






 
 

 
 
 
 

162 

with transient melancholy and ending with the despair of owakare – that great parting Marie 

Mockett writes of – Takahata and his collaborators remind us that for Kaguya-hime, as for all of 

us, that existential joy only exists because it is fleeting. It is only felt so powerfully, in this 

particular moment, because she knows it shall soon be over. And although this is true, and 

although it is a rather beautiful thought when pondered in a larger cosmic sense, that does not 

make it hurt any less when the time comes to say goodbye.  

This is the fundamental human dilemma Sigmund Freud ponders in one of his very wisest 

pieces of writing, “On Transience,” composed after the end of the first World War in 1916. In it, 

Freud recalls a day he spent alongside a taciturn friend and a famous poet, the latter of whom 

could not find enjoyment in the beautiful summer day the trio enjoyed, so beset was he by a 

belief that the transience of things robs them of their worth. Freud writes:  

I could not see my way to dispute the transience of all things, nor could I insist upon an 
exception in favour of what is beautiful and perfect. But I did dispute the pessimistic 
poet’s view that the transience of what is beautiful involves any loss in its worth.  

On the contrary, an increase! Transience value is scarcity value in time. 
Limitation in the possibility of an enjoyment raises the value of the enjoyment. It was 
incomprehensible, I declared, that the thought of the transience of beauty should interfere 
with our joy in it. As regards the beauty of Nature, each time it is destroyed by winter it 
comes again next year, so that in relation to the length of our lives it can in fact be 
regarded as eternal. The beauty of the human form and face vanish for ever in the course 
of our own lives, but their evanescence only lends them a fresh charm. A flower that 
blossoms only for a single night does not seem to us on that account less lovely. Nor can 
I understand any better why the beauty and perfection of a work of art or of an 
intellectual achievement should lose its worth because of its temporal limitation. A time 
may indeed come when the pictures and statues which we admire to-day will crumble to 
dust, or a race of men may follow us who no longer understand the works of our poets 
and thinkers, or a geological epoch may even arrive when all animate life upon earth 
ceases; but since the value of all this beauty and perfection is determined only by its 
significance for our own emotional lives, it has no need to survive us and is therefore 
independent of absolute duration.37 

 
Truer words have never been spoken, and I would venture no finer, clearer explanation for the 

value of our transient plane exists in text. Yet like Takahata, Freud recognizes that, no matter 
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how beautiful transience may appear to us when viewed from a certain perspective, that does not 

stop us from feeling melancholy towards loss, or feeling hopeless when the possibility of death 

and decay lies before us. “My failure led me to infer that some powerful emotional factor was at 

work which was disturbing their judgment,”38 Freud writes of his inability to convince his 

friends of his point-of-view. He concludes that “what spoilt their enjoyment of beauty must have 

been a revolt in their minds against mourning,”39 and continues on to analyze what mourning is, 

and how it appears, from a psychoanalytic perspective, to be a completely irrational reaction. We 

can analyze the psychological functions of grief, even study the patterns in the mind that lead to 

and from it – and yet, when all is said and done, “why it is that this detachment of libido from its 

objects should be such a painful process is a mystery to us and we have not hitherto been able to 

frame any hypothesis to account for it.”40 Grief targets us in ways so vast and unknowable that 

even a thinker as wise as Freud has no method by which to explain its presence. It is the flipside 

to wonder, a mysterious but natural reaction which hounds us even when we are fully aware of 

the beauty of our lives and of our world. One cannot, it seems, be separated from the other.  

In this inexplicable gap lies the whole of human experience. Our lives have meaning 

because they are fleeting. We feel, and we smile, and we love, and we wonder because our lives 

and our world is impermanent, and none of the many gifts we are granted as human beings 

would be accessible without the specter of death and decay. And yet, so too do we grieve 

because we are transient, because that which we feel is eternally fleeting, and those smiles we 

wear must inevitably fade, and those whom we love are always destined to depart from us, and 

that wonder we sense will invariably turn into sadness and fear. The distance between these two 

halves of the human heart, between the two ends of the spectrum that comprise human 

experience, is a chasm we cannot explain, cannot rationalize, cannot control or command. But 
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that is also the distance in which we live, every day, every one of us. The meaning of human 

experience does not lie in explaining this distance, or finding a way to master it; it lies simply in 

living within that distance, as best we can, accepting the force it exerts over our lives and giving 

ourselves to it, to the ebbing and flowing of our heart’s unsteady tide.  

This is the conclusion Isao Takahata arrives at, in the final movement of The Tale of the 

Princess Kaguya, as the celestial beings make their way to earth from the moon, and effortlessly 

pluck Kaguya-hime from this transient plane to clothe her in the garb of eternity. The night is 

grey and dark, and there is no overarching sense of happiness or of sadness; no emotions go 

resolved, for when we live and die on this earth, there is no such thing as perfect joy or endless 

grief. Only the journey we take between them.  

