IF YOU LOOK UP THE HEAD OFFICE OF JAPANESE ANIMATION LEGENDS STUDIO
GHIBLI ON GOOGLE MAPS, THE LEAD IMAGE YOU SEE IS OF AN A4 PRINTOUT
SIGN POSTED IN A WINDOW: "THIS IS NOT GHIBLI MUSEUM, [T'S STUDIO
GHIBLI OFFICE. NOT OPEN TO PUBLIC." NOT THAT WE CARED, WE KNEW
PRECISELY WHERE WE WERE, AND WHY WE WERE THERE.

INTRODUCTION

But who are we, anyway? Wa're Michoe| leader and loke
Cunningham, Back in 2018, we started warking in the same
office fogether, Both obsessed wilh film, podeasts and film
podeasts, aur eventual collsboration seemed inevitable: ol
that was needed was the perdect mest-cute mement. Then, a
convarsation across the desk revealed @ heinous, monumental

gap in Joke's cullural knowledge: he'd barely seen ony Studio
Ghibli films, Well, this simply would not da — at least nat an
Michael’s waich.

An avowed Ghibll fanatic, Michas! planned aut a rigorous
and robust syllabus for Joke, o guided tour through the
Studio’s ertire catalogue, along the way faking in their historic
successes |Spirited Away, My Neighbour Totore, Frincess
Manonoke), fan favourites (Kiki's Delivery Service, Grove of
the Fireflies, Pom Peko| and deepest cuts | Oceon Woves, My
Neighbours the Yamodes, The Red Turllel.

And why not capture it all on microphone? The rasulting
pedeast would stike a balence between Michael's anorak-
level ressarch into the praduction history, the industry contesxt,
and the people and perscndlities behind the films, and Jaks's
fresh, unfettered fake, experiencing these classics of world
cinema s a firsi-ime viewer, one film at g time. Al that was
needed was an ever so slighily loboured but undeniably
calchy [and surprisingly tricky to spell] pun fille, ploying on the
French word for library — bibliothéque - suggesting o warm,
welcaming setting for this regular film club.
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ONJUNE 15, 1985, STUDIO GHIBLI WAS BORN. HOWEVER, THE COMPANY WAS
FORMED JUST AS MUCH OUT OF NECESSITY AS AMBITION, FOLLOWING THE
BLOCKBUSTER SUCCESS OF NAUSICAA OF THE VALLEY OF THE WIND, HAYAO

MIYAZAKI AND ISAC TAKAHATA HAD TROUBLE SECURING FINANCING AND
FINDING A PRODUCTION PARTNER TO CREATE YET MORE HIGHLY POLISHED,
FEATURE-LENGTH ANIMATED FILMS, AND 50, THEY STRUCK QUT ON THEIR OWN.,

The name come from Miyazaki, o litelong oeroplane
enthusiost, nedding to an ltolion recornoissonce aircraft

in WWaorld War Il which, in furn, was nomed ofter the warm
Saheran winds that sweep across the Mediterranean. Studic
Ghibli, oo, would be o fresh, creative force blawing through
the Japanese animation industry,

Takuma Shaten, publishers of Animage and backers of
Mausicod of the Valley of the Wind, gave the fledgling
campany slarl-up support, while Animage editor Toshio Suzuki
would moonlight in an unofficial capacity of the newly founded
Ghibli — even printing his own business cerds.

