Cowboy Bebop                       genre           action sci-fi comedy drama

             Names you’ll recognize: Voice        Hayashibara Megumi

                                                     Director    Watanabe Shinchiro

                                                     Music        Kanno Yoko, Imahori Tsuneo, The SeatBelts

    It is the year 2071.  Earth is devastated because of an experiment gone wrong, but that experiment yielded the means to colonize the solar system.  Due to corruption within the ISSP (inter solar system police) crime is big business, but so is bounty hunting, with over 300,000 bounty hunters tuning in to one “America’s Most Wanted” type show alone.  Spike Spiegel and Jet Black are two such individuals, cashing in on the bad guys’ mistakes to eke out a living.  They are soon joined by a super-intelligent “illegal lab experiment animal” dog named Ein, an enigmatic femme fatale with a gambling addiction, an unimaginable debt, and no past named Faye Valentine, and a bizarre hacker child known as Edward Wong Hau Pepelu Tivrusky IV (she made it up herself).  Traveling in Jet’s beat up ship, the BeBop, these space cowboys are doing their best to catch the crooks for cold, hard Woolongs.  Spike’s past as a syndicate higher-up, and Jet’s past as a detective with the ISSP, along with Faye and Ed’s apparent lack of a history lead to an interesting tale.  There is plenty of action with LOTS of guns, plenty of martial arts thanks to Spike’s Jeet Kun Do skills, and more than a fair share of close calls, not to mention a creepy villain with a sword.  There is lots of drama, since Spike’s past, which he can never escape from, deals with a woman who he had loved, as he would say, “in another lifetime.”  Overall, it is a sad story, but not in the usual sense…It’s the kind of sadness that makes you look up into the blue sky and sigh deeply, and feel somewhat peaceful that your life is as it is.  If you understand the blues musician, you understand Bebop.

    Analysis on why it beats the pants off everyone else

   The characters are amazingly well done.  Each character has so much history, so much reason for doing what they do, that you really begin to identify with them.  The way the story is presented varies from episode to episode, as each one was treated like an independent short film, but overall, it is very dark, gritty, almost “film noir” in its style.  The music, though, is what really got me going.  It is a mixture of every style from big band to techno, from blues to swing to driving rock ballads, mostly jazz or blues rock though..  The mood of each song is unique, from “Let’s kick some butt” to “I didn’t make a dime again today, and life sucks, but it’s all good.” It is usually instrumental, or in English, since this series was geared toward the American audience especially.  The ending theme, however, one of the most memorable anime themes in my mind, is almost entirely in Japanese, with lyrics so sad it would make a poet cry.  

      This series is an expression in images and words of what it is to know the blues.  It is tragic and beautiful, almost transcending its simple medium.  I nearly forgot it was anime because it’s just that different.  It is so much better than some other shows that I cannot help but give it my approval.  Another good feature is how they did the movie.  They did not simply tack on an extra storyline after the last episode (which rocks my face off, btw), but instead, work it in right before the end of the series so that it has the cast at its finest, before the climactic ending changes everything (bet ya thought I’d give it away…not for the world!!).  Lots of action, humor that would make any comedian proud, and a sad love story that I, for one, will never forget, make this show a must-see.

Love Hina       genre       romantic comedy

            Names you’ll recognize     Music and Voice   Hayashibara Megumi   

   Urashima Keitaro, when he was young, made a promise with his sweetheart to enter Tokyo U. with her and be happy forever.  Keitaro forgot all about the girl he promised to, but still remembers that he must attend Tokyo U. and be reunited with his childhood love.  After failing the entrance exam twice, he gets a call from his grandmother.  She is asking him to take over as Kanrinrin (resident manager) of Hinata-sou, an apartment building that she has been in charge of for years.  Upon arrival, he finds that Hinata-sou has become an all-girl dormitory, and his grandmother wants him to take care of the building indefinitely.  There is one problem, however.  Actually, five problems…the current residents are none too happy about having a man manage an all-girl apartment building!

