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T he appro aching wall o f  wat er in Ponyo

T he po st -disast er sea t eems wit h ancient  marine
life

The Anime Direct or, t he Fant asy Girl and t he Very Real Tsunami

Susan J. Napier

Abst ract : Of the many gifted directo rs  within Japanese animatio n, arguably the mo s t imaginative and certainly the mo s t pro lif ic is
Miyazaki Hayao . Miyazaki's  wo rks  o ver the las t three decades  have co ns is tently dealt with catas tro phe o n bo th a perso nal and a
universal level, o ften fo cus ing o n yo ung peo ple and their reactio ns  to  a devas tated wo rld. This  paper examines  the treatment o f
disas ter in the films , co ncentrating particularly o n his  mo s t recent film Gake no ue no Ponyo, (Po nyo ). Ponyo is  dis cussed in the
co ntext bo th o f Miyazaki's  general treatment o f disas ter and in relatio n to  the tsunami o f March 11.
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As  news  repo rts  o f the March 11 earthquake and tsunami increased in number and intens ity
las t spring I fo und myself thinking mo re and mo re abo ut Japan's  mo s t famo us  animatio n
directo r Miyazaki Hayao . Mo re specifically I tho ught abo ut his  mo s t recent mo vie Ponyo (in
Japanese, "Gake no  ue no  Po nyo "), and ho w I wished I co uld po se Miyazaki a ques tio n abo ut
the film. A family-o riented mo vie that was  o ne o f the to p gro ssers  o f 2008 , the year when it
came o ut in Japan, the film tells  the s to ry o f Po nyo , a little girl who  is  part fish and part
human. Apparently inspired by The Little Mermaid, Ponyo relates  ho w its  epo nymo us  hero ine
defies  her magician father to  leave her o cean dwelling and co me o n land in o rder to  pursue
her lo ve fo r a yo ung human bo y named So suke. Unlike in the Andersen o r Disney tale,
ho wever, this  ro mance leads  to  cataclysmic events . Po nyo 's  ins is tent attachment to  the
human wo rld ends  up caus ing a gigantic tsunami that inundates  the fishing po rt where
So suke lives  and po ses  great danger to  So suke's  father and mo ther and to  the inhabitants
o f the po rt.

The film ends  happily, ho wever, as  the two  children's  lo ve fo r each o ther causes  the tsunami
to  recede and leaves  the po rt dwellers  seemingly miraculo us ly unto uched.

The ques tio n I wo uld like to  ask
Miyazaki is  the fo llo wing: Ho w
do  yo u feel, after the very real
disas ter o f the earthquake and
the tsunami, abo ut having
created a film that centers
aro und a fantasy tsunami? The
film includes  a number o f
s cenes  that eerily replicate the
des tructio n and aftermath o f
the real tsunami, including
vis io ns  o f to wering waves ,
flo o ded ho uses , and upturned
bo ats  bo bbing laz ily under
water. The lively inhabitants  o f

an o ld age ho me are threatened and the hero 's  mo ther go es  miss ing in an attempt to  rescue them. There is  even a very dark
mo ment when So suke's  father, a ship captain, sees  ahead o f him a gigantic wave upo n which lie a mass  o f inert ships , creating what
he calls  in ho rro r "a ship's  graveyard."

But the bleak reality o f disas ter is  ultimately subsumed within Miyazaki's  o verall artis tic vis io n that weaves  a dreamlike child's
fantasy aro und the catas tro phe and its  after-effects . Unlike the real tsunami, these scenes  manifes t themselves  in so ft pas tels ,
sho t thro ugh with go lden sunshine, as  if taking place in a marvelo us  dream wo rld. Lyrical and largely upbeat mus ic, co mpo sed by
Miyazaki's  favo rite co mpo ser Jo e Hisaishi, adds  to  the magical quality o f these scenes . No t o nly fantasy and dream but time itself
plays  a ro le in dis tancing the viewer fro m the ho rro r o f the real. Fo r, thanks  to  Po nyo 's  remarkable po wers  which have been
augmented by her human magician father and sea go ddess  mo ther, the sea has  devo lved back into  the Devo nian Era o f millio ns  o f
years  ago .

