Eren Jaeger seeks revenge against a race of terrifying giants who have nearly destroyed humanity.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: One of the biggest anime hits of the twenty-first century, Attack on Titan is a gripping story from start to finish.

—Patrick Macias



Anime as massively popular as Attack on Titan don’t come around very often. However, when they do, they tend to define an era.

When Universal Studios Japan introduced their new summer attractions for 2019, they featured mainstays like Godzilla, Lupin the Third, Sailor Moon, Detective Conan, and Neon Genesis Evangelion. The newest title added to this elite team of massive entertainment properties—and the only one to debut during the twenty-first century—was Attack on Titan.

However, this anime wasn’t just a massive hit in Japan—it shook the entire world, inspiring countless memes, merchandise, cosplayers, and fan activity. Despite all of its achievements, it’s easy to forget what a long shot it, and its author, Hajime Isayama, originally was.

Attack on Titan was the very first continuing manga series Isayama ever wrote and drew. To make things even more interesting, he was an unknown creator when his story began serializing in 2009.

Attack on Titan’s art style was unconventional, and the titans themselves looked nightmarish and grotesque. At a time when superheroes and science fiction dominated pop culture, Attack on Titan didn’t resemble anything else in the marketplace. Its unique mix of dark fantasy, physical action, and intricate world-building helped it stand out. And those qualities were also what would help Attack on Titan quickly become iconic.

Honestly, the less you know about the plot before going in, the more likely you are to enjoy the masterful twists and turns that lie ahead. Without spoiling too much, here’s the basic premise: One hundred years after a race of man-eating giants have destroyed much of the human race, the survivors have taken shelter in small city-states surrounded by enormous walls. Suddenly, after a period of relative peace, the titans attack again, killing (and eating) the mother of a young boy named Eren Jaeger (also called “Eren Yaeger” in the English version of the manga). Seeking revenge and freedom from fear, Eren vows to rid the world of the titans—a decision that will have devastating and unpredictable consequences. A few years later, Eren joins the titan-killing Survey Corps with his adopted sister, Mikasa, and their friend Armin. The intrigue and plot twists come fast and furious as the characters begin to explore the world beyond the city’s walls and the shocking revelations of what the titans are, and where they come from, falls into focus.

AS A CHILD, I REMEMBER THINKING, “ALL LIVING CREATURES MUST GET NUTRITION FROM OTHER LIVING CREATURES TO SURVIVE,” WE MIGHT CALL IT CRUEL, BUT IT IS ACTUALLY THE NORM.

—HAJIME ISAYAMA

Attack on Titan’s creator Isayama was born in 1986 in Japan’s rural Oita Prefecture, an area famed for its gigantic Kuju mountain range. He grew up feeling restless in his small town and—like Eren Jaeger’s dissatisfaction with life within the confining walls of his city—wanted to see what lay beyond. As a child, he dreamed of becoming a manga artist and drew pictures of humans fighting giant creatures. Inspired by the movies, video games, and manga he consumed, Isayama eventually began writing and drawing his own original stories and submitting them to major publishers. When he was twenty years old, he won a “Special Encouragement” award for a short one-shot manga that was an early version of Attack on Titan. While his parents didn’t fully support his decision to become an artist, Isayama decided to take this as a sign and leave his hometown. He moved to Tokyo, where he worked at a manga café and continued to refine his story and art. As Isayama told the BBC in an interview, “Just like any other aspiring manga artist, I visited several major publishing companies to get Attack on Titan evaluated. They liked my storyline but said the quality of my drawings was poor. I was beginning to give up because there are so many people who want to become manga artists. I didn’t think I could become one of the big ones.… The only publisher who showed any interest was Kodansha.”

The early one-shot version of Attack on Titan was eventually expanded into a full series that debuted in Kodansha’s Bessatsu Shōnen Magazine in 2009. But even after being accepted into the big leagues, Isayama still doubted his own abilities: “My self-esteem was so low, when my editor said he liked it, I remember thinking, what’s wrong with this guy?”

What the Attack on Titan manga may have lacked in refined drawing technique it made up for with pure energy. Eren’s hot-blooded emotions seemed to leap off the page and the epic fight scenes seemed as intense as martial arts tournaments. Soon Attack on Titan gathered steam, quickly growing through word of mouth as more and more fans were drawn to this unique manga, and before long it was selling millions of copies. It seemed an anime adaptation was inevitable.

Heralded by an uber-dramatic theme song (“Guren no Yumiya” by Linked Horizon) the anime, much like the manga, was an immediate hit. The rough edges found in the manga artwork had been smoothed out, and as impressive as the action was in the manga, it practically erupted on-screen. The scenes of the Survey Corps racing across rooftops on their Three-Dimensional Maneuver Gear to battle the massive titans were some of the most dazzling sights ever featured in anime.

Attack on Titan is simple yet complex: a mix of raw emotions, political maneuvering, savage fights, and intricate world-building. It almost feels operatic—or even downright biblical, with its David-and-Goliath-like visual hook. It’s not a horror series, per se, but the titans themselves are truly unsettling to behold, and no character seems truly safe from them. Unlike many anime and manga series, which are made up by their creators on the fly, Attack on Titan was plotted in advance by Isayama—and the time and care that went into it is obvious. This is a story that knows when to hold back and when to shake things up in a way that modern television audiences understand.

A few critics have accused Attack on Titan of harboring a “fascist subtext,” but to its credit, the anime rarely portrays authority in a positive, or simplistic, light. Instead, it shows how complicated the simple desire for freedom can be, and the unexpected consequences that even seemingly moral choices can lead to.

Sometimes wanting no limits can lead the world into darkness. Sometimes it can inspire a person to leave their small town and pursue their dreams. Either way, at the end of his journey, Eren Jaeger is not the same person he was when his story began.

And neither is anime, after Attack on Titan.
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SWORD ART ONLINE

2012

When players discover they can’t log out of a deadly virtual reality game, teenagers Kirito and Asuna are determined to survive and face the final boss.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: A mix of science fiction, fantasy, and gaming, Sword Art Online set the standard for the isekai anime boom.

—Patrick Macias



The first episode of Sword Art Online begins in Tokyo’s famed Akihabara shopping district as customers line up to be the first to buy a new video game on launch day. It’s the perfect place to begin the epic story that lies ahead. Known as a paradise for otaku, Akihabara is a departure point for people to live out their fantasies in the form of anime, manga, and gaming. But what happens when you can’t escape from escapism?

Kirito is a teenage boy who doesn’t have to line up to get his hands on this new game, known as Sword Art Online. As an early beta tester, he already owns a NerveGear helmet that allows players to fully immerse themselves in VR. So, on launch day at the appointed time, Kirito simply plugs himself in and transports his consciousness to a floating castle world called Aincrad where thousands of Day One gamers have also logged in to play. However, the fantasy soon becomes a nightmare when the mysterious creator of the game, Kayaba Akihiko, appears and tells the players they are trapped…in a game of death! Any attempt to remove their NerveGear helmets back in the real world will result in fatality. Even worse, dying in the game from combat results in a player’s death in the real world. The only way to end the game and make it out alive is to clear all one hundred of Aincrad’s levels full of menacing and powerful enemy bosses. Not an easy task.

While other players panic and form guilds to increase their odds of survival or live their lives in relative safety inside towns, Kirito opts to remain a lone-wolf solo player. As a beta tester, he’s already made it as far as Aincrad’s eighth floor and has an insider’s knowledge of the game’s combat and XP systems. But a chance meeting with a girl named Asuna—also known as “The Flash,” for her incredible sword skills—begins to complicate Kirito’s self-centered outlook. Thus begins a number of dramatic dilemmas that will unfold over the course of the story. Will Kirito and Asuna wind up as a couple despite their prickly relationship? Will they survive long enough to make it back home? And what if a virtual life adventuring in Aincrad winds up being better than boring old reality?

Sword Art Online debuted as a web novel series, then was revised as a light novel series (short fiction often featuring manga-style illustrations), and finally became a massive anime franchise. Since then, there’s been an explosion of what is known as isekai (“different world”) anime and manga. In these stories, protagonists—usually male, and with a chip on their shoulder like Kirito—find themselves whisked away to RPG-styled fantasy worlds full of adventure and danger. While Sword Art Online is not an isekai title by its strictest definition (Kirito and Asuna haven’t traveled to another world, they’re just stuck in a simulation of one), it’s close enough for the shoe to fit. And it’s hard to imagine a long list of anime shows with titles like No Game No Life (2014) and Re:Zero - Starting Life in Another World (2016–2021) existing without the massively successful Sword Art Online helping to stoke the demand for this type of isekai story and their “chosen one” heroes… although it had its own predecessors.

Before Sword Art Online, there was .hack//Sign, a 2002 anime series and accompanying PlayStation games that explored what it might be like being trapped in a fantasy-themed virtual reality. Going back a bit further to 2001, Mamoru Oshii (famed director of the Ghost in the Shell anime) helmed a visually stunning live-action movie called Avalon that also mixed up RPG tropes in a VR environment.

