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GHIBLI: THE HOLY MONSTER

After several months in the making, this tribute to Ghibli was published in 2018. Six years later, it was updated to keep up with the legendary studio’s latest developments. Nearly forty years after its creation, its productions haven’t aged a bit, and despite the constant evolution of animation techniques, the Ghibli style remains intact.

Ghibli is all about worlds, characters, strong emotions, and, of course, music. Ghibli films are renowned worldwide, sometimes reaching unexpected viewers who are moved by both the simplicity of a story and the explosion of color, a unique aesthetic that has never been equaled. Although a new generation of young filmmakers is making a mark on Japanese animation, Ghibli remains the monstre sacré (the holy monster), lending its prestige to a sometimes disparaged art form.

This book chronicles the journey of a studio that has captured our hearts for many years with its powerful messages and subtle poetry. Talented French artists have been enlisted to pay tribute to those who still inspire us.
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GLOSSARY


	Anime:

	Pronounced “animay.” Term used to designate comics in Japan.

	Character designer:

	Person in charge of creating the graphic (and even psychological) charter for a project’s characters.

	Fan service:

	Behavior intended to fuel fans’ fantasies.

	Kanji:

	Chinese characters used in the Japanese language.

	Kawaii:

	A Japanese cultural style that emphasizes childlike imagery and bright pastels, its name literally meaning “cute.”

	Mangaka:

	Manga author.

	OAV:

	Abbreviation for “original animated video,” the equivalent of today’s direct-to-video (DTV).

	Otaku:

	An obsessive fan (a pejorative term in Japan). In some countries, it is often incorrectly used to describe someone who loves manga and anime.

	Shôjo (manga):

	Manga for girls, ages 12–18.

	Shônen (manga):

	Manga for boys, ages 12–18.

	Seinen (manga):

	Manga for adults.
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HAYAO MIYAZAKI

Although Nausicaä was the film that allowed Miyazaki to make enough money to go independent and found Ghibli, his films for younger viewers such as My Neighbor Totoro made him a household name and won him an Oscar (Spirited Away). Ironically, Miyazaki began his career wanting to make animated works that were not just for children.
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When Miyazaki joined Toei, he dreamed of feature films like Paul Grimault’s The Curious Adventures of Mr. Wonderbird (1953) and The Snow Queen (1957) by Lev Atamanov. His goal was to one day work on a major motion picture like The Legend of the White Snake (Hakujaden, 1958), which the studio had produced. He trained with Toei veterans but rebelled against the producers’ narrow vision and contributed to the Horus: Prince of the Sun project, on which he developed his vision of animation for an adult audience.


A FRUSTRATED REBEL

The film’s box office failure prevented its team from repeating the experience, but the idea of a feature film not geared to children continued to take shape. In the meantime, Miyazaki joined his mentor, Ôtsuka, at the rival animation studio A Production, where he also worked with Takahata. They were involved in the creation of a series not intended for a young audience: Lupin III. This adaptation of a successful seinen manga featured lots of chases and curvaceous female characters. But above all, it allowed the Horus team to continue to explore non-Manichaean characters and complex plots. Tight deadlines meant the teams worked on several episodes simultaneously, benefiting from the combined influence of several directors rather than a single person. It was in this setting that Miyazaki no doubt tried directing. Unfortunately, commercial success was once again elusive. It seemed that the public at the time wasn’t ready for this type of series, even though today, this first anime version of Lupin III is the most popular with the Japanese.