This  beco mes  clear in a memo rable s cene when So suke and Po nyo  bo ard
a to y bo at in search o f So suke's  mo ther and go  cruis ing abo ve the
dro wned ro ads , ho uses  and trees , acco mpanied o nly by gigantic
prehis to ric fish that swim laz ily o ver the remnants  o f human civilizatio n.
Rather than being frightened by this  traumatic turn o f events , Po nyo  and
So suke react with an almo s t adult pragmatism mixed with child-like
excitement. So suke packs  a hearty lunch, while Po nyo  uses  her magic
po wers  to  turn the to y bo at into  a vessel big eno ugh to  ho ld the two  o f
them. The children laugh happily at the ease with which their little bo at
navigates  the watery wo rld and jo yo us ly call o ut the names  o f the
ancient fish that the tsunami has  bro ught to  light. The fact that So suke's
mo ther has  go ne miss ing appears  almo s t a matter o f indifference to  the
children, lo s t in the beauty o f their changed surro undings . The scene is
almo s t eerily serene, redo lent o f no s talgia fo r childho o d play and also ,
perhaps , fo r a pre-human wo rld o f natural beauty. Altho ugh, later o n in
the film there is  a heart-breaking mo ment when So suke finds  his
mo ther's  empty car and s tarts  to  cry, the o verall emo tio nal to ne o f the
mo vie is  s trangely mello w, as  if the characters  were mo ving thro ugh a
dream wo rld where amaz ing events  can o ccur but ultimately never to uch
them.
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Conan
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Given the very real trauma that natural catas tro phe can inflict, Ponyo is  to  my mind a surpris ing, even dis turbing vis io n o f disas ter. In
so me ways  the tsunami appears  almo s t as  an o ppo rtunity fo r a lighthearted children's  adventure s to ry. But o f co urse there is  mo re
at s take here than mere adventure. It can be argued that Po nyo  and So suke's  calm engagement with the tsunami and its  aftermath
represents  a mo del fo r its  child viewers  as  ho w to  behave when the wo rld co mes  to  an end. In this  regard, the film is  part o f a lo ng
line o f what I call bo th "po s t-traumatic" and "pre-traumatic" s tress  films  in Miyazaki's  o euvre.

Indeed Miyazaki's  wo rk, s ince his  1970 's  debut televis io n series , Future
Boy Conan (Mirai Sho nen Co nan), which was  set in a po s t apo calyptic
wo rld in which o nly a few human is lands  remain in the mids t o f a vas t
sea, is  replete with images  o f disas ter. Equally impo rtantly, the films  are
also  explo ratio ns  o f ho w humans  co pe with disas ter. In episo de after
episo de, Co nan, the yo ung hero  o f the series , uses  his  pluck, s trength
and cunning to  deal with threats  that are bo th natural and manmade,
beco ming the epito me o f yo uthful reso urcefulness  in a threatening
enviro nment. The emphas is  o n Co nan and his  fello w yo ung peo ples '
reso urcefulness  is  refreshing but it sho uld be remembered that this  is
also  a co nventio n in children's  literature. Or, as  Miyazaki puts  it "One o f
the essential elements  o f mo s t class ical children's  literature is  that the

children in the s to ries  actually fend fo r themselves ."1

Miyazaki
takes  this
co nventio n
to  extreme
lengths .
After Conan,
and in
tandem
with setting
up his  o wn
animatio n
s tudio ,
Studio
Ghibli, the
directo r
has  go ne
o n to
pro duce a
number o f
apo calyptic
films  that
are