In this way, the most important character in the film may just be the one whose title gives 

the original folktale its name: Sanuki no Miyatsuko, the bamboo cutter, the father whose love for 

his celestial daughter brings her life both pain and pleasure, and who is ultimately the one left 

behind when the film’s action ceases. In the role, Takeo Chii gives one of the single most 

remarkable and powerful vocal performances ever heard in an animated feature. Early in the 

film, when the country children dub his daughter Takenoko, he tries to reclaim her identity, 

calling out Hime-sama as she crawls between himself and the children, unsure of which direction 

to go. “Hime, oide!” he chants, clapping his hands as he does so, trying to out-voice the many 

children chanting “Takenoko!” Over and over he calls: “Hime, oide! Hime, oide! Hime, oide!” 

He cries and he cries, and he claps and he claps, his voice growing increasingly desperate and 

ragged and passionate, his body slouching and sweating from the exertion, until finally she 

crawls to his side. He lifts the baby girl in his arms, weeping freely, his voice turning from words 
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into a pure emotional howl. Every time I see this sequence, I am broken, for never have I seen a 

father’s love for his child portrayed so nakedly on film.  

 

Though a later moment, on the other edge of the film, comes incredibly close. On the 

night Kaguya-hime confesses to her earthly parents that she is being called back to the moon, 

and will be taken from them on the fifteenth of August, Sanuki no Miyatsuko breaks down, 

overwhelmed with grief and fear and resolve, and the monologue he delivers, voiced so 

beautifully by Chii, is as devastating as they come:  

Do you think I’d let you go? From the day I took you out of that bamboo stalk, I’ve loved 
you as if you were my own child. When I held you, changed you, set you on your feet, I 
was as happy as if I were in heaven. It’s not too late! You’re still here! Here in my arms! 
We’ll drive them away! No matter how many come for you!  

 
What Takeo Chii lends to the film, in moments like these, and what Takahata enables by 

portraying this character as a conflicted father, first and foremost, is to create perhaps the purest 

mirror unto the audience. Many of Kaguya-hime’s experiences are universal, but when all is said 
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and done, none of us are celestial beings. All of us, at one point or another, shall stand in the 

shoes of the bamboo cutter, confronted both with the overwhelming love we feel for another 

person – with the overpowering sense of blessing that we are allowed to exist in their presence – 

and with the crushing, unacceptable truth that this person shall be taken from our arms. Of all the 

film’s characters, Sanuki no Miyatsuko is perhaps the one most deeply embroiled in that distance 

between the two emotional extremes of transience, and it is this quality that makes him the most 

human. That Takeo Chii passed away during the production of the film, at the old but still-too-

fleeting age of 70, is a piece of tragic poetry.41 

When the film ends, fading out from a final, elegiac image of the baby Kaguya projected 

in the moon, the credits roll over a black canvas, and atop them plays a slow, tender song, 

“Inochi no Kioku” (Memory of Life). Singer-songwriter Kazumi Nikaido was hand-picked by 

Takahata, and in November of 2012, when they first met to discuss the writing of the piece, they 

shared the following exchange:  

Takahata: It won’t be a film that conveys its emotion directly. It’ll end without a clear 
resolution. People will still be wondering exactly what’s going on.  

 
Nikaido: So it’s not a remedy for helplessness, but an acceptance. It’s not resolved, but 
it’s reality. I like taking away that sort of impression.  

 
Takahata: I thought you might! I’m glad. With nothing resolved, in that sort of 
“unsettled” situation, we want something soothing. The kind of song that soothes, that 
leaves you feeling calm.42 

 
When the time came to record the song, a pregnant Nikaido was only a month away from giving 

birth. The finished piece, written from the perspective of a parent to a child, could just as well be 

sung by Sanuki no Miyatsuko; or by Kaguya-hime herself, to the people she has left behind. Or 

by any of us, or to any of us, from or to any person we have loved, or will love. Like the film it 

closes, these words seem to echo out across the whole of human experience:  
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The joy I felt when I touched you 
Went deep, deep down 

