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ABSTRACT: Japanese traditional religion Shinto 

is the religion of the Kami. Shinto translates as 

"The Way” or “The Way of the Kami" which can 

be understood as "The Way of the Gods". Kami (神
, kaꜜmi - Kami) are entities that, according to 

Shinto, are believed to inhabit all "things", whether 

they consist organisms or they are objects created 

by Man, those which, in Western societies, are 

considered inanimate, expendable and dead matter. 

Thus, "Kami" is not another word for “God” but a 

much more complex concept.  

Kami are entities, divine indeed but also human 

and real as they respond to the substance of things 

and objects. A Kami soul can be found in a plant, 

in water or sometimes, inside a human creation, in 

a toy or a house. A kami soul exists in natural 

phenomena, everywhere in physic and human 

world. Therefore, as Shinto is the religion of the 

Kami, simultaneously stands as the religion of soul 

in all creatures and all things. 

It is important to know that although Shinto is 

Japan’s own traditional ancient religion, before 

Buddhism or even Christianity entered their 

culture, Japanese do not refer to themselves as 

“Shintoists” and do not consider Shinto as religion 

in a strict dogmatic way. Shinto’s oldest books 

“Kojiki” (Yasumaro, 2005) and “Nihon Soki” 

(Anonymous, 2009) are not considered as holy, 

religious books but more like mythological and 

historical chronicles of which the Kami knowledge 

derives.   

Anime, the traditional Japanese animation art form 

extracts its main themes and iconography from 

Kami beliefs hence its connection with ancient and 

timeless Japanese way of thinking, living and dying 

is very fundamental both in understanding Japanese 

tradition and comprehending the art of anime.      

 

KEYWORDS: Animism, Anime, Soul, Kami, 

Takahata     

 

I. INTRODUCTION: 
Isao Takahata (1935 – 2018), co-founder of 

the celebrated anime production company, Studio 

and a classic animator/director in Japanese 

animation history, has delivered specific works of 

art with a clear animistic orientation, either 

ecologically centered or more anthropocentrically 

targeted, where the main theme of the story and the 

types of iconography are the mental, ideological 

and visual perception of our species and all things’ 

souls connecting directly to his ancestors’ 

traditional animistic beliefs.  

Even though Shinto’s mysterious nature, 

complexity and symbolic texture exerts an 

unparalleled fascination for researchers 

everywhere, whether Japanese or foreign, there 

seems to be an admission among researchers of 

Shinto and Kami that has to do with the fact that 

many aspects of traditional Japanese religion 

remain in the dark since there is not enough 

knowledge about them (Ono, 1962).  

Also, there is an important absence of 

bibliography related to the connection of Japanese, 

animistic way of understanding life to their 

traditional animation form, anime. By analyzing 

specific examples from Isao Takahata’s 

filmography, this paper intends to contribute in 

comprehending how the belief of soul’s existence 

defines anime content and form.   
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II. Grave of the fireflies 
 

II. i. Movie information 

● Original title: 火垂るの墓, Hotaru no Haka  

● Title in English: Grave of the fireflies  

● Genre: Animation, Drama 

● Year of production: 1988 

● Country of origin: Japan 

● Duration: 89’ 

● Animation technique: Traditional 2d 

animation/Japanese Anime style 

● Production company: Studio Ghibli (株式会社ス

タジオジブリ, Kabushiki-gaisha Sutajio Jiburi)  

● Director: Isao Takahata (高畑 勲) 

   

II. ii. How Isao Takahata understands 

children’s souls as bright lights 
In 1988 Takahata delivers the film "Grave 

of the Fireflies" (Takahata, 1988) in which the 

center of interest is the human soul and, 

specifically, a child's soul.  

