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Spirited Away

CONTEXT

n 2003, Spirited Awaywas the first anime film

(Japanese animated movie) to win the Oscar for

Best Animated Feature. For many Americans,

the director, Hayao Miyazaki, was an unknown
despite the fact that his seven previous full-length animated
features had made him a household name in Japan. Disney
Studios had tried in the past to expand Miyazaki’s American
audience, and in 1996 negotiated with Miyazaki and his
animation company, Studio Ghibli, to bring nine of their films
into wide release for English-speaking audiences. The first film
to be distributed was Princess Mononoke, which succeeded
critically but failed at the box office. Disney was reluctant to
release any more Studio Ghibli films until the success of
Spirited Away. The film’s fine story telling and breathtaking
animation made it the highest grossing movie of all time in
Japan, and Disney hoped it would create wider appeal for
Japanese anime in the U.S.

Born in Japan on January 5, 1941, Hayao Miyazaki grew
up in the shadow of World War II. Miyazaki's father, Katsuji,
headed the family’s airplane factory, which produced wingtips
for Zero fighters. The factory made his family wealthy, but
Miyazaki was ashamed that his family profited from the war
when so many others suffered. In 1944 the entire family was
forced to evacuate the city and flee to the country, and after
the war Miyazaki’s family moved several more times. Miyaza-
ki started school in 1947, the same year his mother was hospi-
talized due to spinal tuberculosis. In spite of her illness, she
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Spirited Away

* CONTEXT

had a strong influence on Miyazaki, who rarely saw his busy
father.

Miyazaki’s interest in art and animation grew from two
major influences: Japanese comic books, called manga, and his
schooling at Gakushuin University. Manga were a profound
cultural phenomenon when Miyazaki was growing up, embrac-
ing complex themes and often targeting an older audience.
Miyazaki decided he wanted to draw manga for a living when
he was in high school. Later, inspired by the full-length-
Japanese animated features that were becoming increasingly
popular, he changed his mind and decided to become an ani-
mator. At Gakushuin University, Miyazaki’s economics and
political science studies shaped thecultural, artistic, and politi-
cal sensibilities that influenced his later works. As part of his
economics major,Miyazaki researched Japanese industry and
the war’s effect on his country. He later incorporated this and
other material into movies such as Princess Mononoke, where a
city of women produces nothing but weapons and iron. He al-
so joined the children’s literature research society, a club for
aspiring manga writers and illustrators.

Shortly after graduating in 1963, Miyazaki landed a job
as an inbetweener helping to create seamiess frames at Woei
Douga, Japan's leading animation studio. But just as important
to Miyazaki’s career was his role as chief secretary of Woei
Douga’s labor union. His involvement with the union, and the
union itself, deviated from Japan’s cultural programming,
which insists on absolute subordination to one’s employer. As
a labor leader, he made many valuable career connections and
met his future wife, animator Akemi Ot. In 1971, Miyazaki
left Toei Douga for A-Pro, an animation studio owned by two
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Spirited Away

of his former Toei Douga colleagues. At A-Pro and subse-
quent studios, Miyazaki honed his skills as a storyteller and
animator in both television and film. He also became a popu-
lar author and creator of manga.

In 1984, Miyazaki released his first full-length feature,
Nausicaa of the Valley of Wind, which was based on his popu
lar manga series. It was so successful that he was able to es-
tablish Studio Ghibli. More importantly,the success of the
movie revived feature-length animation in Japan. For some
time, television anime had threatened to render animated
movies obsolete. Miyazaki’s films helped to reverse this
trend, and the successof each new Miyazaki film has sur-
passed its predecessors. Princess Mononoke received the
Japanese Academy Award for Best Film and was the highest-
grossing domestic film in Japan’s history until Spirited Away
supplanted it.

Now in his sixties, Miyazaki shows no sign of slowing
down. His films are still not commercially successful in
America, possibly because American audiences have difficulty
identifying with the Japanese culture heexplores. However, his
influence on the art of feature-length anime has given it a

quality unrivalled in American animation. Y
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Spirited Away

