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Anime Fans, DVDs, and the Authentic Text

Laurie Cubbison

An enduring question in media studies is how much economic and social

power audi- ences have over the commodities they con- sume. A commodity

like a DVD consists not only of the object, the disk itself, but also

of the film or television program contained on the disk, and the market

for the object depends on the market for the film or television

program. Over the past twenty years fan studies as a field has examined

fandom, a specific kind of deeply engaged audience behavior that media

corporations must take into account when marketing film and television

on home video. For a film genre such as anime, also known as Japanese

animation, the audience may consist of a large group of casual viewers,

each of whom may spend some money on a few DVDs, and a much smaller

group of otaku, or committed fans, who may spend a great deal of money

collecting many DVDs. The amount of influence either group has over the

marketing decisions of the DVD makers will depend not only on their

market share of the audience but also the audience group's ability to

articulate what it wants from the product. Otaku who participate in

online forums like Usenet and various web forums have learned to

articulate for themselves and for anime home video distributors their

product specifications.

Strictly speaking, in Japanese, otaku is a pejorative term for an

obsessive geek. The object of the obsession could be comics, cars,

animation, sports, television shows, music—any set of objects that

inspire an obsessive level of expertise. The obsession is likely to be

accompanied by poor social skills and hoarding tendencies (Newitz;

Kinsella 310). In short, this variety of geek is known as the fanboy or

fangirl, but non-Japanese fanboys and fangirls have adopted the term to

identify themselves proudly as obsessive fans of anime. The use of the

word otaku by Western anime fans signifies a self-recognition of just

those qualities of obsessive expertise and hoarding, qualities that

have made anime fans into a market segment popular with home video

retailers (Masters 44). The relationship between anime producers,

distributors, retailers, and fans can be quite contentious, however, as

fans have very specific ideas about the features they want on the

products they purchase, features that may not matter as much to the

large numbers of casual fans the corporation may wish to reach.

In their discussions of anime fandom, both Annalee Newitz and Susan J.

Napier examine the engagement of Western fans with Japanese animation

in terms of cultural differences and globalization and the extent to

which their engagement with anime can be seen as a form of resistance

to Western popular culture. But at the time they were constructing

their discussions of anime fandom, anime had not yet exploded on home

video, and so their understanding of the experience of watching anime

focuses on the club setting. Their discussions of the difference

between anime and Western mass media concentrated on the extent to

which fans engaged with the cultural origins of anime texts and less so

with the barriers that the media format brings to viewers outside its

original language community, given decisions made by commercial

producers.

In this article I discuss anime as both a work and a text, using Roland

Barthes's distinction: "The work is a fragment of substance, occupying

a part of the space of books (in a library for example). . . . [T]he

Text is experienced only in an act of production" (157–58). While anime

fans engage with the texts of anime through their interest in

particular movies and series, in identifying themselves as anime fans

they connect to the work as it appears in its tangible, mediated

format—"the work can be seen (in bookshops, in catalogues, in exam

syllabuses)" (Barthes 157). This distinction is important when

discussing the relationship between anime fandom and the DVD format,

for the anime DVD is the work, and the program contained on [End Page

45] the DVD is the text. And yet the form of the work affects the

experience of the text. Just as the text's "constitutive movement is

that of cutting across (in particular, it can cut across the work,

several works)" (Barthes 158), when works are produced in alternate

languages and formatted as different kinds of objects, the textual

experience alters.

As a variety of entertainment media, anime's Japanese origin challenges

our usual ways of experiencing entertainment. Japanese animation uses

language, cultural information, narrative techniques, and visual

conventions that are foreign to Western viewers. While such textual

differences also figure into experiences of foreign cinema, the

marginal status of animation means that anime is more likely than

live-action foreign film to be altered for each new national market it

enters. With the exception of such genres as kung fu movies, which may

also be dubbed and altered, most foreign films are marketed as art

cinema, and, so received, the performances are subtitled rather than

dubbed. In contrast, animated films are generally seen as intended for

an audience of children (whether or not they were created for this

audience) and so are usually dubbed (as children's reading skills may

not be up to subtitles) and edited for age-appropriateness. These

alterations form the issues underlying various conflicts between fan

factions, producers, and distributors, as different parties with

different perspectives make various decisions on how authentically

Japanese a given movie or program should be.

An anime film such as Hayao Miyazaki's My Neighbor Totoro may be

experienced in the theater in its original Japanese form without

subtitles, may be taped and subtitled by amateur translators, may be

translated and dubbed into English by a North American distributor (Fox

Video) for videotape and DVD without a Japanese audio track, and then

may be licensed by a different distributor (Disney) that announces a

new DVD release containing the Japanese track and then postpones the

release indefinitely. Not only does the experience of the text shift as

it moves between languages, but the ability to experience the text

shifts as the work, the tangible product, moves between producers,

amateur translators, and licensed distributors, each of whom changes

the text in order to cater to their perceived audiences, exemplifying

the plurality that Barthes argues characterizes the text, particularly

when some viewers may download a fan sub translated by amateurs and

then later purchase a licensed version for comparison.

The irony is that this plurality is in the interest of reconciling

competing definitions of authenticity in relation to the text. The most

authentic version of an anime for one fan might be a fan-subbed version

downloaded from the Internet, viewed as superior to a commercial

release, while for another fan the edited, dubbed version shown on the

Cartoon Network may be the preferred version. Or a viewer may choose to

watch as I often do, with both the English audio track and the

subtitles for the Japanese track turned on, thus experiencing both

versions of the story at the same time.1 Which is the authentic version

of the story, the one conveyed through the dialogue I read or the

dialogue I hear? Fans end up defining the authentic viewing experience

for themselves, only purchasing those works that allow for the

preferred experience.