In his book "The soul of a child: Nurturing 

the Divine identity of our children" (Gurian, 2002), 

Michael Gurian describes the dialogue he has with 

his two minor daughters, aged eight and eleven, 

during their visit to the girls' great-grandmother's 

country residence and as the three of them enjoy 

their walk in the countryside. They have just visited 

their ninety-five-year-old relative in the nursing 

home where she now resides. They have found her 

very frail and on the verge of passing from life, as 

we commonly understand it, to the next, whatever 

everyone thinks that is, stage. The three of them, 

father and daughters, are saddened to see the girls' 

great-grandmother in such a fragile state and this 

raises some thoughts for the little girls. 

Asked by his eight-year-old daughter, 

Davita, where her great-grandmother will go when 

she dies, the author replies "probably into the 

ground." But the little girl persists clarifying her 

question. "What about her soul?". At this point, 

Gurian writes: “Though tempted, as most parents 

are, to say 'in heaven' when a small child inquires 

about death, I said instead, “We don't know for 

sure. We could say she’s going to heaven. We 

could say she’s returning to nature itself, to the 

trees and the wheat fields out there.'' His young 

daughter insists, "Her soul will be out there, all 

around?" (Gurian, 2002:16), expressing her gentle 

but at the same time intense inner desire to know 

where our spirits go after death. The issue of where 

the body is channeled is pretty clear in her mind. 

What she does not understand is where, whatever is 

contained in our body, is directed.  

The author mentions that his oldest 

daughter, Gabrielle, enters the conversation and 

asks him what the soul is made of. The author 

states that, due to their origins, his young daughters 

have attended catechism, both Christian and 

Jewish. However, due to his and his wife's interest, 

the girls have also come into contact with other 

religions such as Hinduism and Buddhism. 

Nevertheless, the girl probably had not heard 

anywhere the answer to this unusual question, 

about the very material of which the soul is 

composed. After father’s incapability to answer, in 

the end, the girl thinks it over and gives the answer 

to her own question, saying that the soul is made of 

God. When the father asks her in return what God 

is made of, she wonders if she can answer that God 

is made of soul. Her father tells her that, actually, 

that would be a very good answer, although it 

doesn't answer her first question in the way she 

originally had in mind.  

The young daughter rejoins the 

conversation by asking, "Will all the lights of her 

soul go out?", meaning the time when the great-

grandmother dies. The author replies that he doesn't 

know exactly but “… ‘every wise teacher from all 

over the world seems to agree that her body will 

become dark when her soul leaves’. ‘That’s what 

her soul is made of then’, Gabrielle said 

triumphantly. ‘It’s made of light’" (Gurian, 

2002:18).  

Gurian reports that his eleven-year-old 

daughter, although still a child, she is beginning to 

develop the mind of an adult, looking at him with 

certainty, leading him to think that from the ancient 

texts of the Sutras, the Old Testament and the 

Koran to Newtonian physics and quantum physics, 

everyone and everything testifies that we are made 

of light. “You know… there's actually something 

pretty profound in what you're saying, if we follow 

it all the way through. Though that follow-through 

might take some time and a lot more research. But 

there is something very complex in the simplicity 

of what you ‘ve said" (Gurian, 2002:18), he says to 

his daughters, whose unadulterated curiosity and 

inspiration lead him to a whole philosophical 

inquiry and the writing of his book.  

Author’s slick narration continues by 

mentioning how, when the great-grandmother 

welcomed them back home and after her question 

of what they talked about on their walk, the girls 

told her that they were talking about her. Then the 

father, wanting to prevent any possible, awkward 

reference to his grandmother's impending death, 

tells her that they had a rather philosophical 

discussion about the human soul, leading her to 
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conclude that those two children are pure, "good 

souls".  

Through his interesting book, Gurian 

reflects simply and, at the same time, rather 

philosophically on human and, in particular, on a 

child's soul. This incident leads him to the 

conclusion that we should stop seeing children as 

children and start treating them as souls. And souls 

are light. 