PLOT OVERVIEW

hihiro, a ten-year-old girl, sulks in the back
seat of her parents’ car. The family is on its
way to a new home in a new town, and
Chihiro doesn’t want to move. When her
father gets lost taking a short cut, they discover the entrance
to an abandoned theme park. The parents investigate and find
a deserted stall piled with food. They start eating, and soon,
they're both pigging out. They try to make Chihiro eat, but
she has a bad feeling about it and refuses the food. Chihiro
wanders away by herself. While she explores, a boy appears
and warns her to leave before dark. She runs back to the stall,
only to find that her parents have turned into pigs. As night
falls,shadowy spirits fill the park, and Chihiro starts becoming
transparent. The boy appears again and coaxes her to eat food
from the spirit world, which will keep her from disappearing.
He then leads her to a busy bath house, negotiating her safely
through a phalanx of spirits who aren’t happy about having a
human among them. After getting her to safety, he gives her
detailed instructions on how to get a job in the spirit world,
which he says is the only way to survive. He says his name is
Haku, and that he has known her since she was very small.
Chihiro first goes to the boiler man, Kamaji, for a job.
Kamaji tells her that the enchanted soot creatures provide him
with all the help he needs. As they talk, Chihiro rescues one of
the soot creatures. A girl named Lin arrives and is shocked to
discover the human everyone is looking for. Impressed with
Chihiro’s tenacity and kindness, Kamaji lies and tells Lin that
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Chihiro is his granddaughter. He bribes Lin to take Chihiro to
Yubaba, the witch who runs the bathhouse, to ask for a job.
Yubaba initially refuses, but gives in when Chihiro persists.
After Chihiro signs a contract for the job, Yubaba steals sev-
eral of the characters that make up Chihiro’s name, renaming
her Sen.

The next morning, Haku takes Sen to see her pig-parents,
who no longer remember they were once human. Sen tries to
remember her real name, and almost can’t. Haku warns Sen
that he no longer remembers who he used to be and that if she
forgets she’ll never be able to get home. Returning to the
bathhouse, Sen looks back and sees a white dragon in the air.
She knows the dragon is Haku.

On Sen’s first day of work at the bathhouse, she
encounters a silent, white-faced spirit called No-Face, for
whom she kindly leaves a door open. She also cleans a stink
spirit, which turns out to be a polluted river spirit.The river
spirit rewards her job well done with a magic herbal cake. No-
Face becomes obsessed with getting Sen’s attention. The next
day, Sen awakens to find everyone gone, and No-Face, who
has gained a voice by eating a frog worker, is causing an
uproar by creating gold out of thin air.

Outside of the bathhouse, Sen sees the white dragon,
Haku, being attacked by birds. She opens a door for him and
he flies through, followed by the birds, which are made of pa-
per. In agony, Haku flies to Yubaba’srooms on the upper lev-
el. Knowing he’ll bleed to death without help, Sen runs to
find him. One of the paper birds hides on her back. As Sen
runs through the bathhouse, No-Face sees her and tries to give
her gold. She refuses it and runs away. Angered by her
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* PLOT OVERVIEW

refusal, No-Face starts swallowing the staff and causing a
panic.Arriving at Yubaba’s quarters, Sen finds Haku
unconscious. The paper bird that has been hiding on Sen’s
back seems to turn into Yubaba, but actually it’s her twin
sister, Zeniba. Zeniba has followed Haku be cause he stole her
gold seal. Disgusted by Boh, Yubaba's giant baby, Zeniba
turns him into a small mouse and turns Yubaba’s pet bird into
a fly. Thrashing around, Haku smashes the paper bird, and
Zeniba disappears.

Haku and Sen fall down a dark shaft into the boiler room.
Kamaji tells Sen that Haku is bleeding from the inside, so Sen
gives Haku part of the herbal cake the river spirit gave her.
Haku vomits up the gold seal and a slug, which Sen squashes.

Haku turns back to his boy form, but he is still very ill.
Sen decides to go to Zeniba in an attempt to convince her to
cure Haku. Kamaji gives Sen train tickets to get to Zeniba.
On her way to the train, Sen confronts No-Face, who is still
terrorizing the bathhouse. She gives him the rest of the herbal
cake that she’s been saving for her parents. He begins to
vomit and becomes angry at Sen, chasing her through the
bathhouse. As he runs he vomits up all the people and things
he’s eaten, getting smaller and smaller until he’s back to his
normal size and meek demeanor. Sen, the Boh-mouse, the
Yubaba-fly, and No-Face leave together for the train. As the
group makes its way to Zeniba’s, Haku recovers. He leaves
the group and goes back to Yubaba, promising to return Boh
to her if Yubaba will send Sen and her parents back to their
world.

When Sen arrives at Zeniba’s, she asks Zeniba to forgive