Within anime fandom a major debate focuses on whether it is better to

listen to the Japanese voices and read subtitles or to listen to the

dialogue in one's own language, with the visuals unencumbered by

subtitles. These types of debate extend into the commercial realm as

producers and distributors decide whether to pursue a potentially

xenophobic mainstream audience of casual viewers or a Japanophile niche

market by either hiding or celebrating an anime's Japanese origins. The

work becomes a means of capturing the text and limiting its plurality

by restricting it to a given format, but the potential of the DVD

format, I would argue, is that it can allow for a more plural

experience of the text than other formats can. In this article I

examine various aspects of these debates both in the fan communities

and within commercial anime marketing and their effect on the history

of the Western anime market, with particular attention to the role of

the DVD format. I argue that these debates over the presentation of

anime on DVD have pushed DVD distributors to make greater use of the

format's capabilities in order to satisfy a demanding market.

The Otaku Wish List: What Anime Fans Want from Their DVDs

When DVD emerged into the home video market in the late 1990s it

entered a market in which fans and Western distributors had had to

declare themselves on one side or another. For a company to release an

anime on videotape the company had to decide where the greater profit

lay—among those devoted fans who prized Japanese audio tracks or among

those who preferred shows to be dubbed into their own languages. This

commercial decision led to heated arguments among fans because

purchasing decisions of some fans affected availability of the

alternative format for other fans. The DVD technology, with the

technical [End Page 46]capacity for alternate angles and audio tracks,

eliminated the limitations of the VHS technology, rendering a divisive

issue moot for the fan community when anime distributors began

releasing DVDs with multiple audio and subtitle tracks, allowing fans

to focus their discussions on anime as texts rather than on format

issues.

Fan scrutiny of the anime work as well as scrutiny of the actions of

anime producers, distributors, and broadcasters in relation to the work

can be seen as an effort to safeguard particular anime texts according

to varying definitions of authenticity. According to fans participating

in the Usenet group rec.arts.anime.misc, a discussion group for anime

fans, an anime DVD must have a subtitled Japanese audio track, the

visuals must be as they appeared in the original production, and the

narrative and dialogue must not be edited. Companies that ignore these

requirements earn the scorn of the fan community, and most companies

eventually bow to the pressure. Galen Musbach, a long-time

rec.arts.anime.misc participant, gave his criteria for DVD releases in

a Usenet post:

     The criteria of the Hardcore Anime Fan:

     Do not cut the video. Not even the [opening] and [end credits].

     Don't edit the video; digikinis aren't fooling anyone.2

     Do not "localize" the translation by inserting US cultural

elements; if we wanted to watch cartoons written for the US market, we

wouldn't be buying anime DVDs.

     Don't rewrite the dialogue to suit US notions of political

correctness (Yes, Tattoon Master, I'm looking at you).

     Don't insert vulgar speech into the dialogue of a character who

isn't supposed to be vulgar.

     Don't insert 21st century culture references into a show set during

the 1970's.

     Properly timed subtitles.

     Properly translated subtitles.

     Good voice acting and direction.

Musbach's criteria illustrate the interrelationship between work and

text perceived by anime fans, as the construction of the work by North

American distributors is seen as having the potential to alter the text

both visually and narratively. The original form as seen by Japanese

audiences is seen as the authentic version of the text, and efforts to

translate the text are expected to remain faithful, although fans

continue to argue over what constitutes a faithful translation, as in

Usenet threads that debated whether character names and honorifics

should be translated ("'Princess Tutu,'" "Naruto Licenced [sic]").

While Musbach only refers to one specific anime in his post, his

criticisms allude to particular treatments criticized by anime fans.

The American release of the Lupin III television series, for instance,

is criticized for updating its 1970s era references.

Since 1997 rec.arts.anime.misc paricipant Ru Igarashi has been

surveying anime fans about their interests, preferences, and

demographics, with links to the survey appearing in messages in a

variety of fan forums, from Usenet to websites like Anime News Network.

The extensive survey includes questions on such things as length and

strength of one's fandom, linguistic fluency in Japanese, preference

for subtitles or dubs (the majority of 2004 respondents prefer subs but

tolerate dubs), video formats including VHS and DVD, other merchandise,

and participation in offline and online fan communities. Igarashi

continues to include more and more questions on fan preferences in the

survey. Printouts of the results were five pages long in 1997, twelve

pages by February 2000, and twenty-six pages by 2004, and postsurvey

suggestions discussed in rec.arts.anime.misc in the fall of 2004

indicate that future surveys will further distinguish between stories

aimed at males and females (Igarashi, "RESULTS").

In each of the surveys one question asked respondents to indicate which

formats were included in their anime collections. Between 1997 and 2004

ownership of videotapes dropped from 95 to 67 percent, while ownership

of DVDs increased from 2 to 94 percent (Igarashi, "Ru's 8th").

Questions about the DVD format in the early surveys focused on such

issues as region coding and video quality, while questions in the 2004

survey asked about specific features preferred by anime fans: credit

translation strategies (40 percent preferring alternate angles), sign

translation, interviews with Japanese voice actors (enjoyed by 81

percent of respondents) and dub voice actors (enjoyed by 54 percent),

and other extras often included on anime DVDs. There were even

questions on the packaging of box sets and special editions (Igarashi,

"Ru's 8th").

Fanboys Build a Media Industry

The first question of Igarashi's survey has always asked how long the

respondent has been a fan, with 36 percent of 2004 respondents claiming

a fandom of three to five [End Page 47] years and 42 percent claiming

six to more than ten years as an anime fan ("Ru's 8th"). Anime first

came to the attention of long-term Western fans through such series as

Speed Racer and Robotech, early television series that were brought

over, altered sometimes nearly beyond recognition, and aired in

syndication (Furniss 206).3 Early fans didn't generally know the

origins of the shows they watched, but they did recognize that the

visuals and narratives were unlike anything produced by Disney, Warner

Brothers, or Hanna-Barbera. The fandom grew through screening sessions

at science fiction conventions and through the efforts of Westerners

who traveled to Japan. Anime videotapes and laser discs were imported

and distributed first among club members and later by small companies

formed by fans. When through such means Western fans became aware of

the extent to which these texts had been altered for American

audiences, distribution practices within the fan community were aimed

at gaining access to the original versions of the programs.