Why the reference to this book, someone 

who is not familiar with Takahata's film would 

wonder. The answer is simple and concise, plus it 

contains the whole philosophy of Takahata’s movie 

“Grave of the fireflies”. Through his script and, 

perhaps even more so, through his iconography, 

Takahata seems to be articulating this exact same 

sentence. How a human soul and, most clearly, 

how children’s souls, are light. Literally made up 

by particles of light. 

 

II. iii. The passage from life to death and how 

death applies only for flesh, never for spirit  

Based on author’s Akiyuki Nosaka (1930 

– 2015) novel of the same name (Nosaka, 2021), 

the film narrates the story of two orphaned 

children, aged four and fourteen, Setsuko and Seita, 

who are siblings and who try to fight, all alone in 

the world, against the consequences of war. 

Hunger, cruelty of adults around them, loneliness, 

cold, lack of shelter and care, physical and mental 

pain and finally against death itself. The genre of 

the film is the anti-war drama but Takahata is 

clearly pondering, both scripturally and visually, on 

the subject of human soul. 

As from the beginning of the film we 

witness the narration of a dead young boy. The first 

words we hear belong to departed Seita: 

"September 21, 1945. It was the night I died." The 

first frame of the film is the soul of the boy who, 

now separated from his flesh, looks at his dead 

body lying on the ground of a train station, the 

place where he spent his last moments, begging for 

help money. The place where he ended up under 

the weight of starvation. The train station where the 

young boy dies is a symbol of the passage from life 

to death. Exactly as passengers visit a station in 

order to travel, physically, in another place, the 

station represents the transportation of Seita’s soul 

to another realm of being. Death only applies to 

matter, not to spirit. Seita has not spiritually, only 

carnally. The children's souls are now freed from 

life’s harshness and war’s horrors. Seita’s soul 

boards the train which will take him to the other 

world and sees the events of his life as a viewer of 

a movie, exactly the same way we, as viewers of 

the movie, experience Takahata's movie. This 

parallelism comprises a successful and intelligent 

auto- referentiality at the roles of protagonists and 

spectators. These roles are now identified and 

redefined.  

 

 
Photo 1: Grave of the fireflies 
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II. iv. The crimson souls and the symbolism of 

fireflies 

Moreover, throughout the film, souls are 

illustrated with a specific color. Takahata realizes 

that, in this dramatic, anti-war story, it might have 

seemed out of place to depict souls as intangible, 

spectral designs that would refer to ghosts and 

horror genre. He chooses to illustrate them exactly 

as the characters' bodies look in life but with a dark 

red hue, as opposed to the realistic rendering of 

human skin color. This is how the living body and 

the departed soul are separated visually. Regarding 

the choice of red as the soul’s color, this can be due 

to several reasons. One is to refer to the hue which 

the city streets acquire when the war sirens’ sound 

warning the citizens to take refuge in the shelters in 

an important number of scenes. This danger’s 

crimson color has turned into the color of people’s 

souls who experienced that danger in all its ghastly 

intensity. Another reason for choosing the dark red 

color as the souls’ shade could be purely 

semiological. Red, in terms of visual semiotics, 

refers, among other things, to spiritual quality. Red 

also symbolizes danger and blood so the 

connection with the state of dying is articulate and 

it is also the color of war making its meaning very 

vivid in Takahata’s film (Lavrenova, 2023)  

The most dynamic symbolism in 

Takahata’s work has to do with the fireflies that 

accompany the children both in their lives and in 

their death as if they were the stuff their souls were 

made of. Erick Laurent highlights the frequency of 

the use of firefly images in Japanese poetry and art 

and how firefly in Japan has become a widely used 

symbol. Laurent states that traditionally, fireflies 

were caught by the thousands and released in 

houses and gardens for people’s enjoyment so, 

fireflies play a role in linking humans with what the 

Japanese call “close nature”. (Laurent, Ono, 1999). 

Takahata adopts this strong and deeply rooted to 

his homeland’s cultural unconscious, symbolism. 