And seeped into 
Every nook and cranny of this body 

 
Even if I’m far away 

And no longer understand anything 
Even when the time comes 

For this life to end 
 

Everything of now 
Is everything of the past 

We’ll meet again I’m sure 
In some nostalgic place 

 
The warmth you gave me 

Deep, deep down 
Comes to me now, complete 

From a time long past 
 

Steadily in my heart 
The flames of passion give light 

And softly soothe my pain 
Down to the depths of my grief 

 
Everything now 

Is hope for the future 
I’ll remember, I’m sure 
In some nostalgic place 

 
Everything of now 

Is everything of the past 
We’ll meet again I’m sure 
In some nostalgic place 

 
Everything now 

Is hope for the future 
I’ll remember, I’m sure 

When I remember this life 

Anata ni fureta yorokobi ga 
Fukaku, fukaku 

Kono karada no hashibashi ni 
Shimikonde yuku 

 
Zutto tōku 

Nani mo wakaranaku natte mo 
Tatoe kono inochi ga 
Owaru toki ga kite mo 

 
Ima no subete wa 
Kako no subete 

Kanarazu mata aeru 
Natsukashii basho de 

 
Anata ga kureta nukumori ga 

Fukaku, fukaku 
Ima haruka na toki wo koe 

Michi watatteku 
 

Jitto kokoro ni 
Tomosu jounetsu no honō mo 

Sotto kizu wo sasuru 
Kanashimi no fuchi ni mo 

 
Ima no subete wa 
Mirai no kibou 

Kanarazu oboeteru 
Natsukashii basho de 

 
Ima no subete wa 
Kako no subete 

Kanarazu mata aeru 
Natsukashii basho de 

 
Ima no subete wa  

Mirai no kibou 
Kanarazu oboeteru 
Inochi no kioku de 
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Epilogue: Sakura 
Applying the lessons of loss – and learning to live like the tanuki 

 
Of such a time as this 
the proverb speaks: 
this, too, shall pass 

 

Kono toki no 
sewa o oshie no 

mujō kana 

Shiei, 17151 
 

A vivid blue sky shines above the Tama Hills, its surface blanketed in friendly, billowing clouds. 

For the tanuki of Pom Poko, their majestic illusion of the unsullied home has come to an end, 

and as the camera pans down, it comes to rest on a single small temple, its thatched straw roof 

covered in moss. The temple is surrounded by construction equipment, framed by carved out 

earth and distant expanses of housing and buildings. An excavator gouges its way through the 

roof of the little temple, as two tanuki look upon it sadly from behind some stones. “So we lost 

                                                
1 Translated by Yoel Hoffman in Japanese Death Poems: Written by Zen Monks and Haiku Poets on the Verge of 
Death (North Clarendon: Tuttle Publishing, 1986), 288-9. 
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our battle,” reflects Shokichi from an undetermined time in the future, when his voice has grown 

old and wise. “And development just goes on, as if we never existed. Humans quickly forget 

how things used to be.”  

A mildly melancholy piano piece begins to play, as the temple collapses in an eruption of 

dust. Takahata cuts to a scene of condominiums on Manpukuji Hill, where children frolic amidst 

a mostly urban space. In that suburb and others, little patches of nature remain, the roads 

bordered by big green trees, the construction equipment moving on to carve out little spaces for 

parks and greenery. The humans try to keep nature alive where they can. “But for us, it was too 

late,” Shokichi reflects. “We’d lost our home.”  

And yet, as that piano piece continues, mournful but not defeated, a sense permeates that 

life goes on. Those buildings are erected, and those parks are crafted, and the world continues 

marching forward. The tanuki have lost nearly everything they loved, but the world does not stop 

to give them unlimited time for grief. As with all beings who live in this transient plane, the 

tanuki must choose whether to let that loss destroy them, or to try finding a way to continue 

living in this irrevocably changed world. Some go over the mountain to Machida, though it is 

overcrowded and many die on the journey; some use their powers of transformation to turn into 

humans, and live as best they can amidst the hustle and bustle of modern urban life; and others 

still remain as they are, living in those little parks and roadside patches of grass, crossing the 

roads discretely by night to forage food from trash. Though Shokichi has chosen to live life as a 

human, he respects the courage and tenacity of those tanuki most, reflecting:  

“No matter how tough things get, tanuki are survivors. They bear things without 

complaint and live happily and freely. They have children with a carefree spirit, and then they 

die.”  
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It would be easy to interpret this statement – or, indeed, Pom Poko as a whole – as a 

metaphor for humanity, but doing so would, I think, be misguided. I think Shokichi’s last words 

are exactly what they are: An ode to the tanuki, to these unique creatures of Japanese folklore 

and everyday life, as it is to all wildlife who survive and flourish around us, finding a way to 

continue living even in a space that is no longer made for them. The words are a quiet urging to 

respect the tanuki, but also, perhaps, to learn from them. For while there are many things that 

connect us as humans to the natural world, there is no link greater than loss. Animals experience 

death and grief as well, and the tanuki that loses its home is just as hurt by that absence as the 

displaced human. But Shokichi is right – the tanuki live on, no matter what the world throws at 

them, and they flourish and procreate and survive with an indomitable spirit that is nothing less 

than admirable.  

Perhaps, when all is said and done, this is the only way to live. Isao Takahata has spent so 

much of his career chronicling loss, in various forms, and yet he has found few symbols for 

living a transient life as potent as that of the tanuki. The films primarily explored in this study 

were produced between 1988 and 2013, a period that began with Takahata already in his mid-

fifties, and that continued on through to old age. One senses, tracing the arc that flows between 

these works, a filmmaker pondering the issues of death and loss from a standpoint of wisdom 

and experience; and yet the greatest value in this artistic journey may be in those questions that 

remain unanswered, in those grey areas that can never be colored, in those fundamental 

mysteries that no amount of age or insight can truly, permanently solve.  