Creator Reki Kawahara has name-checked Avalon and the 1995 science fiction novel Realtime Interrupt by James P. Hogan as key inspirations for Sword Art Online’s view of simulated reality. He also spent countless hours playing computer RPGs like World of Warcraft and Diablo III. Still, as a first-time published author who made his professional debut with the Sword Art Online light novels, Kawahara was as surprised as anyone when it proved to be a hit and was adapted for anime.

ALL I REALLY DID WAS COME UP WITH A SIMPLE IDEA… IF THEY WERE TO GET TRAPPED INSIDE SOMETHING LIKE A MMORPG, AND COULDN’T GET OUT, WHAT WOULD ALL THOSE PLAYERS DO?

–REKI KAWAHARA
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Kawahara recalled in one interview, “As I watched the anime, there were so many aspects that took my breath away.… In the light novels, describing the scenery wasn’t one of my priorities and I only had the most stereotypical image of a generic fantasy realm. But the way Aincrad was depicted in the animation… it was brimming with exotic imagery.”

In addition to delivering impressive visuals, the anime production team at A-1 Pictures, including director Tomohiko Ito and scriptwriter Yukie Sugawara, expanded the roles for some supporting characters like Kibaou and information dealer Argo the Rat. Kawahara said of their changes, “The parts that I just never gave any thought to, that I really didn’t put much emphasis on, were the parts that Mr. Ito and the staff really went into detail on.”


[image: image] ESSENTIAL ISEKAI ANIME

Sword Art Online wasn’t the first anime to whisk its protagonist away to a far-off world, although it did help create a boom for the anime genre known as isekai (meaning “a different world”). If you are looking for adventure far and away from the reality you currently inhabit, consider going on a quest to look for these titles.


• Overlord (TV series, 2015-present): Based on the light novels written by Kugane Maruyama and illustrated by so-bin, Overlord shows what happens when a player decides to be a megalomaniac and take over the world of the game he’s trapped in. Great animation by studio Madhouse and a mix of humor and dark fantasy make this a standout in the crowded isekai genre.

• KonoSuba: God’s Blessing on This Wonderful World! (TV series, 2016-2017): After a teenage boy named Kazuma dies a pointless death, a goddess offers him a chance to be reborn in a fantasy world with MMORPG trimmings. The focus is on comedy as Kazuma learns about his limitations and how mundane a life of adventure can sometimes be.

• Re:Zero - Starting Life in Another World (TV series, 2016-2021): One of the most popular anime in recent memory in Japan, Re:Zero is about a young guy who is whisked away from a convenience store to a world where his life reboots over and over. If you’ve spent enough time shopping for anime goods, you have definitely seen the pink- and blue-haired Rem and Ram around.

• The Rising of the Shield Hero (TV series, 2019-present): Based on the light novels by Aneko Yusagi, The Rising of the Shield Hero is about an otaku who is summoned to another world where he is the weakest of four heroes who wield legendary weapons. Although it follows the isekai formula to a T, Shield Hero is a solid entry in the field.

• So I’m a Spider, So What? (TV series, 2021-present): The isekai genre evolved in a weird and wonderful direction with this series about a girl who is reincarnated as a dungeon crawling spider that must level up her skills to survive.





Full of highs and lows, Sword Art Online remains something of a love-it-or-hate-it affair for anime fans. Part of that stems from the main character of Kirito himself, who can be as annoying and overdramatic as only a teenage boy can be (having been one, I speak from direct experience) and says things like “The only way to survive in this world is by making yourself as strong as possible” and “It’s a virtual world, but I still feel more alive here than I do in the real one.” Gradually, Kirito does learn to care for others, but his journey may not be consistently rewarding for everyone. For instance, in Asuna’s case, she gets stuck in the “damsel in distress” role midway through, even after she’s established as one of the top fighters in the game.

I can’t lie to you and say Sword Art Online is some kind of great work of art. Even Kawahara has been quick to admit to and apologize for plot holes and lapses in judgment in his storytelling, particularly during the first twenty-five episodes of what has since become a massive franchise full of sequels, movies, and side stories. However, there’s no denying that Sword Art Online—like The Matrix and Ready Player One—succeeds as a kind of pulp fiction for geeks and digital natives, and its influence on recent anime as a whole cannot be overstated.

We really do live in “a different world” now, where science fiction, fantasy, and gaming freely intermingle, and truly, there is no escape from all that escapism.











IN THIS CORNER OF THE WORLD

2016

WWII Japan is depicted through the eyes of a kindhearted girl as she comes of age.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Though a story of war and hardship, the film presents tragedy alongside whimsy, with moments of magical realism and exquisite art direction that make it a one-of-a-kind viewing experience.

—Deb Aoki



In the Western world, most stories about World War II are based on what happened in Europe or North America. However, the war also had a profound effect on everyday life in Japan. In This Corner of the World gives viewers a glimpse at what life was like during the days immediately before, during, and after the war through the eyes of a girl who goes from childhood to adulthood in Hiroshima and the nearby port and shipyard town of Kure.

Based on the manga by Fumiyo Kono, In This Corner of the World was adapted into a feature-length animated film directed by Sunao Katabuchi and produced by MAPPA, the same studio that brought us Yuri!!! on Ice (2016) and Jujutsu Kaisen (2020–present). The film was released in Japan in 2016 and won many awards, including the grand prize in the Animation category at the Japan Media Arts Festival and an Annie Award for Best Animated Feature—Independent, to name just a few.

While a story about life in wartime Hiroshima comes with the knowledge that the tragedy of the atomic bomb will be an inevitable part of the plot, In This Corner of the World is not a relentlessly sad or tragic story. In fact, what’s remarkable is how much of it is full of sweet and thoughtful moments of slice-of-life charm.

When the story opens, we meet Suzu, a cheerful girl living in Hiroshima in the 1930s. She loves to draw and she’s a bit of a daydreamer. There are moments when the viewer isn’t quite sure if what’s happening is real or a fanciful fiction spun by Suzu’s irrepressible imagination, like the scene when she’s kidnapped and tossed into a large basket by an ogre in a black trench coat. In the same basket is a boy, Shusaku, whom she’ll meet again in the near future. They escape the ogre, and Suzu walks away slightly dazed but unharmed, returning to her everyday life with her siblings and parents.

In these early days, we get glimpses of the city of Hiroshima, a bustling town with movie theaters, department stores, street trolleys, and other modern conveniences. We also see the simple middle-class life Suzu enjoys with her family and friends in the nearby seaside town of Eba as they harvest seaweed and make sheets of nori. Her brother, Yoichi, is a bit of a bully, but her parents and sister are loving and supportive, even though they think she’s a little bit absentminded. She even has a crush on a neighborhood boy, Tetsu Mizuhara. Even though we see hints that the world is changing around her, Suzu enjoys a carefree childhood.

Then the day comes when a teenage Suzu gets a marriage proposal from Shusaku, now a young man living in the nearby town of Kure, where the Japanese military shipyards are located. As per tradition, Suzu gets married and moves in with her new husband’s family. While this isn’t explicitly explained in the film, Shusaku tells Suzu he met her when they were children, and that’s why he requested to marry her.

We watch as Suzu settles into life as a wife and caretaker of her in-laws, retaining a lot of her cheerful, head-in-the-clouds personality. But as the power and influence of the military grows and the war forces everyone to make sacrifices, Suzu and her new family must deal with some difficult circumstances like food rationing, sending loved ones off to the battlefields, and building a bomb shelter. Inevitably, they face the aerial bombardment of the nearby shipyard and harbor that is home to many mighty Japanese warships, as well as the bombing of Hiroshima, which turns that once vibrant city into an unrecognizable wasteland.

I’VE ALWAYS FELT THAT FINDING AND EXPRESSING MOMENTS OF HAPPINESS, BEAUTY, AND THE BRILLIANCE OF LIFE, EVEN THOSE MOMENTS THAT NO ONE PAYS ATTENTION TO, ARE IMPORTANT. THROUGH ANIMATION, I BEST CAPTURE THOSE FEELINGS.

—SUNAO KATABUCHI

What makes this story so charming and so heartbreaking at the same time is how Suzu and her family learn to adapt to the changes that the war has inflicted on their lives, without dwelling too long in regret or resentment. Life can be hard, but there are many moments where they just have to laugh at the everyday absurdities and small joys that life still can offer them.

Visually, In This Corner of the World gives us a world that’s full of blue skies, bright green grass, and watercolor pastoral scenes of a simpler, slower, and much less automated Japanese life. The characters are drawn with simple but expressive lines that give them layers of warmth and humanity. There are moments when magical realism takes over the screen, like when ocean waves turn into hopping white rabbits or bomb explosions are drawn like brushstrokes in the sky. It is simply a gorgeous film that well deserves the critical acclaim it has received.

