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[image: Sophie from Howl’s Moving Castle wearing a blue dress and a burgundy shawl, walks up a grassy hill with a small, fluffy dog. In the distance, a large, intricate, mechanical castle with smoke billowing from it stands on the hilltop.]



Expand / collapse Extended Description
An illustration from a Studio Ghibli film. In the foreground, an elderly woman (Sophie) with a large nose and gray hair tied back, wearing a wide blue dress and a burgundy shawl, is walking up a rocky, grassy hill. She is leaning slightly forward, using a wooden cane in her right hand. Beside her walks a small, long-haired dog with white and brown fur. In the background, perched on the crest of the green hill against a blue sky with fluffy white clouds, is a large, complex, mechanical castle (Howl's Moving Castle) with multiple turrets, smokestacks emitting dark smoke, and various appendages. A simple scarecrow figure stands on the hill between the woman and the castle.





Introduction


Since 1985, Studio Ghibli has captured hearts and imaginations around the world with its gorgeous and engrossing animated cinema. While its co-founders, directors Hayao Miyazaki and Isao Takahata, had already worked for years making animation for both the big and small screen, the creation of their own studio gave them the freedom to pursue projects on their own terms.



And through decades of success, Ghibli became a gold standard, not just in animation but in world cinema at large: a rare case of an artist-led studio that managed to release work that was equally commercial and creative. They broke box office records, clothed generations of kids (and grown-ups) in Totoro slippers and onesies, received acclaim and plaudits from the world’s great institutions, and inspired countless dreamers, whether they work in cinema, comics, music, fiction or video games.

Our journey with Ghibli started in 2018, when we sat in front of a microphone to talk about what many consider to be the studio’s crowning achievement, Spirited Away, on the first episode of our podcast, Ghibliotheque. The years since have been a wonderful whirlwind of adventure: writing books on animation from around the world; travelling to Japan and back on Ghibli pilgrimages; screening scores of our favourite films on the biggest cinema screens in the country, all in the service of sharing our enthusiasm with others, and delving deeper with each new dive. This book is the culmination of years of conversations, research, passion and interest. There are broader, chronological appreciations of Studio Ghibli out there – we’ve written a couple ourselves – but this is our chance to get into the nitty-gritty with over 200 bite-sized entries covering a vast range of themes.


[image: Black and white photo of Hayao Miyazaki and Isao Takahata sitting at a table, smiling and conversing.]


The Perfect Pair. When working together or spurring each other on through creative competition, Hayao Miyazaki and Isao Takahata raised the bar for Japanese animation.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A black and white photograph showing Hayao Miyazaki (left) and Isao Takahata (right) seated at a table. Miyazaki is looking towards Takahata with a slight smile. Takahata is smiling broadly, wearing glasses, and holding a cigarette in his right hand. They appear to be in an office or studio setting, with a shelf behind them displaying various objects, including what look like small figures or toys. There are cups, a saucer, and an ashtray on the table in front of them.


That word encyclopedia conjures up mental images of multivolume, alphabetical archives of knowledge. We’re cheekily playing with that association here, with the daft title of this book, but in the age of Wikipedia we know that you need a little extra seasoning with your infodumps. So consider this a taster menu that we have curated and cooked up for you: hundreds of delicious morsels, from unforgettable creatures and standout characters to their genius creators and the many influences, inspirations and intriguing ideas that are baked into the work.


[image: The authors stand in front of a green landscape and the replica of the Kusakabe home in Ghibli Park. ]


Lads on Tour-toro. Michael (left) and Jake (right) on location at the replica Kusakabe home in the Ghibli Park.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A photograph of a man (presumably Michael, based on the caption) standing outdoors. He has a red beard, is wearing dark sunglasses, a brown baseball cap, a white and orange horizontally striped t-shirt, and has a black backpack strap visible on his shoulder. He is leaning slightly with his arm resting on a blurred railing. Behind him is a lush green landscape with trees and bushes. In the background on the right side, there is a small, white, western-style house with a red roof, which the caption identifies as the replica Kusakabe home.


