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A Review of the Corporatization of Animation Production
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ABSTRACT
This paper reviews the history of animated motion picture production in Japan from the
standpoint of corporatization. The time frame considered extends from the late 1910s, when
Japan’s first animated films were produced, to the early 1960s, when its first animated television
series, Tetsuwan Atomu (known abroad as Astro Boy), went to air.

Corporatization is generally defined as a process whereby continued mass production of a
product enjoying steady demand enables the. production organization to endure on the profits thus
generated. In the corporatization of animation production, because the work is labor-intensive
and requires a large staff, production systems, techniques, and profitability are crucial factors.

From the 1920s to the early 1950s, animated films were produced in Japan on shoestring
budgets by small, privately established production enterprises, primarily as “shorts”
accompanying feature films or as aspects of educational films. The only exceptions were two
full-length animated films commissioned by the Naval Ministry toward the end of World War II
to boost the nation’s fighting spirit, both of which were produced with ample funds and as
collective undertakings involving more than fifty personnel.

In the late 1950s the situation began to change. In 1956, in response to the rising demand for
movies that Japan’s quick-paced economic growth was generating, Toei Doga (Toei Animation
Co., Ltd.), a company specializing in animation production, was established and began producing
full-length animated films on a continuous basis as a collective undertaking involving over a
hundred people. The company carried out various aspects of animation production, including
scriptwriting, direction, drawing; animation, and finalizing, in an organized and systematic
manner. Toei Animation’s early works, released through the distribution network of its parent
company, Toei Co., Ltd., enjoyed sustained box-office success. These developments indicate that
Toei Animation had for the most part achieved bona fide corporatization of production in the field
of cinema animation.

In regard to television animation, however, producers were initially reluctant because this
required intensive and continuous production within a short time frame. Television animation
eventually got under way in 1963 with the production of Tetsuwan Atomu, the product of a bold
gamble by manga (comic strip) artist and animator Osamu Tezuka. Mushi Productions, a

company established by Tezuka himself, produced one thirty-minute episode of Tetsuwan Atomu
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in six days every week with a staff of never more than ten people and with neither a script nor
direction. In order to meet these rigorous conditions, the company developed groundbreaking
laborsaving techniques, such as the three-frame shot and freeze-frame shot, to keep the number of
animation drawings to the absolute minimum necessary. However, the broadcasting rights fees
that Japanese broadcasters paid covered less than a quarter of production costs, and to recoup
those costs Mushi Productions developed merchandising strategies and exported their products to
other countries.

Such rigorous laborsaving methods and merchandising strategies were also adopted by Toei
Animation and the Television Company of Japan (TCJ)—the latter began producing TV
animation in the autumn of 1963, not long after the launch of the Tetsuwan Atomu TV series—
and this approach became the paradigm of production and business expansion in Japan’s TV
animation industry-from that time on. However, given the great disparity between broadcasting
rights fees and production costs, TV animation production had poor profitability, and the three
production companies mentioned above all relied on income from merchandising, production of
TV commercials, and other activities whose revenue far outstripped what they made from the sale
of broadcasting rights. It would therefore be rash to conclude that corporatization of TV
animation production was fully achieved with the production of early works such as Tetsuwan
Atomu. .

Japanese TV animation is now widely hailed as one of the hallmark products of contemporary
Japanese culture. Further development of the industry, however, will require a solution to the

structural problem of the persisting gap between broadcasting rights fees and production costs.