Analysis on why it’s really good

          I confess, I have really enjoyed this series…. it feels almost shameful that a guy like myself would enjoy a shojo (girly) anime as much as I do, as opposed to my usual shonen (manly) tastes.   I guess I’m just a helpless romantic…. lol.  Anyway, down to business.

     Each character is well developed and has their own interesting quirks…Narusegawa Naru is the all-around perfect girl, but with an angry streak a mile wide.  Aoyama Motoko, “kendo girl” as she is sometimes known, is calm and collected, the epitome of the martial artist, but is not without insecurities.  Konno Mitsune (Kitsune to her friends) is mischievous but laid back, usually wondering what she’ll do when they run out of sake.  Kaolla Su is a little girl who is always innocent, playful, funny, and…oh yeah, building mechanical contraptions that nearly get everyone killed.   Maehara Shinobu is a junior high student who resides at Hinata-sou to avoid her parents’ divorce and is constantly unsure of herself, always apologizing.  The protagonist, Urashima Keitaro, is a nice guy, but is just a little bit lecherous at heart.  He tries not to be, but every time he trips and falls over someone, his hand lands in the wrong spot, or he walks into the room at just the wrong time, each either ending with Naru punching him so hard he flies out of the room, or Motoko swinging at him with her sword, etc.  His two friends from childhood, Shirai and Haitani, are always either telling him how stupid he is for failing the exams so many times, or gawking at one of the girls that Keitaro gets the “privilege” of staying with.  Love Hina Again is a continuation of the storyline that picks up after both specials…The story follows Love-Hina closely, so I can’t give plot details on it without spoilers.  (I did not like Love-Hina again quite as much as I liked Love Hina because there was too much risqué humor and casual nudity…it is a cartoon, after all, but still, I don’t like taking a good show and pushing it over the edge of what I’d consider decency…that’s far enough for me.)

     The music is pretty good, just the usual opening and closing done by an idol singer (Hayashibara Megumi, I think…she does the voice for Haruka-san as well, but I’m not sure…), with various J-pop songs and instrumental pieces throughout.  It’s still good, but nothing groundbreaking.  It is well placed though, and suits the mood.  I’d recommend this anime to anyone, especially if they like corny slapstick humor, or a nice love story with a twist.  You want to root for Keitaro when things are going well, you want to encourage Naru to show her true feelings, you want Su-chan to stop building those pesky “Mecha Tama-chan” turtle robots…It’s a show you can really get into.

Gundam Wing      genre     action mecha drama 

         Name’s you’ll recognize                     Music      Two-Mix

     In After Colony Year 195, a faction of the United Earthsphere Alliance, calling itself OZ (or Order of the Zodiac, in case you were wondering), is causing trouble within the government, and is planning a coup de état to gain control.  To prevent this, five colonies send mobile suits to Earth disguised as meteors in order to prevent OZ activity on the surface.  The five pilots, Hiro Yui, Duo Maxwell, Qatre Winner, Trowa Barton, and Chang Wufei don’t even know of each others existence until they are tricked into killing all the pacifists they were sent to protect.  Now, with OZ in control and a renegade officer leading his troops against all sides, the five young pilots must survive on their own and strive to fight for the ideals for which they were sent.

         Everyone’s favorite mecha franchise is back…. umm… again.  

      The characters all have serious issues… Hiro is a homicidal control freak, Duo is an obnoxious, laid back clergyman, Qatre is the disenfranchised son of a wealthy family who gave up everything to fight, but is so quiet you may wonder if he is cut out to be a solider, Trowa is a circus performer with nerves of steel, and never speaks above a whisper unless he’s yelling, and Wufei is too busy beating himself up for “not being worthy to fight” to even notice how strong he really is.  A few stereotypes are clear to me, but they aren’t noticeable unless you take a good look at Japanese pop culture.  Take, for example, Duo.  He is a priest, but he is usually the least serious, or at least, the least-clergyman-like character on the entire show.  This is common of clergy in anime…several names come to mind, the most prominent in my memory right now being Miroku from Inu-Yasha or Wolfwood from Trigun.  What religion they preach doesn’t matter much, but if they’re in anime, they aren’t very serious, and are usually comic relief, or an example of how NOT to be a man of God.  I could go more into detail, but I will spare you.

