A Very Organic Process: The American dub


cast for "Cowboy Bebop" weighs in on the series





by Luis Reyes 





For nearly nine months this assemblage of anime dub artists toiled in the studio to produce one of the best anime dubs in recent history. In March, Akadot hosted ADR (Automatic Dialogue Replacement) writer Marc Handler, ADR director Melissa Williamson, the voice of Ed, Melissa Charles, the voice of Faye, Wendee Lee, and the voice of Spike, David Lucas.  Assembled together to talk about "Cowboy Bebop" for the first time ever, they elucidate the voice acting process and provide their insights on the series.


How long has it been since you guys ended the recording of the "Cowboy Bebop" dub?


Melissa Williamson: Almost a year. We started in the summer of 1999, and we finished up in April of 2000. We took nine working days every month to record everybody and then had the rest of the month off. 'Bebop' was balanced so well between the animation, the music and the dialogue that we really could take our time to make the voices sound just right. 


What kind of questions do you get from the fan community?


Williamson: They ask about the process. I think a lot of people have no idea about how this process works, and how we do dub animation, and how different it is from original animation.


[American dub studios typically record English tracks one voice at a time, each actor getting booked alone for studio time. That actor uses the script, the animated image and the director as a guide for their acting. Seldom do they have other actors off of whom to play, which often accounts for the common criticism that English dubs are stilted and lack the emotional depth of the Japanese original. By contrast, the Japanese recording process involves all the actors sitting together in a recording room, a working environment that affords them the luxury of interacting something other than a microphone and a glass wall.]


Williamson: As a director it's like, "...first day we're doing the first violins, and then we're doing the cello?" We have to put together the dub one voice at a time.


Wendee Lee: But for this show we really did have a lot of time, and that made all the difference. We are usually on such a tight schedule, slamming the work out, trying to pay attention to detail and quality. On this project there was so much breathing room. We could sit back and look at a finished scene when we were done and just enjoy it, and tweak it, and fine-tune it.


Williamson: It was a huge collaborative effort because we had the time. The easiest choice is to go over the top, which happens with a lot of dubs. Since ZRO gave us the time, we were able to make clearer decisions and keep the nuances and subtleties of the series in tact.��


Working with Production Company ZRO


Lee: The philosophy behind ZRO Limit has always been to honor the Japanese, use it as a guide.


Williamson: I think that when you translate a Japanese work to English you're dealing with a mythology that just can't be translated; it's a different cultural vocabulary. If you're given a series like 'Rurouni Kenshin,' you have to honor the material that is given to you. American producers can't just throw in references that don't deal with that historical context.


Marc Handler: Working for these types of anime projects that are going straight to video, that are going straight to the anime fans, we can honor the original Japanese voices and use them as guides. When you're working for Fox or a company like that, they are not selling it to fans so their directive is do anything you need to do to this project to make it mainstream. The directive I got from ZRO was, '...we like the spirit of the original so don't stray too much from it.'


Williamson: The naturalistic style was such a relief, all of us having done so much over-the-top voice acting. People would come in and do incidental roles so glad that they could breathe and be themselves. All of us realized that in our whole careers we had never been allowed to use our real voices. 


As 'Bebop' was coming together, did any of you think that this was being done a lot better than other dubs?


Williamson: Well, it was my first series ever as a director and I was terrified.


David Lucas: Yes, but these were some of the freest flowing sessions I've ever worked anywhere. And Melissa was always so excited with the project. Every episode she would give me the whole back-story. And I didn't process everything, but she took that personal investment and that made it much easier for me. I mean I had cigarettes in my mouth.


Williamson: Not to smoke but so that he would sound like he always had one in his mouth.


Melissa Charles: And in tender moments, our director would cry. She would get teary eyed. We're used to coming into the studio and working through scripts methodically. But with this show we all had to double take. We had to really look at what was going on.


Williamson: I had fun showing it to people. It was "Ballad of Fallen Angels" that did it for me, when Spike walked into that church and the music started and Vicious screamed out, "Why are you still alive?" And that slow motion back fall, and the music box music, and the flashbacks. Even watching it in Japanese, it blew me away.


Handler: When I do ADR scripts, I always watch the episodes ahead of where I'm writing so I know what's coming up and I know how to set up the action. A writer really should. But with 'Bebop' I stopped doing that because I wanted to be surprised. I was just having too much fun; I didn't want to ruin it for myself.


Lee: Melissa would do the same thing. She'd warn us not to read ahead.


Williamson: Yeah, I tried to keep it suspenseful. (To David) Did you have any idea what was going to happen to Spike?


Lucas: I had no idea. I cried.��


Her royal highness, the precocious hacker Edward


Charles: When Kevin Seymour from ZRO came up to me and said that he thought I'd be perfect for this part I didn't know what to think. I have played my fair share of straight, serious characters. But the most successful ones were the characters that were a little quirky or offbeat.


When I went in I had never met our director before, but we immediately had a great report. We watched a little of Ed before I put a voice to it. I just wanted to see her movement and her playfulness. She came pretty organically to me at that point. And though she is a girl, it was fun to play Ed as she thinks of herself, not a boy or a girl. She is just Ed, Edward.


Handler: When I saw the first Edward episode, I thought to myself, 'damn, they're going to bring a kid into this.' They had this great group of adults, these hard-edged characters, a great noir feel. A kid would spoil it. And I wrote a note to the casting department explaining that the tendency for an actor will be to play it too cute, syrupy cute, and that's going to kill the series. You have to find someone who can bring a balance to it.


Charles: When she says bye to the crew, Melissa and I were both teary eyed. I think that at that point she had grown up a little bit, she had learned all she could from the Bebop crew and she moved on.