In recent years, the global adoration of Studio Ghibli has calcified into unexpected, sometimes counterintuitive forms: viral memes, one-dimensional “cosy” aesthetics and superficial AI filters that flatten so much of what is unique about the studio’s work. More importantly, they ignore the human element. When the animation industry embraced the possibilities of computer-generated technology, Ghibli stood firm and honoured a hand-drawn tradition. And as more and more of mainstream cinema has started to feel familiar and safe, these films are eccentric, complex, even at times contradictory: proud to sit within longstanding traditions of storytelling and draw from a wide range of influences and experiences, while offering us something thrilling and new.

With their rich artistry and delicate balance of magic and mystery, the films of Studio Ghibli are a full meal.

Pick up your plates and tuck in!




1

Films

Features

Nausicaä of the Valley of the Wind

Director: Hayao Miyazaki • Released: 1984

Now retroactively marked as the first Studio Ghibli film, this post-apocalyptic sci-fi tale was made before the studio even existed. Created by Hayao Miyazaki, Nausicaä’s story began as a manga, published in Animage, where it became one of the most popular features and soon Miyazaki was encouraged to develop it into a film backed by Animage’s parent company, Tokuma Shoten. Toshio Suzuki, then an editor at Animage, would join the production committee and – after some convincing – Miyazaki’s friend and mentor Isao Takahata boarded as producer. The foundational creative team of Ghibli had been formed. Nausicaä of the Valley of the Wind is a complex and beautiful work set in a toxic future, where giant bugs and colossal airships roam the skies and poison seeps through the ground. Miyazaki revealed in his book Starting Point that his vision (partly inspired by a notorious chemical poisoning) was created for young people living in a “suffocating, overprotective” society who needed a “path to self-reliant independence”. Emblematic of this thinking is the thoughtful, maverick Nausicaä, who flies solo across the world, attempting to understand and eventually save its misunderstood flora and fauna. Stuffed with stunning landscapes, phenomenal details and an expansive, intriguing world full of complex heroes, curious creatures and inventive contraptions, Nausicaä is the Ghibli blueprint.


[image: Nausicaä, a young woman with short reddish-brown hair, wearing a pink outfit, looks upward with wide eyes. A small fox-squirrel, Teto, is perched on her shoulder.]


Ghibli Takes Off. Nausicaä (and companion Teto) help launch a new era for Japanese animated cinema.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
An image from the animated film 'Nausicaä of the Valley of the Wind'. A close-up shot of Nausicaä, lying on her back or leaning back against a blue surface. She has short, reddish-brown hair, wide brown eyes, and is wearing a pinkish-red top with a white design on the chest. She has a surprised or intense expression, looking slightly upwards and to the right. Clinging to her left shoulder is Teto, a small, fictional creature resembling a fox-squirrel, with yellow-brown fur, dark stripes, large green eyes, and large ears.


Laputa: Castle in the Sky

Director: Hayao Miyazaki • Released: 1986

Hayao Miyazaki’s follow-up to Nausicaä of the Valley of the Wind and the first film to be officially made by Studio Ghibli, Laputa:Castle in the Sky is a rousing, action-packed spectacle that’s more kid-friendly than its predecessor and pushes Miyazaki’s set-piece staging to new heights. It’s the story of young miner Pazu, who meets Sheeta, a girl with a magic crystal, and together – whether on foot, on rails or in midair – they attach themselves to every form of chase sequence available, in pursuit of a mythical flying castle, while they themselves are pursued by the army and a band of pirates. Carrying the daring spirit of Miyazaki’s 1978 series Future Boy Conan, Laputa: Castle in the Sky maintains thematic depth despite its playful tone, furthering the director’s interest in community, environmentalism and industrialism (a trip to Wales proving key there); as well as that old favourite, military mechanisms that are destructive yet beautiful, a dichotomic obsession hardwired into the film’s much-loved Guardian Robots. Although not a major hit on release, Laputa: Castle in the Sky is now so revered in Japan that during a 2013 national TV broadcast, more than 140,000 Twitter users posted the magic word balse at exactly the same moment it was spoken on screen – a world record for the most tweets posted in a single second.


[image: A young boy and girl stand in a wooden basket suspended from a red glider structure, floating above a massive, multi-tiered green floating island. A large robot stands on the edge of the island.]