     The music is what I really like about this series.  Two-Mix did a fantastic job with the opening and closing themes, as well as certain bgm.  Their fusion of J-pop and techno is superb.  It is driving bass and kick, with searing Japanese vocals, and tastefully arranged synth, all keeping the futuristic feel going throughout.  I am quite satisfied with it.

    The storyline is complex, with surprises everywhere.  People change sides, or at least seem to, constantly.  The pilots are thrown about in a political and emotional tempest, and still are trying to stay in one piece, not only individually, but as a group as well.  Over time, the Gundams, though impressive at first, get upgrades to become even stronger, vastly changing their appearance and capabilities.

    The one thing I do not like about this show is that it got so much attention at first that it was all anime fans talked about for years.  It is good, true, but not worth the kind of devotion I have seen it given… even though I myself have a model of Deathscythe stuck to my dashboard to deter thieves.  It’s just that some people look no further than this to find good anime to watch, and that bothers me.  Other than that, it’s worth my time, and worth yours too.

Dragonball GT          genre          action comedy

                                Names you’ll recognize                     ?

     Approximately ten years after Dragonball Z ends, while Goku is training with Uuubu, Emperor Pilaf breaks into the lookout and finds the Black-Star Dragonballs, which were formed before Kami split with Piccolo.  These balls, once the wish is made, scatter to the ends of the universe, and if they are not all found within one year, the planet where the wish was made will be destroyed.  Goku finds Pilaf, and being as ignorant as he is, asks him what he’s doing.  Pilaf explains to Goku how stupid he is, and ends by saying “I wish you were a kid again so I could kick the crap out of you” (paraphrased…).  The dragon answers the wish, and all of a sudden, Goku is about 12 years old again.  Goku, his granddaughter Pan, and Trunks then embark on a ship built by Bulma to track down the Black Star Dragonballs and save Earth, and undo this bizarre wish.

          Analysis on why it’s not too bad

     The characters are more of what you’ve been seeing all through Dragonball and DBZ.  Pretty one-dimensional, not too much development, not real deep emotions either.  It’s at least a little interesting seeing how Goku acts as a kid, because I never got to see Dragonball subbed, and the situations they get into are kind of funny, especially when Pan refers to Goku as “oji-san” (old man, or more appropriately, grandpa) and gets unusual looks from whatever aliens they’re saving on that particular day.  The fight scenes are akin to Dragonball Z, so there’s really no change there.  It is somewhat goofier than DBZ; overall, it’s like Dragonball with cleaner animation and better fighting.  I never watched past about 16 or so, but apparently, it gets more serious later on, with actual villains, not just this “monster of the day” crap.

     The music is nothing to yawn at.  I like the opening theme, but aside from that, there’s just not much that’s worth taking notice of.  If you’ve seen Dragonball, you’ve seen GT, in other words.  It’s alright, but can’t compare to Gundam Wing or Cowboy Bebop, or Inu-Yasha, or Love Hina, or Trigun, or . . . . . see what I mean?

     I have several problems with this series.  For one, it shouldn’t even exist.  Toriyama Akira, who wrote the Dragonball and Dragonball Z manga series, decided it should end there.  However, executives decided they should do a spin-off without Toriyama.  Thus, Dragonball GT was born.  My next issue with this show is the characters.  After discovering shows like Inu-Yasha and Cowboy Bebop, with characters who have pages of backstory and confusing feelings toward one another, and then going back and watching DBGT…it falls flat.  You can guess with 90% certainty that Goku is hungry, Pan is impatient, and Trunks is frustrated.  It’s just no fun like that.  My next issue is the inaccuracies between GT and Z.  For example, it was stated that a Saiyan can not cut his hair, because it will grow back within moments.  How then, does Vegeta reappear sporting a flattop and a mustache?  Since Dende took over as guardian of Earth, wouldn’t he have examined his new home and hid the BSDB’s?  They weren’t well hidden, since Goku stumbled upon Pilaf as he was making his wish.  How did Dende, a being who is capable of overseeing an entire planet, not search his own residence, and hide the dragonballs accordingly?  How is it that SS4 is now attainable, when for thousands of years of Saiyan history, only one per thousand years ever ascended to SS1? One more thing…. GOHAN DOES NOT WEAR GLASSES!