In his movie’s story and images human souls and 

especially the children’s souls are bright, peaceful 

fireflies. A child’s soul, virtuous, innocent, genuine 

and truly close to the meaning of existence, is 

lighted just like the small insect.  

When body is extinguished, a child’s soul 

could be released into a state of peace in which 

obtains the simple, beautiful form of a firefly. 

Takahata’s images clearly imply this symbolism 

and the title comes to validate them.  

In life’s violence and war Takahata 

contrasts the peace of death and in the darkness of 

matter he juxtaposes the light of soul. In the end, he 

clothes death with a positive sign as he identifies it 

with a long-desired tranquility. He also encloses 

life in a negative shape as he identifies it with war, 

conflict and schism. His film narrates how humans 

-meaning adults- have destroyed life’s value 

making the world a horrible place for children to 

live in. War has made life losing its light and the 

only light left is the light of children’s souls, 

released from their bodies and passed in a parallel 

state of existence. This is what Takahata’s images 

and script transport in a picturesque way.  

Meanings and messages pass through the 

script and also through the visual narrative of 

Takahata's heartbreaking masterpiece, which is one 

of the most powerful cinematic, artistic, anti-war 

experiences not only in animation but in general 

and which reflects on the respect with which 

humanity should deal with children’s souls or, 

should we say, with children’s lights. 

 

III. Pom Poko 
 

III. i. Movie information 

● Original title: 平成狸合戦ぽんぽこ, Heisei 

tanuki gassen ponpoko 

● Title in English: Pom Poko  

● Genre: Animation, Comedy, Fantasy 

● Year of production: 1994 

● Country of origin: Japan 

● Duration: 119’ 

● Animation technique: Traditional 2d 

animation/Japanese Anime style  

● Production company: Studio Ghibli (株式会社ス

タジオジブリ, Kabushiki-gaisha Sutajio Jiburi)  

● Director: Isao Takahata (高畑 勲) 

 

 

 

III. ii. A pluralistic title 

In 1994, Isao Takahata writes and directs 

an anime of ecological and zoophilic sensibility, a 

comedy-drama called (Takahata, 1994), whose 

original title, “Heisei tanuki gassen ponpoko” can 

be translated as "The Tanuki Pom Poko war during 

the Heisei period'.  

Starting from the movie’s title, we can 

notice that it contains interesting facts about 

Japanese history, folklore and fauna. 

The first information that can be extracted 

from the title concerns the tanuki (狸 , たぬき), 

which are the main characters of the movie’s 

scenario. Tanuki is a Japanese endemic species 

which, in west, is referred as "Japanese raccoon 

dog". It belongs both to the genus of nocturnal 

animals and to the canine family, the carnivorous 
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mammals to which the fox, the jackal, the dog and 

the wolf belong. 

The second element someone discovers 

from inside the title is the phrase "Pom Poko", 

which comes from a famous poem of late 19th 

century written by many children's songs lyricist, 

Ujō Noguchi (1882 – 1945), entitled "Belly Drum 

Dance at Shojoji Temple”. The poem gained even 

greater fame and acceptance after its song 

adaptation in 1925 by the composer Shimpei 

Nakayama (1887 – 1952) and its film adaptation 

into a three-minute short anime movie in 1935 by 

animator and director Ikuo Oishi (1902-1944), a 

very beloved, at that time, children’s movie (Oishi, 

1935).  The phrase is a verbal rendition of the 

sound that is supposed to be made when the tanuki 

beat their bellies while dancing and celebrating. 

The third information which derives from 

the film's title concerns the etymology of the word 

Heisei, which is attributed to the era of Emperor’s 

Akihito (1933-) leadership from 1989 to 2019. 

“Heisei” means something similar to the phrase 

"peace everywhere", which contrasts with the 

whole title’s explanation “The Tanuki Pom Poko 

war during the Heisei period'.  We observe this 

interesting contradiction since the movie title really 

means “The war of Tanuki Pom Poko during the 

period of ubiquitous peace”.  