memo rable bo th fo r their varied explo ratio ns  o f catas tro phe as  well as  fo r their use o f child o r yo uthful pro tago nis ts , (no t to
mentio n their eno rmo us  bo x o ffice success ). One o f the directo r's  mo s t belo ved films , Nausicaa of the Valley of Wind (Kaze no  tani no
Naus icaa, 1985), is  set in a thirtieth century po s t-apo calyptic wo rld in which a yo ung princess  mus t no t o nly s to p her fello w humans
fro m unleashing further techno lo gical catas tro phe but also  has  to  calm a herd o f gigantic insects  befo re they inflict devas tatio n o n
what is  left o f the wo rld. In his  1986  film Castle in the Sky; Laputa a bo y and a girl co me clo se to  sacrif icing themselves  in o rder to
prevent the develo pment o f a techno lo gy o f annihilatio n. His  1997 mo vie Princess Mononoke (Mo no no kehime), go es  back in time to
envis io n a fo urteenth century Japan in which humans  engender an enviro nmental apo calypse by co nspiring to  kill the go d o f the
fo res t and can o nly be s to pped by the actio ns  o f a yo ung girl raised by wo lves  and a yo ung warrio r fro m a far away land.

It sho uld be no ted that Miyazaki is  merely o ne o f many Japanese directo rs , in bo th live actio n and animated films , to  explo re the
subject o f catas tro phe o ver the las t 60  years . The 1950s  film Godzilla and its  subsequent sequels  wo rked thro ugh the disas ter o f the
ato mic bo mb while the 1973 blo ckbus ter film Japan Sinks (Nippo n Chinbo tsu) envis io ns  a devas tating series  o f earthquakes  and
tidal waves  that ultimately s ink Japan fo rever beneath the waves . On the anime fro nt, Akira the highes t gro ss ing film in Japan in 1989
began with a nuclear explo s io n that des tro ys  To kyo . In 1996-7 the ico nic televis io n series  Neon Genesis Evangelion (Shinseiki
Ebuangerio n) riveted the co untry with its  extrao rdinary vis io n o f generatio nal co nflict o n a patho lo gical s cale set agains t an

Armageddo n-esque battle between humans  and invader aliens  kno wn as
"Angels ." Even animated po rno graphy co ntains  o ne infamo us  example o f
ero tic apo calypse, the no to rio us  film and OVA series  Legend of the
Overfiend (Uro tsukido ji). All three o f the animated films  mentio ned also
revo lve aro und yo uthful pro tago nis ts .

What is  this  all abo ut? One sho uld no t dis co unt the sheer vis ceral
pleasure in images  o f disas ter— what Ro bert L

ifto n describes  as  "the o rgias tic excitement o f wild fo rces  let lo o se—

des tro ying everything in o rder to  feel alive."2 Susan So ntag puts  it even

mo re s imply as  "the pleasure o f making a mess ."3 This  sense o f all-o ut
cathartic release is  surely o ne aspect o f why disas ters  have such a ho ld
o n o ur imaginatio ns . After all, let us  remember ho w trans fixed we, o r
mo s t o f us , were by the images  o f the tsunami washing o ver No rthern
Japan. Furthermo re, many Wes tern films  (especially American and

Aus tralian mo vies ) revo lve aro und apo calyptic s ituatio ns , fro m films  abo ut nuclear anxiety such as  Co ld War wo rks  ranging fro m
Stanley Kubrick's  Dr. Strangelove o r Sydney Lumet's  Fail Safe to  the Aus tralian directo r Peter Weir's  vis io n o f enviro nmental co llapse in

his  film The Last Wave.4 There are o f co urse deeper cultural facto rs  as  well. On a universal level wo rld ending vis io ns  are at leas t as
o ld as  Zo ro as trianism and are deeply embedded in Judeo -Chris tian and Is lamic civilizatio n.