After that, Miyazaki continued to work on television series, but this time, he and his colleagues targeted a children’s audience, most notably with animated adaptations of major novels from world children’s literature for Nippon Animation. Takahata directed Heidi (1974) and Anne of Green Gables (1979), while Miyazaki was in charge of the layout. His return to series was more a matter of circumstance than of choice for this particular format. It followed the failure to adapt Pippi Longstocking into a film after the author refused. Miyazaki and Takahata then made Panda! Go Panda! and its sequel (1972, 1973), short films that revived elements of the suspended feature-length project and held the seeds of the future Totoro. Although series were not Miyazaki’s preferred format, he made his directorial debut in this medium. In 1978, he created Future Boy Conan for NHK, with Ôtsuka as animation director. It was an enormous success that helped him establish himself in the director’s chair, and the following year, he directed the feature film Lupin III: The Castle of Cagliostro (1979). From then on, he primarily worked on films as a director, as this gave him control over the entire chain of production and ensured that the final product reached the high standards he required.
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A DRAWING FANATIC

Of course, being a director didn’t keep him from drawing and correcting some or all of other people’s work on his projects; Miyazaki has always been a workaholic. On Takahata’s series, he handled layout on his own, doing what was usually a three-person job. On Conan and his early works, he took on almost every task: character design, script, storyboard, layout, and so on. Takahata stated in an interview that Miyazaki wanted to control everything, and that if he could have cloned himself, he would have. When it came to using new technologies like 3D, Miyazaki maintained his desire for control and checked everything relentlessly. On Princess Mononoke, for example, he is said to have redrawn 80,000 key poses. He used those exacting standards to create stunning action scenes in which everything (characters, objects, and clothing) moves, with variations in framing to better create the illusion of depth in the scenery.

When he wasn’t drawing to correct others on his films, Miyazaki was making manga. In addition to Nausicaä, a major work that ran from 1982 to 1994, he regularly published stories in Model Graphix, a monthly magazine on model-building. This gave him the opportunity to illustrate his other obsessions: airplanes, tanks, and various other machinery. His short stories, usually in watercolor, were then collected and often adapted for feature films; these included Hikoutei Jidai (The Age of the Flying Boat, 1989), Zassô Nôtu (Daydream Data Notes, 1990), Hansu no kikan (The Return of Hans, 1994), Doromamire no Tora (Mud-covered Tigers, 1999), and The Wind Rises (2009–2010). These manga provided a kind of safety valve for the busy film studio co-founder. But they were also the precursors of Porco Rosso and The Wind Rises. Miyazaki’s many other manga include Shuna no Tabi (Shuna’s Journey, 1983) and Princess Mononoke (1993), a hundred-page book of sketches dating back to 1980. In these pages, we also find the seeds of many of his future creations, such as Nausicaä, Totoro, and Princess Mononoke. When Miyazaki wasn’t sketching for his films, he was illustrating stories that almost always ended up as feature-length films. His need to draw no doubt explains why he has announced his retirement so many times only to return to work.
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AN ACTIVE PESSIMIST

Although he is best known as the creator of the benevolent and smiling Totoro, Miyazaki is first and foremost a pessimist interested in war and its ravages. While he admires the technological achievements that may have been facilitated during times of war, he is a constant, fervent denouncer of the absurdity of war. Born in 1941, he was too young to really understand the Second World War.

Nevertheless, he has long been resentful of his country’s involvement in an absurd conflict. More recently, he openly opposed a change in the constitution allowing Japan to rebuild its army. He is relatively pessimistic when it comes to humans, and prefers to represent himself as a pig, especially in stories about war machines. His manga Nausicaä ends with a bitter conclusion about the foresight of scientists and politicians. In an interview with novelist Ryu Murakami, Miyazaki explained that today’s problems are too complicated for a male hero to solve through simple, epic action, like in an Indiana Jones movie. This is one of the factors that led him to draw female characters as heroines. They are more complex and reasonable, and better able to reflect the evolution of the modern world.

[image: A cartoon-style illustration of a boy holding a spear and a fish, standing in a grassy field with a large, hand-shaped rock formation and a small stone hut in the background.]