For early fans the language barrier was an obstacle to the spread of

anime. Over time amateur translation groups developed to subtitle anime

that had been recorded in Japan on videotape or commercial laserdisc

and then subtitled by fan translators and distributed on videotape

through fan networks (Newitz) or via the Internet: "Groups collaborate

on not-for-profit subtitled versions of their favorite anime. Working

outside of the mainstream translation industry, lacking any formal

training, these fans have produced . . . subtitles quite by instinct.

In scenes with overlapping dialogue, they use different colored

subtitles. Confronted with untranslatable words, they introduce the

foreign words into the English language with a definition that

sometimes fills the screen" (Nornes 31–32). For early fans the fan sub

was the only means of access to favorite shows, as Derek Janssen points

out on rec.arts.anime.misc: "The old-school anime fan, however, grew up

more keenly aware that he had to KEEP everything. I, for example, still

have my old English-fansubbed VHS tape of Miyazaki's 'My Neighbor

Totoro' dating back almost thirteen years. A first-generation, too,

taken off of laserdisc—I got it from my old college-meeting club,

since, in 1991, there was nowhere else on this side of the Pacific

Ocean that you reasonably *could* [sic] get a replacement for one if

you lost it" (Janssen). Some of the early fan clubs and groups

developed into anime distributors such as Central Park Media, Media

Blasters, Animeigo, and ADV Films.

The collector mentality described by Janssen and others on the Usenet

group rec.arts.anime.misc led the new distributors to prize the anime

fan and to communicate the viability of the market to skeptical home

video retailers. Craig O'Connor of A. D. Vision was quoted as saying

that "many consumers start out as renters and become collectors. . . .

'We get fan letters from consumers who tell us their personal

collections include anywhere from 300 to 500 titles'" ("Anime: Japanese

Animation"). The tendency to collect continued as the DVD format grew,

with box sets becoming very popular among fans. Central Park Media's

sales vice president, Mike Pascuzzi, described Best Buy's initial

reluctance to carry box sets priced at $129, only to reorder them when

they sold out (Hulse 31).

While fan subbing helped build an audience for anime, as anime became

more mainstream fan subbing became more problematic. In the early days

fan subbers worked with materials that were unlikely to see commercial

distribution outside of Japan. As the audience increased, so did the

commercial viability of anime. Fan subs came to be seen not only as

violations of intellectual property laws but also as depriving Japanese

producers of the money needed to support continued production. Thus,

the fan sub came to be seen as a form of the work that threatened the

continued viability of anime texts. Not only does the work, the form in

which the text appears, matter to fans, but the income from sales of

the work is seen as supporting continued textual production.

A developing ethic argued that fan subbers should only sub those shows

that had not been licensed, preferably those that were unlikely ever to

be licensed, by North American distributors. In the event a series were

to be licensed, the fan subbers were expected to quit releasing fan

subs, and the viewer was expected to purchase the licensed version and

even destroy the fan subbed version. The more mainstream anime becomes,

the more anime producers are building licensing into the initial

production phase, even to the extent of coproducing series with major

North American anime distributors, leaving little time and incentive

for fan subbers to invest in the work, even though fan subs and raw

video continue to be distributed via the Internet.

The No Holds Barred, Anything Goes Debate over Sub versus Dub

Within international anime fandom there is an ongoing debate over the

best way to experience Japanese animation. Is it better to hear the

Japanese voice actors and understand the dialogue through subtitles or

to hear the dialogue in [End Page 48]one's own language and experience

the visual art of the medium undistracted by letters on the screen? In

other words, the conflict is over the best way to experience the work

in order to gain the fullest experience of the text. This issue has

profound implications for the work as produced and distributed,

implications that divided anime fans during the VHS era.

The controversy of subtitles versus dubs is summarized by Mark Betz

primarily in relation to European films, but his summary applies to the

debate among anime fans as well: "The case against dubbing, then as

now, thus tends toward four related issues: national language,

temperament, and acting style; voice/body incongruity and infidelity;

illusion of reality and spectator identification; and authenticity of

the filmic text" (Betz 5). Sub fans often argue that because animation

voice acting is more professionalized in Japan than in the West, the

Japanese actors bring more emotional nuance to their roles than do the

majority of North American voice actors.4 An additional argument is

that the English-speaking adaptations alter the dialogue scripts,

whether to synchronize with mouth movements or to make sense of

Japanese cultural references, often by coming up with American

variations, as in Inu Yasha, a series in which a modern Japanese girl

reacts to her sudden transportation to the medieval era with the words

"Toto, I don't think we're in Tokyo anymore." British and Australian

fans, for instance, complain of American cultural references that may

be just as unfamiliar, or more so, as the Japanese references included

in the original. An additional issue can be the handling of dialects.

For instance, when used in anime the Osaka dialect may imply a certain

stereotype for characters who use that dialect. Dubbing companies can't

really ignore the characterization invoked by the dialect, and so they

often choose an American dialect, usually a southern U.S. dialect,

which of course carries its own baggage.