Wings Over Laputa. Sheeta and Pazu ascend above the Castle in the Sky and its Guardian Robot.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
An illustration from 'Laputa: Castle in the Sky'. In the foreground, slightly to the right, a wooden, bucket-like basket is suspended from a red glider-like contraption. Inside the basket are a young boy (Pazu) in a cap and blue shirt, and a young girl (Sheeta) in a white and red dress. They are looking down. Below them is a massive, complex floating island structure. The top visible tier is flat and green with a geometric pattern, surrounded by a lower, curved tier that has grass, trees, and water features. The island is supported by stone-like walls. On the left edge of the upper green tier stands a tall, slender, dark robot figure with long arms. Two small birds fly near it. The background is a bright blue sky with scattered clouds.


My Neighbour Totoro

Director: Hayao Miyazaki • Released: 1988

Hayao Miyazaki’s greatest masterpiece grew out of a rather modest ambition to make a “happy and heart-warming film” following the action-packed thrills and spills of Laputa: Castle in the Sky and Nausicaä of the Valley of the Wind. He also wanted to shift focus away from European-inspired fantasy landscapes and conjure up a timeless evocation of Japan in the post-war years – a time before television, when a certain magic still existed out in the untamed wilds of nature. This absorbing, life-affirming story of two sisters, Mei and Satsuki, and their friendship with the forest spirits who live near to their new countryside home challenges us to see the world around us with the curiosity, excitement and imagination of a daydreaming child. As Miyazaki put it, the film hopes to capture “what we have forgotten, what we don’t notice, what we are convinced we have lost”. While it didn’t fare well on its initial release in Japanese cinemas, where it was released as a double bill with Grave of the Fireflies, My Neighbour Totoro eventually took flight. Over the decades it has captured millions of hearts, sold billions of yen-worth of merchandise, and has proved to be an all-round pop cultural sensation, whether baked into pastry form by Shirohige’s Cream Puff Factory or reimagined as a London stage show.

Grave of the Fireflies

Director: Isao Takahata • Released: 1988

Adapted from the novella by writer Akiyuki Nosaka, Isao Takahata’s Grave of the Fireflies is often held up as one of the most emotionally devastating films ever made, animated or otherwise. When it was released in the United States in the 1990s, a press release called it “a three-handkerchief movie on the scale of one to three”. But Takahata’s tale of two orphaned siblings, Seita and Setsuko, struggling (and failing) to survive in the dying days of the Second World War is not a mere weepie – it is far more rich and resonant than that. On release, it was screened in Japanese cinemas alongside My Neighbour Totoro, and while they made an unlikely pair, the two films still share similar thematic territory, not least the fragility of youth and the worlds created by children in defiance of the harsh realities of grown-up society. Ambitious as ever, Takahata pushed forward in the realist style he had developed on TV projects such as Anne of Green Gables, here breaking the mould with age-appropriate voice casting and character designs from Yoshifumi Kondō, which brought realistic weight and emotional depth to the drama. So much more than a film to be endured once and never again, Grave of the Fireflies is a film of great wisdom and empathy – although we’d still recommend bringing along a hankie or three.


[image: A young girl with short dark hair holds a red tin of Sakuma Drops close to her face.]


Sweet and Sour. Boiled sweets in Grave of the Fireflies offer comfort and heartbreak.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
An image from the animated film 'Grave of the Fireflies'. A close-up of a young girl (Setsuko) with short, dark brown hair cut in a bob. She has large, expressive eyes and a slightly open mouth. She is holding a rectangular, red tin box up to her chin with both hands. The tin has Japanese writing on it, identifying it as Sakuma Drops, a brand of hard fruit candies. The background is a soft, blurred mix of blue and green, suggesting a sky or outdoor setting.



[image: A large grey Totoro holds a black umbrella, walking through tall green grass. Two young girls follow close behind, one small girl in a pink dress, and a slightly older girl crawling in the grass.]