This pessimism regarding humanity no doubt explains his attachment to nature, which is glorified in all his films. He was also determined to set up Studio Ghibli in a location surrounded by greenery, and he provides financial support for ecological associations. He is aware of his rather negative outlook and doesn’t seek to impose it on future generations. His children’s films tend to perpetuate a sense of wonder for the natural world. Let’s hope that Totoro will succeed in guiding mankind where Nausicaä’s scientists failed.
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ISAO TAKAHATA

Unlike Miyazaki, Isao Takahata didn’t draw (initially, he was exclusively a director), and he directed a lot of anime before Studio Ghibli was founded. The failure of his first feature film, Horus: Prince of the Sun, left a lasting impression on him. However, he maintained his ideal of aesthetic perfection and his desire to create “realistic” films to the very end.

[image: ] By Bounthavy Suvilay [image: ]

Isao Takahata—who died on April 5, 2018, at the age of eighty-two—was Hayao Miyazaki’s mentor before becoming the other founding pillar of Studio Ghibli. His conception of animated films differed from that of his colleague, being less fantastic and more realistic. Of course, it wasn’t a question of redrawing what could be done with live-action images; Takahata sought to capture the essence of characters and situations and translate them to the screen. He was interested in the intimate, not the heroic. This is undoubtedly why he was considered more “Japanese” than Miyazaki.


A SCHOLAR AND MUSIC LOVER

While Miyazaki directed his own scripts, Takahata seemed to prefer to start from existing works and adapt them to the medium of animation. He was behind Nippon Animation’s series of children’s literature classics, including Heidi: A Girl of the Alps (1974), 3000 Leagues in Search of Mother (1976), and Anne of Green Gables (1979). He also adapted short stories by Japanese novelists, such as Akiyuki Nosaka’s Grave of the Fireflies (1988) and Kenji Miyazawa’s Gauche the Cellist (1982). He also managed to re-create the world of the mangaka in a coherent film with a combination of comics with gags and personal memories, even though it had no unifying structure or storyline. That was the case with the sketches in Chie the Brat (1981), Only Yesterday (1991), and My Neighbors the Yamadas (1999). The only work in which he played an active role in creating the original story was Pom Poko (1994), an ecological fable about the destruction of the forests. Nevertheless, Takahata made the works he adapted his own, modifying them in line with the medium and his personal convictions.

[image: A young man plays the cello in a rustic room while a startled white cat reacts dramatically in the background.]

Was his respect for texts related to his studies in French literature? Perhaps. In any case, after his university studies, Takahata was hired by Toei Animation to equal the esteemed French animator Grimault. There’s no doubt that he was as captivated by poet Jacques Prévert’s dialogues as he was by the directing. His fascination with the medium led him to publish books spotlighting the animated films he loved, such as Tale of Tales (1979) by the Russian Yuri Norstein and The Man Who Planted Trees (1987) by the Canadian Frédéric Back, adapted from a story by Jean Giono. He also organized exhibitions and took part in conferences to demonstrate the importance of twelfth-century emakimono. He considered the Japanese drawing scrolls to be the precursors of animation and devoted a book to them. In addition to his efforts to raise awareness of animation as a specific medium with its own history and artists, Takahata also devoted a great deal of time to music, which he loved. He dedicated an entire film to musical apprenticeship (Gauche the Cellist, 1982) to introduce classical music to the Japanese public. For that film, he even had the benefit of an almost entirely recorded soundtrack before creating the corresponding animation. He subsequently supervised the musical direction of several Ghibli films, including Miyazaki’s 1989 feature Kiki’s Delivery Service.

[image: A colorful illustration of two children sitting on a mountain ledge at sunset, with snow-covered peaks in the background.]




