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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.
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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.













OEBPS/images/Art_P15.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P11.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_sborn.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_P8.jpg





OEBPS/images/9780762484805.jpg
S

ICONIC FILMS, STANDOUT SERIES,
AND CULT MASTERPIECES

PATRICIKK MACIAS
Ao SAMUEL SATTIN
Mastrated by DenQ






OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.png
RUNNING
PRESS





OEBPS/images/Art_sborn1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
ESSENTIAL
ANINE GUIDE

=
IEONIE FILMS,
STANDOUT SERIES,
AND CULT MASTERPIEEES

PATRICK MACIAS & SAMUEL SATTIN