Leafing by Example. The Kusakabe siblings and a pair of Totoros strolling in the sun – with an umbrella, just in case.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A vibrant illustration from 'My Neighbour Totoro'. The scene shows a lush, grassy field under a bright blue sky. In the center is a massive, grey, furry creature known as Totoro. He has a lighter, patterned belly, large eyes, and is holding a black umbrella over his head, with a large green leaf resting on his head as well. He is walking towards the left. Following closely behind him in the tall grass are two young girls. The younger girl (Mei), wearing a pink dress and a straw hat with a red ribbon, is reaching out towards a tiny, white, translucent creature in the grass. The older girl (Satsuki), wearing a yellow shirt, red skirt, and a similar straw hat, is crawling or wading through the grass behind Totoro. White and yellow wildflowers dot the landscape.


Kiki’s Delivery Service

Director: Hayao Miyazaki • Released: 1989

Four films in, Kiki’s Delivery Service was Studio Ghibli’s first blockbuster and, in a way, it’s fitting that they found their feet here. This adaptation of Eiko Kadono’s novel follows Kiki, a young witch, as she jumps on her broomstick, kisses her family goodbye, and sets off to find a life of her own with only her faithful familiar Jiji for company. A story of independence and coming of age, Kiki’s Delivery Service speaks just as well to young children as it does to freshly minted adults feeling their way through the grown-up world. Kiki’s special power is the gift of flight – perfect for the sky-scaling talents of Miyazaki and company – but her story is grounded in emotion and ever-so-relatable reality, as she constructs a way of life for herself and forms connections with friends in her new hometown of Koriko, including such standout supporting characters as Osono the baker and Ursula the reclusive bohemian artist. After diminishing box office returns for Ghibli’s previous features – and Miyazaki threatening to retire from filmmaking for good – much was riding on Kiki’s Delivery Service. The way Toshio Suzuki tells the story, it was his shrewd marketing and deal brokering with brand sponsors and distributors behind the scenes that helped the film to soar, but Kiki has an undeniable magic of its own.


[image: A young boy with glasses and a red-and-white striped shirt stands next to a bicycle equipped with a large yellow propeller. A young girl in a black dress stands beside him, looking surprised.]


All the Gears, No Ideas. Tombo can fly thanks to his precarious mechanical invention; startled Kiki just needs magical inspiration.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A scene from 'Kiki's Delivery Service'. On the left stands a boy (Tombo) with brown hair, wearing round glasses, a red-and-white horizontally striped t-shirt, and blue pants held up by a belt. He has a wide, enthusiastic smile and his hands are on his hips. On the right stands a girl (Kiki) with short dark hair, wearing a simple, dark, short-sleeved dress. She is looking at the boy with a slightly surprised or bewildered expression. Between them and slightly in front is a bicycle that has been heavily modified with a large, multi-bladed yellow propeller structure attached to the back. The setting is outdoors, near a stone stairway leading up a grassy hill, with trees and a glimpse of the sea in the background under a partly cloudy sky.


Only Yesterday

Director: Isao Takahata • Released: 1991

Arguably the most mature of all Studio Ghibli’s films, Only Yesterday is a masterful exploration of memory, nostalgia and blossoming romance. Hotaru Okamoto and Yuko Tone’s source manga was set solely in the 1960s, and followed the childhood antics of young Taeko Okajima. However, Isao Takahata had the idea of introducing a more contemporary frame narrative with Taeko, now 27, leaving the grind of her office job behind and discovering a new lease of life – and love – among the safflower fields of the Yamagata countryside. Rich and rewarding in its evocation of time, place and cultural history, Only Yesterday is alternately beautiful, wise and boldly experimental, at one point dazzling us with the blinding beauty of sunlight streaking out across the fields, at others evoking the haziness of memory with its washed-out colours and artwork that fades away at the edges of the frame. In making the film, Takahata broke with tradition and recorded the voice actors first, and even filmed them so that the animators (under the direction of Yoshifumi Kondō) could focus on depicting the nuances of their facial expressions. The team also travelled to Yamagata to shadow farmers in order to depict their routines authentically. The result is the pinnacle of what Miyazaki called Takahata’s “everyday realism” and his use of the medium of animation to capture something so powerful and true.

