Cowboy Bebop:
The Movie

It’s 2071 and Earth has been abandoned for settlements on different moons
and planets in the solar system. The spaceship Bepop is home to a group of
bounty hunters who are seeking a terrorist threatening to wipe out the
population on Mars using a deadly pathogen. This feature version of the
successful anime TV series uses live-action camera angles to elevate the
animation, and features a cracking score by Yoko Kanno (performed by her
band Seatbelts).

bfi.org.uk

Created as a side-story from a Japanese television cartoon of the same name
(screened in the UK on the digital channel CNX), Cowboy Bebop remains
accessible to newcomers: though set in a future replete with sci-fi hardware,
it’s essentially a hard-boiled detective thriller in animated form. The rather
meandering mystery is punctuated with satisfyingly meaty fights and a
sprinkling of existential angst, the whole held together by the lanky central
figure of Spike, a ‘cowboy’ bounty hunter whose narcoleptic languor and
stork-like gait give way to lightning speed and savagery in the main set
pieces. Spike brings to mind any number of American gumshoes, but the
character also recalls the adventurer-cum-thief Lupin lll, a hero of Japanese
comics and cartoons, himself partly based on James Bond.

The film’s city, Alva (ostensibly on Mars though much of the movie could be
set on present-day Earth), is similarly transnational with a Manhattan-style
skyline sporting prominent Twin Towers, a fight on a Tokyo Tower clone and a
thriving Moroccan district brimming with African exoticism, all slatted shadows
and yellow light. The setting is rendered with a polished hyperrealism which,
combined with the non-cartoony animation (only the loose-limbed girl Edward
approaches caricature), prompts the question why the film wasn’t produced

in live action; the answer seems to be to heighten the larger-than-life
melodrama of the story. While there’s awkward movement in many scenes,
the main fights are well composed, conveying a keen sense of dramatic
confrontation. The tower battle is lit by fireworks and floating lanterns, while an
earlier fight takes place on an elevated train racing high over the city bay.

There’s also the suggestion of a link between the film’s cartoon form and its
thematic content. A minor baddie, introduced playing a videogame from the
1980s, is a techno-nerd who can’t tell life from virtuality. Later we discover
that the main adversary, the solipsistic, solitaire-playing Vincent, thinks
existence is a dream after his mind has been scrambled. The victims of a
mysterious virus see glowing butterflies that swarm over the final fight — both
an analogue to the doves that counterpoint live-action violence in John Woo’s
films and a nod to Chuang Tzu’s aphorism about a man and a butterfly
uncertain which one is dreaming the existence of the other.

Vincent is redeemed by recognising the girl he once loved and it’s suggested
the same might be true of Spike, who insists he’s ‘just a bounty hunter’
exempt from responsibility, but is still prompted to reminisce about the girl



who gave him life and the fear of death. If this sounds corny on page, it feels
less so in the mouth of an iconic anime character.

The pace is diluted by extraneous scenes featuring the supporting cast,
presumably to satisfy fans of the original series. The film also follows the
tendency of other Japanese cartoons by creating redundant action scenes
with impersonal sci-fi vehicles, often as tedious as the CG monsters in live-
action pictures. Despite this, Cowboy Bebop succeeds as a stylish, enjoyable
blend of genres and formats. (The director Shinichiro Watanabe also worked
on the high-quality Japanese animations Escaflowne and Macross Plus, both
available in the UK on DVD.) It also offers the opportunity to hear music by
Yoko Kanno, the most celebrated composer in Japanese animation, though
her work here lacks the polymath eclecticism of her best scores. Like the film
itself, it’s polished rather than ground breaking, and there’s none of the jazz

bebop of the title.

Andrew Osmond, Sight & Sound, September 2003

COWBOY BEBOP: THE MOVIE
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Ishin Chiba (robber C)

Katsuyuki Konishi (robber D)
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THE HISTORY OF ANIME

Momotaro’s Divine Sea Warriors (Momotaro: Umi no Shinpei) Wed 13
Apr 18:30

Astroboy Sun 17 Apr 12:10

Belladonna of Sadness (Kanashimi no Belladonna) Mon 18 Apr 15:30

EMERGING FEMALE VOICES

A Silent Voice (Koe no Katachi) Mon 18 Apr 18:10 (+ intro by Dr Rayna
Denison, Professor in Film and Digital Arts, University of Bristol)

Liz and the Blue Bird (Rizu to aoi tori)

Thu 21 Apr 18:15; Sat 30 Apr 17:45

The Anthem of the Heart (Kokoro ga Sakebitagatterunda) Fri 22 Apr
18:10

Maquia: When the Promised Flower Blooms (Sayonara no Asa ni
Yakusoku no Hana o Kazaro) Sat 23 Apr 17:45

ANIME AT THE IMAX

Ghost in the Shell (Kokaku Kidotai)
Mon 25 Apr 15:00, 21:00

Belle (Ryi to sobakasu no hime)
Mon 25 Apr 18:15

ANIME CLASSICS PART 1

Patlabor: The Movie (Kid6 keisatsu patoreba: Gekijé-ban) Wed 13 Apr
20:40; Sun 17 Apr 18:20; Thu 28 Apr 18:15

Cowboy Bebop: The Movie (Cowboy Bebop: Tengoku no tobira) Thu
14 Apr 20:45; Sat 16 Apr 20:30; Fri 22 Apr 20:40

Patlabor 2: The Movie (Kido keisatsu patoreba: The Movie 2) Fri 15
Apr 18:15; Thu 21 Apr 20:30; Thu 28 Apr 20:45

Steamboy (Suchimubéi)

Fri 15 Apr 20:30; Wed 20 Apr 18:10

The Case of Hana & Alice (Hana to Arisu Satsujin Jiken) Sat 16 Apr
18:35; Tue 26 Apr 20:55

Royal Space Force: The Wings of Honneamise (Oritsu Uchiigun:
Oneamisu no Tsubasa)

Sat 23 Apr 20:40

STUDIO GHIBLI

Spirited Away (Sen to Chihiro no Kamikakushi)
Fri 29 Apr 18:00

This season was co-programmed by writer and academic Hanako Miyata

NN AKAMA

Japan Nakama is an online community for Japanese culture
enthusiasts and a marketplace for Japan-made and inspired
products.

BECOME A BFI MEMBER

Enjoy a great package of film benefits including priority booking at BFI
Southbank and BFI Festivals. Join today at bfi.org.uk/join

BFI PLAYER

We are always open online on BFI Player where you can watch the best
new, cult & classic cinema on demand. Showcasing hand-picked
landmark British and independent titles, films are available to watch in
three distinct ways: Subscription, Rentals & Free to view.

See something different today on player.bfi.org.uk

Join the BFI mailing list for regular programme updates. Not yet
registered? Create a new account at www.bfi.org.uk/signup

BFI SOUTHBANK

Welcome to the home of great film and TV, with three cinemas and a
studio, a world-class library, regular exhibitions and a pioneering
Mediatheque with 1000s of free titles for you to explore. Browse special-
edition merchandise in the BFI Shop.

We’re also pleased to offer you a unique new space, the BFI Riverfront —
with unrivalled riverside views of Waterloo Bridge and beyond, a delicious
seasonal menu, plus a stylish balcony bar for cocktails or special events.
Come and enjoy a pre-cinema dinner or a drink on the balcony as the sun
goes down.
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