     Any fan of DBZ will love this show though, it’s just not my style anymore.  It’s more the Saturday morning crowd…except for the language.  

Inu-Yasha          genre            action drama, some comedy

     Names you’ll recognize                    

Author       Takahashi Rumiko

Music         V6, Dream, Hitomi, D*A*I, Hamasaki Ayumi, BoA

     Higurashi Kagome is just a normal Jr. High Student, when she accidentally gets pulled back in time through the old well on her family’s shrine to the Warring States Period.  This isn’t the history she learned in school though.  All the mythological creatures in traditional lore are very much alive, and trying to kill her.  She finds that she may be the reincarnation of a powerful miko (priestess) from that era named Kikyo, who was guarding the Shikon no Tama (Bead or Jewel of the Four Souls).  Kagome finds that she too must protect it as well, because it was found to be inside her after disappearing at Kikyo’s death half a century before. This jewel can give youki (a spirit or monster) incredible power, so if it came into the wrong hands, all humanity is doomed, not to mention Kagome’s time won’t exist anymore.  She meets up with a hanyou (half-monster) named Inu-Yasha, who was sealed to a sacred tree by Kikyo’s purified arrow since the day of her death, fifty years previous.  After Inu-Yasha almost kills Kagome to get the jewel for himself, Kaede, Kikyo’s younger sister who is now quite old, manages to cast an enchanted necklace upon Inu-Yasha.  He can’t force it off, and whenever Kagome yells “osuwari” (sit), his head is instantly forced to the ground.  The jewel gets shattered while Kagome is trying to kill a crow youki who ate it, and now it’s scattered all over feudal Japan, and even back in Kagome’s time.  Kagome can sense hidden shards and purify them, while only Inu-Yasha has the strength to take those shards by force from youki, so they must work together, even though Inu-Yasha is rude and arrogant, and Kagome smells like Kikyo (much to Inu-Yasha’s disdain).  They are joined by Shippo (which means Tail or Tails in Japanese, btw), a cute little fox youki whose attacks are only illusion, the lecherous Buddhist monk Miroku, who has a curse upon him whereby his right hand can suck up anything if not sealed by prayer beads, and Sango, the boomerang-wielding “youki taijika” (imagine Ghostbusters with ancient Japanese weapons, and you’ll see what she does for a living) whose pain of watching her brother die at the hands of Naraku (the main villain once the show gets going) is her driving force. 

     “OSUWARI!!”… THUD!!!

     This show has one of the best running gags of any anime I’ve seen so far:  Inu-Yasha’s necklace.  It makes for very funny situations.  Anyway, the characters are quite developed.  Their emotions run on several levels, and the backstory for each character spans several paragraphs, even for Shippo!  The plot is full of twists and turns, and the storytelling is superb.  The music it pretty good, the opening and closing themes (at least 4 openings, and 5 closings) done by popular groups, but the background music during the show is sometimes instrumental variations on the themes, or, more often, based on more traditional Japanese music, or just plain orchestral soundtrack type stuff.  It’s really very well placed and suits the flavor of the show.  The thing that really got my attention was the story, though.  It is everything I might have expected from Takahashi Rumiko, and more.  Anyone who likes Japanese history and traditional lore will love this show.  Anyone who likes a deep, emotional story with just enough humor to keep it interesting will love this show. Really, just about anyone who likes seeing lots of über-nifty melee weapons will love it as well.  It’s really for anyone.