Dub fans argue that the need to read subtitles distracts the viewer,

who is concentrating on the text rather than experiencing the visual

creativity of anime. In addition, dubbed anime makes the program more

accessible to casual viewers, especially when shown on network

television. Dub fans also claim that as anime has become more

mainstream the voice acting has improved. For some fans dubbing allows

greater information about a character than can be made available in the

dub than through subtitles. For instance, Ryan Mathews, a columnist for

Anime News Network, points out that subtle distinctions in a

character's language will be lost to viewers who do not understand

Japanese and that written subtitles cannot convey: "Take, for example,

Aeka from Tenchi Muyo. Her character's nobility and formality are

expressed by having her speak in an outlandishly formal dialect of

Japanese. Unless you speak Japanese, this nuance will be lost on you,

and there's no elegant way of expressing it in a subtitle. In the

English dub, however, Jennifer Darling solves the problem with her

delivery, giving Aeka a 'noble' accent." For many sub fans, watching an

anime with the Japanese audio track and subtitles is a more authentic

experience, a view that Mathews discounts: "Unless you speak Japanese

and can watch the anime raw, you can never have the same experience as

the Japanese viewers. The amazing truth is that watching a good dub

brings you much closer to the original experience than a subtitle."

Ultimately, the debate is grounded in different perspectives on what

constitutes an authentic experience of the work.

Because anime is grounded in the culture of a country foreign to its

Western fans, the viewing experience will never match the experience of

the original Japanese viewer, can never contain the same level of

meaning. Anime translators struggle, for instance, with how to handle

Japanese honorifics that have no counterpart in English. Some do not

translate such terms of address as -sempai and -chan and explain their

usage in liner notes, while others struggle to find an English

counterpart, which ends up sounding stilted. What the anime fan settles

for and demands from anime distributors is a viewing experience that is

based on the text as originally produced and that allows for different

perspectives on how to achieve the more authentic experience of the

work. In fact, during the "Naruto Licenced [sic]" thread on

rec.arts.anime.misc, those fans who preferred to keep honorifics

untranslated began to call for an additional subtitle track on DVDs

that would leave certain words in Japanese in order to maintain a kind

of linguistic authenticity, a track for otaku that could be selected as

an option alongside a more fully translated subtitle track.

During the period when VHS was the primary distribution format for

anime the conflict was rooted in the availability of a given fan's

preferred format. Given that videotapes would only have one video track

and one audio track, no commercial product would satisfy the entire

market. Some anime distributors would release their shows as dubs, some

distributors released subtitled programs, while other companies would

release two versions of each, a subtitled version and a dubbed version.

The issue is rooted in the status given to the text, as Antje Ascheid

suggests: [End Page 49] "Considering a film an artistically valuable

'authored original' seems to suggest the use of subtitling, whereas

films categorized as short-lived, mass-produced entertainment products

ease the distributor's way into employing the dubbing technique" (34).

Hardcore anime fans, a vocal minority of the audience, may be seen as

invested in anime as art film, while distributors seeking casual

viewers at the video store and on television may be invested in anime

as mass entertainment. Again, it's a conflict over the degree to which

the work, as produced and distributed, may be seen as presenting an

authentic form of the text.

While production costs were higher for dubs, sales were better because

casual fans and general animation fans were more likely to buy them.

Thus, pre-DVD arguments between the subtitles versus dub partisans

centered on the availability of a preferred format, especially since

retailers may have been reluctant to stock subtitled tapes. There's

also an element of an audience that refuses to read. As Ascheid argues,

subtitling creates a mediated experience that "ruptures the ease with

which character identification normally proceeds" (34). But it may also

be the case that some members of the teen audience targeted by many

anime series are not strong readers and so may have difficulty

following both the visuals and the subtitles.

The Birth of DVD: A Community of Early Adopters

In 1998 the trade journal Video Business saw anime as a product getting

ready to emerge into the mainstream from the niche market it had

inhabited. By February 1999 Video Business was reporting on a DVD boom

among anime distributors. The trade journal quoted Pioneer's animation

market director as saying that "the anime audience fits the profile of

DVD's early adopters" ("Catching the DVD Wave"). At that point

distributors varied according to which releases they put on DVD, with

Pioneer emphasizing new releases launched together with VHS versions

and A. D. Vision putting "its entire catalog on DVD" ("Catching the DVD

Wave"). When Sony released its Playstation2 in late 2000 with the

ability to play DVDs, anime marketers saw the opportunity to advertise

their products to purchasers of the game console (Rivero 4; Wagner 1).

Not only did the distributors see an overlapping audience for anime and

video games, but they also saw that the Playstation2 would be the first

DVD player in some homes, a DVD player that would be controlled by

teens and young adults, the target market for anime distributors.

The impact of DVD on anime is really based on its ability to do two

things: turn subtitles on and off and switch between multiple audio

tracks. This capacity of the format rendered the sub versus dub debate

moot by providing a product both factions would buy and feel satisfied

by the authenticity of their viewing experience. The ability to produce

a single DVD rather than two sets of videotapes cut production and

marketing costs, leading North American anime distributors to move

quickly to drop their VHS lines.

By August 2000 Video Store reported that anime had become

"approximately a $65 million–a–year business, excluding the recent

Pokémon phenomenon," with the acknowledgment that anime fans "expect

nothing less than perfection when they watch their anime—which is why

they have quickly embraced DVD" (Cruz, "Anime and DVD" 14). The efforts

of fans to stay informed of Japanese DVD releases affected their

perceptions of U.S. versions, Cruz reported: "At the very least, otaku

expect the United States (Region 1) DVD release to be as good as the

original released in Japan (Region 2), with a crisp sharp picture. They

also want the same audio and video specs included in the original

release, as well as the option to listen to the original

Japanese-language version" ("Anime and DVD" 14). By autumn of 2002 the

DVD format had become so popular that several anime distributors

canceled their VHS lines, with Bandai USA and ADV Films retaining the

VHS format only for those shows such as Hello Kitty aimed at young

children.