 

 
Photo 2: Pom Poko 

 

III. iii. How Takahata supports the animal spirit 

This war the title refers to is conducted 

between the tanuki who want to keep the hill they 

live on intact and safe and the people who, 

following Tokyo's urban development plan, begin 

the city’s deforestation project. 

In centuries-old Japanese myths, tanuki 

possess the supernatural powers of transformation, 

on which Takahata bases his story's plot. In order 

to combat the destruction of their natural 

settlement, the tanuki resort to their transformation 

into Kami to frighten people and lead them to 

believe that the hill is haunted so they flee and 

leave animals alone. 

In the eighth issue of “Journal of Polish 

Association for Japanese Studies” and specifically 

in the chapter by Anieszka Kamrowska entitled 

“Animals in Anime by Takahata Isao and Oshii 

Mamoru” (Kamrowska, 2018:137) we read: "In 

Japanese mythology and folktales, tanuki are 

depicted as mischievous creatures possessing the 

magical ability of transformation. Takahata’s film 

relies heavily on mythological and folkloric 

depictions of tanuki, yet there is also a 

contemporary twist: living with people made them 

so comfort-loving and lazy that they forgot how to 

use magic and have to learn it afresh”. Indeed, 

Takahata's story is largely based on this idea, 

thanks to which most of the film's comedic 

incidents results from. 

Kamrowska mentions the multitude of 

animistic myths in Japanese folklore tradition 
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which Takahata aptly includes in his film's script. 

“… For instance, when Tanuki elders send two 

envoys for help, their destinations are the islands of 

Santo and Shikoku – both known for their legends 

of tanuki. Especially in Shikoku, there are many 

stories about tanuki causing various mysterious 

occurrences" (Kamrowska, 2018:137). Kamrowska 

specifically mentions the legend "Awa Tanuki 

Gassen" (阿波狸合戦,) which concerns the great 

war between two rival tanuki camps in Awa 

Province. Takahata, in fact, initiates the plot of his 

story with a reference to this myth’s content 

without, however, mention the myth’s name. 

Therefore, Takahata's deep knowledge of his 

country’s mythology and tradition seems to be a 

fact. The immersion in the myths that surround the 

Tanuki is evident. All the plot’s events arise from 

this knowledge and has to do with the substance of 

tanuki in Japan from past to present.  

Τhe film’s production year is 1994, when 

the land of the rising sun was in the midst of the 

Heisei period and the film takes place at that 

specific time. Nevertheless, the film’s story 

broaches timely topics not only for Japan but for 

most of the countries around the world who, in the 

name of development, sacrifice a great flora and 

fauna amount disturbing and changing the 

environmental balance forever. In the name of this 

urbanization, millions of hectares of forest areas 

have been sacrificed worldwide which, 

unfortunately, continues to this day, either legally 

or even illegally, in Japan, Greece and elsewhere. 

These lands are inhabited by souls. The souls of 

plants, trees, animals, insects. These souls are Isao 

Takahata's interest and “Pom Poko” concerns the 

unnecessary conflict between nature and its 

inhabitants and humans who ignore and scorn 

them. Takahata’s film core is actually, as the very 

title states, a war between tradition and modern 

development, a war between nature growth and 

urban growth.   

 

III. iv. How Takahata passes the message that 

animals’ souls get wounded but not completely 

defeated 

The balance between comedy and drama 

which Takahata preserves throughout the film, is 

also appreciable at the film’s ending. The finale is 

not exactly happy nor completely dramatic. It has 

the bittersweet sense of victory and defeat at the 

same time, an element that characterizes Japanese 

narratives in general as it can be noticed in other 

anime film also. Japanese anime artists seem to 

grasp the emotional gray areas that constitute and 

represent life itself and assimilate them into their 

work. Most of the times, Japanese anime films, as 

life itself, includes characters, situations and 

relations that are not entirely good or bad. The 

characters in anime films usually are defective and 

make mistakes. They do not often come out of their 

adventures unscathed, dominants of the game. 