Porco Rosso

Director: Hayao Miyazaki • Released: 1992

Perhaps unsurprisingly, this aerially themed film took flight because of an airline. First developed by Hayao Miyazaki as a manga in the 1980s pages of a model-making enthusiast magazine (Model Graphix), this story about an interwar pilot cursed with pig features – created through magic or shame – who spends his days fighting bandits and relaxing on Adriatic beaches, was meant to be a 45-minute in-flight film for Japan Airlines. According to Miyazaki, it was initially an escapist story for travelling businessmen to enjoy “even if their minds have been dulled from lack of oxygen”; but production began before the story was finalized, and the project expanded, Miyazaki inserting more concern and complexity around conflict, inspired by coverage of the Gulf and Yugoslav wars. The final film is one of Miyazaki’s more underseen, but no less enjoyable, works. Tonally, it feels distinct for the director, its balance of sharp, rapid-fire dialogue cut against unspoken grief evoking the melancholy-laced screwballs of Hollywood’s films of the 1940s; while the perils and wit of its thrills conjure thoughts of Indiana Jones and the adventure serials that inspired his creation. It is both silly and incredibly spiritual, and one scene, a visual hymn featuring planes and their pilots climbing infinitely into the sky, is among the finest moments the Studio has made.


[image: A young woman with red hair tied in a ponytail leans over and kisses a man with a pig's face on the cheek. He is wearing aviator goggles and a red shirt.]


Shot Through the Heart. A peck on the cheek from Fio turns Porco’s cheeks a new shade of rosso.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A scene from 'Porco Rosso'. On the left is the character Porco Rosso, a man with the face of a pig. He is seated at a table or bar, wearing a white shirt under a red collared shirt, and has aviator goggles pushed up on his head. He looks surprised, his eyes wide. On the right, a young woman (Fio) with bright red hair tied in a ponytail and wearing a light blue top leans over and kisses him on the cheek. Her eyes are closed. On the table in front of them are a lit oil lamp, a glass with liquid, and a rack holding several large bullets or shells. The background is a blurry, dark interior setting.



[image: A large group of raccoons (tanuki) are clustered tightly together, climbing and sitting on a dark metal lattice structure against a dark blue night sky with a full moon.]


Pylon Pile-on. The displaced tanuki of Pom Poko are an electric force of environmental protest and animated creativity.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
An illustration from 'Pom Poko'. The image depicts a tall, dark, metal lattice structure, possibly a high-voltage transmission tower, silhouetted against a night sky. The sky is a gradient of dark blue to a lighter, glowing blue around a bright, full moon in the upper left corner. Clinging to the metal beams of the tower are dozens of tanuki (Japanese raccoon dogs). They vary in color from light tan to dark brown. Many are wearing items of human clothing, such as shirts, scarves, or bandanas. Some appear to be climbing, while others are sitting or hanging on. Their expressions range from determined to surprised or fearful. The sheer number of them covers much of the structure.


Ocean Waves

Director: Tomomi Mochizuki • Released: 1993

In the early ’90s Studio Ghibli was only just out of its infancy, but founding directors Isao Takahata and Hayao Miyazaki were already in their fifties, and a plan for their retirement had to be made (we know how that story goes), so Ocean Waves was developed as a project for the next generation of Studio Ghibli to own for themselves. Having worked on Miyazaki and Takahata films, staff in their 20s and 30s could flex creatively on something different – here an adaptation of a teen romance novella by Saeko Himuro – directed by 34-year-old Tomomi Mochizuki. Following a young man reflecting on a love triangle that shaped his youth, Ocean Waves’ leading characters are perhaps Ghibli’s most unlikeable. They’re vain, demanding and manipulative, but they’re also confused, pained and, worst of all, in love. From dappled glimpses of Roman statues to spurned passion (arguably in all directions of the triangle) and some overly ogled tennis, this is Ghibli’s Luca Guadagnino film. It’s staged beautifully, with bright sun bleaching scenes with hazy, grainy nostalgia and characters placed boldly and precisely within the frame to maximize the isolation and divide between them. It’s a shame such a visually arresting work – one also featuring the most radical editing of any Ghibli film – had to make its debut on TV, giving it a reputation as a minor work. But, even within its concise 76 minutes there’s major artistry here.


[image: Four high school students in uniform sit at desks in a classroom, looking forward attentively.]