Trigun             genre        sci-fi action comedy

     Names you’ll recognize                             Music    Imahori Tsuneo

   A nameless desert planet has been colonized by mankind in the distant future.  All technology was lost sometime after the landings, save for the remnants of power plants scattered here and there, besides what the travelers could build themselves.  Over 130 years after man has lived on this barren rock, a lone gunman known only as Vash the Stampede, the Humanoid Typhoon, makes himself known for destroying cities but never taking a life.  Two insurance agents, Milly Thompson and Meryl Strife of the Bernadelli Insurance Society are sent to find him and determine which claims can be attributed to him, so as to prevent false claims from account holders.  When they finally encounter Vash, they find he is a goofy, donut-scarfing pacifist who can’t stand the sight of blood…Can this moron really be the legendary sharpshooter, whose bullets never miss their mark?

     Why this show caught my attention

    The characters all have a certain mood they are usually in.  That gets boring after awhile, but they still leave a lot of room for leeway with it though.  It’s not as linear as the char from Dragonball GT or something.  They all have some development.  Vash is a total nutcase half the time, and deathly serious the other half.  Meryl is sometimes doubtful, usually worrying, and frequently ticked off at Vash for being a nutcase.  Milly is too innocent and naïve to really have too many moods, though she does get really upset when somebody steps on her pudding (you’ll have to see to understand).  I do really like Vash, just because when he’s serious, he’s so very cool, and when he’s trying to be funny, it actually IS funny, regardless of the situation…For comic relief, in every episode, the same black cat, nicknamed Kuroneko by the fan community (which means black cat in Japanese… how creative), appears at a tense moment.  He is usually sleeping on a table, or walking around in the background, or being dragged around on a leash by some old guy…just for long enough that you know he’s there.  The music in the series is quite good, as it was composed by the über-talented Imahori Tsuneo, who was the lead guitarist for Kanno Yoko’s band, the SeatBelts, throughout the making of Cowboy Bebop.  I thought those guitar improv riffs sounded familiar.  The visual style, as far as cinematography, was very well done, the fight scenes and tense moments mapped out exquisitely.  For example, the first time you see Vash in the series, he’s having a drink in a secluded saloon in the middle of nowhere.  A villain wielding a large boomerang chops the top off of the building, then his henchmen start firing with weapons that demolish the place and level it.  The large metal sign that was hanging out front is seen falling over when the dust clears.  Behind it, one section of bar still stands, with Vash still sitting at his bar stool as if he hadn’t moved.  He sets his empty glass down on the 18 inches of bar remaining, gets up, the wind blowing his large trench coat around dramatically.  He adjusts his sunglasses calmly, then smoothly pulls out a nasty-looking silver revolver from a hidden holster on his thigh, leveling it towards the bad guys with the sun gleaming off the immaculate barrel of the signature sidearm.  Then the title pops up amid sounds of gunfire.

   This show has plenty of action, an interesting storyline starting after midway in the series, and some of the best supporting characters in a shonen anime since Cowboy Bebop.  It’s good for anyone who doesn’t need much romance to be glued to the screen.

Onegai Teacher                       genre            romantic comedy     *sci-fi -ish*

      Names you’ll recognize                      not sure…credits are in Kanji

   This show is why people who don’t know about anime think it’s all REALLY weird.  You have to be a true fan to not be pushed away by the concept of this one.  Okay…here goes.  The plot, in one sentence…A high school student with a strange disorder that makes him go into a coma whenever he is sad finds out his new teacher is an alien investigating Earth’s educational system, when he falls in love with her, and to avoid being kicked out of school when they are caught locked in an equipment locker (because he injured the control system for her spaceship and the little critter couldn’t get them out using their teleporter technology) he is forced to marry her but can’t let anyone know, because if his classmates found out he was really 18 because of his disorder instead of 15 like them, they would shun him.