There are definitely moments of senseless tragedy and loss in this wartime story, and those moments are made all the more bittersweet when you compare them to the happier days that preceded them. However, In This Corner of the World balances the sadness with moments of laughter and hope. If you’ve avoided these types of stories because they’re “downers,” give In This Corner of the World a try. It isn’t all sunshine and flowers, but it’s a memorable and ultimately uplifting story that you won’t soon forget.
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MOB PSYCHO 100

2016–PRESENT

Whenever a middle school student’s emotions hit 100%, a devastating power is unleashed. The battle to control it is on.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Mob Psycho 100 is a perfect fusion of absurdist comedy and mind-blowing action with a surprising amount of heart.

—Patrick Macias



Anime is full of characters who possess psychic powers and incredible telekinetic abilities. Take, for instance, Akira or The Disastrous Life of Saiki K, to name just two. But until Mob Psycho 100, we’ve never seen an “esper” quite like Shigeo Kageyama.

Shigeo, aka Mob, is a second-year middle school student struggling with the pressures of budding adolescence and controlling his insanely powerful ESP abilities. You could call it an awkward phase. Passive and unassuming to a fault, you wouldn’t know from looking at him that Shigeo can move objects with his mind and that he uses this power to triumph over supernatural forces in combat. If he seems like a blank slate, that’s because Shigeo has opted to repress his emotions in a bid to control his abilities. However, when his emotion-driven on-screen “explosion meter” hits 100%, watch out!—because Mob then becomes one of the most powerful and potentially destructive forces on the planet.

Another anime might take the premise of a kid who can barely control his superpowers and milk it for maximum drama. Instead, Mob Psycho 100 is a go-for-broke comedy where nothing is sacred. It will do anything for a laugh, and the result is one of the funniest anime series ever made. What’s more, Mob Psycho 100 has a hidden special ability of its own: the power to emotionally move viewers with life lessons that spring from the weirdest of situations and characters.

You can’t talk about Mob without mentioning his two companions, starting with his self-appointed “teacher” and employer, Arataka Reigen. The owner of a shady Spirits and Such Consultation Office, Reigen is a fake who charges gullible customers for “spiritual exorcisms” and other supernatural hokum. Of course, it’s all a scam—Reigen has no esper abilities or ghostbusting powers of his own—but when supernatural forces actually do appear, Mob steps in and saves the day with his all-too-real psychic powers. In return, Reigen pays the kid a paltry sum of 300 yen (about $3.00) a day. Did I mention that Reigen is kind of a conman?

There’s also Dimple, a small green smokelike spirit, all that’s left of a more powerful entity that Mob defeated in battle. Dimple ingratiates his way into the middle schooler’s daily life and pretends to be a friend but is secretly waiting for the perfect opportunity to use Mob’s power to transform himself into a god.

I DON’T BELIEVE OUR LIVES CHANGE COMPLETELY FOR THE BETTER AT A SHORT NOTICE. IT’S ALL THE SMALL PROGRESS WE MAKE THAT’S IMPORTANT.

—ONE

Both Reigen and Dimple try to use Mob for their own ends, but his innately good and innocent nature can’t help but rub off on them in the process. And, almost by accident, they wind up showing Mob how to manage his feelings and to always be humble despite his incredible power. Their unlikely emotional support begins to pay off as Mob faces genuine threats in the form of fellow psychics, spirits, and an evil organization bent on world domination.

The creator of Mob Psycho 100 is a manga artist who uses the pseudonym ONE. Born in the Niigata Prefecture in 1986, ONE read the comedy staple Crayon Shin-chan as a child and it sparked his dreams of becoming a manga artist. While still a freshman in college, he began self-publishing his original four-panel gag strips on the web; one of his first continuing series, One-Punch Man, also started online in 2009.

ONE’s drawing style had an amateurish quality about it, and while it has improved over the years, it still looks more like outsider art or underground comics than more mainstream manga. As he said once in an interview, “My art skill is poor; I often get harshly criticized for it. I don’t offer excuses, and just genuinely feel that I need to improve.” But what ONE lacked in technical ability, he more than made up for with catchy, unique concepts and off-kilter humor. As you might have guessed from the title, One-Punch Man is the tale of a superhero who could defeat any foe with a single punch but is consequently bored by the lack of any real challenge in his life. In 2012, a manga remake of One-Punch Man, redrawn by artist Yusuke Murata, was published by Shueisha, which then led to a One-Punch Man anime series in 2015 that became a surprise smash hit around the world.

ONE, the manga artist with the weird art style, was suddenly a superstar. The runaway success of One-Punch Man ensured that his follow-up would be something special. His next work, Mob Psycho 100, debuted online from publisher Shogakukan in 2012, and it made the transition to anime in 2017 with the help of animation studio Bones (the home of My Hero Academia, Noragami, and Carole & Tuesday, among others).

Featuring direction by Yuzuru Tachikawa (Death Parade) and character designs by Yoshimichi Kameda (Fullmetal Alchemist), Mob Psycho 100 merges together ONE’s idiosyncratic humor and artwork with modern anime style. There’s a wild, strange visual imagination at work throughout Mob Psycho 100—the opening title sequences alone are mini-masterpieces of the surreal—and the psychic battles and beatdowns wind up being just as exciting and satisfying as anything in Dragon Ball Z. But, more than anything, Mob Psycho 100 really wants to make you laugh. It will mine humor from anything: the petty tyranny of student councils, the bluster of rival school bullies, and Shigeo’s own super awkward interactions with girls. Nothing is sacred. Everyone’s a fool. Someone gets called a “butt-chin goblin.” And yet, some things still matter…

Mob learns that controlling his feelings—not cutting them off entirely—is truly the key to controlling his power and that having power doesn’t make you special. You’re still a person. Part of humanity. Part of a bigger story.

Anime comedies are a dime a dozen. Psychics have been done before. However, few series are likely to inspire laughs, thrills, and move your emotional meter quite like Mob Psycho 100.
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MY HERO ACADEMIA

2016

In a world where most people have superpowers, a powerless boy is gifted the ability to be the new “Symbol of Peace” and struggles to rise to the occasion.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: My Hero Academia takes an American legacy and transforms it into an entirely new phenomenon that has taken the world by storm.

—Samuel Sattin



If you live in the United States, it’s easy to forget how uniquely American superheroes actually are. Wrapped up in the history and politics of a fraught melting pot built by people who weren’t ever properly thanked for their contributions, many of the originators of superhero comics dreamed of rising to incredible (or at least equal) societal heights. Crossed with ideals about the American Dream and, at times, a little jingoism thrown in for good measure, superhero stories reflect the inner wants and power fantasies of a culture filled with seemingly insurmountable contradictions. Even the history of superhero stories in the United States is toilsome. From being regarded as bottom-of-the-barrel entertainment in their incipience, throughout the decades they continued their rise to immense popular recognition, which hit a high point after the turn of the twenty-first century, and then—beginning with the first Iron Man film, launching the Marvel cinematic universe—grew to become the massive force it is today. This exponential growth in popularity has transformed what was once considered only a niche nerd interest into something as profitable and mainstream as national sporting events, with films grossing billions and bringing along with them a tsunami of merchandise. As can be expected, superheroes were exported abroad as staples of big budget global entertainment. And it’s from this point that we arrive at My Hero Academia, a series that surveyed the American terrain of caped crusaders, carefully mapped it, and repurposed every inch accordingly.

My Hero Academia, which is now one of the most popular shōnen series in the history of the medium, is somewhat of an anomaly compared to peers like Naruto, One Piece, and Dragon Ball Z. One of the main ways that it departs from shōnen tradition is its reliance on an explicitly American legacy. A great example is All Might, the series’ primary hero, who is a Superman–Captain America hybrid. Though he is Japanese by birth, which in itself is interesting, his costume screams red, white, and blue, and his super moves involve him calling out American state names plus “smash”—that’s a lot to pack into one character. Although My Hero Academia examines superheroes from a place of love and admiration, it also puts the entire genre under a microscope.

IF YOU FEEL YOURSELF HITTING UP AGAINST YOUR LIMIT, REMEMBER FOR WHAT CAUSE YOU CLENCH YOUR FISTS!

–ALL MIGHT

Of course, this isn’t a new concept, but it is novel that the anime doesn’t take the more dark and critical approach of Alan Moore’s Watchmen or Garth Ennis’s The Boys. Instead, it forges a new path as it attempts to understand the genre on its own purported justice-for-all terms. The end result is a strikingly earnest, emotional, and positive story about an unremarkable kid in a world of remarkable people. A story that has resonated with millions of fans worldwide, many of which live in the country that gave birth to superheroes.

In the My Hero Academia universe, heroes are the front-facing identities of a mainstream corporate society and, despite their individual personal flaws, unabashedly defend the status quo against those who would upset it. At the center of the series is U.A. High School, where teachers are tasked with training the heroes of the future while, at the same time, defending them from outside threats; namely, the League of Villains. Unlike most superhero stories, the status quo in My Hero Academia is prized above all.