A METICULOUS DIRECTOR

Unlike directors who focus on the script or storyboard and neglect the other stages of production, Takahata was meticulous when it came to animation and art direction. On Horus, he asked the animators to justify the characters’ behavior with feelings, rather than drawing poses because they seemed interesting to portray. He was able to impose an artistic coherence that had never been seen before in Japanese studios. A stickler for technical details, he hesitated to make Grave of the Fireflies because he felt that the celluloid used for animation at the time was not the best way to convey what he had in mind. He later used a unique computer colorization technique to achieve watercolor-like rendering on My Neighbors the Yamadas, and in his last film, 2013’s The Tale of the Princess Kaguya, he wanted to push the limits of animation even further, with greater cohesion between characters and scenery, as well as images containing a lot of white, like in traditional prints, where emptiness is more suggestive than painted elements. A new studio was set up just a few minutes by train from Ghibli’s premises to make it possible to produce the film.

[image: A young person plays a cello in a forest, surrounded by animals, including a bird, a cat, and a small creature.]

In addition to this attention to technical detail, Takahata was also painstaking in his depiction of reality. To make the Alps in Heidi believable, he and his team traveled to Switzerland to scout out locations, which was not a common practice for animated series at the time. Takahata’s desire for an almost documentary-like portrayal can be seen in the only film he made that is mostly live action: The Story of Yanagawa’s Canals. His goal was to show the interaction between people and the environment, a relationship threatened by intensive urbanization and a lifestyle with no connection to natural cycles.

This attention to detail explains the requirement to constantly stay close to Takahata to be able to work with him. For example, when Yoshiaki Nishimura was appointed producer of Princess Kaguya, he was told that he would practically have to live with the master.

Takahata’s commitment to control and perfectionism contrasted with his libertarian streak. He was a trade unionist at Toei and introduced a system of voluntary work for the film Horus. On Gauche the Cellist, participants were almost all volunteers, working in their spare time for six years. But after founding Ghibli, he had to focus more specifically on the budget needed to finance films and on marketing to ensure sufficient revenue to pay employee salaries. Nevertheless, he seemed to free himself from these concerns when making Princess Kaguya.




INTIMIST AND DISENCHANTED

In each of his works, Takahata sought to depict everyday elements as accurately as possible so that viewers could better identify with the characters. He explained how important it was to portray activities in the village that Horus later defends, so that the audience sympathizes with the villagers’ cause. We learn how to live in the mountains along with Heidi, or how to eat a pineapple (an exotic fruit in Japan at the time) with Taeko’s family in Only Yesterday. These mundane details of everyday life are transformed into emotionally charged symbolic episodes, such as the holidays that the tanuki (raccoon dogs) no longer celebrate at the end of Pom Poko and, in Grave of the Fireflies, the empty candy tin that holds Setsuko’s ashes.

[image: A young person plays a cello while a bird perches nearby, looking at sheet music in a softly lit room.]
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The realism of everyday scenes is offset by a more poetic approach that allows the story to touch us. For example, the ghosts of Fireflies protagonists Seita and Setsuko rub shoulders with surviving children to convey the fragility of their existence. To show the family’s unity despite their petty quarrels in My Neighbors the Yamadas, they transform into a bobsled team to overcome the obstacles of everyday life, finally soaring through the air in a fireworks display at the end of the film.

As he grew older, the scenes of metamorphosis took on greater scope—like in Pom Poko, The Yamadas, and Princess Kaguya—as a desire to transcend a disenchanted reality where the best is always in the past, whether it’s a brief moment of joy with the fireflies before they die in the morning, walks with the children in the mountains before Kaguya and Heidi are forced to move to the city, or a Japan that no longer exists except in Taeko’s memories.

Both realistic and poetic, Takahata’s films bear witness to a society that is losing touch with its environment, its history, and its traditions. Undoubtedly as pessimistic as Miyazaki, the artist failed to make his creations as lighthearted as those of his colleague in a way that would have invited audiences to appreciate his work during his lifetime.
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YASUO ÔTSUKA

THE SENPAI OF HAYAO MIYAZAKI AND ISAO TAKAHATA

Yasuo Ôtsuka, who died in March 2021 at the age of eighty-nine, was a pioneer in Japanese animation. He was so important to Studio Ghibli that even though he didn’t work there, the studio dedicated a documentary to him in 2004: Yasuo Ôtsuka’s Joy of Motion. He was considered the mentor of the Takahata-Miyazaki duo.