Grave of the Fireflies is the most difficult circumstance to explore, and the experience 

that lingers most hauntingly. There is no hope for those affected by the worst of human 

aggression, and the innocence lost by these children raised in a time of war can never be 
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reclaimed. Seita and Setsuko are particularly unlucky, losing their home, their hope, and their 

lives in turn. For Takahata, what makes the story so painful is the weight of all these siblings had 

to live for – of those natural spaces from which they draw comfort and wonder, of the intense 

and inspiring love each shares for the other, and of the innocent and gracious spirit Setsuko in 

particular maintains until the end. What they lose is great, and what the world loses as a result of 

their absence is in some ways even greater. That their spirits linger, in that eerie red space 

between this world and death, overlooking modern society in a long eternal vigil, is more than 

just a symbol; it is a reminder, unspoken but powerful, of what humanity loses – and of the 

ghosts that forever haunt us – when we lose sight of that which matters most.  

Of course, finding what is important and fulfilling is one of the eternal challenges of life 

on earth. For Taeko Okajima in Only Yesterday, loss does not come in the form of death or 

suffering, but as a complex internal force, one which compels in her an awareness of the distance 

between who she is and who she wants to be, and in which she has spent so much of her life 

inhabiting. It is easy, in the rigid structures and deeply ingrained codes of modern society, to feel 

paradoxically lost. Yet when we lose sight of ourselves, or find ourselves feeling adrift without 

knowing why, it is often best to let that loss envelop and inhabit us, to guide and instruct us, to 

learn from those absences that hurt most, and to act in such a way that we might eventually feel 

present, both within the world and within ourselves. By being lost, and by making the decision to 

let life guide her on instinct and passion, Taeko Okajima is miraculously found. As much 

darkness as loss can instill, in a film like Grave of the Fireflies, it can also be a powerful force of 

guidance and healing.  

No project in Takahata’s career was as ambitious, complex, or costly as The Tale of the 

Princess Kaguya, but then, none asked questions quite so vast. For in reorienting a famous 
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folktale to trace a symbolic arc from birth to death, Takahata sets these dual identities of loss 

against each other, and asks whether or not it is possible to reconcile them. Kaguya-hime 

experiences both the kindness and the cruelty of humanity during her short life, as she is also 

immersed in the splendor of nature and the pain of transience. When she dances under the sakura 

tree, or flies with Sutemaru over the fields and valleys of her countryside home, she experiences 

loss in much the same way Taeko does, as a force that fills her and teaches her, which gives her 

life meaning precisely because its objects are fleeting. Yet when she feels her existence being 

wasted behind the walls of her royal mansion, or when she senses fear and grief upon being 

called back to her eternal lunar home, she encounters the sort of hopeless, aching loss felt by 

Seita and Setsuko, and the mourning that permeates her is undefeatable. To live on this earth is 

to feel both sides of loss, to be motivated and dispirited by it in turn.  

Negotiating this space is what it means to be human – and it is, ultimately, the furthest 

Takahata can take his exploration of transience. To live is not to overcome loss, but neither does 

living require we succumb to the suffering loss brings. Loss is all around us. Loss is what we 

experience, and what we shall becomes; in a sense, it forms the core of who we are.   

To acknowledge and accept this complexity is no small feat of wisdom; there is 

something tremendously comforting about seeing the emotional highs and lows of human 

existence conceived of in one vast, interwoven tapestry. And yet, despite these great questions 

and endless complexities, in the simplicity of the tanuki, we see hope. For they live upon the 

same transient plane as us, within that same space between grief and transcendence. Takahata’s 

ode to them is among his wisest observations. That they can live like this, can bear the burdens 

of the world so purely and unceasingly, seems nothing short of miraculous. And if they can do it, 

then so, perhaps, can we.  
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In the final scene of Pom Poko, Shokichi, walking home wearily one night after years of 

living as a human, sees a tanuki scamper across the road, through a hole in a big stone wall. 

Several more tanuki follow. Curious, he goes after them, crawling under the gap, through some 

foliage, and back out into a big grassy clearing, where a large group of surviving tanuki are 

having a raucous party. Seeing them all dance and sing together, Shokichi’s face breaks in an 

enormous smile, and he begins to run towards the tanuki, desperately and freely and joyously, 

throwing aside his briefcase and shedding his human clothes to transform back into his true self, 

as consumed in this moment of physical release as Seita or Taeko or Kaguya-hime were when 

they ran.  