Here we don’t encounter trust-shattering betrayals like we did with S.H.I.E.L.D. being revealed as a cover for HYDRA (even in later manga arcs when things get hairier for state-sponsored heroes, the Academy recalls Hogwarts under siege and occupation rather than a fundamentally corrupt institution with its mask finally revealed). We’re talking about a world in which heroes are the legitimately respected bulwark of polite citizenry and try to behave accordingly. The series, which takes place in a future Japan, puts loads of value on traditional authority structures, so much so that, if it had been created in the United States, it would likely be branded politically conservative. However, in the context of the country the series both came from and takes place in, audiences instead walk away with a different impression. Superficially, the show is a battle of good versus evil, but beneath that is an idea of how to create a more lawful, even inclusive, society and fend off hopelessness.

At the heart of My Hero Academia is the phenomenon of Quirks—powers that began developing in the human world somewhat suddenly. They arose in the general population in a manner similar to the mutants of X-Men, but on a much larger scale and, with roughly 80 percent of the human population possessing Quirks, societies worldwide had no other choice but to accept them as the new normal. Quirks themselves manifest in a variety of bizarre, fascinating, sometimes comical ways, from more traditional superhero powers like being able to grow in size or shoot flames, to being born with actual engines in your shins, or being able to have your limbs take on the qualities of whatever you ate earlier in the day. Most people in the My Hero Academia universe have near-useless or unremarkable Quirks, like being able to levitate a very small amount of weight. Then there are others with more pronounced, powerful Quirks that ultimately end up causing their user to strive for herodom or banding together with villain organizations to subvert the societal order. What’s most interesting about all of this, however, is that those who stand out as abnormal in this universe aren’t—as is the case in most American superhero stories—the heroes themselves, but people who have nothing special about them. This is the small percentage of society that is the “other” and at a severe disadvantage, the Quirkless.

Since superhero stories typically revolve around the hero discovering their power, the idea of almost everyone in the world having powers is a fresh narrative departure. Traditionally, the power itself is a focus of the character, often feeding into larger personality traits or characteristics. Wolverine regenerates and cannot be killed, which is linked to his surly, jaded personality, checkered past, and history of lost love. Batman’s technology and intellect are bolstered by loads of money, fueled by trauma, and executed with incomparable intelligence and combat skills. Et cetera. However, in My Hero Academia, Quirks are peculiar and capricious, and just having a powerful one isn’t enough.

Being a real hero in this universe is almost bureaucratic with a non-secret person having to adopt a persona and spend years in training to legitimize your power’s application from a societal standpoint. Then to practice crime fighting you have to go so far as competing to obtain a permit, much like one would to obtain a firearm—which is an incredibly arduous task in Japan. But none of this is presented in a critical fashion and, instead, the heroes respect the fine details of the system and only break the rules in rare situations when there’s absolutely no other choice or when the system itself is incapacitated. Heroes fight without expecting the slightest bit in return and relish the ability to do so. “Because,” as All Might’s mentor says, “in this world, the ones who are smiling are the strongest.”

One way we can understand the roots of My Hero Academia is by looking at its creator, Horikoshi. Much like the heroes that inhabit the American superhero universe, Horikoshi prefers using an alter ego when discussing his work. It’s hard to find a photo of his face, and he somewhat famously wears a mask when doing on-screen interviews. Before the gargantuan success of My Hero Academia, the artist’s dream was making it big in manga. Then, in what he attributes to a lucky break, he ended up winning a spot in a seasonal edition of Shōnen Jump in 2007, which helped jump-start his career. From there, he published his first serialized manga, Oumagadoki Zoo, which ran for a somewhat brief five volumes. After this came Barrage, which ran for an even shorter period, culminating in only two volumes before being canceled. My Hero Academia began as a one-shot in Shōnen Jump shortly after Barrage’s cancellation, before being serialized and skyrocketing to popular acclaim. Nearly thirty-plus volumes of manga, five seasons of anime, and two films later, Horikoshi’s creation has become one of the biggest sensations in not just Japan but all over Europe and the United States.

It should come as no surprise that Horikoshi is obsessed with American superheroes. His personal favorite is Spider-Man, which makes a lot of sense, considering that the central protagonist of My Hero Academia, Izuku Midoriya, is a scrawny, good-natured kid from a humble middle-class background like Peter Parker. However, it’s also possible to speculate that Izuku is a stand in for Horikoshi himself. Nicknamed Deku, which is Japanese for a wooden practice dummy but can also double as a near-synonym for the verb dekiru (“to be able to”), by his childhood frenemy, Izuku is born Quirkless. His disadvantage seems to only further fuel his obsession with superheroes, particularly All Might, aka the “Symbol of Peace.” Though young Izuku has no powers, he acts heroically in a moment where his life could surely be risked in front of All Might. Afterward, the great hero reveals that his own power, One for All, is not at all random or special to him, but has been passed down through generations. All Might gives Izuku the power One for All after seeing the virtue in his heart, and from there the character grinds his way to becoming a hero people can believe in.

The path to get there, however, is arduous, even for a shōnen series where arcs packed with learning and training are part and parcel of the framework. Izuku, while trying his very best, only barely skates by, incrementally growing in his abilities and maturity. Unlike most superheroes, he doesn’t encounter one giant moment of awakening, but handfuls of little ones that build on each other to help make him a stronger person. Perhaps Horikoshi himself experienced something similar when his second serialized manga quickly fell from grace. In interviews, he has spoken about how he was set into a depression by Barrage’s cancellation. It was from that depression that My Hero Academia was born, a show about endurance, about never giving up, and about doing the right thing not because it will lead to self-enrichment but because it’s simply what a hero does.

For all these reasons, My Hero Academia deserves a place as an essential anime, but perhaps the most pointed of all is that the series has singularly reinvented the superhero genre in the country of its birth. The United States has eagerly and openly embraced My Hero Academia since the moment of its release. Some speculate that this is because the series panders to American superhero culture, and there is probably a nugget of truth to that, though it’s also worth considering that My Hero Academia goes far further than mimicry and shows what being a hero or a villain means through the lens of a country with a different definition of social harmony, good versus evil, and justice. The show asks us what it means when not just one person is exceptional, but what happens in a society where everyone is special, and those who aren’t are considered invisible. In short, it envisions a superhero universe that doesn’t revolve around American exceptionalism, which is refreshing. In My Hero Academia, becoming a hero isn’t about being given an extra-normal gift to use in the service of good. It is about taking the power most humans have access to and wanting to be strong enough to use it responsibly.
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YURI!!! ON ICE

2016

Following personal losses and a disastrous competitive season, figure skater Yuri Katsuki is at a career low when five-time world champion and “living legend” Victor Nikiforov suddenly offers to coach him. Together they face one last Grand Prix Series as a younger generation of skaters, including fifteen-year-old prodigy Yuri Plisetsky, promises to revolutionize the skating world.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: In Yuri!!! on Ice, director Sayo Yamamoto and writer Mitsurou Kubo deftly imbue a sports comeback story with themes of self-expression, love, and sexuality to create a truly global hit that took the world by storm.

—Michelle Liu



In a delightfully modern turn of events, the anime Yuri!!! on Ice kicks off with a candid moment gone viral. Upon returning to his hometown in Kyushu, Yuri Katsuki visits his childhood rink, now run by one of his childhood friends. There he shows her what he’s been working on in private: an interpretation of Victor Nikiforov’s free program, Stammi vicino, both an homage to the man who inspired him and a swan song for Yuri’s own career. Little does he know that his friend’s overeager children are filming his performance. They upload the video to social media, and it goes viral overnight, catching the attention of the entire skating world—including Victor himself.

It’s all too fitting, then, that the series itself exploded on social media through word of mouth. When it premiered in October 2016, few could have predicted how many people it would reach, both within anime communities and far beyond. But over the twelve weeks of its run, Yuri!!! on Ice, an original anime animated by MAPPA, would snowball into a social media phenomenon as it showed more of its hand: an international cast of memorable characters, most of them adults; a mature sensuality rarely seen in TV anime; a subtle yet undeniable appreciation of gay history and iconography; and a staggering level of fidelity to the world of figure skating.

When Yuri!!! was first announced in early 2016, it was no secret that director Sayo Yamamoto, a self-professed “skating otaku,” had been itching to make an anime about competitive figure skating for a long time. She had previously directed a short film called Endless Night about a young male figure skater for the anime anthology Japan Animator Expo, and she’d snuck more than a few elements of the sport into her opening sequence for the video game Persona 5. When she finally pitched the idea for a full series, however, producers were skeptical. Figure skating would not be an easy sport to animate, especially considering the scheduling and budget constraints of a TV anime production. Wouldn’t it be smart to follow the lead of popular series like Haikyu!! (2014–2020) and Kuroko’s Basketball (2012–2015) and center the series on high school club sports? Scaling back to focus on only Japanese characters might prove more palatable to a domestic audience. Despite such pressures, Yamamoto plowed ahead with her vision of an anime about world-class athletes, a decision that would ultimately pay off in her favor. She enlisted the help of radio host, manga artist, and fellow skating fan Mitsurou Kubo to write the script, and together the two women worked to create a series that would do the sport justice.