  Why I liked this show way more than I should have…

     The characters all have certain aspects that remind me of other characters.  Kinda stereotypical in some ways, but each chara has individuality that makes it not so obvious.  The storyline actually becomes believable, and almost normal seeming after watching the first 3 episodes or so.  The music is pretty standard for an anime, nothing really jumps out at me.  The opening theme is very cool though, and the closing is also exceptional.  It’s just there’s not too much to say about the BGM.  It’s good, but could be better.  The story is what got me…it is deeply emotional and really struck a chord with me…it left me with that warm fuzzy feeling…I hate admitting this, but I found myself *almost* crying through the entire last episode, it was such an emotional ending…I can’t spoil it though.  You must see it for yourself.

*oh no.....am I, Pianoanime, turning shojo?  will I find myself watching Utena?  will my fanart of Vash and Inu-Yasha give way to sketches of Mizuho-sensei?  will I start feeling bad for Keitaro when Naru punches him across the room?  will I pity Miroku when Sango slaps him?  will my eye-glares be really big and squiggly whenever I see someone border on confessing feelings of love?  will I, Pianoanime, embrace my emotional side, and melt, becoming a big, emotional blob of me slowly spreading across the floor, whenever I see an emotional scene in an anime?*I hope not.....but... It’s no use…I might as well admit it.  This show was much better than I ever expected.  It is such a great story, and there is a fair amount of humor, but not quite as much as Love Hina.  If you liked Love Hina, you’ll love Onegai Teacher.  It’s just that kind of show.  Besides, as short as it is, with only 12 episodes, you don’t have to take a whole day to watch it all.  

All-Purpose Cultural Cat Girl Nuku Nuku      genre   action comedy

     Names you’ll recognize                             voice and music    Hayashibara Megumi

                                                                                (noticing a pattern here???)

   This is yet another *ahem* …unusual…show.   The plot is as follows.  A brilliant scientist does not approve of how his super-human android is going to be used as a weapon, so he steals it.  As he and his son are running away from the industrial company’s security (his wife’s personal secretaries flying a futuristic helicopter thingy with lots of guns on it), the boy comes upon a stray cat.  The cat dies in the crash that ends the chase, but out of compassion for his son and the cat that was to be his new pet, the scientist decides to use the cat’s brain as the android’s control program…In other words, now this boy has a super-human robot at his disposal, a super-human robot who used to be a cat and is now posing as a high-school student to avoid suspicion, while his mother is using two secretaries with high-tech weapons to get her son back from his father (who is raising him without her consent) and get rid of that darn cat-girl!  That doesn’t sound weird at all, huh?

    Analysis on why I think it’s pretty cool

  To be honest, I have only watched the first 2 OAV’s…so I don’t yet know what to think.  Here’s the basics, though.  From what I see, the characters aren’t that deep.  Deeper than something like DBGT, but not nearly as complex as Inu-Yasha or even Love Hina for that matter.  The story is quite bizarre, so that will capture the audience’s attention more than caring for the character development.  Music is more of the same…Hayashibara Megumi does the openings and closings, though, so it’s pretty good.  It’s just not ORIGINAL.  Oh well…can’t ask for perfection, now can we?   The story is laid out in an interesting way, but not anything really great…it is good enough to make it worth watching.  Mostly, I enjoyed the humor and the awkwardness of the situations Nuku Nuku gets herself into because she was just recently a cat.  For example, on her first trip to the ocean, she commented on how much she loves fish, but hasn’t caught one herself.  She follows up by recounting how she used to catch bugs and mice all the time…see what I mean?  She later tries diving in the ocean for her first swim, then doesn’t come up for a long time…the next scene is her on the bottom of the beach, about 20 or so feet down, lying on the ocean floor…”oh yeah…I can’t float…”  The animation is typical of anime that is a few years old, very stylized, not at all realistic.  Not in a bad way though.  It’s typical of anime in general, but I like how it was done in this series more than some others that look similar.  Some shows went for a realistic approach…some went for about as far from reality as imaginable.  Nuku Nuku makes a good compromise between the extremes.

