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Japanese Animation Crosses Borders

Revealing Hidden Japan-France Parallels through a History Traced from the Wartime Era
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* Faculty of Sociology —— Professor Mayumi Yukimura
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Japanese animation has grown beyond domestic audiences to become a global cultural force
that captivates viewers around the world. Professor Mayumi Yukimura of the Faculty of Sociolo-
gy published Animation and the State: Fighting Characters, Mobilized Animators in March 2025.
The study illuminates present-day challenges rooted in the wartime institutionalization of anima-
tion production and unexpected links to works produced far away in France. The book was recen-

try honord with the Japan Society for Animation Studies Award. We asked her what led her to
choose this under-explored field and what drives her research.

Captivating Japanese Animation
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Japan’s first feature-length animation born under wartime
conditions

—— Congratulations on receiving the Japan Society for Animation Stud-
ies Award. What led you to begin research in this field?

Thank you very much. My background is in cultural sociology,
particularly the study of war and cultural heritage, and I've long been
interested in how new forms of culture emerge. | began out of curios-
ity with regard to two simple questions: “Why is Japanese animation
so popular worldwide?” and “How did Japanese animation come to
be made in the first place?”

The truth is that animation’s beginnings in Japan are deeply in-
tertwined with war. Before World War I, American “talkie animations,”
such as works from Disney, were screened in theaters around the
world. In Japan, however, only small independent artists were pro-
ducing short films on a limited scale. But during the war, the govern-
ment invested in animation, recognizing two key strengths: its ability
to overcome language barriers and its mass appeal. The state also
centralized and managed film-studio structures and even intervened
directly in production, resulting in feature-length works such as Mo-
motaro’s Sea Eagle, which focused on the attack on Pearl Harbor,
and Momotaro: Sacred Sailors, which later influenced Osamu Tezuka.
| want to emphasize that the achievement of creating feature-length
films must not serve to justify war.

—— You also highlight animation produced in France during the same
period.

In a notable parallel, France, too, produced animation with na-
tional funding during the war. Europe is often cited as the birthplace
of animation, and early animators such as Emile Cohl and Emile
Reynaud have been rediscovered and reevaluated. There was a
strong belief in establishing animation’s prestige through technically
advanced works, and the state supported animator training and orga-
nized production systems.

In Japan, some critics pointed to traditional picture scrolls, ka-
buki, and joruri as the origins of animation. The idea that a nation’s
own culture should serve as the foundation for modern animation
emerged in both countries, along with a desire to define animation’s
origins within one’s own cultural heritage. This shared mindset is one
of the similarities between Japan and France.

Visiting France site to explore its ties with Japan

— You also conducted on-site research in France on French animation.

On my first visit in 2008, | went to the Bibliothéque du Film in
Paris. In Japan, almost all wartime film materials were burned and
lost. But this library had preserved wartime documents, and | found
many fascinating materials there.

Further research revealed that although many Japanese anima-
tion series, for example Dragon Ball, Saint Seiya, and Candy Candly,
were broadcast widely in France from the 1970s onward, the broad-
casts later decreased due to growing efforts to protect domestic pro-
ductions. As a result, fans began organizing themselves through the
original Japanese manga.
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The Oval Room at the
Richelieu site of the
Bibliothéque nationale
de France.

In 2025, | spent about a month in France and visited several
locations, including the well-known manga café MANGA CAFE V2
in Paris, public libraries, bookstores, and specialty manga shops.
France already has its own bande dessinée culture, but the number
of Japanese and French titles on the shelves was nearly equal. Re-
cent works such as SPYXFAMILY and Oshi no Ko are translated very
quickly, appearing in stores almost in real time, which surprised me.

VAL ILHBBEEME
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El. BARER#ETZH
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Kamon shoten - a manga
specialty store in Lyon,
with an adjoining café
serving Japanese food.
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#718,000fft D2 E % Z 5
2728 -13E D [MANGA
CAFE V2]

—— Your book also discusses the relationship between Studio Ghibli
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MANGA CAFE V2 in Paris's
. 13th, with 18,000 manga
' books.
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hhi

The 'Pfister House'
depicted in Studio
Ghibli's Howl's Moving
Castle.

and French works.

Isao Takahata, co-founder of Studio Ghibli, openly stated that
he entered the world of animation after encountering The Curious
Adventures of Mr. Wonderbird (originally La Bergere et le Ramoneur)
by Paul Grimault of Les Gémeaux (The revised version, The King and
the Mockingbird, is available today). Hayao Miyazaki was also struck
by the film’s use of vertical spatial movement, unlike earlier anima-
tion, which had relied mostly on horizontal movement. This style
aligns with the expressive approaches seen in Miyazaki's Heidl, Girl
of the Alps and Lupin lll:The Castle of Cagliostro.

In Miyazaki’'s 2023 film The Boy and the Heron, a tower and
a bird, both symbols of The King and the Mockingbird, appear in
similar form. Even more surprising is the French title, Le Gar¢con
et le Héron (“The Boy and the Heron”). The Japanese original title
(Kimitachi ha douikiruka) of The Boy and the Heron is derived from
Genzaburd Yoshino's How Do You Live? yet the French title is given
as such. | realized that it might be intended as an homage to the film
so beloved by Takahata, and | felt compelled to note that connection
in my book.
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UN Human Rights Council. Each year, new animators graduate from
vocational schools wanting to work in animation because they love
it. Yet low wages and long working hours remain entrenched issues,
leading to high turnover. With subscription-funded productions now
providing larger budgets, there’s hope for improvement.

Recent works also emphasize background art, and the practice
of modeling scenery on real-world locations has created a strong “pil-
grimage tourism” market as fans visit those places to experience the
worlds of the shows. In France, too, the town of Colmar, which is to
have been a model for Howl’s Moving Castle, is extremely popular. A
European Manga & Anime Museum is currently being planned there,
with opening targeted for 2027. If economic benefits like these could
be returned to animators, it would help stabilize and revitalize the en-
tire industry.

Japanese animation is incredibly popular, but | also hope people
recognize that its origins are tied to war, and that this popularity rests
on the hard work of animators facing very difficult working conditions.
I would be glad if my book could raise awareness of these facts.

—— What are your future research plans?

| want to study how Japanese animation and manga are received
around the world, including in France. The sociologist Edgar Morin
asserted that mass culture crosses national borders. | want to track
how Japanese animation moves freely across those borders. Of
course, | have other research interests as well. To understand cultural

—ZARTF - TTYET ST BT ETT 7 VBB 253 A CEMTER 2454 582 BXALRR ETR D P X 7209, diversity across the globe, | plan to continue studying world heritage
- o -z = N S H)— 3 sites and world expositions. I'm also looking at how kimono culture
7‘<Z1$““®E§%ﬁ(“t’“a WA EOORE LRI A > TOES. ARZTTES, is changing through rental kimono, which are extremely popular with
WwHAHEL = T VATE [Hhorod k] ofiLvwbhs 2L~y —)Lid foreign visitors in Kyoto. My personal policy is to “stay curious,” so

| hope to continue delving into new cultural phenomena spanning
many fields.
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