[image: ] By Bruno de la Cruz [image: ]
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“I first met Ôtsuka-san almost twenty years ago. For me, he’s an excellent mentor.” When Hayao Miyazaki talked about Yasuo Ôtsuka’s importance to him in his book Starting Point 1979–1996, the director was full of praise. “Ôtsuka-san was the one who taught me the pleasure of work. He was always ready to discuss things with younger people on equal terms. I remember very vividly those days when, preparing for Horus: Prince of the Sun (1968), we used to get together at Paku-san’s [Ôtsuka’s] place and talk all night long. We were all young, and bursting with ambition and hope.” The same was true for Takahata: “Ôtsuka influenced me from the start. I don’t draw, so I had to learn by watching animators. He was always happy to answer my stupid questions. I consider him one of my greatest teachers.”1


A LITTLE HISTORY

To understand the two illustrious men’s admiration for Yasuo Ôtsuka, we should look back at his unusual career, which began with a stint in the department of drug trafficking within the Ministry of Health, Labor, and Social Affairs. A fan of military vehicles, Ôtsuka was already an excellent illustrator when he joined Toei Animation in 1956. He quickly became a key animator and tried to break away from the constraints of limited animation (a practice that uses fewer frames than full animation and repeats illustration elements) with a more demonstrative style. Ôtsuka’s exuberant realism, under the guidance of his mentors Akira Daikubara and Yasuji Mori (two artists who had developed the e-konte, the Japanese equivalent of the storyboard), established him as a reliable key animator. He met the young Miyazaki (who was an inbetweener at the time) and Takahata at Toei Animation. With a crisis brewing at the studio, Ôtsuka was put in charge of the Horus: Prince of the Sun project (1968).

[image: A book cover for Yatsuo Ohtsuka's Mechanical Artworks. Lupin the Third characters ride in a military jeep above a faint steam locomotive sketch of Yasuo Ohtsuka’s art book.]

    Ôtsuka threatened Toei that he would not take part in the film unless they appointed Takahata as director; it would be his first time directing a feature-length film. “Horus: Prince of the Sun must be the first feature film where directing took over the creative process. It could be said that the work changed history.”2 Ôtsuka assumed the crucial role of animation director. It’s a unique position in Japanese animation, with huge responsibilities, as he himself explained. “The most important job is to make sure that the characters’ faces are consistent throughout the film. The senior member of the team is the animation director. There are always new recruits entering the world of animation, and you need someone who can lead them. They need to guide the new recruits.”3

[image: A stylized illustration of a young woman playing a harp while sitting on a wooden post near a snowy lakeside village.]

Despite its box office failure, this ambitious film produced by volunteers served as a laboratory of ideas. A trio was born, united by a vision: to offer daring, unconventional works, modernizing the animation industry’s most important tool, after the pencil: the layout (a drawing on a sheet of paper representing a storyboard plan). Yasuo Ôtsuka contributed five pages to the inexhaustible bible of information that is Studio Ghibli Layout Designs: Understanding the Secrets of Takahata-Miyazaki Animation. He talked about the importance of layout in Horus, a film for which he was animation director: “ ‘It was a radical change in the creative process,’ mused Yasuo Ôtsuka, then he continued. ‘Until then, storyboards were under the direction of the animators [one scene = one animator; editor’s note]. […] What was special about the film was that the ideas presented on the imageboard weren’t given to the artists as they were. We put everything into the storyboard, and then the work was completed according to its instructions. Paku [as Ôtsuka was affectionately known] gave me detailed instructions, and together we drew the storyboards for all the scenes, […] established a storyboard as a basis for our work, then made a layout for each shot, and drew the key images and backgrounds. I think we had just created Ghibli style.’ ”