One of the most important aspects of Yuri!!! on Ice is how it pays respect to the international nature of competitive figure skating. While many of the world’s top singles skaters are Japanese, the sport is no stranger to athletes from the world over. To reflect that, the cast of Yuri!!! on Ice features not only Japanese and Russian skaters, but also athletes from South Korea, Kazakhstan, Canada, Italy, and more. Some are rookies on the international stage, while others are in the twilight of their competitive careers. But as diverse as they are, they have one thing in common: they are all career athletes wrestling with the trials and triumphs of competing at the highest echelons of their sport, their own doubts their greatest enemies. And as figure skaters, who notably double as both athletes and artists, they need to understand themselves to reach their full potential. For young Yuri Plisetsky, that means embracing agape (unconditional love). For Yuri Katsuki and Victor, that means venturing into the world of eros, of sex and romance, as their relationship blossoms.

WE CALL EVERYTHING ON THE ICE “LOVE.”

—YURI KATSUKI

Curiously enough, sexuality is both omnipresent and all but absent from the series. Not once does a character say the words “I’m gay,” nor do Victor and Yuri ever state the nature of their love for each other. However, the series is nothing if not boldly sensual, from Yuri’s performance of seduction in his “Eros” short program to another skater’s near obscene flamboyance on the ice to an episode of drunken pole-dancing inspired by The Hangover. And even if no character explicitly identifies one way or another, the series itself betrays a knowledge of queer cultural touchstones that’s hard to overlook. Victor’s character design is practically a carbon copy of playwright and filmmaker John Cameron Mitchell, for instance, while snapshots of his past allude to openly gay figure skaters Johnny Weir and Jeffrey Buttle. With that in consideration, there’s little doubt as to what’s going on when Yuri offers Victor a ring as a “thank-you gift” or when Victor jokes about getting engaged. No censors or vague official statements can obscure the romance obviously unfolding behind the scenes.

In spite of the unmistakable love story between Yuri and Victor, it would be wrong to call Yuri!!! on Ice an example of Boys’ Love, because it largely avoids the obsessive focus on romance that characterizes that genre. Nor is it wholly a “gay story,” either. There is no overt coming-out, save through metaphor, no reckoning with their sexuality; there is simply love, both eros and agape, between two people. Yuri!!! on Ice is gay as a matter of fact, refusing the neat genre labels of “gay romance” and “Boys’ Love.” It’s a complex sports comeback story, a love story that doesn’t settle for being only a romance, and a remarkably progressive work for how casually it approaches topics like gender, sexuality, and race. Yamamoto and Kubo’s suggestion of a world in which an interracial gay couple is neither persecuted nor gawked at is rather extraordinary in the world of anime. But to simply reduce Yuri!!! on Ice to its accomplishments as a queer text would be a disservice to its merits as a piece of animation and as a tribute to the sport of figure skating.
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During the three months of its original airing, it was astonishing to see how strong a hold Yuri!!! on Ice had on not only anime fans but on the figure skating community as well. It wasn’t at all shocking to see World Champion Evgenia Medvedeva, a vocal anime fan gush on Twitter about the series early in its run. Her enthusiasm quickly spread to skaters who had never watched anime before, and soon champions from every corner of the world were seeing the show’s sly nods to them, some so subtle that only those in the know could catch them. Amateur skaters like myself could appreciate how faithfully the show reproduced details as minute as skate make and model. With as many as six fully animated programs per episode, the series’ production sometimes struggled to keep up with Yamamoto’s ambition, but the passion that went into it was clear as day.

Despite efforts to keep the characters’ abilities as realistic as possible, it was only a matter of time before real-life breakthroughs in the sport surpassed the incredible technical feats of Yuri, Victor, and the other skaters in Yuri!!! on Ice. By the 2018 Winter Olympics, men’s figure skating had progressed so far that the anime almost seemed quaint in comparison. But just as the series paid tribute to figure skating, so too did figure skaters in PyeongChang, who wanted to honor it right back. When the Japanese pairs team of Miu Suzaki and Ryuichi Kihara skated their short program to Yuri!!!’s titular track, NBC commentator Johnny Weir explained that the piece was from “an extremely popular anime about figure skating,” pausing just a moment before saying “anime.” The crossover was an unusual one, to be sure; anime soundtracks are hardly a go-to among figure skaters. If Yuri!!! on Ice hadn’t been so faithful in its depiction of figure skating, if it hadn’t taken off on social media the way it did, it probably would never have made it to a stage as huge as the Olympic Games. But as with Yuri Katsuki’s fateful video, the internet can be a funny thing sometimes.


OTHER WORKS BY SAYO YAMAMOTO

The original concept for Yuri!!! on Ice originated with series director Sayo Yamamoto, who later recruited manga artist Mitsurou Kubo to jointly write and plan the series. During the original broadcast run, Kubo served as the public face of the project, fielding interviews while Yamamoto carried the series’ production through the grueling deadlines of TV animation. As a result, Kubo remained the sole creator of the show in many fans’ minds. However, Yamamoto’s stamp on the series should not be understated.


• Michiko & Hatchin (TV series, 2008-2009)

• Lupin the Third: The Woman Called Fujiko Mine (TV series, 2012)
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Most of Yuri!!!’s contemporaries are based on shōnen manga, though some also boast a significant following among young women. Sports anime made with adult audiences in mind are firmly in the minority.


• Kuroko’s Basketball (TV series 2012-2015): based on the manga by Tadatoshi Fujimaki

• Free! Iwatobi Swim Club (TV series, 2013-2018): an original anime

• Haikyu!! (TV series, 2014-2020): based on the manga by Haruichi Furudate

• Run with the Wind (TV series, 2018-2019): based on a novel by Shion Miura















YOUR NAME.

2016

A teenage girl and boy switch bodies on occasion, interweaving their lives in unexpected and meaningful ways.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Your Name. heralds the rise of the universal anime film, appealing to worldwide audiences with its complex character dramas.

—Samuel Sattin



In recent years, anime fans have witnessed the growth and rise of the universal anime feature film. Of course, this doesn’t mean that anime from pre-economic bubble Japan was anti-universal. However, it wasn’t until Studio Ghibli truly rose to prominence that the idea of Japanese anime feature films being popular, and successful, on a global scale gained traction. Some could even argue that anime feature films wouldn’t have reached the same level of success without the foundation that Miyazaki’s films, in particular, built.

Centering on children and young adults as heroic and aspirational protagonists, Miyazaki’s films eschewed extreme violence, hyper-sexualization, and grim thematics that were popular themes in ’80s and ’90s televised anime, in favor of stories that examined themes of longing, love, growth, and overcoming relatable hardships. Unlike Akira or Ghost in the Shell, or the sequel films for popular anime series, Miyazaki’s films were viewed as more family-oriented and wholesome outside Japan. Even in places where exposure to anime might have been more limited, these films were able to draw in a larger, more general audience, which led to worldwide success at the box office. As evidence of their success, five of the top ten highest-grossing anime films worldwide belong to Studio Ghibli.

Then in 2020, Demon Slayer: Kimetsu no Yaiba The Movie: Mugen Train took over the number one spot from Ghibli’s Spirited Away, which had spent twenty years at the top and now resides at number two. While Demon Slayer is the first film to break Ghibli’s hold on the top spots in the list—and as a film with an R-rating—the other four Ghibli titles show what a long-lasting impact the studio, and the specific kind of film they produce, has had on anime audiences around the world. Also on the list are Pokémon: The First Movie and Stand by Me Doraemon, which makes sense, given that they are long-standing popular franchises, but there are two spots, numbers three and seven, that belong to a newer name in the anime world: director Makoto Shinkai. Your Name., Shinkai’s most famed film to date, occupies, as I am writing this essay, the third spot on the list and remains one of the most successful international anime events to occur in decades.

I WANTED TO CREATE THE KIND OF MOVIE I WANTED TO SEE. IT HAD TO BE SOMETHING THAT WOULD CHEER ME UP OR CONSOLE ME IF I WATCHED IT.

—MAKOTO SHINKAI

Outside Japan, it is common for Makoto Shinkai to be referred to as the “Second Miyazaki,” though the director attributes this flattery to benign ignorance on the part of international fans. “In Japan, people in the animation industry, or anime fans, don’t really use that term,” he said in one interview. “But people who don’t normally see animated films—including the media—tend to use it. It’s inevitable, because Miyazaki is so famous.” I, like most of the community, tend to agree with Shinkai’s assessment, because while Miyazaki’s films often tip far over into the fantastical, with spirits, gods, monsters, and enchantment occupying his universe, Shinkai’s films, while they do work with speculative elements, explore everyday life, romance, and friendship. Sure, Shinkai’s reality is often offset by supernatural occurrences, but those occurrences neither receive nor require explanation (with the notable exception of his 2011 film Children Who Chase Lost Voices, which is more similar to Spirited Away in its world-building). For instance, in Your Name., we encounter two characters who switch bodies, but rather than tipping too far into speculative territory, the story’s mystical goings-on are present only to explore the relationship between the two main characters. This distinction reflects Shinkai’s more noted inspiration, which is not animator Hayao Miyazaki, but writer Haruki Murakami.