The difference here lies in the sense of pure, infectious bliss – that beyond all the loss, 

past all the pain and difficulty that comes with absence and change, there remains hope. In 

friends old and new, in spaces familiar or discovered, or in the simple act of being alive, loss 

does not have to be the end, and what may seem like an end can one day turn into a jubilant new 

chapter. As Shokichi runs, transforming back into a tanuki and leaping into the arms of an old 

friend, it is hard to resist the smile that grows on one’s face. The spirit of the tanuki, all of them 

clapping and dancing and grinning from ear to ear as they welcome Shokichi to their gathering, 

is inspiring to such a degree that it feels healing. And the euphoric final song that plays over this 

little gathering, a chorus of happy voices and clapping hands singing and celebrating together, is 

positively restorative. Titled “Itsudemo dareka ga…” (Always, someone will be…), it is a song 

about loss that urges us to feel hope. That one can exist in the presence of the other, and can be 

felt by these tanuki as strongly as it can be by us, is a comforting truth. For all our 

accomplishments as humans, all our trials and tribulations and introspection and insight, these 

tanuki may well be far wiser than we.  
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Their song goes like this: 2  

 

 
 

                                                
2 Written and performed by Shang Shang Typhoon. Translation courtesy Nautiljon, presented here with minor 
corrections and alterations. “Paroles: Shang Shang TYPHOON – Itsudemo dareka ga,” Nautiljon, Accessed Nov. 4, 
2015, http://www.nautiljon.com/paroles/shang+shang+typhoon/itsudemo+dareka+ga.html.  

I’m sure there’s always someone by your side 
Please try to remember their wonderful name 
On nights when you've closed your heart and 

cannot see a thing 
I'm sure, I'm sure there is someone by your side 

 
Even if you are distantly departed from the 

town you were born 
Please don't forgot how the wind feels there 
I'm sure there's always someone by your side 

That's right, and I'm sure you're always by theirs 
 

On a rainy morning, what will you do? 
When you wake from your dreams, 

are you really alone after all? 
 

I'm sure you're always by someone's side 
Please try to remember their wonderful name 

 
 

Itsudemo dareka ga kitto soba ni iru 
Omoi dashite okure suteki na sono na wo 
Kokoro ga fusaide nanimo mienai yoru 
Kitto kitto dareka ga itsumo soba ni iru 

 
 

Umareta machi wo tooku hanaretemo 
Wasurenaide okure ano machi no kaze wo 

Itsudemo dareka ga kitto soba ni iru 
Sou sa kitto omae ga itsumo soba ni iru 

 
 

Ame no furu asa ittai dousuru 
Yume kara sametara yappari hitori kai ? 

 
 

Itsudemo omae ga kitto soba ni iru 
Omoi dashite okure suteki na sono na wo 

 
 If you're hurt in a struggle and cannot see the light 

Please listen closely, and you'll hear a song 
Your tears and pain will one day fade 

That's right, I'm sure they're waiting for your smile 
 

On nights when the wind howls, I want to be 
with someone 

I want to be with you, who I saw in my dream 
 

I'm sure you're always by someone's side 
Please try to remember their wonderful name 

 

Arasoi ni kizutsuite hikari ga mienai nara 
Mimi wo sumashitekure uta ga kikoeru yo 

Namida mo itami mo itsuka kieteyuku 
Sou sa kitto omae no hohoemi ga hoshii 

 
Kaze no fuku yoru dareka ni aitai 
Yume ni mita no sa omae ni aitai 

 
 

Itsudemo omae ga kitto soba ni iru 
Omoi dashite okure suteki na sono na wo 
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Postlude: 
The Last Sortie  

 
Child of the way, 
I leave at last – 

a willow on the other shore 
 

Tsui ni yuku 
kishi no yanagi ya 

nori no chigo 

Benseki, 17281 
 

When I close my eyes, I can see the lake stretched out before me. It is nearing sunset, and the 

water shimmers gently as the light begins to fade, the temperature breaking into a breezy, 

comfortable cool. At the shoreline, the water laps softly against the earth, and at the nearest dock, 

it rocks the red and white boat, moving it back and forth almost imperceptibly. I am standing in 

that boat, in the rear, near the driver’s seat; I have a hand outstretched, to help my father steady 

himself as he enters the vessel. My brother stands behind him, carrying some of our gear, waiting 

to board.  

This is the last day of our last trip; in the morning, we will pack our car and start the 

journey home. Yet it is only the second time my father has clambered into the boat this week, 

because the first time he did so, several days earlier, his skin, beset by melanoma, was too weak 

to withstand the sun. Even with a hat and coat and sunblock, the heat bearing down upon the lake 

was too intense; it was as though he had been irradiated, and the sores and pain the day’s voyage 

                                                
1 Translated by Yoel Hoffman in Japanese Death Poems: Written by Zen Monks and Haiku Poets on the Verge of 
Death (North Clarendon: Tuttle Publishing, 1986), 144. 
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cost him made further daytime excursions out of the question. So for the rest of the week, we 

fished, and he stayed behind, appreciating the beauty of the lake from the safety of our cabin.  