However, they have gained the satisfaction of 

fighting for their noble causes, even if their goals 

were not completely fulfilled. This applies for the 

Tanuki heroes in “Pom Poko” as well.  

This way of perceiving stories is usually 

completely opposite to an over optimistic and 

utopian gaze which a large part of American 

narratives adopts. The so-called "happy end" 

preponderates along with a celebration, a triumph 

of good over evil. These artistic trends are nothing 

more than echoes of each people’s religion and 

culture as it has been shaped over the centuries.  

Thus, in Pom Poko’s conclusion, Tanuki’s 

hill will finally be urbanized, many raccoons will 

settle down and compromise in order to survive. 

They end up assimilated into human societies in a 

permanent transformative form while other heroes 

will die, fighting to save their habitat. 

As Raccoons die their souls are depicted 

as transparent representations of their dead bodies 

which they leave behind, drifting away. The 

raccoons that were never able to master the power 

of transformation remain in the parks and 

woodlands that intersperse in the cities. At the 

conclusion of his film, Takahata informs us that 

people left those small amounts of nature, those 

little "breaths" of green like parks and groves of 

trees because of the Tanuki war. The Raccoon fight 

was not pointless and even if human’s urban 

expansion was not defeated, a middle solution of 

minimal satisfaction for animals and nature was 

earned. Nature has its own way to survive. 

 

IV. The Tale of the Princess Kaguya 
 

IV. i. Movie information 

● Original title: かぐや姫の物語, Kaguya-hime no 

Monogatari 

● Title in English: The Tale of the Princess Kaguya 

● Genre: Animation, Drama, Fantasy 

● Year of production: 2013 

● Country of origin: Japan 

● Duration: 137’ 

● Animation technique: Traditional 2d animation 

● Production company: Studio Ghibli (株式会社ス

タジオジブリ, Kabushiki-gaisha Sutajio Jiburi)  

● Director: Isao Takahata (高畑 勲) 
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IV. ii. A story of nature’s heart and how Isao 

Takahata interprets an archetypal animistic 

monogatari myth 

"The Tale of the Princess Kaguya”, 

(Takahata, 2013) includes in its narrative core both 

the folklore tradition of Japanese animistic beliefs 

and references to Shinto concepts.  

Written by Riko Sakaguchi (1972 -) in 

collaboration, in the story, with Takahata himself, 

the film is based on a famous literary narrative 

whose genesis is placed around the transition from 

9th to 10th century AD. The narrative original 

material is called Taketori Monogatari, The Tale of 

the Bamboo Cutter and belongs to the classical 

Japanese literature genre Monogatari. However, it 

has been adapted and attributed either in collections 

of traditional Japanese stories by Western authors 

such as that of David Lear (Lear, 2013) or in 

modern adaptations by Japanese authors such as the 

one from renowned Yasunari Kawabata (1899 – 

1972), a novelist awarded with the Nobel award for 

literature (Kawabata, 1998). 

The Monogatari genre has its roots in 

ancient oral storytelling and often combines fantasy 

with the country’s History and its individual places 

and provinces. "The Story of the Bamboo Cutter" is 

considered one of the oldest, archetypal and 

beloved of the genre. It concerns a couple of 

childless, middle-aged farmers, the husband of 

whom, one day, as he goes to the forest to indulge 

in his work, cutting bamboo trees, confronts with a 

miracle that will change his and his wife's life 

forever. A bamboo stem glows quite unnaturally as 

if attracting the man to cut it down. When, indeed 

the old farmer cuts and opens it, he discovers that a 

tiny infant is carried inside, a clear symbol of a 

bamboo tree’s kami. He and his wife adopt the 

baby and call her Kaguya. The girl seems to be 

growing at a faster rate than all other children. Very 

soon, within a few months, she is already a 

teenager, living happily in nature and developing 

friendships with the children of other farmers’ 

families. However, in the meantime, the farmer’s 

family has become rich as, from the time he 

discovered Kaguya, the bamboo cutter encounters 

luminous trees everywhere which, when he cuts 

them down, they give him a piece of gold each. 