On the o ne hand apo calyptic vis io ns  may help to  give meaning to  o ur exis tence o n earth. The eschato lo gical mindset pro vides  o n
the po s itive s ide fo r the po ss ibility o f purificatio n and redemptio n. On the negative s ide, apo calyptic tho ught o ften has  a tinge o f
revenge o r even despair attached to  it. And, fro m early o n, apo calyptic no tio ns  have o ften been seen as  warnings , frequently
attached to  certain behavio rs  that are judged as  evil o r wanting. In the po pular culture o f the po s twar perio d end o f wo rld s cenario s
o ften revo lve aro und nuclear anxiety, glo bal warming, techno lo gical excess , and the dangers  o f either the to talitarian o r uber
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My Neighbor Totoro pro t ago nist s Sat suki and Mei
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All o f these aspects  are addressed in co ntempo rary Japanese cultural
pro ducts , fro m literature, to  live actio n cinema to  anime and manga.
Despite its  lack o f a Judeo -Chris tian backgro und, Japan has  a s tro ng
apo calyptic traditio n, clearly linked to  its  fragile po s itio n in the Pacific
Ring o f Fire where earthquakes  and tsunami are co ns is tent o ccurrences .
The co untry's  recent his to ry, mo s t o bvio us ly the Pacific War, the ato mic
bo mbing o f Hiro shima, and enviro nmental degradatio n, have no urished
this  mindset even mo re. Japan's  seco nd No bel Prize winner in literature,
Oe Kenzaburo , wro te a two  vo lume no vel in 1973 entitled The Floodwaters
have come unto my Soul (Ko zui wa wagatamashii o  o yo bitamau),
enco mpass ing bo th enviro nmental and nuclear disas ter as  it described
the adventures  o f a middle aged man who  builds  a shelter fo r himself
while he awaits  the co ming o f an eno rmo us  flo o d.

Amo ng all o f Japan's  no table artis ts , ho wever, it is  Miyazaki who  has
mo s t co ns is tently given us  wo rks  that revo lve aro und wo rld ending
events  to  the po int where we might even speak o f an o verall apo calyptic
mindset in Miyazaki's  o euvre. Befo re examining the specifics  o f
Miyazaki's  apo calyptic vis io n, ho wever, it is  wo rth taking so me time to
explo re the co mplex and fascinating relatio nship between po pular culture

and the apo calyptic imaginatio n. In o rder to  do  that we need to  s tep back in time to  a po int no t to o  lo ng ago  when po pular culture
was  seen as  so mething akin to  Marx's  idea o f religio n as  the o pium o f the masses , a lo w bro w escape valve thro ugh which the
po pulace's  grievances  and anxieties  co uld be safely channeled away fro m any fo rm o f po s itive actio n and which, no t so  incidentally,
served as  a means  o f legitimiz ing an intellectual elite who  had their hands  o n the tiller o f the "high culture" bo at. In the las t three
decades  o r so  this  view has  shifted eno rmo us ly with an increas ing ackno wledgement o f the influence, spread and fluidity o f po pular
culture. After all, to  use a Japanese example, to day's  "high culture" pro ducts  such as  kabuki and wo o dblo ck prints  were clearly "mass
cultural" items  during the Edo  perio d that spawned them.

Whether we s till need to  debate the ques tio n o f quality, and I think that is  a legitimate ques tio n, the fact is  that po pular culture is
impo rtant o n the mo s t bas ic level because it is  popular. Examining a po pular culture pro duct therefo re means  that we can be sure
that this  is  a wo rk that has  impact o n a large number o f peo ple. No w the ques tio n beco mes , what kind o f impact? Is  a wo rk po pular
s imply because it reflects  the wishes  o r fears  o f a large mass  o f peo ple? Or can it also  influence and mo ve its  audience, playing into
subco nscio us  dreams  and nightmares  that dis turb co ntempo rary peo ple o n a deep level?