Rather than Ihe sale bel of o sequel fo Nousicad,

Studio Ghibli's first feature project would be a return fa the
younger-skewing fantasy advenlute genre that Miyazaki
axcalled at with the 1978 series Future Boy Conan. Drawing
influence from Gulliver's Trovels and the wiiting of lules Verne,
Miyazaki's original December 1984 proposal for what
would eventually become laputa: Castle in the Sky included
provisional titles that hinted ot this direction: "Young Pazu ond
the Mystery of the Levitation Crystal®, “Flying Treasure Island”

and "The Flying Empire”. The film, Miyazaki writes, would be
an "intensaly thriling classic action film” that would “bring
animation back to its roots”,

As the film would be a retro-futuristic throwback to
ninetesnih-century science ficiion with o steampunk shyle
cesthetic, producer lsao Takahata suggested that Miyazaki
maks o research lip to the UK, to visit ane of the binhploces of
the Indusfrial Revalution, There, Mivazaki took a fip lo Wales
lo see both the ralling landscape of the valleys and its coal
mining indusiry first-hand, but it was the sense of commurity
that would influence him the mast. His visit coincided with
the conflicl bebween miners’ unions and Margaret Thatcher's
Cansarvative government, when long-ferm sfrike action had
been defeated by Wesiminster, resulling in widespread
unemployment and poverty across the region. Miyazaki would
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later recall, in o 1999 interview with Helen MeCarthy for
Mange Max magazine:

*| really admired the way the miners’ unions faught to the
very end for thelr jobs and communiiies, end | wanled 1o reflect
the strength of thase commurities in my film. | scw so many
places with abondoned machinery, abandoned mines - the
fabric of the industry was there, but no pecple. It made a strang
impression on me, A whale indusiy with no pecple.”

Released in August 1986, Costle in the Sky didn't fore as
well at the bex office as Nausicad of the Valley of the Wind,
selling onky two-thirds as many fickets as its predecessor
on inifial theatrical release, However, its reputation would
grow with fime, and its culural impac! would be felt across
animation and video games, not least in the long-running
Japanese iele-playing video game series Final Fantasy.
Castle In the Sky's soundirack albums, composed by Ghibli
stalwart Joe Hisoishl, became bestsellers, and the film
amassed a cult following over the years thanks to home video
releases and regular screenings on television.

e

o

Casile in the Sky's life on the small screen gives Ghibli its
mest curious radition and landmark, When the film screens
on Jopanese television, it hos become customary for viewers
to take to Twitter and post the word "balse” when thal magic
phrase is utered lowards the end of the film, Such is the
popularity of the film that, in August 2013, fans managed to
break the record for the most tweels posted in @ single secand,
During that screening, there was o spike of over 140,000
twvaats when the fateful line was spaken, compared fa the usual
average, of the lime, of 5 700 posts o second.

Studio Ghibii‘s first film might not hove been aningant
suecess, bul the winds of change blowing through the industry
wara gaining strength.

dislond of laputa.
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LAPUTA: CASTLE IM THE SKY
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IF YOU SUBSCRIBE TO THE SOMEWHAT REDUCTIVE NOTION THAT HAYAO MIYAZAKI
ISJAPAN'S ANSWER TO WALT DISNEY OR STEVEN SPIELBERG, THE FURRY FOREST TROLL
TOTORO IS UNDENIABLY HIS MICKEY MOUSE, HIS ET. THE EXTRA-TERRESTRIAL. TOTORO
IS AN ICON FOR GENERATIONS OF JAPANESE CHILDREN AND = CRUCIALLY = AN EASILY
MERCHANDISABLE MONEY-SPINNER, WHOSE ROTUND, WELCOMING FORM CAN BE
EFFORTLESSLY REMOULDED INTQ CUDDLY TOYS, COSY NIGHTLIGHTS AND OVERSIZED,
EXCEEDINGLY COMFORTABLE SLIPPERS,

Totara graces Studie Ghibll's ewn loga, and weuld become
their brand ambassador obrood, popping vp in cameo torm in
Western media ranging from Toy Stary 3 and The Simpsans to
the comic book pages of X-Men and The Sandman. However,
in the late 19805, Totero was merely an acorn from which the
Studio Ghibli empire would grow

After two epic anime features thal raded on fantasy seffings
and spectoculor seenes of offen viclen! dering-do, Hayoo
Miyazaki envisaged his next project as something more
low-key and child-friendly. "My Neighbaur Totoro aims to
be o hoppy ond heart-warming fil,” wrote Miyozaki in his

directorial statement, “a film that lets the audience go home
with pleasent, good feelings.”