First Class. Ocean Waves offered younger Ghibli staff members a chance to work on a film unlike anything they’d made before.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A scene from 'Ocean Waves'. The image shows four characters, appearing to be high school students, sitting at wooden desks in a classroom. From left to right: a boy with dark hair wearing a white short-sleeved shirt and blue tie; another boy with dark hair in a similar shirt and tie; a girl with shoulder-length dark hair wearing a white shirt and dark collar; and another boy with short dark hair in a white shirt. They are all looking towards the left side of the frame, seemingly paying attention to something or someone off-camera. Behind them is a large, dark green chalkboard covered in Japanese writing. The lighting suggests sunlight coming from a window off-screen.


Pom Poko

Director: Isao Takahata • Released: 1994

After a pig protagonist went down so well with Porco Rosso, Hayao Miyazaki thought tanuki – Japanese racoon dogs – could be a good animal for Ghibli to focus on next. He passed the idea to Isao Takahata, who would write and direct the project, and the resulting film is thought provoking, formally ambitious and contains more magical scrotums than any other Ghibli work. See, tanuki are known folklorically for their mischievous, transformative powers, which often spring from their nethers; and in this story about a clan of the creatures trying to fight back against the deforestation of their home, they put them to phenomenal use, coordinating attacks and ghostly parades and assimilating with humans. It’s a melancholic tale, recalling Watership Down, though Takahata finds humour and joy in the fable’s fantasy elements, while his eye for documentary-like detail helps to create powerful moments of confronting environmental realism. Although it struggled to find an international audience (a notorious dub referred to “racoon pouches” to circumvent titters), it was a box office hit at home, becoming the highest grossing Japanese film in 1994. Toshio Suzuki said, before making Pom Poko, that the studio was afraid of “being told that Ghibli had become predictable and boring”. They couldn’t have come up with a better response.

Whisper of the Heart

Director: Yoshifumi Kondō • Released: 1995

“Wholesomeness so powerful it could blow away reality” – that was the brief for Whisper of the Heart, and boy, does it deliver! This directorial debut from veteran animator Yoshifumi Kondō was developed and storyboarded by Hayao Miyazaki, adapting artist Aoi Hiiragi’s manga in the shojo genre (stories aimed at young women), with the stated goal of igniting a “spiritual thirst” within the kids of contemporary Japan. A tale of young love and the first sparks of creative expression set in sleepy suburban Tokyo, Whisper of the Heart follows Shizuku, a teenage girl who aspires to be a writer, and her blossoming relationship with Seiji, a young lad who wants to dedicate his life to carving violins. Where many of Ghibli’s films, especially Miyazaki’s, take place in magical lands and feature other-worldly creatures and characters, Whisper of the Heart is rooted in a very real setting, and it is the imaginations, hopes and dreams of its youthful protagonists that make their surroundings come to life and crackle with potential. A masterclass in animation that is at once grounded, vivid and, yes, utterly wholesome, Whisper of the Heart is a major work from a filmmaker whose life was cut tragically short.


[image: A young girl in a large red dress is being carried through a cloudy blue sky by an anthropomorphic, well-dressed cat character.]


Flight of Imagination. Through her writing, Shizuku is transported from her humdrum Tokyo neighbourhood to a fantastical world of adventure.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A scene from 'Whisper of the Heart'. In the center of the image, a young girl (Shizuku) with short brown hair is wearing a voluminous, layered red dress. She has her hands up near her chest, looking surprised or excited. She is being held or carried by a tall, elegant, anthropomorphic cat figure (The Baron). The cat is dressed in a smart, light-colored suit with a bow tie, a top hat, and carries a walking stick. They are flying or floating against a backdrop of a bright blue sky filled with puffy white clouds. In the background, partially obscured by clouds, are tall, pale, cylindrical structures or towers, creating a dreamlike, fantastical setting.