For those who may not know, Haruki Murakami is a world-renowned Japanese author and perennial Nobel Prize fan-favorite with a long list of bestselling novels and short story collections to his name. His work is known for taking real-world situations and introducing obscure, often surreal and/or supernatural concepts in order to probe deeper into the emotional state of complex characters. My personal favorite novel of his, 1Q84, involves a woman who enters a world that parallels her own but with small, mostly negligible changes. From there, the book deals with religious cults, magical Little People involved with the writing of a bizarre but compelling novel, and murder for hire, all in service of trying to identify the nature of reality. Makoto Shinkai has said he is a fan of Murakami because of the way the author describes “everyday life” and accepts it “as it is.”

Though Murakami’s books can sometimes explore more violent themes than are generally found in Shinkai’s work, it’s easy to see the influence once you know to look for it. In Shinkai’s films, like with Murakami, reality is often bent at its fringes, the surreality acting in service of the characters’ attempts to understand reality, and is less a fantasist’s vision, à la Miyazaki, and more of an examination of emotions and self. All that said, however, in a recent interview, Shinkai attested that he has left his novelistic influences behind. “I’ve now been doing this for 10 years,” he said of filmmaking. “So I think I’ve become more professional. Nowadays, I don’t really think in terms of influences, I only think about my motivations, my emotions.”

As for Your Name., the film is a stunning narrative achievement. It takes the familiar “body swapping” trope that has been used in films like Big and Freaky Friday and navigates the wackiness of what it is like inhabiting a person that isn’t you—however, in this film a boy and girl swap bodies, so there is an added touch of humor. While it might seem like you’d know what to expect with Your Name., there are dozens of subtle threads woven into the story that catch you off guard, like the fact that, first and foremost, this is a film about loneliness. One of the main characters is Mitsuha Miyamizu, a teenage girl living in a small countryside town, who is a shrine maiden at her family’s local shrine. The other main character is Taki Tachibana, a budget-concerned teenage boy living and working in Tokyo, with his eyes set on university.

In the film, there is no activating moment, no curse to reckon with that is responsible for these two characters switching bodies. The only “clue” we are given is that the two characters begin to have dreams of being someone else—specifically, Mitsuha wishes she could be a Tokyo boy in order to escape the trappings of small-town life. One could argue that her wish may play a role in the inciting incident, but it’s not presented overtly as such, so it is really up to the viewer to decide. Both Mitsuha and Taki discover something odd is happening when family and friends notice they are acting like someone they are not. Soon enough, the two realize what is going on and begin to actively explore and inhabit each other’s lives, to strange and sometimes comical effects, including recurring moments in which Taki, in Mitsuha’s body, continues to grab her breasts in fascination, while Mitsuha seems somewhat horrified at the notion of having to urinate as a boy.

Eventually, the two realize what’s happening, and begin to correspond with each other, first with journals and then with texts and notes saved on their phones and even by writing messages on their own skin. What progresses from there is a blooming love story of two people who can’t seem to find each other in the real world. Giving the reason here for why that is would lapse into spoiler territory, but suffice it to say that Your Name. presents a clear, earned reason for having its title.

Visually, Your Name. also presents an eye-melting vision of reality, where colors and structures and emotions are traced with delicate attention to the quality of light. Tokyo is presented as both large and particular, with massive attention paid to individual stepping-stones, doors, and greenery, capturing the feeling of being in Tokyo, the nature of its sky as well as the sound and busy pleasantness in a manner never before encountered in anime. Most of this comes down to Shinkai’s innovations at CoMix Wave Films, where production is done digitally in its entirety. Unlike with some modern anime, where technology has been used to churn out material at the expense of quality, Shinkai leads a deliberate team of animators who purposefully dig into every nook and cranny of seemingly ordinary settings with the intention of rendering them in their auteur’s vision.

Whether it’s Tokyo or the village of Itomori, we are seeing these places as Shinkai’s eyes perceive them, imbued with all the meaning and emotions he carries. At the same time, he works to make that imbued meaning and emotion universal, so that others can share in his generous, vivid version of reality. It’s a remarkable feat for an animator and, in this one case, may be a reason to indeed relate him to Miyazaki, another director with such a singular, generous vision that all feel compelled to enter his world and explore.

The beauty of Your Name. is easy to identify and uphold. It’s a film with a script that constantly, purposely confounds itself, never quite letting you feel like you’ve achieved a full sense of closure. In this way, the film isn’t just about longing, but instead embodies longing in its very structure. Despite the film’s very Japanese cultural backdrop, including the ancient sake-making tradition around which the story revolves, people around the world were able to buy right in, finding in themselves the universal emotions that Shinkai chose to explore. This is why Your Name. is an essential anime. In its near flawless construction, it taps so deeply into the human emotions we all experience by utilizing the tools anime has to offer to their fullest potential. It is a film that connects with all of us, no matter where we are, who we have ever loved or, more importantly, longed for.
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LAND OF THE LUSTROUS


2017

A school run by sentient gemstones is threatened by moon-borne creatures, the catalyst for a newer gem to embark on a journey for their purpose.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Land of the Lustrous uses CGI in a way that enhances its source material and showcases how computer technology and anime can be in sync.

—Samuel Sattin



In recent years, there has been an onslaught of anime churned out in CGI. This practice has become more common because the United States began acquiring loads of anime (or anime-inspired content) for its own market, and a lot of studios in Japan have begun to utilize computer technology to quicken and streamline output… with varying success. Historically, anime’s strengths came from how it pushed the envelope with hand-drawn, or 2D, animation, often in opposition to the CGI saturation of Western productions, which relies on novel technology to innovate. Land of the Lustrous, however, is a rare standout success that truly shows the place CGI has in anime and should be a touchstone and source of inspiration for anyone who wishes to harness the technology going forward. But CGI is not the only thing that makes this show essential. Land of the Lustrous has a story unlike any other, exploring nonbinary gender identity in a new and unique way in the world of anime.

Land of the Lustrous is based on the manga of the same name by Haruko Ichikawa. (Technically, the official Japanese-to-English translation of the title is Country of Jewels, but the English interpretation feels more fitting.) One of my favorite modern mangaka, Ichikawa takes a novel approach to storytelling in general, perhaps reflective of her attending a Buddhist high school, an experience from which she claims to take a good deal of her ideas. At this school she learned of the Longer Sukhavativyuha Sutra (Muryo Jukyo in Japanese), and one line in particular resonated with her: “The Pure Land is made up of gems.” The more she thought about this paradise, a land of salvation for humans in Buddhism, she began to wonder how even Buddha’s vast powers could only reach so far. While living beings experience salvation in the Pure Land, nonhuman elements, like the gems that populate it, remain perpetually as mere decoration. This train of thought may seem hard to follow, but that’s why Ichikawa is such a fascinating storyteller—she tries to think beyond the boundaries of human experience. The result of her thoughtful exploration is Land of the Lustrous, a story of a post-human world where gems of unquestionable beauty—the kinds of gems that could be found in the Pure Land, but also in our own—known as the Lustrous have an unusual agency of their own, and are hunted by Lunerians, ethereal beings presumably from the moon.

CONSTANTLY, I THINK TO MYSELF THAT I WOULD LIKE TO BE REBORN.

–PHOSPHOPHYLLITE

The main character is Phosphophyllite, or Phos for short, who lives alongside other Lustrous in a school helmed by Kongo (Japanese for “adamantine”) Sensei, a tall, male-identifying Lustrous who wears dark robes and who, once asleep, can be difficult to wake. The world in which this takes place consists of vast fertile meadows and sparkling green leaves, all surrounded by seemingly endless oceans. In the winter, the land freezes over and the majority of the Lustrous go into hibernation, leaving only a character named Antarcticite to patrol the land while the rest of the gems slumber; later in the show, they are joined by Phos. The gems are defending themselves against the Lunarians, flying, armed, silent conglomerations of Buddhist imagery. They viciously and unemotively attempt to harvest gems, destroying the Lustrous if they can for purposes unknown, at least to begin with.

Phos is a beautiful but fragile gem who very much wants to have a worthwhile purpose; namely, they’d like to fight against the Lunarians. However, Kongo Sensei, knowing that Phos would be easily crushed in battle, instead gives them a job as a researcher. Phos is tasked with compiling information about the world the Lustrous inhabit into an encyclopedia. During their adventures, Phos experiences hardship including being cracked to pieces, reassembled, and eventually losing their legs. These legs are later replaced by a composite that allows Phos to run incredibly fast. Eventually, Phos is melded with a gold composite, which changes their personality irrevocably and makes them one of the most powerful and unusual gems that exists.

