Susan J. Napier studied at Harvard and Ochanomizu Women’s University, and has spent her academic career writing about Japanese literature and culture. She was Mitsubishi Professor of Japanese Studies at the University of Texas at Austin, and in January will become Professor of Japanese Language and Culture at Tufts University. She has authored several books on Japanese literature, including works on Oe Kenzaburo and Mishima Yukio. Her most recent book is “Anime from Akira to Princess Mononoke.” In 2007 she will publish “From Impressionism to Anime: Japan as Fantasy and Fan Culture in the Mind of the West.” She spoke with Diamond contributor Michael Fitzgerald.

Diamond. You’ve studied anime for years. How has its impact shifted here?

Napier. I started this when my daughter was two and it was a very small subculture. It used to be that I told people ‘I study Japanese cartoons’ and they would look at me strangely. Now I tell them that and they say ‘oh, you mean anime! My wife or my cousin or my best friend is really into that.’ It’s maybe in the last eight years that anime’s become a very big deal here, not quite mainstream, but the public awareness is huge now.

Diamond. Are you seeing the same thing in other parts of the West?

Napier. This is not just happening in America. There’s an anime channel in South Africa, Mexico and parts of South America are fascinated by it.  In Paris they had an exhibition of Miyazaki’s work. I was in a little newspaper store in Burgundy about four years ago and I walked in to pick up the Herald-Tribune or something and just staring at me from the bookshelf were five magazines devoted to anime. Even China and Korea – they may not like Japan very much but they’re certainly very, very open, receptive to anime and manga and Japanese counterculture in general.

Diamond. What accounts for the rise of anime around the globe?

Napier. On the one hand, it’s a phenomenon of globalization. With the magic of downloading people can get this stuff almost the day it comes out in Japan. The question is why Japanese stuff so popular now? I think it’s a combination of things: it’s different enough to be very interesting, and it’s an alternative to American culture. That seems to have hit a chord in today’s world. 

I also think that the younger generation is much more willing to explore varieties o of identity now. That’s part of computer culture and perhaps a sign of our social cohesion learning a little bit. People are trying to find other ways of engaging with people, other ways of constructing identity. Animation is one way to do that. 

Diamond.  So anime plays into a broader sort of escapism? 

Napier.  More and more we’re living in whole varieties of fantasyscapes. When you spend a week at Disneyland you’re getting away from things, or when you’re online playing games. Anime and manga are very much a part of the fantasyscape. It has to do with our affluence and leisure and the fact that technology can deliver this. Humans have always had an impulse towards fantasy but now we are able to indulge it more than ever before.
Diamond. America is normally thought of as an exporter of culture, yet here we are importing Japanese culture. What accounts for that?

Napier. What attracts people to anime and manga is they’re both different and universal at the same time.  After 9/11 we’ve been searching for ways to deal with our fears and the trauma of that event, and in Japan you’ve got a tradition of apocalyptic films.  For a lot of young Americans you can work through the trauma of these world-shattering events in animation. Anime and manga are often darker than American television. They explore themes that include unhappy endings -- even the hero dies sometimes. Japanese animation gives you a grayer area, it’s not so black and white and good vs. evil. Lots of fans in America seem to respond to that.

It’s also not just animation. There’s a fascination now with WabiSabi. It’s more quiet.  More restrained.  And it’s directly from Japan. Traditionally Japan has been seen as a very artistic culture.  And, you know, there’s our affluence and our leisure.  We have money to spend.  We have time to look at new things.  And with technology we have the accessibility to things that we never had before.
Diamond. You argue that Japan’s influence on Western culture is nothing new. Tell me about this book you’re working on. 

Napier. European culture and American culture have been tremendously influenced by Japan for the last century. People like van Gogh or Manet or Monet would not have been who they were if there were not Japanese woodblocks. Zola and Baudelaire were getting into haiku back in the 19th century. 

In a sense, Japan was a fantasy. Yes, there was tremendous racism, and some contempt and condemnations, but there was also genuine respect for Japanese art. Van Gogh wanted to be Japanese. He saw Japan as having better values… Many people saw Japan as an alternative to Western culture.

Diamond. Anime’s more than a subculture here, but it’s not quite mainstream. Do you think we’ll see anime movies in widespread release here, or on network television?

Napier. Americans still expect animation to be funny. Look at The Simpsons, the Family Guy, South Park.  These are very witty and clever and imaginative, but in a way they’re circumscribed, they’re not dealing with the big theme. Japanese animation is like Hollywood, it covers everything. I do wonder when we’ll see serious cartoons in America.  There seems to be a real huge kind of block about that.  I’ve been kind of surprised.  If anime is so popular, why don’t people here want to do that themselves?
Diamond. Might our interest in anime fade away?

Napier. Fashions come in waves. We’ve had waves of interest in Japan. I just finished something on the Beat Generation, people like Jack Kerouac and Gary Snyder, and they were fascinated by Zen Buddhism and haiku.  What has amazed me is the staying power of anime. I never thought it’d be this big.  I never thought it would last so long.  

Anime and manga are looking at human relationships differently, and that may go deeper. 

I think there is an interest in romance and human emotions that Americans really would like to have and they don’t see much in our rather cynical culture. I think anime and manga are much less cynical and people like that and appreciate it. 