TECHNICIAN AND TEACHER

Ôtsuka’s next move was to join A Production (renamed Shin-Ei Animation, or Shin’ei Dôga, in 1976). The young Miyazaki and Takahata were quick to follow Ôtsuka’s lead: proof, if any were needed, of the guiding role he played in their lives. The trio went on to work on the (abandoned) Pippi Longstocking project and, above all, the 1971 Lupin the Third series. It was a joy for Ôtsuka: “Since animation was mainly intended for children, it was rare for me to be able to draw vehicles, weapons, and watches with such realism and detail.” Ôtsuka’s next departure took him to Nippon Animation, where Hayao Miyazaki headed the Future Boy Conan series (1978). The director insisted that Ôtsuka join him. He was to be a character designer. “At the time, I was working at Shin’ei Dôga,” Ôtsuka recalled in a bonus feature with Lupin III: The Castle of Cagliostro (1979). “So, I resigned to join him on Conan. Miyazaki owed me in a way, so when I asked him to come and do Cagliostro [Ôtsuka had joined the TMS studio by then], he kind of felt obliged [laughs].” Still in his role as animation director, Ôtsuka would impress on Takahata’s Chie the Brat.

In the documentary Yasuo Ôtsuka’s Joy of Motion, Miyazaki talked about the infectious delight that emanated from Ôtsuka’s work. The animation world being a field of emulation and influence, the energy of Ôtsuka’s creations rubbed off on those around him. As a frequent animation director, Ôtsuka was able to let his great teaching spirit shine through. He trained many young people—including Yoshiyuki Sadamoto, the character designer on Neon Genesis Evangelion—at a time when studios no longer had the time to nurture new talent. Toshio Suzuki, former president of Studio Ghibli, announced his death at the Tokyo Anime Award Festival (TAAF) ceremony in 2021.

Ôtsuka is no longer with us, but his legacy remains eternal.

[image: An animated poster featuring a young boy with a sword leading a group of people, surrounded by mythical creatures and a dramatic landscape.]
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LIFE BEFORE GHIBLI

[image: ] By Bounthavy Suvilay

When Miyazaki joined Toei in 1963, the studio was making films and an increasing number of TV series, stretching its teams to the limit. Employees clashed with management over working conditions and the quality of the work produced. To keep up with the pace of a weekly series imposed by the revered animator Osamu Tezuka, teams had to adopt a system of limited animation (like that used for Hanna-Barbera’s series). However, Toei was first and foremost made up of artists who had chosen the profession out of a love of movement and animation. It was within this atmosphere of conflict that Miyazaki met two union leaders who would become his two mentors: Yasuo Ôtsuka and Isao Takahata.

[image: A young boy in a simple orange tunic struggles to pull a large sword from the ground on a rocky hill, with birds flying in the background.]
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To calm things down, Toei asked Ôtsuka to direct a film on his terms. To this end, the team was assembled on a voluntary basis, creating an unprecedented dynamic. Among the participants were Takahata as director and Miyazaki as set designer and key animator. Ôtsuka served as animation director. Decisions were made by the community, which explains the numerous delays and the fact that it took three years to complete the film. Everyone could give their opinion, and the feature film progressed only with the consensus of the entire team. And the whole team was made up of perfectionists.

On this project, Ôtsuka, Takahata, and Miyazaki got to know each other and work together. They invented staging techniques, focused on themes that were important to them, and launched a manifesto for an animated film aimed at adult audiences. Their feature took a pacifistic stance, denouncing the Vietnam War as absurd. Given that producers had no say in the matter, this was essentially one of the first independent films of the era. Of course, Horus: Prince of the Sun (1968) was a commercial failure. Nevertheless, the freedom they experienced on the project laid the foundations for many changes in Japanese animation and gave the three men a taste for independence; they would go on to work on many TV series and feature films before the creation of Ghibli. When Ôtsuka left Toei Animation to join A Production in 1969, he set an example for Miyazaki and Takahata, who also, in 1971, left the company where they’d started.
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STUDIO GHIBLI