Crucially, after twe films based in ficticnal worlds created
frem a potebwork of mostly Western storytelling influsnces,
My MNeighbour Tetore would see Miyazoki umning his attention
te & uniquely Japarese seling and story. He lamented that
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THREE FILMS INTO TS LIFE, STUDIO GHIBLI WAS IN A SLUMP. LAPUTA: CASTLE IN
THE SKY, MY NEIGHBOUR TOTCORO AND GRAVE OF THE FIREFLIES HAD FAILED
TO DELIVER ON THE PROMISE OF NAUSICAA OF THE VALLEY OF THE WIND, THE
BLOCKBUSTER THAT INSPIRED THE FORMATION OF A STUDIO FOCUSED CN

The day after completing wark on My Neighbour Totorg,
Miyozaki started planning for his nest project, on adoptation of
Eiko Kadonao's popular children's novel Kiki's Delivery Service,
which follows a young witch's firs footsteps into adulthead,

as she leaves home, seltles into o new tlown and finds her
calling. In his directorial statemant, dated April 1988, Miyazaki
numinated on the medem-day comlors thet can often keep
young adults in a state of arested development:

“Il is no lenger appropriate to refer o leaving one’s porents
as a rile of passage, because oll | 1akes oday lo live en one's
own in saciaty is the ability to shop at the lecal convenience
sore. The tue ‘independence’ girls must now confront involves
fhe far more difficult task of discovering their own folents.”

Initially, Miyazaki wes o take o break from directing
ond act solely os producar on Kiki's Delivery Service, with
farmer Sherlock Hound writer Sunao Katabuchi set to moke
his debut as director, and writer Nobuyuki [sshiki on script
duties. However, Miyazaki wosn't happy with the first dralt
of the screenplay, so he rewrate it himself, and eventually

THEATRICAL, FEATURE-LENGTH FILMS.

took the reins of the project away from Katabuchi oliogether,
demating him to assislant dirsctor,

Katabuchi would find success under his own stecm yaars
later, writing and directing Princess Arete, Mai Mai Miracle
and the much gorlanded In This Camer of the World,

He naw has a diplomatic view of his ousting from Kiki's
Delivery Service: he'd been brought in on loen from Mushi
Production to give Miyazaki a break from directing after My
Neighbour Totoro, “However, far some reason he changed
his mind and thought ke could handle iI,” Katabuchi says
“Maybe he regained strangth.”

That strenglh would come in handy as Kiki's Delivery Service
was by many accaunts a punishing and stressful praduction,
especially when it came 1o the discussions with auther Eiko
Kadono aboul Miyazoki's odoptation, which included

Oppeosite: Kiki soars above the seaside town of Karike.
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addifional elements - both emational and alrbome ~ that

weren't present in the more episedic, conflict-light ariginal book.

Crriginally intended to be o &0-minute spacial, the film

balloaned to its eventual 104-minute untime as Miyazaki's

seript and staryboards took shope. The film would be in

Japanese cinemas in July 1989, just over a ysar after Miyazaki

had taken charge of the project, Gossip spread that Miyazaki

was washed up and Kiki's Delivery Service would be his finol

feature as director. Warking flat out for decades had taken its

loll and; ot 48, he was seriously considering closing up shop
n that each new

d by

and raf
!

— storting @ noble Ghiblirad

iyeizeki flm would, almest witheut exception, be to
fhe filmmaker as his lost.