But now, the sun is setting, on both this day and my father’s time at Big Pine Lake. The 

heat is not so intense, and neither is it dark enough for the mosquitos to swarm us. There is time 

now for a final venture upon the lake, just the three of us, and my father seems serenely grateful 

for the opportunity. We want him to appreciate it as much as he can, so I will drive the boat, 

although I have only recently started to do so; that had always been my father’s role. Now, he 

sits in my usual spot, on the front end of the boat, and waves cheerfully at my mother, as she 

takes a picture of the three of us from the shoreline. My brother, sitting in the middle, undoes the 

ropes that tie us to the dock, and I start the engine as we drift into the bay. In a moment, we are 

off, speeding through the water, feeling the boat rocked up and down by the gentle waves 

beneath us, as we head out towards the setting sun.  

My father is quiet, staring stoically ahead, calmly drinking in all these familiar sights. We 

ask him where he wants to go, and he suggests ‘First Street,’ our name for a favorite trolling line 

on a nearby island. I head there; as we approach it, so many favorite haunts come into focus. 

There is ‘Shore Lunch Island,’ a small round body of forested land near the entrance to a weedy 

straight, where we traditionally spend a day every year cooking on a fire pit amidst the trees. 

Those wavy green weeds nearby seem to stretch on forever, an impenetrable stretch of lake that, 

when cast near, is a good place to lure out Northern Pikes. ‘First Street,’ and the island that 

forms it, bisects all this, a sturdy stretch of densely packed trees that seems to anchor this entire 

corner of the lake. There is where my father taught us to troll back and forth, up and down the 

island and across the open water towards Shore Lunch Island, fishing for Walleyes and the 

occasional, unruly Pike.  
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Tonight, when we get there, we allow him to fish; my brother and I do not bother to do so 

ourselves. My father gets his rod and spinning reel ready, baiting a worm on the end of his hook, 

and as the sun fades from blue to orange, I drive the boat up and down First Street, my father 

trolling his line through the water, quietly playing a few possible bites, but never catching 

anything. The evening is too calm to expect anything right away; in any case, that is hardly the 

point. The three of us speak a little bit, and tell a joke or two, but for the most part we are silent, 

simply enjoying one another’s company as my father fishes and the sun sinks low above us.  

Eventually, he brings his line back in for the last time, as the air starts to grow cold. 

There is not much time left, and so we decide to take a final lap around the lake, speeding up 

through that weedy straight by Shore Lunch Island, and out into another part of the lake, one that 

is labyrinthine in its enormity and complexity. There are many favorite spots here, but even after 

a decade upon the lake, I cannot recall on my own how to get to all of them. It does not matter. 

My father has no particular destination in mind. I just drive the boat around, past the island 

where we once spent a hot July day picking blueberries, near the large rocky outcropping where 

my brother and I once got our lines stuck in the stone, by the nondescript expanse of open water 

where we learned to use a bobber, and past the oft-rewarding trolling line my father dubbed 

‘Eggshell Rock.’  

As we make our loop, the sun seems to set slowly for us, the sky afire with its soft orange 

glow as long as we need the light. All the while, my father sits in the front, his head held high, a 

serene expression upon his face, his thoughts inscrutable. He looks happy. He looks content. And 

before either of us expects it, he tells us he has had enough, and that it is probably time to start 

heading back. He takes a cigarette out of his pocket and lights it, a familiar sight in this boat, as it 

is one of the only places I have ever seen him do so. The smell, too, is well known to me; that 
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contrast, between the natural scent of the water and the pines, and the strong odor of the burning 

cheap tobacco, used to make me uncomfortable when I was a child. As my father takes a drag of 

the cigarette this time, I find myself already missing the smell. The smoke wafts its way into 

nostalgia, and I will long for it from this day hence.  

I direct the boat back towards shore, my father sitting in the front and smoking, the last 

rays of the sun lighting a small twinkle in his large, thick glasses. When we pull back into the 

dock, it is dark, and as my father makes his way out of the boat, my brother and I both feel 

hesitant, burdened by some sense of great, climactic purpose. But my father does not look back. 

He takes a deep breath as he glances out at the lake, then drops his cigarette in the water, 

climbing back onto the dock and walking away towards our cabin. His time here is done, and he 

is the only living figure amongst us seeming not to dwell on it.  

Seasons pass. Night turns into day, and summer into fall, and fall into winter; the pines 

frost and the lake freezes solid, and the fish swim low in the water to stay alive, while the loons 

head south and the bears venture deep into the forest to hibernate. Winter eventually thaws, and 

life returns, and spring gives way to another hot summer, and a new host of fishermen cast their 

lines into the water, returning to land each night under another procession of long, slow sunsets. 