Handler: And right before that Faye tells her that belonging is the best thing. And then Ed goes out to find out where she belongs.��


Sassy, Sarcastic Femme Fatale Faye Valentine


Lee: In her first episode, 'Honky Tonk Woman,' she was so mysterious to me. This chick was so cool. Her whole vibe and nature and cunningness and how she uses her sexuality - her intellect, her charm - or lack of - was just so compelling.


She's so comfortable in her skin that she isn't even aware of it most of the time, but can call upon it in a second. She uses all of her charms to get what she wants. And she has a lot of bad motivations at times; she's naughty as hell.


Williamson: This is a woman who was cryogenically frozen for a period of time, has no idea who she is. And Wendee was always able to find Faye's vulnerability in all of that, while still maintaining the sassiness and the sarcasm.


Did you know how your relationship with Spike was going to take shape?


Lee: I thought at some point they would hook up. But the tension had been built for so long, I thought that if they really did hook up it would ruin the vibe. Often times I would take visual clues from the art work about where Faye was emotionally and mentally.��


The incomparable Spike


Lucas: The character was defined for me from the first episode. He's introduced as this badass, smarmy and sarcastic, who doesn't give a crap about anything. But he also exhibits tidbits of vulnerability. In "Asteroid Blues" you see traces of his vulnerability in his interaction with Maria - that he could actually have feelings for somebody else. That made him unfold for me immediately as a multi-dimensional character. Prior to this I'd been used to playing monsters and, occasionally, heroes and that kind of thing. But never anything with any depth. This was something I could actually act.


Handler: [To David] I remember you coming into it at the beginning of the series going "he is obviously the hero of the series, he comes in doing Karate." And, at first, you gave him a 'hero' voice. And we talked to you about it saying, "That's not what he's really like." Then you nailed it.


Lucas: Yeah, once I locked in, it was a joy to do - a very organic process. There are so many lines in there that are just gems, things I've always wanted to say. I was putting a tape together, recently, of my work to send out, and I realized that half the tape was Spike lines.


How would you explain Spike's relationship with Jet?


Lucas: One of mutual respect and animosity, like brothers. I pictured them kicking the crap out of each other then making up.


Marc Handler on the ADR script


Handler: I changed it as little as possible. There were times where there were things like grunts, which ADR writers usually throw in to fill silences that can then be edited out later as needed by the director. I stayed so close to the original the Japanese version didn't record a grunt at a certain point I wasn't going to put it into the script. I had such respect for the production value and the quality of "Bebop," I wanted to make the same judgment calls that they made.


When I sit down to write a scene I ask, "What was the writer's intention; what was the creative team's intention; what are they trying to do?" Then I look at the direct translation. There's always something lost in the direct translation, and I try to find out what's missing. Then I add that to the English text while maintaining the show's mood and intention.


The biggest problem with ADR writing is that most writers look at the translation and try to figure out how to get lines to fit characters' lip flaps. That way you end up with something that just doesn't work tonally or thematically. You have to think through it as a writer, as if you were writing it originally. Think about what the scene does, how it fits in the overall arc. Then you can play off the translation.��


Dancing the Mushroom Samba


Let's talk about the pop culture references in "Cowboy Bebop," specifically 'Mushroom Samba' which borders on near racism by engaging in the same kind of exploitation in which Blaxploitation films engaged.


Williamson: And that's exactly how we approached it. A friend of mine was one of the leads for that episode and he said that if we were going to do this we couldn't hold back on it. We need to take the genre and spin it.


Charles: Like Mel Brooks. He can't make a movie now without being blasted about being anti-this or anti-that. But it's all just humor.


Williamson: I hate political correctness, I can't stand it, it drives me insane. People lose their sense of humor when they start talking about political correctness. You can't lose the ability to laugh at yourself. So if you are going to do something, don't do it half way because I think you offend more people like that.


What was your first reaction to Mushroom Samba?


Handler: I thought it was hilarious. I didn't think there was any malice in it at all. I think the series earned the right to spoof Blaxploitation films by spoofing every other film genre out there. They even spoof their own audience.


[Marc is referring to "Speak Like a Child" in which Jet and Spike have to hunt down a Beta video cassette player so that Faye can watch a tape sent to her anonymously. The scavenger they finally get it from launches into a diatribe on how much better Beta was than VHS and why. That's the American audience of anime to a certain extent.]


What about the "Big Shot" TV show. How did you come to the strange melange of accents for the host of that show?


Williamson: I said to the actor that we hadn't decided whether he's black or Hispanic, so give him a taste of a Hispanic accent, but when he gets excited or loses his cool have him forget what accent he's using. With the girl we were going for dumb blonde, dumb, dumb, awful, dumb blonde. And at the end you find that she's actually really smart and just putting on that persona. Everything in the show is a ruse, a question about what is real and what isn't, and we used that developing the voices for these people.��


And a final word before we go ...


Charles: The beauty of this show, besides the collaborative effort of wonderful actors, a wonderful director, wonderful writer, is that the animation is so wonderful; it has depth, it has layers, and that's what we rise to meet. Spike is not just a tough guy, Faye is not just a femme fatale, Ed is not just a kid. We were blessed to work with great material.�


All are eager to do the upcoming movie, "Knockin' on Heaven's Door," if they are asked, having found the "Cowboy Bebop" experience one of the most rewarding in their careers. If this band of artists, so passionate about the work, is any indication of the trajectory anime dubs could take, perhaps the die-hard sub fans will let down their guard long enough to recognize that talent and hard work doesn't poison the sanctity of these Japanese art form.