Stepping in o smoath things over, as alweys, was Teshio
Suzuki, who in 1989 was fransterred over to Studie Ghibli from

Tekuma Shaten, allawing him te dedicate himself full-fime to the

release of Kiki's Delivery Service, receiving his first in
credif on a Ghibli feoture as asseciate producer. Frank

as this was where Suzuki's f

was underbilled

and adw

fhe film's

ting
ity between

g came fo the fore. MNating the sim

le and the courier company Yomate Delivery

Service, which has @ prominent black cat on their lego, Suzuki
brokered o deal for sponsarship and commercial ie-ins, which

later helped secure a distribution deal from Toei,
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In feact, Suzuki recalls that it was Toel's head of distribution
he end” of both Gt
spurred him an o ensure the

and

predicting that Kiki would spell

m woild

Miyazaki's care
be a hit. To that end, his primary focus was on delivering the

film to its torget demegrophic, nomely young warking women

who would relate fo Kiki's story of flying the nest ond fending

for herself in the face of life, weork and loneliness. A stcke of

ination of a 1 that stuck

inspiration come w

right 1o the heart of this complex emotional appeal - | was

feeling Blue, but I'm betrer naw” - with poster ar that shews
Kiki slumped at Ceone's bakery counter, the weight of the

waild on her shoulders

Suzukl's magic worked, and Kiki took flight. A unaway

success, the film wes the highest-grossing J vie af

o =y
the natienal box office In 1982 In fact, even with Hallyweood
films included, it wias third, behind enly Indiana lones and the
last Crusode and Roin Men. Bigger hils were to come in the

ensuing decade and beyond, but for now Gh
track, ond Mivazaki finally had an

was back on

¢ hit to his name,
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EVERY FAN REMEMBERS THEIR INTRODUCTION TQ THE WORLD OF STUDIO GHIBL, AND
IFYOURE READING THIS BOOK, IT'S VERY LIKELY THAT THE FILM THAT FIRST ENRAPTURED
AND ENCHANTED YOU WAS SPIRITED AWAY. A RECORD-BREAKING SENSATION
INJAPAN = ECLIPSING EVEN THAT OF ITS PREDECESSOR, PRINCESS MONONOKE

— SPIRITED AWAY WAS ALSO THE FIRST GHIBLI FILM TO TRULY BENEFIT FROM A FULL
INTERMNATIONAL RELEASE, GARNERING THE RESPECT, ACCLAIM AND ACCOLADES THAT,
FRANKLY, THE WORK OF HAYAQ MIYAZAKI SHOULD HAVE BEEN GETTING ALL ALONG.

Unsurprisingly, abier the infense experience of producing
Princess Mononoke, Hayao Miyazoki anncunced his
refirement from making feature films in January 1998, bt

be wors far from idle. In 1998 alone, he filmed a tovelogue
recreating a flight across the Sahara taken by French author
and aviater Anicine de Sainl-Exupény; he crected his own
office spoce retreal, often referred 1o as his “atelier”, o shorl
wealk from the main Studio Ghibli headquarters; he taught a
workshop courss for aspiring young animation directors age
18-26, called the Higashi Kogenei Senjuky |l {fellowing in
the footsteps of lsao Takahats, who led @ similar course three
years prioe); and he even starked dreoming up p|ons of o Ghibli
Museum dedicated to the craft of onimafion,

He also, before long, returned 1o feature flmmaking.
Miyozaki was inspired by o holiday with family friends and
their young doughters — and the theroughly unimpressive
manga they were reading - to make a film with the modern,
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ten-year-old girl in mind. A decade on from Kili's Delivery
Service, Miyazaki would return 1o similar encauraging themes,
willing in his Movember 1999 project proposal:

"This is supposed to be the story af a young girl who is
Ihioswn inta another werld, where good and bod people ore
co-axisting. |n this world, she undergoss rigarcus taining,
leains aboul fiendship ond self-socifice, and using her own
basic smars, somahow not enly survives but manages to return
to aur ward.."