[image: ] By Gersende Bollut

Driven primarily by the desires and aspirations of Hayao Miyazaki and Isao Takahata, Studio Ghibli’s artistic policies evoke the early spirit of United Artists, the renowned American company founded in 1919, on the eve of the 1920s, by Charlie Chaplin, Douglas Fairbanks, Mary Pickford, and D. W. Griffith. For the first time, independent artists seized power that had previously been monopolized by the major Hollywood studios, aiming to make more personal films. Sixty years later, Steven Spielberg continued in that vein with the creation of Amblin Entertainment, the embryo of the future DreamWorks studio. Even more strikingly, over the past four decades, Ghibli has never ceased to foster conditions conducive to the artistic development of its creators, setting itself apart from the unbridled productivity of its competitors, raising worldwide awareness of ecological and philanthropic themes, and shattering many preconceived ideas about Japanese animation.


FIRST STEPS

The origins of Studio Ghibli can be traced back to the early 1980s, when a wave of science fiction–infused animated films for mature audiences, such as Galaxy Express 999, Space Adventure Cobra, Macross: Do You Remember Love?, and Arcadia of My Youth, took Japanese movie theaters by storm.

Eager to capture the market by producing artistically ambitious works on a regular basis, publisher Tokuma commissioned Hayao Miyazaki to direct a feature film. The young filmmaker had already worked on several TV series, and was brimming with ideas, including a rough draft of a script that eventually led to Princess Mononoke in the late 1990s. However, investors were cautious or reluctant, opting instead for Nausicaä of the Valley of the Wind, a Miyazaki manga then being published in the monthly magazine Animage whose themes resonated with the public at the time.

Promoted to producer despite having no experience in production, his friend Isao Takahata went in search of a studio and set his sights on Topcraft (The Last Unicorn), which was founded in the early 1970s by a Toei Animation defector. The film immerses us in a world that has become toxic, in which a princess risks everything to protect her valley from outside forces. Miyazaki wanted to make viewers aware of the unjust, unjustified, unjustifiable ravages that humankind inflicts on the environment, and the heroine’s goal is to protect it by ensuring its continued existence, which is often in jeopardy. Far from being a closed-minded idealist, she travels through a forest that has become unbreathable, trying to penetrate the logic of an ecosystem that has become lethal to her fellow creatures. Her communion with nature gives her an almost mystical connection with living beings. A symbol of the fierce defense and preservation of an environment beset by human greed, she is the radiant embodiment of naturally altruistic, caring youth. By highlighting the discrepancy between the insignificant reasons that drive some people to destroy nature and the irreversible consequences of their actions, Miyazaki also encourages us to reflect on the very process of destruction itself. Begun in the summer of 1983, the adaptation of Nausicaä was released in theaters in March 1984, attracting almost a million Japanese viewers.

[image: A floating island covered in lush greenery, ancient structures, and large trees, surrounded by clouds.]

Bolstered by critical and public acclaim, Tokuma wanted to launch immediately into a new project, but disastrous personnel management brought the Topcraft studio to the brink of bankruptcy. Miyazaki and Takahata suggested that the publisher give himself the means to achieve his goals by founding an independent studio; Studio Ghibli was created in June 1985, when Castle in the Sky was already in production. The Arabic word gibli refers to a Saharan wind also known as a “sirocco”; Italian pilots used the term ghibli to describe a particular type of reconnaissance aircraft during World War II. A longtime aviation buff, Miyazaki was determined to bring a breath of fresh air to animation, while Takahata wanted a Japanese-sounding name (Musashino Studio), which was ultimately rejected.