Years go by, and the cycle recurs, steady and unfaltering, in fathomless expanses of time that 

erode us each in turn. Only the lake remains constant. Its water rises and falls, summer to 

summer, and new cabins and docks and power lines are erected and torn down upon its shores, 

but the lake remains, and the pines stand tall, and the weeds grow wild, and the loon’s cry echoes 

out into infinity, reverberating across the years as this secluded body of water spins through the 

ether in its steady cosmic pattern.  
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I open my eyes. It is daybreak, and a chill has wafted into the cabin. I rise slowly, my 

joints aching from the prior day’s exertion, and blink a long, wandering dream from out of my 

eyes. I see my children sleeping soundly in the opposite bed, their mother lying with them, her 

arm wrapped loosely around the younger. She stirs, hearing me get up, and smiles at me; I smile 

back, softly. The weight of the dream still lingers.  

I walk outside, into the cold morning air. The sun has only just begun to rise, its gentle 

pink glow bursting over that familiar horizon, above all the islands and pines, illuminating a few 

stray birds flying high over the trees. The water is calm, and the sky is mostly clear; it will be a 

comfortable day, though not necessarily the best for fishing. A long time ago, on a day like this, 

my father would have risen early, and gotten in the boat himself while we slept in the cabin, 

eager to get some fishing in before the sun beat too hard upon the water, and the fish all swam 

deep and grew sleepy. I wander down to the dock, and climb alone into the boat, though unlike 

him, I don’t mean to fish. They were never what brought me here in the first place.  

Starting the engine, I take the boat out of the bay, and speed out across the lake, no 

particular destination in mind. Whether I am running from or towards the dream, I cannot tell. I 

head where I have always gone when I have no clearer place in mind, to First Street. As I loosen 

my grip on the engine, and slow the boat in the process, I spot the majestic bald eagle perched in 

his or her giant nest in one of those tall pines along the island. He or she, or more likely an 

ancestor, has been in that nest as long as I can remember. On the first year I was here with my 

little brother, my father caught a Perch, an annoying little fish we always throw back rather than 

keeping. This one died on the line, however, so my father, spotting the bald eagle in that nest, 

gave the dead Perch a toss out from the boat. Immediately, the eagle sprang to action, spreading 

its daunting long wings and soaring low towards us, skimming the water and picking up the 
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perch in its talons before flying back up towards the nest. My brother and I had never seen 

anything like it.  

On that day long ago when we scattered my father’s ashes in a line along First Street, the 

eagle was there to watch. When I first felt the ashes slipping through my fingers, the bird was 

sitting in its nest; by the end, it was flying overhead, in slow and comforting circles. As I draw 

nearer now, my boat being rocked by the little waves the engine had created, the eagle does the 

same, flying out from its perch and soaring in circles above me, the sun continuing to rise behind 

it. A smile flickers across my face, and then a tear falls from my eye – taking a deep breath, I tear 

my gaze away from the eagle, and look down into the dark, softly rippling water. I trace my hand 

across its surface, the lake cool to the touch, and wonder what became of my father’s ashes – 

whether a part of him still lives, mingled with the water or soil or weeds.  

Finally, I glance back up into the sky. The eagle is gone, neither flying in those circles 

nor sitting in its nest. I turn to start the engine up again, thinking I should return to shore, before 

catching something in the corner of my eye. I turn to look ahead, and there is the eagle, soaring 

low over the water, its talons nearly skimming the surface like it did when I was a child. It is 

flying towards me, closer than I have ever seen it come. Before I can react, the eagle gracefully 

lands on the front edge of the boat, its wingspan longer than the width of the vessel. My breath 

catches in my throat as the eagle pulls in its wings, stares at me, and then slowly lowers its head 

in what looks like some sort of bow.  

I only realize that tears have begun streaming from my eyes when their heat seeps into 

my cheeks, warming them in the cold morning air. Once they start, they do not stop, even when 

the eagle lifts its head again and smoothly leaps from the boat, unfurling its wings and soaring 

back into the air, off towards the horizon of the brilliant rising sun. The tears feel good. As they 
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stream down my face, obscuring my vision before the eagle flies out sight, they assure me of the 

one thing I know I feel in this moment, the one feeling I have sought to recapture on this lake 

since my days of youth: That in this space of wonder and of loss, I am whole.  
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Isao Takahata Annotated Filmography 
 
In this annotated filmography is listed each of Isao Takahata’s feature films, with notes on titles, 
translation, production company, and the names and positions of collaborators mentioned 
throughout this study. Television series are not listed, as a complete catalogue of his television 
animation work in this form would be untenably long and complex.   
 