Mo s t co mmentato rs  to day wo uld answer yes  to  the latter ques tio n, Or
as  Jo hn Treat puts  it, "Po pular culture, a phrase that will no t really do  any
lo nger but has  yet to  be supplanted, is  no w held to  be bo th material and
immaterial, real and ico nic; it is  actively co ns titutive o f experience as

well as  pass ively reflective o f it.5"

My argument is  that Miyazaki's  apo calyptic vis io n is  o ne that do es  mo re
than reflect the age -o ld Japanese imaginatio n o f disas ter. Rather, to
bo rro w Treat's  phrase, it is  o ne that has  actively helped to  co ns titute it,
allo wing his  audience, especially his  Japanese audience, a chance to
wo rk thro ugh, rehearse and even perhaps  do  so me pre-emptive thinking
in relatio n to  disas ter. I call this  particular dynamic "pre-traumatic s tress
syndro me." In Miyazaki's  cinematic wo rld, these s tresses  vary fro m the
supra perso nal, explicitly - wo rld ending fantas ies  to  mo re intimate
traumas  o f parental abando nment. Miyazaki's  vis io ns  o f supra perso nal

apo calypse beginning with Future Boy Conan (Mirai Sho nen Co nan) and co ntinuing thro ugh Castle in the Sky Laputa, Nausicaa of the Valley
of Wind, Princess Mononoke , and Howl's Moving Castle, all feature certain co mmo n elements : vis io ns  o f all o ut war invo lving advanced
techno lo gy misused by humans , enviro nmental co llapse and implicit po litical co mmentary, and also  co ntain a s tro ng ideo lo gical
subtext, usually expressed in terms  o f a (nuanced) warning as  to  the dangers  o f techno lo gy. Furthermo re, they also  highlight brave,
co mpetent, and independent child o r ado lescent pro tago nis ts  who  co me clo se to  sacrif icing their lives  fo r the greater go o d o f
humanity, usually in s ituatio ns  where so me kind o f techno lo gical decis io n mus t be made.

As  such, they may seem quite different fro m the mo re intimate family fantas ies  that Miyazaki also  creates . But it is  in their
privileging o f child pro tago nis ts  and all that the child fo calizatio ns  imply (i.e. inno cence, purity and, as  o ne character in Princess
Mononoke puts  it memo rably, the ability to  "see with eyes  unclo uded") that links  them to  the mo re intimate apo calyptic narratives  o f
My Neighbor Totoro and Spirited Away, bo th o f which feature children co ping with the trauma o f parental abando nment.

Miyazaki's  use o f child characters  is  an impo rtant element in what I see
as  his  ability to  create wo rks  o f "pre-traumatic s tress ." Altho ugh the
directo r is  careful to  make his  child pro tago nis ts  quite realis tic—even
sullen, bratty o r petty at times—their essential inno cence highlights  their
ro le as  embo dying ho pe fo r the future. Furthermo re, the child's
co nnectio n with the elemental—thro ugh play, sensatio n and wo nder—
makes  them particularly appro priate vehicles  fo r full participatio n in the
"mess" that apo calypse creates . In this  regard, it is  wo rth no ting that the
adults  in Miyazaki's  films  seem increas ingly dis co nnected and helpless
and implicitly co llabo rating in the degradatio n aro und them. Especially in
the directo r's  mo s t recent films , the middle-aged generatio ns  are
depicted as  materialis tic, selfish and irrespo ns ible. In co ntras t
Miyazaki's  children are no t o nly inno cent, they are also  extremely
reso urceful, ris ing capably to  challenges  that wo uld o verwhelm the
average adult. It is  his  child o r yo uthful characters , so metimes
suppo rted by caring elderly pro tago nis ts , who  bear the burden o f

preventing des tructio n and creating o r (recreating) a better wo rld.