Princess Mononoke

Director: Hayao Miyazaki • Released: 1997

Studio Ghibli’s first mega-blockbuster, Princess Mononoke broke box office records in Japan on its initial release, and still sits comfortably among the highest grossing films in Japanese history. And yet, it’s far from a populist crowd-pleaser. In fact, it finds Hayao Miyazaki venturing into new territory just as the likes of My Neighbour Totoro and Kiki’s Delivery Service were becoming beloved home video classics for families in Japan and abroad. Violent, morally complex and steeped in themes related to humanity’s blighting of the environment, Princess Mononoke is a historical epic that pits the industrial and natural worlds against each other, with two young protagonists, Ashitaka and San, caught in the fray. However, Miyazaki refuses to be a tree-hugging nostalgic. There’s nothing cuddly about the divine creatures of Mononoke’s forest – they’re just as stubborn as the thoughtlessly destructive, egotistical humans, and part of a fundamental, necessary conflict between old and new, progress and tradition. Instead, it is up to the young generation to pick up the pieces and find, as the simple one-word challenge of a tag line has it, reasons to “live”. Yet for all its weighty themes and grand ambitions, Princess Mononoke is an animated spectacle that demands and commands the big screen: richly designed, packed with action, character and mystery, and featuring career-best compositions from Joe Hisaishi. Every inch a classic, and a well-deserved hit.


[image: A young woman wearing a mask and fur cloak rides on the back of a large white wolf through a dark forest. Smaller white glowing figures are visible in the background.]


A Wolf at the Core. San might be biologically human, but she was raised by wolves and sees herself as one.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A scene from 'Princess Mononoke'. The image shows a dark, dense forest setting with thick trees and foliage. In the foreground, a young woman (San) is riding on the back of a massive, white wolf. She wears a distinctive red and white mask, a dark top, and a white fur cloak. She holds a spear or staff. The wolf is looking forward with a serious expression. To the right of the wolf, slightly further back, is another, smaller white wolf. In the background, scattered among the trees, are several small, white, semi-transparent figures with rounded heads and dark eye spots (kodama, or tree spirits). The overall tone is mysterious and slightly tense.


My Neighbours the Yamadas

Director: Isao Takahata • Released: 1999

Isao Takahata’s follow-up to Pom Poko is responsible for two notable firsts in Ghibli’s history: it’s their first computer-animated film and it’s their first flop. Neither of these things means the film is bad – far from it. It’s an experimental, charming and at times challenging showcase of an artist and an art form being pushed to their creative limit. An adaptation of a long-running comic strip called Nono-chan, the film follows the loveably messy Yamada family and the dilemmas, quirks and details of their intergenerational domesticity. It’s both very simple and quite radical, foregoing a traditional overarching narrative in favour of comedic episodes and vignettes, occasionally connected by short lines of poetry. Stylistically, it’s unlike anything Ghibli had made before, with Takahata (inspired by Frédéric Back) wanting lots of negative space, watercolours and the artefacts of authentic, pencil-sketched lines left on screen – the twist being these had to be scanned, coloured and animated digitally. Ghibli’s previous release, Princess Mononoke, was a massive hit, but this unique cinematic offering didn’t find the same audience, failing to make back its budget of around 2 billion yen. But, as the Yamada family so often sing: “Que será, será. Whatever will be, will be.”

Spirited Away

Director: Hayao Miyazaki • Released: 2001

Studio Ghibli had many hits before Spirited Away, but this was something else. A runaway success on release in Japan, the film stood for decades as the highest grossing Japanese film of all time, and it was later embraced around the world, winning the Golden Bear at the Berlin Film Festival and the Academy Award for Best Animated Feature, too. It was also, very probably, the first Studio Ghibli film that you ever saw. But it almost never came to be. Following Princess Mononoke, Hayao Miyazaki retired from feature filmmaking, but he was brought back to the director’s chair after being thoroughly unimpressed by the manga that the 10-year-old daughters of family friends were reading on a holiday. After the violence and complexity of Mononoke, Spirited Away would see Miyazaki return to the field of films for children, with a surreal twist. The result is an Alice in Wonderland for the twenty-first century, with the “bratty” Chihiro set adrift in a bathhouse of spirits and monsters, and left to fend for herself after her parents are turned into pigs. Even for Miyazaki, this was a feverishly creative period. He later described the storyboarding and design process as a moment when the lid on his brain had been opened, and out poured creatures, settings and scenes – culminating in a marvellous showcase for the strange and wonderful magic that is Ghibli at their very best.