Before we get to Land of the Lustrous’s technical achievements, I’d like to talk about how brilliant it is in terms of character design, particularly as it pertains to gender. Regardless of how masculine or feminine the characters present themselves, they all go by male pronouns in Japanese, and in English, the pronouns used are they/them, a modification Ichikawa herself endorsed. This is done explicitly to remove set gender stigmas from the gems. “I draw the upper part boy-like and the lower part girl-like,” Ichikawa said in an interview. “The inorganic, asexual ‘complete nothing’ of the minerals is definitely the most alluring thing to me.” And while some characters in the anime present as slightly more feminine or masculine, it is important to note that their presentations are perpetually fluid. Phos, for example, begins their journey more on the feminine-presenting end of the spectrum, but as they develop throughout the series, they move further into nonbinary territory.

The other characters notice Phos’s personality and gender evolving, but don’t view it with a sense of hostility. Instead, the more Phos evolves, the more respected they become. Though these characters are not human, to me they serve as a pronounced commentary on how weak-minded and polarized humans can be. In our inability overall to accept fluidity in gender and sexual orientation, we confine ourselves and others to limited worldviews, leading to myriad troubles. The gems of Land of the Lustrous are, in many ways, presented as more complete than human beings, able to change and evolve perpetually in ways that we only wish we could. These characters and this anime also provide a positive message for LGBTQIA+ anime fans and audiences, putting forward the idea that to be gender fluid is vastly more humane than the alternative.

Land of the Lustrous, with all its beauty and ambition, could have been neglected when being adapted for anime. But thankfully, Takahiko Kyōgoku and Toshiya Ono at animation studio Orange turned the project into a far-reaching and passionate exposé of what animation can truly do. The show doesn’t just benefit from using a blend of CGI and 2D animation, which has been tried elsewhere to lackluster effect, but because the combination is used to specifically enhance the narrative. Since the show’s main characters are nonhuman gemstone amalgams, they could have been designed in myriad ways. In the show Steven Universe (2003–2019), for example—to which Land of the Lustrous has been favorably compared—its characters, also humanoid gemstones, are designed in a more markedly representative style, which adds playfulness and exaggerated physical contrast. It’s worth mentioning that Steven Universe is also widely known for pushing gender boundaries and inclusion, and Land of Lustrous is often referred to as “Steven Universe for adults.”

At studio Orange, however, the interpretation of the gemstone characters in Land of the Lustrous was pushed to a far more literal place. For instance, Cinnabar can only work at night due to her toxicity, and is followed around by blobs of poisonous mercury, a feature of the actual mineral cinnabar, a toxic mercury sulfide. When fighting, she can bring her blobs of mercury together into lethal waves that consume Lunarians. Orange used a combination of CGI and 2D animation to get at the physicality of these beings in a way that 2D animation couldn’t portray sufficiently on its own and CGI on its own would render farcical.

The effect is characters that look like they’re made out of actual minerals and gems while still retaining the fluidity, color, and whimsy of hand-drawn animation. This makes the show powerful in its uncanniness, bringing a combinatory effect to the screen that can be as striking and moving as it can be disturbing. When Diamond’s hair gleams, the effect is ethereal. When Phos is broken to pieces and has a massive hole in their head, revealing the cracked cavern within, the effect is horrific and jarring.

Land of the Lustrous is an anime unlike any other because it reaches for the stars both socially and narratively and is able to actually pull some down from the sky through its thoughtful use of animation technology. The result is a stunning masterpiece that presents meditative, disturbing, and inspiring images of characters in a post-human world who reflect more about what we lack than who we are.











DEVILMAN CRYBABY

2018

Teenager Akira Fudo merges with a demon and becomes Devilman. Will his terrible power prevent the apocalypse… or trigger it?

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Devilman Crybaby modernizes a classic while staying faithful to the original, resulting in an intense, unhinged, and downright inspirational anime.

—Patrick Macias



Imagine, if you will, anime in its purest unfiltered state: no TV sponsors to please, no broadcast standards, no limits to how mature the content can get. What would happen if such a Pandora’s box were opened? Would it lead to an age of darkness or a work of artistic triumph? Well, Devilman Crybaby shows that the answer is a bit of both.

Released in 2018 as a ten-episode series, Devilman Crybaby rebooted a classic character—a demon with the heart of a human being—originally created by manga legend Go Nagai. Interpreted by a modern anime visionary, Masaaki Yuasa, Devilman Crybaby debuted directly on streaming service Netflix, bypassing the usual requirements of taste and decency that TV anime are expected to meet. Yuasa used the resulting freedom to faithfully adapt the notoriously extreme original manga.

Viewers beware! Devilman Crybaby is bursting at the seams with sex, violence, and blasphemous themes. If it were a live-action movie, an NC-17 rating would seem about right, and maybe even that wouldn’t be warning enough. If you’re too young or just someone who prefers not to walk on the wild side… that’s okay. Keep moving. But those who decide to take the journey will find an emotional work that stays true to the original manga while updating the setting to hold up a mirror to our troubled modern world.

Go Nagai is the original writer-illustrator and creator of Devilman. Long active as a major force in anime and manga, Nagai—along with his company Dynamic Productions—has been responsible for such game-changing innovations as Super Robots (Mazinger Z), combining robots (Getter Robo), and postapocalyptic battle action (Violence Jack). In his late-sixties/early-seventies heyday, Nagai was also breaking taboos in mainstream manga, resulting in controversial sex comedy series like Shameless School (1968–1972) and gruesome horror epics like Demon Lord Dante (1971). Originally published in 1972, the Devilman manga was a masterpiece of sorts, using a demonic blood-soaked antihero to explore weighty themes of morality and evolution… all within the kid-friendly pages of Weekly Shōnen Magazine, no less!

THE STORY IS QUITE DARK, AND THERE IS A LOT OF DESPAIR, BUT ALL THOSE SCENES ARE THERE TO REACH SALVATION.

—MASAAKI YUASA

Despite its edgier, more graphic take, Devilman Crybaby sticks close to the narrative of Nagai’s original, modernizing the now fifty-year-old story with the influence of hip-hop music and internet culture. We meet Akira Fudo, a mild-mannered teenager who goes to a wild underground party with his mysterious friend Ryo. When the frenzied revelers around him begin to transform into hideous creatures, Akira is possessed by a powerful demon named Amon. During this metamorphosis, he somehow manages to cling to his heart and emotions and unexpectedly becomes a human-demon hybrid as a result: Devilman is born!

While Ryo becomes obsessed with exposing the existence of demons to the world at large (consequences be damned), the already emotionally sensitive Akira undergoes a drastic personality change, becoming a darker, hungrier, and lustier version of himself. Eventually, after Akira faces down several terrifying foes, an all-out war between humans and demons breaks out. As near biblical events begin to unfold and chaos begins to sweep the globe, Akira swears to protect his childhood friend Miki from harm. But what if the only things more fearful than demons are human beings themselves?

Devilman has actually made the leap to anime several times before, starting with a TV series from Toei Animation in 1972–1973. Although it was a drastically toned-down version of the original manga—Devilman himself was more of a traditional superhero in that adaptation—it helped cement the character’s place in Japanese pop culture, as well as establishing him as a cult icon abroad. In 1987, a new Devilman OVA series offered a more faithful take on the material, but it ended after only two episodes and left the manga’s epic story woefully incomplete. The opportunity still remained for the right creator to tell the whole bloody saga of Devilman. It took a while to happen, but it was worth the wait when Masaaki Yuasa finally stepped in.

Born in Fukuoka in 1956, Yuasa began his career as an animator with work on family-friendly anime like Chibi Maruko-chan (1990–present) and Crayon Shin-chan (1992–present). His directorial debut, 2004’s dense and cerebral Mindgame, showed off his skill for visual abstraction and for exploring strange psychological states—two qualities also prominently featured in Devilman Crybaby. From there, Yuasa went on to direct TV anime series such as Kemonozume (2006), Kaiba (2008), and The Tatami Galaxy (2010), before cofounding the anime studio Science SARU in 2013. Since then, Yuasa has continued to carve out a niche for himself, directing imaginative and quirky works like 2014’s Ping Pong: The Animation and the 2017 feature Night Is Short, Walk On Girl.

At first glance, a Go Nagai–Masaaki Yuasa crossover event might have seemed like a long shot at commercial and artistic success. Nagai represents an older, more primeval era of manga and anime, populated by thick brushstrokes, macho heroes, and no-holds-barred mayhem. Yuasa, meanwhile, is on the lighter end of the spectrum, favoring everyday people as protagonists, delicate linework, and pastel colors. Yet the combination of Nagai’s dark imagination and Yuasa’s artistry led to Devilman Crybaby becoming a must-watch for anime fans despite its sometimes gruesome content.