 
The Great Adventure of Horus, Prince of the Sun (1968) 
 Japanese Title: 太陽の王子 ホルスの大冒険 (Taiyō no Ōji: Horusu no Daibōken)  
 Translation: Prince of the Sun: The Great Adventure of Horus 

Also known as: The Little Norse Prince, Little Norse Prince Valiant, Horus, Prince of the 
Sun 
Production: Tōei Dōga  
Notable Collaborators: Hayao Miyazaki (scene design, key animation), Yasuo Otsuka 
(animation director), Yoichi Kotabe (key animation) 

 
 
Panda! Go, Panda! (1972) 
 Japanese Title: パンダ・コパンダ (Panda Kopanda) 

Translation: Panda, Baby Panda 
Production: Tokyo Movie Shinsha - A Productions  
Notable Collaborators: Hayao Miyazaki (writer, scene design, key animation), Yasuo 
Otsuka (animation director, character design), Yoichi Kotabe (animation director) 

 
 
Panda! Go, Panda! Rainy Day Circus (1973) 

Japanese title: パンダ・コパンダ 雨降りサーカスの巻 (Panda Kopanda: Amefuri 
Saakasu no Maki) 
Translation: Panda, Baby Panda: Winding Rainy Day Circus  
Production: Tokyo Movie Shinsha - A Productions  
Notable Collaborators: Hayao Miyazaki (writer, scene design, key animation), Yasuo 
Otsuka (animation director, character design), Yoichi Kotabe (animation director) 

 
 
Chie the Brat (1981)  

Japanese Title: じゃりン子チエ (Jarinko Chie) 
Translation: Chie the Brat  
Also known as: Downtown Story  
Production: Tokyo Movie Shinsha, Toho Co. Ltd.  
Notable Collaborators: Katsu Hoshi (composer) 
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Gauche the Cellist (1982) 
 Japanese Title: セロ弾きのゴーシュ (Sero hiki no Gōshu) 
 Translation: Gōshu the Cellist  
 Production: Oh! Production  
 
 
The Story of Yanagawa’s Canals (1987) 
 Japanese Title: 柳川掘割物語 (Yanagawa Horiwari Monogatari) 
 Translation: The Story of Yanagawa’s Canals  
 Production: Independent (through Nibariki) 
 Notable Collaborators: Hayao Miyazaki (producer) 
 
 
Grave of the Fireflies (1988) 
 Japanese Title: 火垂るの墓 (Hotaru no haka) 
 Translation: Grave of the Fireflies 
 Production: Studio Ghibli   

Notable Collaborators: Yoshifumi Kondō (animation director, character design, 
storyboards)  

 
 
Only Yesterday (1991) 
 Japanese Title: おもひでぽろぽろ (Omoide Poroporo) 

Translation: Memories Pour Down 
Translation note: This title is essentially untranslatable. Omoide means memory, but 
Poroporo is onomatopoeic, suggesting the sound or image of things falling to earth in 
large drops. Together, the words illustrate an image of memories pouring down.  
Production: Studio Ghibli  
Notable Collaborators: Hayao Miyazaki (general producer), Kazuo Oga (backgrounds), 
Yoshifumi Kondō (art direction & character design), Katsu Hoshi (composer) 
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Pom Poko (1994) 
 Japanese Title: 平成狸合戦ぽんぽこ(Heisei Tanuki Gassen Ponpoko) 
 Translation: Heisei-era Tanuki War Ponpoko 

Translation Note: Heisei is the current era in Japan, having begun in 1989. In this case, 
it refers to the modern struggle the Tanuki face, as their war against the humans 
explicitly begins in the early nineties, thus indicating a modern status quo. Ponpoko is the 
onomatopoeia for the sound the Tanuki make when banging on their tummies, as they do 
several times during celebrations during the film. The word is featured in Japanese 
children songs, and is closely associated with the creatures.  
Production: Studio Ghibli  
Notable Collaborators: Toshio Suzuki (producer), Hayao Miyazaki (general producer), 
Kazuo Oga (art direction & backgrounds), Yoshifumi Kondō (key animation), Osamu 
Tanabe (key animation) 

 
 
My Neighbors the Yamadas (1999) 
 Japanese Title: ホーホケキョとなりの山田くん (Hōhokekyo tonari no Yamada-kun) 
 Translation: Hōhokekyo, My Neighbors the Yamadas  

Translation Note: Hōhokekyo is an onomatopoeia for the sound made by the Uguisu, or 
Japanese bush warbler, and has no literal meaning within the title other than to indicate 
mood and atmosphere (the Uguisu is also a central figure in the film’s marketing 
images).  
Production: Studio Ghibli  
Notable Collaborators: Toshio Suzuki (producer), Osamu Tanabe (co-storyboards) 

 
 
The Tale of the Princess Kaguya (2013)  
 Japanese Title: かぐや姫の物語 (Kaguya-hime no Monogatari)  
 Translation: The Tale of Princess Kaguya  

Translation note: While there is no definite article in Japanese, and thus no way to 
literally extrapolate the extra ‘the’ in the official English-language title, it is added for 
extra formality to fully convey the meaning of the honorific ‘hime,’ and has customarily 
been seen in translations of the original story as well. 
Production: Studio Ghibli  
Notable Collaborators: Joe Hisaishi (composer), Kazuo Oga (backgrounds), Osamu 
Tanabe (storyboards), Yoshiaki Nishimura (producer) 

 
 
 
 