Once the technology that could provide fans with their preferred form

of authenticity was available, fan communication was directed at home

video distributors, insisting that the corporations provide DVDs with

the authentic options fans preferred. While the usual anime

distributors knew their markets and worked quickly to satisfy the

demands of anime fans, media conglomerates that normally trade in

Hollywood films had to be educated. Disney subsidiary Buena Vista Home

Entertainment learned the lesson when it planned its release of Hayao

Miyazaki's Princess Mononoke with only English and French language

tracks on its Region 1 DVD. According to Seth Goldstein, Buena Vista

had omitted the Japanese track in order to keep Japanese consumers from

importing the Region 1 DVD, since a Japanese DVD release had not been

planned. Region 1 anime fans petitioned Buena Vista to change its mind,

and the release was postponed in order to add the Japanese track

(Goldstein 1; Cruz, "Anime Assault"). Since [End Page 50] then, Buena

Vista not only has released dub and sub versions of Spirited Away,

Miyazaki's Academy Award–winning film, but also continues to release

other, older Miyazaki films with not only Japanese audio tracks but

also Japanese interviews and other extras originally produced for

Japanese audiences.

The extra material contained on DVDs can be used to construct a more

fully developed viewing experience, an experience that attempts to

compensate for the cultural barriers between fans from one nation and a

text from another. Extras on anime DVDs often include making-of

features as well as interviews with the Japanese or North American

voice actors. Many anime DVDs include galleries of production sketches

of characters and buildings used in the program as well as liner notes

that explain Japanese cultural references and words that have been left

untranslated. The DVDs may also include promotional material produced

for the Japanese audience, while others may have interviews recorded

during American anime conventions. Some discs use the multiple-angle

feature to allow the viewer to see the credits in either Japanese or

English. Audio commentary tracks are rare in anime, given the

awkwardness of including a Japanese filmmaker's commentary on an

English-language disc, although a few DVDs do include them, either with

the English version voice director or a subtitled commentary track by a

Japanese director. The recent DVD edition of Akira allows for a

"capsule," an icon of a drug capsule that appears on the screen, at

which time the viewer can press the enter button on the remote and

receive additional information, while the series Excel Saga allows for

a similar inclusion of cultural references through an optional popup,

much like VH1 Network's 1990s Popup Video series. Thus the work, the

tangible DVD, is produced in a way that supports the textual experience

desired by many fans.

Among anime fans an early objection to the DVD format centered on the

use of region coding to restrict imports. For those fans who value the

latest Japanese releases as the most authentic form of the work, the

region code restriction requires them to have a region-free DVD player

or an R2-coded player before purchasing directly from Japanese

retailers. Others seek out fan subs, which continue to be distributed

via the Internet, or exchange tapes with friends in Japan. Western fans

desiring original Japanese releases aren't the only anime fans affected

by region coding, however. British fans find themselves in a situation

where anime distributors may not consider them a viable market, or else

a North American distributor may not own a license that allows

distribution in the British market; thus, they end up importing North

American releases with Region 1 DVD coding from U.S. Internet

retailers. This difference in access to anime has tended to fracture

the anime fan community as different groups of fans come to a

particular series at different points, making it difficult for them to

converse on a single show.

An example from early 2005 would be the series Fullmetal Alchemist,

which had been available from Japanese sources through tape swapping,

fan sub networks, and Japanese retailers since 2003. Those fans whose

Japanese language skills and whose sense of authenticity values

knowledge of the most recent productions began watching the series as

it was being shown on Tokyo Broadcasting System, while most U.S. fans

did not begin watching it until it began airing on the Cartoon Network

in November 2004 and its DVD release began in January 2005. In a number

of online forums from rec.arts.anime.misc to Toonzone.net and

adultswim.com discussion of the series resulted in spoiler wars between

those fans who know the complete story and those who know only what has

been officially released in the United States.5 These spoiler wars, in

which those who know the ending spoil it for those who have yet to see

the complete series, problematize another criterion of an authentic

viewing experience: the experience of the text as an unfolding

narrative.

The Intimate Relationship between DVD Anime and Televised Anime

As the DVD market for anime increased, allowing for a wider variety of

definitions of the authentic viewing experience, the broadcast and

cable network market for anime was also increasing, bringing back many

of the dubbing and editing issues that had seemed settled by the DVD

format. Whereas the anime home video distributors view the otaku as

their core audience, profit depends on reaching a broader market of

casual viewers. Thus anime distributors pursue contracts with Cartoon

Network, ABCFamily, Toon Disney, G4, and the various children's

television blocks on Fox and WB networks. In September 2004

thirty-three anime series and movies were showing on U.S. networks,

primarily Cartoon Network, ABC Family, and FoxKids (the Fox network's

Saturday morning block), with some being shown on premium cable

networks ("Anime on TV Listings"). Traditionally, televised [End Page

51] anime has been aimed at the children's television market, with such

series as Pokémon, Dragon Ball, and Sailor Moon leading the children's

anime boom in the mid-1990s, while anime home video has been aimed at

the teen and adult fan market.

Cartoon Network was the first television network to discover that anime

fans were watching their children's anime and begin catering to that

audience, while other networks such as KidsWB and FoxKids ignored the

increasingly vocal fan audience, preferring to cater to young children

and their parents. Which network picks up a given anime and the

scheduling block it chooses for the program impacts the authenticity of

the viewing experience, as far as anime fans are concerned. The younger

the audience a network wishes to target, the more editing a program is

likely to receive in order to satisfy not only the network's Standards

and Practices Department but also the parents of the target audience.

There are three main frameworks for anime licensing on television and

DVD. Anime television series that appear on a television network may

have been released on DVD in their entirety before being licensed for

broadcast, as when Cowboy Bebop and Rurouni Kenshin were picked up by

the Cartoon Network. Or the series may appear on network television

first, build up an audience, and then later be released on DVD, as with

Sailor Moon. Or the series may be picked up by a television network at

the same time as it is being prepared by distribution by a home video

company. The key distinction between these is the role played by

various companies/networks in preparing English language versions of

the series.