Devilman Crybaby contains no shortage of NSFW moments and hard-hitting imagery. The party scene where Akira first transforms into Devilman has the shock of an adults-only anime from the 1980s like Wicked City or Legend of the Overfiend—yet it never feels crass or exploitative. Scripted by Ichiro Okouchi (co-creator of the Code Geass series), there’s as much drama as there is shock and horror, creating an important balance. Throughout Devilman Crybaby, we see Akira and supporting characters like Koda and Miki struggling with their identities and finding their own place in a world full of fear and anxiety. As demons and humans fight to the death, Akira cries for the loss of life on all sides. Being a “crybaby” all his life now becomes his saving grace. That pain and empathy fills the darkness, affecting other characters and bringing Devilman Crybaby to one of anime’s most unforgettable climaxes.


[image: image] ESSENTIAL GO NAGAI ANIME

Comedy, action, horror, science fiction, mecha, and adult-strength fantasy…Devilman Crybaby creator Go Nagai excels at jumping from one genre to another with ease, sometimes within the same title! He’s been heralded as one of anime’s most popular creators for a good reason: his works are wildly entertaining!


• Mazinger Z vs the Great General of Darkness (Film, 1974): The first of Go Nagai’s “Super Robots” got his big screen send-off with this short film that crams a colossal amount of action and drama into a short 43-minute running time. Mazinger Z loses a fight against an army of evil robots, but his successor Great Mazinger is waiting in the wings!

• Cutie Honey (TV series, 1973-1974): Honey is an alluring female android who can transform into a superhero of sorts as she battles with an evil organization known as Panther Claw. Cutie Honey was Go Nagai’s bizzarro take on the magical girl genre and helped push the boundaries for the wild side of anime and manga.

• UFO Robot Grendizer (TV series, 1975-1977): The third in the Super Robot series (after Mazinger Z and Great Mazinger) was a massive hit in Europe and the Middle East and helped to spread the gospel of anime far across the globe.

• Getter Robo Armageddon (OVA, 1998-1999): Co-created by Go Nagai and Ken Ishikawa, Getter Robo was anime’s first transforming, combination robot team. In this gritty ’90s OVA sequel, Giant Robo director Yasuhiro Imagawa helped pushed the action and spectacle of the mecha genre to its breaking point.

• Mazinger Z: Infinity (Film, 2017): The first feature-length movie starring the classic Super Robot used dazzling CGI to bring old-school mecha thrills into the twenty-first century.





Not every anime needs to have the in-your-face intensity of Devilman Crybaby, but it is important to sometimes be reminded that anime, without restrictions, can lead to great things. And if you have the freedom to gaze into the abyss, then why not take a look?
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DEMON SLAYER: KIMETSU NO YAIBA


2019–PRESENT

Tanjiro Kamado must train to become a demon slayer and find a way to turn his younger sister, Nezuko, from a demon back into a human being.

WHY IT’S ESSENTIAL: Demon Slayer takes everything that’s great about shōnen anime and gives it a new level of emotional impact.

—Patrick Macias



The year 2020 was a tough time. The COVID-19 pandemic led to a series of global lockdowns, and many nonessential businesses were shuttered. Like so many others, I was stuck inside my house, worrying about friends and family. It seemed an unlikely time for an anime about teenagers fighting monsters to become a full-blown cultural phenomenon, but that’s exactly what happened with Demon Slayer.

Demon Slayer first debuted on TV in 2019 and was a solid hit with fans of shōnen anime. However, the manga and anime’s popularity finally went mainstream, attracting audiences from all walks of life, with the October 2020 release of Demon Slayer: Kimetsu no Yaiba The Movie: Mugen Train. Huge crowds of all ages showed up at theaters across Japan, eager to see Tanjiro, Nezuko, and their friends on the big screen (though some of its success could be partly because it was the first time many people had gone outside for entertainment since the start of the pandemic). Mugen Train went on to become the highest-grossing Japanese movie of all time, easily beating out Spirited Away and Titanic in ticket sales.

Then the colors of Demon Slayer’s main characters began to fill the streets of Japan—I saw green-and-black, pink, and yellow patterns slowly transforming the landscape, one accessory at a time. Clearly, Demon Slayer had become something bigger than just another anime, but how, and why?

The anime is set in another dramatic period in history: the Taishō era (1912–1926), when Japan was quickly adopting new ways of life after opening its borders, ending centuries of isolation. Despite this shift happening in the country, our main character, Tanjiro Kamado, still belongs to the old world. He sells charcoal in a remote country village where tales of supernatural creatures persist.

One day, Tanjiro returns home and finds his family members have been ruthlessly slaughtered by a demon. The only survivor of the tragedy is his young sister, Nezuko, who has been turned into a demon (albeit one who can resist the urge to attack humans). Now, despite the many hardships it will bring, Tanjiro is determined to find a way to make Nezuko human again and takes to carrying her on a wooden box strapped to his back.

Possessed with a keen sense of smell and a strong will, Tanjiro begins to train with a secret society of warriors known as the Demon Slayer Corps. He learns that demons can only be killed by sunlight (hence the reason Tanjiro carries his sister in a box) or by decapitation with special swords. And not all demons are created equal. The more humans a demon has killed, the more powerful it becomes, acquiring abilities like shapeshifting and other magic powers.

Both Tanjiro and Nezuko face persecution from demons and from the Hashira, the warrior elite of the Demon Slayer Corps. But gradually, one dangerous mission at a time, they earn their respect, and Tanjiro inches closer to his goal of healing his sister.

In some ways, Demon Slayer was destined to be a big success. The original manga debuted in 2016 in the pages of Weekly Shōnen Jump magazine, where such massive hits as Dragon Ball, One Piece, and Naruto originated. Inspirational action stories about young heroes overcoming obstacles and leveling up their skills are a Shōnen Jump specialty. Such manga typifies what author Ian Buruma calls “The Hard School” in his landmark study of Japanese pop culture, Behind the Mask. These are stories meant to inspire young people to give it their all, to not give up, and to put up with suffering to achieve important goals. Demon Slayer features some of the best “Hard School” drama in recent memory, including a moment when Tanjiro is given a seemingly impossible task—slicing a massive boulder in half—and must master the difficult Total Concentration Breathing Technique to do it. You know he’s bound to complete this task one way or another (he’s the hero of the story, after all), but there are enough unexpected twists and dramatic flourishes to make the moment of triumph feel genuinely exhilarating. Tanjiro is not a “chosen one”–style hero. He has to earn every bit of progress he makes, which makes his journey that much more inspirational and worth cheering for.

Not much is known about Demon Slayer’s creator, Koyoharu Gotōge, beyond a 1989 birthdate and a preference for they/them pronouns. It’s clear that Gotōge has been inspired by shōnen anime and manga tropes of the past, but just because Demon Slayer builds on these foundations doesn’t mean it always plays it safe. That sword in Tanjiro’s hands can do a lot of damage, and the battles in Demon Slayer can get brutally gory and violent, sometimes even reaching Ninja Scroll levels of splatter. It’s a reminder that standards for what’s permissible in Japan are still pretty different from what you find in the West. While Mugen Train was seen by millions of school-age children in Japan, it was rated R when exported to the USA.

Despite its sometimes dark subject matter, Demon Slayer is not a grim story. Unpredictable supporting characters like the cowardly Zenitsu and the boisterous boar-headed Inosuke bring a good amount of comic relief to the table. The series is also simply a pleasure to look at, with visuals that refer to Japanese traditions like colorful ukio-e prints and hanafuda playing cards (Tanjiro wears a pair as earrings). But what really makes Demon Slayer stand out from shōnen blockbusters of the past are the deep emotions it taps into and how it handles its characters, both human and demon, with great sensitivity.

Despite all the horrible things the demons do (beginning with killing Tanjiro’s family), we are continually reminded of their lost humanity and that they are, at heart, tragic beings. It’s not uncommon for anime to feature nuanced stories beyond just “good versus evil,” but Demon Slayer really goes the extra mile. Characters like the spider-demon Rui are given backstories that have the elegance and psychological potency of tragic fairy tales, and when they die, some of the demons are even given a moment of grace and redemption.

Demon Slayer shows us that life can be hard for heroes and villains alike. Despite this, you can’t let the bloodshed and bad times get you down, not when the bonds between people matter so much. Maybe that’s the reason Tanjiro and Nezuko’s story took on a whole new resonance during the pandemic. Sometimes you need a shōnen anime to remind you “not to give up, to keep giving it your all,” and that taking care of others is the greatest heroic act of all.
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Matt Schley writes about anime for The Japan Times, Otaku USA magazine, and Screen International and has interviewed creatives like Makoto Shinkai, Joe Hisaishi, Shoji Kawamori, Masaaki Yuasa, Hiroyuki Imaishi, and many others. Aside from reviews and interviews, Matt also focuses on labor issues and other challenges facing the industry. He is a frequent panelist and moderator at anime conventions. He lives in Tokyo and can be tweeted at @rhymeswithguy.
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