Hemvever, the world had chonged since 1989, and
Miyazaki's social conscience and conflicted wardview would
be reflected in the work. “Cur world appears ever more fuzzy
and cenfusing,” he wrote.
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STUDIO GHIBLI - FOR MANY THE LAST BASTION OF TRADITIONAL HAND-DRAVWMN
ANIMATION - HAD LONG BEEN CAUTIOUS ADOPTERS OF DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY.
AS WE HAVE SEEN, KEY COMPUTER-ASSISTED TECHNIQUES HAD CREPT INTO THE
GHIBLI ANIMATION PROCESS FROM THE 19905 ONWARDS, BUT THE STUDIO ALWAYS
MAINTAINED THAT THEY WERE FIRST AND FOREMOST 2D ANIMATORS, NQOT, LIKE
THEIR PEERS AT PIXAR, INTERESTED IN PURSUING THE ART OF 3DCG ANIMATION,

I's well documented that Hayao Miyazoki himself wos o fierce
skeptic, os seen in the 2016 documentary MNever-Ending Man:
Haoyao Miyozaki, which not only finds the old master struggling
to incorporate ©G animation Into the production of his 2018
shant film Boro The Caterpifiar, but olso features a nowe-
noforious scene in which representatives from a tech compony
demonstate o new system that should, in theory, geneicte
lifelike animation withaul the need for an erist's hand. Miyazaki's
withering reoction has since become an omnipresent meme:

| strongly feel that this is an insult 1o life itself.”

Meanwhile, Ghibli's cther Miyozaki was well on his way
to embracing 3DCG. 2014 saw the premiere of Ronja, the
Robber's Doughter, a 30-animated TV serles co-praduced by
Ghibli end directed and storyboarded by Goro Miyazaki. The
sxperience was clearly a positive one, s Goro's next feature
would, against all expecialions, be Ghibli's first 3DCG feature.

The announcement of Earwig and the Witch in 2020 came
a5 nothing sher of a surprise. Inferest in Ghibli wos of a peak
alter their library hod been released globally on the sreaming
services Netflix and HBO Meax, while tartalizing news of
both Hayao Miyozaki's feature How Do You Live? and the
long-mooted Ghibli theme park kept fans daydreaming of a
near-distant future, Litle did they know thal a new feature wos
already fully finished, and ready to launch.

Developed and produced behind closed doors, Eorwig and
the Witch was suggested for adaplation by Hayoo Miyvozaki,
who come across the source novel, a chort posthumaus wiork
by Howl's Maving Castle author Diana Wynne Janes, when
browsing in a bookshop. Producer Toshia Suzuki topped Goro
for the project, and suggested, following Ranja, that this could
be an ideal project for 30 animation. The board was set. Farwig
and the Witch featured input from a few key Ghibli veterans
[Katsuya konda eontibuted character designs, whils Keka
MNiwa co-wrote the screenplay and Satoshi Tokebe composed
the score|, but it was predominantly animated by o young and
international statf working with the studio for the first fime.

Garo Miyazeki has never had much luck when it comes
to outsids forces disupling his films, His debut Tales from
Earthseo was overshadowed by his father's legacy, while From
Up On Poppy Hill had to be produced through the ralling

blackouts following the Fukushima disaster in 2017, Then, in
the COVID- 19-impocted landscape of 2020, with cinemas
shuttered around the world, i looked like there might be no
venues apen fo even show Farwig and the Wilch.

However, when the project was unveiled by Tashia Suzukiin
June 2020, it wos announced that Earwig would screen notin
cinemas but on television, with a date set for o festive premiere
in late December. Loter that menth, i was olso revealed that
the: film would have received o world premiere ot the Cannes
Film Fesiival, had the festival not been postponed due to the
pandemic. He may have missed out on a glitzy red-carpet
premiere on the French Riviera, but Garo had ochieved the
distinction of making Ghibli's first Joparese film o appear in
Cannes' prestigious Official Seleciion.