All o f the abo ve features  co me into  play in Ponyo, a wo rk that memo rably mixes  intimate apo calypse with the supraperso nal thro ugh
Miyazaki's  fo calizatio n thro ugh his  two  very yo ung characters , Po nyo  and So suke as  they make their way thro ugh the po s t-tsunami
wo rld. On the o ne hand, Ponyo is  a charming co ming-o f-age s to ry invo lving two  five year o ld children who  go  o n an exciting adventure
and learn, at a remarkably yo ung age, to  co pe fo r themselves  thro ugh their o wn increas ing ability to  rise to  challenges  and also



Fujimo t o  sprays seawat er befo re him as he
vent ures o n land

Po nyo  unleashes t he po wer o f  t he o cean

thro ugh the po wer o f their pure lo ve fo r and trus t in each o ther. Simply as  a children's  adventure s to ry Ponyo's narrative wo rks  very
effectively and o ne can imagine yo ung children in the audience thrilling to  the film's  delightful pro tago nis ts , its  brilliantly evo ked
mise en scenes  o f o cean and magically trans fo rmed to wn, and the marvelo us  quality o f its  hand drawn animatio n that manages  to
be s imultaneo us ly mys terio us  and playful.

Ho wever, it mus t be re-emphas ized that this  charming adventure is  built
upo n the back o f an o vertly apo calyptic vis io n and that the film's
subtextual emo tio nal reso nances  sugges t, at leas t to  my mind, an
attitude o f angry despair mixed, parado xically, with serene acceptance. I
base my reading partly o n what I see as  Miyazaki's  clear ideo lo gical
agenda thro ugho ut the film, an anger and bitterness  to wards  human
was te and des tructio n embo died in the resentful character o f Po nyo 's
father, the magician Fujimo to , who  has  literally left behind his  humanity
o ut o f his  anger to wards  ho w the human race has  devas tated the planet.

Altho ugh Fujimo to  is  depicted as  so mewhat hapless  and pro blematic—it
is  he, after all, who  accidentally allo ws  Po nyo  access  to  the magic
po tio ns  that increase her po wers , he also  can be seen as  a kind o f
spo kesman fo r the natural wo rld. His  frequent references  to  "filthy

humans" and his  renunciatio n o f his  o wn humanity, emblemized by his  deep o cean ho me and his  inability to  live no rmally o n land,
represent a savage critique o f human was tefulness . Fro m Fujimo to 's  po int o f view at leas t, the tsunami and its  acco mpanying
des tructio n, no t to  mentio n the o cean's  return to  the Devo nian epo ch, can clearly be read as  cathartic, purifying and even
redemptive.

The o cean itself beco mes  a live and memo rably angry character in the
film. The graveyard o f bo ats  that So suke's  father heads  to wards  can be
seen as  the o cean's  revenge upo n the human. This  is  reinfo rced by the
immense and angry lo o king waves  that acco mpany Po nyo 's  pro gress
to wards  reuniting with So suke and the scene's  acco mpanying mus ical
s co re that co ntains  s tro ng echo es  o f Wagner's  "Ride o f the Valkyries ."
Po nyo  herself can be read as  a fo rce o f nature s ince it is  she who
triggers  the o cean to  let lo o se its  apo calyptic po wer. On the o ne hand
we can interpret Po nyo  and her sea-go ddess  mo ther as  the agents  o f the
vengeful sea but it is  also  interes ting to  no te that Po nyo  gains  her
po wer thro ugh breaking into  her human father's  co llectio n o f magical
elixirs  and drinking them fo r herself, ano ther vers io n o f the age o ld fear
o f tampering with mys terio us  fo rces , i.e. techno lo gy. Watching this
scene in the wake o f the March 11 catas tro phe o ne canno t help but be
reminded o f the waters  spilling into  the nuclear reacto r.

In keeping with the redemptive and purgative aspect o f apo calypse,
ho wever, Po nyo  and her parents  embo dy bo th despair and salvatio n. In
the lo ng run Miyazaki do es  no t let the dark undercurrents  o f Ponyo rise
to o  clo sely to  the surface. Altho ugh there are clear sugges tio ns  that the
inhabitants  o f the to wn and So suke's  father Ko ichi are actually dead
(twice in the film the term "ano  yo " o r "after life" is  used), the film's  final
third takes  pains  to  give an upbeat twis t to  the pro ceedings . Po nyo 's
parents  reunite to  help so lve the cris is  that their daughter has  caused,
pro mis ing that the genuine lo ve between Po nyo  and So suke will help
right the balance o f nature. The to wn's  denizens  are depicted as  happily
making their way in a kind o f flo ating parade (So suke describes  it as  a
matsuri o r "fes tival"), acro ss  the waters  to  a hillto p where they will be
safe. So suke's  mo ther turns  o ut to  be safe after all, and the film's
deno uement returns  Ko ichi to  land jus t in time fo r him to  witness  the
kis s  o f lo ve between his  so n and Po nyo  that res to re's  nature's  balance

and ends  the film.