A humanist fable that Miyazaki described as “a science fiction novel written at the end of the nineteenth century,” Castle in the Sky drew inspiration from the filmmaker’s adolescence, when he was fascinated by Jonathan Swift’s literary classic Gulliver’s Travels, in which an island appears in the sky, and by Tetsuji Fukushima’s manga Devil of the Desert, published in the early 1950s, where a precious stone bestows the ability to fly through the air. The aim of this funny, action-packed film—which changed titles several times during production (from Pazu and the Mystery of the Flying Stone to Pazu and the Flying Empire) and took twice as long to develop as Nausicaä—was to bring together all generations of viewers around a universal theme devoid of cynicism.

[image: A whimsical illustration of two children interacting with a moss-covered robot in a lush, green garden.]
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NAUSICAÄ OF THE VALLEY OF THE WIND

1984 - HAYAO MIYAZAKI

Nausicaä is a cornerstone of animation, inviting us to reflect on the process of destruction through the devastating spectacle of a natural world that is in turn bruised, rebellious, and reconciled. It emphasizes the discrepancy between the insignificant reasons that drive humans to destroy nature, and the irreversible results of their actions. A timeless classic.

[image: ] By Gersende Bollut

Hayao Miyazaki’s entire oeuvre is encapsulated in Nausicaä. It contains the key themes that would drive the director throughout his career (protecting the environment, the barbaric madness of human beings, the rejection of Manichaeism) and the motifs that would characterize his filmography (charismatic young heroines, aerial sequences, and a sense of wonder). It’s an essential feature film that some consider too watered down when compared with the original manga by the same author, forgetting that the film’s production began when only two volumes had been published. In all, seven volumes were published in Animage magazine between 1982 and 1994, developing an ambitious narrative arc. Although it predates the founding of Studio Ghibli, Nausicaä certainly warrants inclusion in these pages, as its phenomenal success in Japan (a million viewers) led directly to the studio’s creation, and, above all, because it’s the first truly personal cinematic project from an auteur who, until then, had directed only one commissioned work for the big screen, the hectic Lupin III: The Castle of Cagliostro. Miyazaki’s touch is present on all fronts: original work, character design, screenplay, direction, and production.

[image: A red-haired character sits on a stone platform in a glowing cavern, accompanied by a small creature and another person in the background.]


CREATIVE CONTEXT

It would be impossible to fully understand the filmmaker’s personality if we omitted this deeply moving film, released in 1984, which expanded on the plot, characters, and environmental obsessions of the gripping Future Boy Conan series produced six years earlier and foreshadowed the equally masterful Princess Mononoke by thirteen years. The idea for Nausicaä came from a resounding public health problem that struck fear in the world’s population. On the eve of the 1910s, the flourishing Chisso petrochemical plant decided to set up in Minamata, a coastal town on the island of Kyushu, and unabashedly discharged tons of heavy metals, including mercury, into the ocean. The consequences were disastrous: almost 900 deaths, thousands of poisonings, severe neurological symptoms from fish consumption, and many stillborn babies and babies with birth defects. The scandal was of such proportions that the government publicly apologized and (belatedly) compensated the victims, and in 2009, the UN adopted the Minamata Convention to limit human releases of mercury into the environment. Miyazaki was struck by the adaptability of the fish, who, when faced with the suspension of fishing in the polluted bay, saw their population grow spectacularly in the space of a few years. Set in a toxic forest populated by giant insects that have overtaken human civilization, Nausicaä’s plot is unsettling in this respect. To imagine the courageous heroine determined to protect her valley and understand the wrath of the animals, the director drew inspiration from the traditional Japanese tale “The Princess Who Loved Insects,” in which a young woman of royal blood is fascinated by living creatures, particularly insects. The name Nausicaä comes from the Phoenician princess who helps Odysseus in Homer’s Odyssey. Unlike future films such as Spirited Away and Howl’s Moving Castle, which are heavily steeped in Japanese folklore, Nausicaä draws on a more universal imagination.
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