[image: A young girl in a pink outfit looks up nervously at a large, intimidating older woman with an oversized head, prominent nose, and elaborate grey hair.]


Brat Summer Job. Adolescent Chihiro alongside her intimidating bathhouse boss Yubaba.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A close-up scene from 'Spirited Away'. On the left is a young girl (Chihiro) with brown hair tied in a ponytail, wearing a pink top with white sleeves. She is looking upwards and to the right with a tense, nervous expression. Taking up the right side of the frame is the face of a large, older woman (Yubaba). She has a disproportionately large head, deeply wrinkled skin, a prominent, hooked nose, and large, intense eyes with purple eyeshadow. Her hair is grey, voluminous, and styled upwards. She wears large gold earrings and a dark blue dress with a high collar. The background is a warm, slightly blurry interior setting, possibly wooden panels or doors.


The Cat Returns

Director: Hiroyuki Morita • Released: 2002

The story of The Cat Returns is strange, almost as strange as the film. Initially just called “The Cat Project”, it was going to be 20 minutes long and made for a theme park that wanted cat content. Hayao Miyazaki suggested reusing characters from Whisper of the Heart, so the original manga author Aoi Hiiragi was hired to write a sequel; one where the imagined fantasy realms in Whisper became part of a new reality, with the heroic cat Baron and plodding Muta returning to help human schoolgirl Haru escape TheCat Kingdom and an inter-species arranged marriage. The project was (like Ocean Waves) an opportunity for new talent, led by animator Hiroyuki Morita, to show off. But, after the theme park collaboration dissolved and the manga, followed by the storyboards, both ended up going longer than expected, it became a feature project instead. The result is a charming but unsatisfactory jaunt through feline fairytale fare, which is unimaginative in both style and story. While cats, magic kingdoms and gluttonous buffets might scratch a superficial Ghibli visual itch, The Cat Returns feels thin on character, creatively empty and narratively confused, its charms reliant on the connection and affection of the works that came before it.

Howl’s Moving Castle

Director: Hayao Miyazaki • Released: 2004

Drawn out of retirement, relieving Mamoru Hosoda of directing duties in the process, Hayao Miyazaki followed up mega hit Spirited Away with this adaptation of author Diana Wynne Jones’ fantasy tale about a young hat maker who gets swept up into the wartime toiling of an enigmatic wizard and the inhabitants (see Calcifer, Heen the dog and The Witch of the Waste) of his unique mobile home. Enjoyable, if narratively muddled, Howl’s Moving Castle is (in these authors’ opinions) a rare slip by Miyazaki, who stuffs the film with brilliant locations, creatures, detail and action, but leaves characters feeling more thinly sketched than usual. Although a financial success and an enduring favourite with fans, Wynne Jones wasn’t so enthusiastic; she preferred to leave war in the background of her original story, and said, “Miyazaki has his cake and eats it, representing both the nastiness of a war and the exciting scenic effects of a big bombing raid.” All this being said, a sub-par Miyazaki film is still better than most. Among many highlights, there’s a fabulous sense of space and place (those European research trips again), a surprisingly moving thematic focus on life for, and respecting of, those in old age – and there’s the best fried breakfast put to film as well.


[image: Three characters float above a green landscape: a young man in a green uniform, a young woman in a blue dress, and an elderly, large woman in a purple dress clinging to the young woman's skirt.]


Howl-d on Tight. The Witch of the Waste, stripped of her power, grabs on for dear life as Howl and Sophie levitate above the landscape.




Expand / collapse Extended Description
A scene from 'Howl's Moving Castle'. Three characters are depicted floating mid-air above a sprawling landscape. On the left is a young man (Howl) with black hair, wearing a green military-style jacket with brass buttons and a cap with goggles. He stands straight, looking to the right. In the center is a young woman (Sophie) with greyish-silver hair wearing a simple blue dress and a straw hat. Her hands are clasped in front of her. Clinging desperately to the bottom of Sophie's skirt is a large, elderly woman
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Director: Hayao Miyazaki Released: 1985
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Director: Isao Takahata Released: 1987



Director: Hayao Miyazaki Released: 1995
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