The adoptive parents and especially the stubborn 

father, wanting to give to his daughter as much as 

he can in terms of her social and economic status 

and having himself been dazzled by the unexpected 

arrival of wealth in his life, takes the girl to the 

city, turning her, literally, to a princess, with the 

thought that soon, the most prominent lords of the 

country will be dazzled by her beauty and ask her 

to be their wife. Indeed, although Kaguya never 

shows her face to the potential suitors, various 

nobles are fascinated by her mysterious nature and 

rumors of her incomparable beauty start to spread 

all around. Many lords ask Kaguya to be their wife 

but she is extremely unhappy because she is away 

from the woods and her friends. Because of her 

unwillingness to marry anyone she assigns every 

lord who asks her in marriage an impossible 

mission. They all lie to her claiming that they are 

capable of completing their missions in order to 

gain her heart. No one is honest and pure enough to 

charm her with the merits of his soul. Not even the 

emperor himself who approaches her relying, like 

the rest of the prospective suitors, on his material 

belongings and riches, arrogant and overconfident, 

believing that with this wealth he can obtain 

whatever he desires, including princess Kaguya. 

Despite her elaborate and playful 

inspirations, Princess Kaguya remains unhappy in a 

life she didn't ask for and didn't choose. Far from 

the wise simplicity of life near the souls of the 

countryside. Far from the bamboo trees, the plains, 

the mountains and her true friends, the children of 

the poor farmers. By the end, the memories of her 

origins come alive in her mind and she remembers 

that her family roots keep from a race of moon 

people, who, indeed, very soon, will descend from 

the Moon to claim her back, on her birth planet 

planet and close to her people an event very 

imminent and inevitable. The story’s finale is 

moving and emotionally bistable since the father 

realizes his mistake in seeking economic and social 

advancement for himself and his daughter. A 

mistake that led them to wasting valuable time 

instead of investing it in their families’ 

relationships, their emotional bond with each other 

and their life close to nature. 
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Photo 3: The Tale of the Princess Kaguya 

 

IV. iii. The soul of a tree 

The souls of nature’s elements which 

constitutes one of the basic structural levels of the 

animistic core of Shinto, finds in this story a clear 

symbolism. The soul of a tree is alive, the tree itself 

has a life. Princess Kaguya, after all, is an articulate 

imagery of a tree’s kami. She is a symbol of 

bamboo tree’s soul. She is as worthy and precious 

as a new, biologically born human life. 

Unfortunately, the avarice and arrogance coming 

from wealth can destroy both the relationships of 

human souls with each other and the connection 

between Man's soul and nature’s soul. This is how 

the farmer destroys his relationship with the gift he 

was given. In Takahata’s film Japanese animism is 

expressed through similes and metaphors and the 

origins of Japanese folklore find a beautiful artistic 

incarnation. The trees shine as souls do and Man 

must learn to coexist with them as well as all other 

souls around him. A living substance can travel 

beyond its birthplace borders in order to 

communicate with other souls. It is no coincidence, 

then, that an animator and director of recognized 

artistic value and corresponding commercial fame, 

such as Isao Takahata, chooses a myth of strong 

animistic, symbolic importance about the mutual 

approach between differed spirits on Earth and 

beyond, to transfer it to cinematic form and render 

it visually.  