Several U.S. and Canadian companies are responsible for repackaging

anime for English-speaking audiences. The repackaging process begins

with the translation of the series into English and then dubbing and/or

subtitling the series for distribution through home video or network

airing. Except for specialized networks like the International Channel,

only dubbed versions of anime appear on networks. Thus the authenticity

issues associated with dubbing return to the scene even as they become

less important to the home video market. Some of these companies cater

primarily to the fan market and others to the children's television

market, while a few work both sides of the street, distributing on home

video series that they or other companies have packaged for children's

television. When a company that primarily caters to the fan market

licenses an anime series, having that series appear on English-speaking

television serves as a form of advertising, exposing fans to the series

with the hope that they'll purchase the DVD set. However, when a

company that primarily caters to the children's television market

licenses an anime series, having that series appear on English-speaking

television is advertising the merchandise associated with the series,

described by 4Kids Entertainment CEO Alfred Kahn as "our biggest

revenue stream." 4Kids Entertainment owns the license to such series as

Pokémon and Yu-Gi-Oh! "And obviously, in today's marketplace, if you

can get kids vested off network in terms of concepts, they'll eat them,

they'll drink them, they'll sleep them, they'll brush with them,

they'll take an extraordinary amount of activities surrounding the

concept" (Haffenreffer).

Because they see their revenue coming from merchandise rather than home

video, children's television producers like 4Kids Entertainment and

Nelvana Inc. have tended to ignore the fan market. As a result, their

English-language productions generally alter the stories and characters

to suit their perception of the tastes of American children and their

parents. Japanese names may be Americanized, and elements of Japanese

culture may be edited out of the story, changes that are made as the

series are being dubbed. Not only are the series changed for television

audiences, but the home video release tends to consist only of the

Americanized version, "a transformed, appropriated rewritten new text,

whose dependence on an original source text is hidden and sometimes

even ignored" (Ascheid 35). Thus otaku tend to protest when 4Kids or

Nelvana announces a license for a favorite anime series. When such a

series is licensed, the anime fans are already familiar with the

storyline from a variety of sources, even though the series may be

quite new to the children's television audience. Fans on a variety of

online forums, from Anime News Network to Anime on DVD to

rec.arts.anime.misc to a number of others, rejoiced when ShoPro/VIZ

announced on 15 February 2005 that it had licensed Naruto, a highly

popular series that fans had feared would be licensed (and gutted) by

Kahn's 4Kids Entertainment. Even so, many of the 240 posts to Anime on

DVD's thread announcing the license gloomily predicted a low episode

count on the DVD release, an expensive proposition for fans of a series

with well over a hundred episodes.6

The Americanization of anime for young audiences illustrates a "mode of

translation" that Abe Mark Nornes calls corrupt because it "conforms

the foreign to the framework of the target language and its cultural

codes. All that [End Page 52] cannot be explained within the severe

limits of the regulation subtitle [or dub] gets excised or reduced to

domestic meanings which are often irrelevant or inappropriate" (29).

Because of its emphasis on children's merchandising 4Kids has tended to

ignore the DVD market among anime fans, leaving Pokémon buffs yearning

after an unedited release with the Japanese audio track. However, there

are signs that even 4Kids is starting to acknowledge the anime

audience, announcing the release of Yu-Gi-Oh! and Shaman King on DVD

with "the original Japanese dialog, with accurate subtitles and a newly

recorded, and faithfully translated English language track"

("Yu-Gi-Oh!"). Even companies like 4Kids, with little regard for the

otaku market, are feeling the pressure for authenticity from these

fans.

Even though Americanization cannot completely disguise the differences

between American and Japanese animation, anime fans aren't willing to

let go of any facet of those differences, even when North American

producers wish to erase them. Fans may already be quite familiar with a

series, either from fan subs, Japanese imports, or even the manga

version of a series.7 A case in point is the fan reaction to Nelvana's

transformation of Cardcaptor Sakura into Cardcaptors, the most drastic

repackaging of any of the recent anime series airing on U.S.

television. In its Japanese incarnation Cardcaptor Sakura tells the

story of a ten-year-old girl—Kinamoto Sakura—who discovers that she

must use her magical powers to capture magical cards that have escaped

to create havoc in her community. Intended for girls of the same age as

its heroine, the show is very "girly," although with a good bit of

action. In the eighth episode she acquires a male rival, Li Shaoron,

who is also seeking to capture the cards. Based on a manga of the same

name by the popular manga studio CLAMP, the series is popular with both

male and female anime fans.

For Cardcaptors, the process of Americanization replaced Japanese names

with American versions and moved the action from Tomoeda, presented as

a suburb of Tokyo, to a generic North American town named Reedington.

Although irritated by name changes, anime fans had gotten used to this

practice. It was what happened to the story that most offended anime

fans and caused them to demand an unedited DVD version of the series.

As I said above, Cardcaptor Sakura is a very girly show, too much so to

appeal to the prized children's television audience of six- to

eleven-year-old boys. Thus KidsWB, the network airing the program,

raised Li's status within the narrative through several moves, most

notably the elimination of the first seven episodes that preceded his

entry into the story, the elimination of romantic elements, and the

elimination of other episodes later in the series. Such changes were

perceived as attacks on the authenticity of the narrative based not on

ethnic features of the story but on the gendered aspects: the heroine

was devalued, and a male supporting character was elevated to lead

status in order to pursue an audience of boys rather than girls.