Even mo re than mo s t films  in the genre o f disas ter and apo calypse, Ponyo allo ws  its  audience to  bo th wo rk thro ugh the ho rro r o f
catas tro phe and rehearse ho w to  behave when ano ther inevitably co mes . The lesso ns  o f Ponyo are clear, as  embo died in the scene
where So suke and Po nyo  go  bo ating in the Devo nian Sea: The current generatio n o f adults  have lo s t their mo o rings  and have
allo wed enviro nmental devas tatio n and po werful fo rces  o f energy to  threaten the wo rld. It is  up to  o ur children, with their upbeat and
pragmatic mindset and who  s till retain ves tiges  o f respect fo r and wo nder at nature, to  s to p this  threat.

Ho w to  s to p it?  Here is  where the message beco mes  a little clo udy in my o pinio n. One o f my s tudents  has  sugges ted that children in

Miyazaki are in so me ways  reactio nary fo rces .6  Rather than break o n thro ugh to  a new age that can enco mpass  the co mplexities  o f
mo dernity, they are usually depicted as  saving the wo rld thro ugh res to ring it to  a previo us , better, s tate. This  may well be the case
with Ponyo, where Po nyo 's  tampering with her father's  magic po tio ns  creates  the Devo nian sea that flo o ds  the to wn and returns  the
wo rld to  a primo rdial co nditio n. The Devo nian Sea, free o f humanity, techno lo gy and any fo rm o f "civilizatio n" is  arguably bo th the
mo s t reactio nary and the mo s t radical vis io n o f apo calypse that Miyazaki has  ever attempted. Had the mo vie ended with the scene
o f the two  children go ing o ut o n a bo at like Adam and Eve in search o f a new wo rld the mo vie might have been truly dis turbing with
its  implicatio ns  o f mass  death and cataclysmic natural shifts .

But Ponyo is  a family film that ultimately canno t sus tain such a definitively bleak vis io n. Ins tead we are given an upbeat ending with a
rather amo rpho us  vis io n o f lo ve co nquering all. In this  case the children are reactio nary agents  who se lo ve papers  o ver the tear in
the fabric o f nature that they themselves  had helped to  create. The film ultimately shies  away fro m its  darkes t implicatio ns , allo wing
its  family audience to  get remarkably clo se to  apo calyptic trauma but finally pro viding them with an escape ro ute fro m that
co nditio n.

We return to  o ur ques tio n to  Miyazaki. "Ho w do  yo u feel abo ut Ponyo in the wake o f 3/11?" My guess  is  that he wo uld be cautio us ly
o ptimis tic. Since the earthquake, tsunami and nuclear radiatio n disas ter, there has  been much dis cuss io n in Japan o f a new natio nal
spirit aris ing o ut o f the ruins . Altho ugh I wo uld never see Miyazaki as  a knee jerk natio nalis t, it is  clear fro m his  wo rks  that, at so me
level at leas t, he sees  the need o f an o verall cris is  that will set Japan (and perhaps  the wo rld) o n a better path. Let us  ho pe that the
o ptimis tic aspects  o f Ponyo—ho pe fo r the future, belief in the redemptive po wer o f lo ve, the need to  respect the literally aweso me
fo rces  o f nature, and an acceptance bo th o f the inevitability o f catas tro phe and the necess ity fo r transcending it, are elements  that



T he sea rest o red

Ponyo's o cean o ffers viewers a po werful sense o f
life

will help to  shape the current Japanese
imaginatio n o f disas ter.
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