 

IV. iv. The aesthetic of the form becomes the 

message  

It is worth insisting on the form of visual 

aesthetics that Takahata chooses for the 

visualization of this story and how it complements 

the very nature of the story, its psycho-religious 

meanings and its traditional origins. The visual 

style, while of course belongs to the broader, vast, 

we might note, narrative and design of the anime 

genre, nevertheless it adopts a visual identity very 

different from the majority, if not the absolute total, 

of anime films produced up to the year 2013 in 

which "The Story of Princess Kaguya" is produced 

and delivered to the public, excluding, of course, 

other films by the same creator with a similar 

visual style, such as "My neighbors the Yamadas" 

(Takahata, 1999) created by Takahata and his 

collaborators 14 years before "... Princess Kaguya". 

What is it about the visual style of Takahata's film 

that differentiates it so much from other anime film 

productions? This is an absolutely minimalist 

approach to sketching and rendering of lines which, 

of course, as in any wise and thoroughly curated 

work of cinematic art, is not α coincidental or 

unrelated choice to the essence of the story. 

Takahata and his staff of animators render visually, 

with their sketches on paper, the story of Princess 

Kaguya in a way that is completely intertwined 

with its own ancient oral origins and the centuries-

old classic first material of the ritualistic literary 

Monogatari books tradition. Furthermore, their 
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images, with their inclusive simplicity, are 

uniquely consistent with the essence of the story 

itself, which concerns precisely this simplicity with 

which we must perceive the souls of all elements 

and creatures with which we coexist. 

Isao Takahata is a director with a proven 

knowledge of the techniques of the shot so that 

each frame renders the content of his story to 

perfection. He seems to realize that the best way to 

visualize a story so strongly rooted in the 

unconscious of his people's folkloric history, which 

both concerns and represents the psychocentric 

conception of Japanese social becoming, is the 

abstract sketch, which functions as a latent 

reminder to the film's audience of the Japanese 

animist tradition itself. A reminder of art, whether 

anime or more broadly, as it existed in the past and 

not only as we know it in the 21st century and at 

the same time a reminder of storytelling value at its 

core especially when this storytelling concerns the 

unseen aspects of the mental world inside us and 

around us.  

This subliminal reference to the charming 

and insubstantial austerity that nowadays seem lost 

in the face of maximalism which these days seem 

to dominate popular art and the way people 

perceive world in general, is one of the experiments 

to which Takahata indulged creatively, as observed 

in Michel Le Blanc’s and Collin Odell’s book 

“Studio Ghibli: The films of Hayao Miyazaki and 

Isao Takahata” (Le Blanc, Odell, 2019). The 

writers refer to the fact that while Miyazaki's 

painting and animation style is distinct and fully 

consistent throughout his work, Takahata has been 

more willing to experiment with different 

approaches to animation and storytelling 

techniques. They mention the traditional anime 

visual style of “Grave of the Fireflies” and its 

complete difference from that of “The tale of the 

Princess Kaguya”. They continue pointing that it 

would be really difficult to recognize them as 

works of the same animator and director. They 

point out that Takahata’s later films in particular, 

such as Princess Kaguya “…rejected conventional 

anime styles and the artist approached the medium 

of animation as being far broader than traditional 

acetate cel work (although he was adept at using 

this process)”. According to Odell and Le Blanc 

Takahata was “…unafraid to tackle new or radical 

techniques, such as the use of virtual drawn sketch 

frames imitating the style of ancient storybook 

prints” (Le Blanc, Odell, 2019:7). This deep 

connection with the ancient animism of his story’s 

origin makes “…Princess Kaguya” a really 

insightful and pertinent film which seems to 

comprehend both in screenplay and form what the 

belief in soul existence really means. His film 

becomes the message. The form and the content 

become one. It is never only about telling a story of 

animism. It is about being a story of animism. 

After all animism believes in that not only all living 

creatures have souls but also natural elements and, 

in many cases, even human creations. From that 

point of view an artistic product such as a film 

should not be excluded from the canon and should 

be considered as a soul carrier itself.          
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