Fan objections to the Americanization of Cardcaptors were so strong,

however, that Nelvana and its distributor Pioneer Entertainment (now

Geneon), which distributes a substantial percentage of the anime

available in English-speaking countries, were compelled to release

subtitled-only VHS and DVD versions of Cardcaptor Sakura as well as VHS

and DVD versions of Cardcaptors. As DVD releases go, neither set is

particularly interesting. Extras are minimal, and each set contains

only one language track—English for the Cardcaptors set and Japanese

for the Cardcaptor Sakura set. The Cardcaptors DVDs contain the same

altered episodes, both as edited and in terms of changes to the

narrative order of the episodes, as appeared on KidsWB. The exception

is the DVD of the movie, which contains both a Cardcaptors dub, with

similar alterations as the television series, and a subtitled

Cardcaptor Sakura version, with alternate angles to provide Japanese

credits. Interestingly enough, the VHS and DVD release of Cardcaptors

was suspended prior to finishing the series. Pioneer never officially

announced the reason for ending the home video release of Cardcaptors,

but fans speculated that DVD sales were too disappointing to finish the

release schedule, even though all of the subtitled Cardcaptor Sakura TV

series and a second movie were released. For anime fans, the drive to

purchase the Cardcaptor Sakura version was as much an expression of

support for the authentic version of the show as interest in an

excellent story.

If the Cardcaptors saga represents a case in which efforts to

mainstream an anime series were perceived by hardcore anime fans as

damaging the text, leading the fan community to demand a more authentic

DVD release, other DVD releases surprised fans by giving them what they

want, as described by Musbach above. When FUNimation announced that it

had licensed the shoujo television series Fruits Basket, fans were

concerned, predicting a work as damaging to the text as Cardcaptors had

been.8 Fruits Basket, a story about a teenage girl who lives with and

works for a wealthy family suffering from a devastating curse, was seen

as quite a departure for FUNimation, which had [End Page 53] made its

money from the wildly popular, boy-oriented Dragon Ball series and its

spin-offs, which aired for several years in syndication and on Cartoon

Network. Fans feared that the mainstreaming techniques that FUNimation

had applied to the various Dragon Ball series would also be applied to

Fruits Basket, only to be quite pleasantly surprised when the DVD

release satisfied fan criteria: both original and dubbed versions of

the songs, alternate angles of the credits, behind-the-scenes features

and interviews with both the Japanese cast and crew and the American

voice actors, with the added bonus of six episodes per disc instead of

the usual anime release of three to four episodes. The only drawback to

the release, according to fans, was the price, the greater number of

episodes per disc resulting in a higher price per disc than most anime

releases. But fans also perceived Fruits Basket as being less likely to

be shown on network television, something that perhaps freed FUNimation

to satisfy fan criteria rather than the criteria of network executives.

Skeptical of network motives for broadcasting anime, fans have tended

to see themselves as guardians of the text, particularly for well-loved

series that suddenly appear on American television. Fans who are

already quite familiar with particular series from their DVD collection

or their fan subs watch the televised version anxiously to determine

what if any damage has been done by the edits. For example, before

appearing on the Cartoon Network the series Rurouni Kenshin and Cowboy

Bebop had been very popular DVD releases, and fans were very concerned

about the treatment these violent shows would receive from Cartoon

Network's Standards and Practices Department. The difference between

the treatments these shows received is the difference between the

programming blocks in which they appeared. Rurouni Kenshin, a series

about an assassin turned pacifist after the fall of the shogunate, was

scheduled for the Toonami block aimed at a tween audience of nine to

fourteen year olds, while Cowboy Bebop, a futuristic science fiction

series reminiscent of seventies era American detective shows and

exploitation films, was scheduled during Adult Swim as the first anime

offering in Cartoon Network's effort to reach the adult male market.

Accustomed to the children's television edits of Pokémon and

Cardcaptors, fans were nervous when these shows began airing on

American television. Kyle Pope's "The Edit List" column, posted to

rec.arts.anime.misc and animenewsnetwork.com, documented each edit to

these and other series based on a line-by-line, shot-by-shot comparison

of the televised version with the DVD version. Thus, while fans were

relatively satisfied with the treatment Cowboy Bebop received, they

were quite upset by the editing of Rurouni Kenshin as detailed in "The

Edit List," arguing that it should have appeared in the Adult Swim

block as well (Pope).

Meanwhile, anime distributors like ADV Films are taking a stronger

position with regard to television. The Anime Network, a subsidiary of

ADV Films, started as a video on demand cable network in Philadelphia

and is currently evolving into a regular cable channel in some markets.

Kevin Corcoran, the network's chief operating officer, "points out that

while the core age demographic of his network skews in the 18–34 range,

the company's research shows an increase in the 15–21 age group. 'This

is the most growing segment of our core demographic, and they buy

anywhere from three to five DVDs per month'" (Cruz, "Anime on TV").

Just as anime fans proved to be early adapters of DVD technology, ADV

Films expected that video-on-demand would prove similarly attractive

(Cruz, "Anime Rules!" 20). Initially, only providing dubbed programs,

the network announced on its website that it would begin airing a block

of subtitled anime in February 2005. As the Anime Network extends its

reach, it remains to be seen whether it will have the effect on DVD

sales that ADV might hope for.

Anime on DVD: "We didn't invent the raving otaku; we just gave him a

home"

Anime on DVD is a website specifically devoted to news and reviews of

anime DVDs. Sites like Anime on DVD and Anime News Network serve as

clearinghouses for fan scrutiny of anime texts and productions.