But the question sfill stood: what would the world make of
Earwig ond the Wiich, and Ghibli's new direction? Abter 35
yaars of distinctive hand-drawn enimation, the film locked like o
break om the established, beloved norm.

Earwig appeared on screens in the English-speaking
werld in 2021, first s a limited theatrical release in the LISA in
February fram GKIDS, followed by a sreaming premiere on
HBO Max, and a cinema release in the UK from the new ouffit
Elysiain Flm Group, making it the first Ghibli film in decades net
to ba released by StudinCanal. It was also the first Ghibli Flm
lo receive o publie, big-screen rallout in the West before it hit
cinemas back home - which it finally did that April,

Reviews were omong the mast scathing ever written about @
Ghibli film. Kristy Puchke of Pojiba described the film as feeling
“like o cheap knock-off of Studic Ghikli", while Siman Abrams,
willing for the website maintained in honour of Ghibli's great
champion, Roger Ebert, called Fanwig "a lumpy cover version
of Hayao's greatest hits”.

Ecrrwig and the Witch is an undeniably daring experiment
under the Ghibli nome, but Gere Miyazaki found himself, once
again, unfaitly judged against the precedence of his father and
his world-conquering films.

Opposite: Ayoung, dark-haired girl, broam handle in hand, Black
cat by her sidde and curleus aboul magic mey seer like fomilicr Ghisl
teritory. But beware: the bralty Earwig Is no Kiki.
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EARWIG AMD THEWITCH

REVIEW: EARWIG AND THE WITCH

STUDIO GHIBLI

J g H HOWL'S MOVING CASTLE,

@ge 5 E s FROMUP ON-ROPPY HILL
ach her -

Earwig and the Witch might just be Studic Ghibli's mast adopted by a nefarious magical duo named Bel

nental tim. Read the scripf

exper ang

and you might ask wh ie Mandrake. They promise her that they'l

because the story of o young how to brew magic spells, but in reclity she's left serubbing

the pots. Here spells and potions come with a cockbock;

the classic ook But take ane ook

film for Ghi

t's instantly clear; this isn't just o ney it really is, Earwig can follow instruc

craft

whole new dimension,

ments and in doing so learn h

magic and making it somel

ing oftainable fo o

yst uncanny, viewing. Backgrounds they can put in the work. Although the story might ir

lue skies, green hills and ocean horizons provide a ike o companion to the magical adventure of

recognizable ir

ery, but the Kiki's Delivery Service, phi shically this suggests more

characters this new world are far from comforting. nt 1o the lessons on hord work and

alive pracice

Instead of the expressive, almest arfistically tangible, werk that in the real world of Whisger of the Heart.

ane has come 1o expect, here the people seem fo have been Earwig does finally get her magic, but then

squeezed out of a plastics factery line, Their skin is foo smoath, disappointingly she

vields it like the brat she always was,

their exprassions are rabatic, and their hair has the solidity of a the abrupt ending of the film slamming in before any lessons

lego figure's. In the moments when emolion must be tra are octuclly learned. One can only hope that at Studic

fo Earwig and her Ghib tisn't the © 1 the lessans of i cursian

orbed, Althot

o extrems into 3DCG have v

gh some

ry much been ¢

proparfions and mouths envelop a whole face to scream. may

wish for this venture to have o similarly abrupt ending,
These ¢ sh contortions might not sound too sullandish, the prospec o Ghibli ex; ing is and should
but elsewhera in the film things are animated to such hyper- always be exciting. let’s see them st magic couldren

and chips|, that together they make for a clash of redlities and

ate of fish

dele le

il {including an edmitedly in at might come nexl, it d be delicious,

an i

nerving z.!y|i»|ir.: dissonarce,

Under the surface

which in this cose is prabably

the best place o look, there are some intaresting ideas

bubbling away in the film’s creative cauldren. The bulk of the

story revolves arcund the bratty young arphan I_-qr-,-;:g bol’n@
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