Initially developed as amateur websites, these sites are now supported

by advertising by online retailers and anime distributors, but the

advertising does not appear to affect the editorial content. As

indicated by its slogan above, Animeondvd.com caters to the hardcore

anime fan, including convention reports, press releases from

distributors, release schedules, columns, a web forum for fan

discussion, and links to online retailers, but its primary purpose is

to review DVDs. Most of the reviews are of Region 1 (North American)

releases, but the site also includes reviews for Region 2 (both Europe

and Japan), Region 3, and Region 4 releases. Since the site began in

1998 Chris Beveridge's review format has evolved to include the

following elements: technical assessments of the audio and video,

packaging (including small items that [End Page 54] may be included in

the package), the disc menu, the extra features, and a review of the

story content itself. Beveridge, who writes the majority of the Region

1 reviews, is also careful to include information on the equipment he

used to view the DVD.

Beveridge's reviews exemplify otaku values of authenticity in relation

to anime text and work, perhaps best seen in his reviews of Cardcaptors

and Cardcaptor Sakura. While his review of Cardcaptor Sakura praises

Nelvana for allowing Pioneer to release the uncut, subtitled DVD

(Beveridge, "Cardcaptor Sakura Vol. #1"), his review of Cardcaptors

raises many of the concerns of anime fans. Beveridge opens his review

with faint praise: "Cardcaptors is another shining example of a North

American company thinking they could have written a story much better

than the original creators. Despite that, and despite some

mean-spiritedness in this chopped-up version of Cardcaptor Sakura, it

remains a decent show, compared to what else is available on TV." The

review continues through Beveridge's usual categories, assessing the

audio, video, packaging, and menus and finding a few things to like in

those categories. Then he moves on to the content review, from the

review of the work as a tangible product to the review of the text as

altered from the text of Cardcaptor Sakura, and his first words in that

section sum up his reaction: "I could cry." His review proceeds to

compare the altered version to the original, commenting on the effect

of the changed order of the episodes on character development as well

as changes to the characters that extend to their personalities and not

just their names. While he reiterates his opinion that Cardcaptors is

better than other current children's television shows, he can't

recommend it: "If you can, I highly recommend getting a copy of the

original series, rather than the cut version. Even though the original

is only released in a subtitled version, you get more episodes per DVD

and a longer running time on each, all the while not missing critical

moments in the story just because they didn't fit Nelvana's re-written

script" (Beveridge, "Cardcaptors Vol. #2"). The coherence of the

narrative and the consistency of the characterization, textual issues

both, are seen by the reviewer as having been altered by the altering

of the work: the lack of an accurate translation of the original

language, the reordering of the episodes included on the DVD, the

omission of other episodes, and edits of various kinds within the

episodes, including the original opening and closing credit sequences.

Not only does Cardcaptors thus constitute a separate text from

Cardcaptor Sakura, but the differences between them are seen as

indications of Cardcaptors' lack of authenticity, a lack of

authenticity that is the result of North American distributors seeking

a mainstream audience of casual viewers.

Anime Fans and Their DVDs

Compared to previous home video formats, the technical capabilities of

the DVD format are better able to satisfy the demands of the anime fan

for a viewing experience that closes the cultural and linguistic gap

between creator and fan, insofar as the company distributing the

program provides the material that the format makes possible. The

ability to have multiple audio tracks, multiple subtitle tracks, and

alternate visual angles do not simply add to the viewing experience as

they do for a Hollywood film release; for the anime fan, these features

resolve philosophical differences about anime viewing that have divided

the community. No longer is the sub versus dub debate a divisive issue

rooted in the commercial availability of one's preferred home video

format, even though these authenticity issues still remain when anime

series are televised.

For anime fans the key issue has shifted from the technical specs of

the home video format to the willingness of DVD distributors to take

advantage of the features in order to produce as authentic a text as

possible, according to fan definitions of authenticity. Websites like

Anime on DVD and Anime News Network and Usenet groups like

rec.arts.anime.misc put pressure on distributors by enabling

contributors to spread news of acceptable and unacceptable releases

throughout the fan community. The home video industry, from small anime

companies to major distributors like Buena Vista Home Entertainment,

have been forced to acknowledge anime fans as consumers willing to

invest a substantial amount of money in products that meet their

demands and scornful of products that don't.

Endnotes

I would like to acknowledge the contributions made to this article by

my colleague Dr. Kim Gainer, but I would also like to acknowledge the

contribution made by participants in the rec.arts.anime.misc Usenet

group. Over my own years as a fan I have drawn on their expertise in

the history of the fandom and their expertise in particular series.

1. The subtitle script and the dub script rarely match up, because the

dub script must match the mouth movements of the characters onscreen.

2. A "digikini" is clothing such as a swimsuit digitally painted on a

naked character. Digikinis are often used to disguise nudity in shows

being aired on broadcast television. [End Page 55]

3. Robotech was constructed by Carl Macek from three separate Japanese

series: Super-Dimensional Fortress: Macross, Super-Dimensional Cavalry:

Southern Cross, and Genesis Climber: Mospeada (Furniss).

4. Most of the dubbing for English-language versions of anime takes

place in the United States and Canada, with the resulting dubs

distributed to English-speaking countries. Thus, a dub produced in

Vancouver, Canada, by the Ocean Group or in Texas by FUNimation or ADV

would be the version distributed in Britain and Australia as well as in

North America.

5. Adultswim.com is the Cartoon Network's official website for the

programs airing during its Adult Swim block aimed at older teens and

adults.

6. The 240 posts appeared between 4:45 P.M. and 9:30 P.M. on the day of

the announcement before the thread was locked by the forum

administrator.

7. The majority of anime series first appear in comic book form

(manga). For some series, the manga may be released in the West before

the anime version and vice-versa. Thus, one mode of comparison for

Western anime fans is to compare the American anime release with the

manga release, although the storylines in the comic book version and

the animated version seldom match up perfectly.

8. The term shoujo refers to anime marketed toward young girls, with

both Cardcaptor Sakura and Fruits Basket fitting into this category. In

contrast, Dragon Ball is a shounen series marketed to boys.
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