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The back half of the twentieth century, the age of analysis and introspection, found artists, sociologists and scientists deconstructing style, form and content so as to make genre an elusive concept. And here, at the doorstep of the twenty-first century, we have their love child - "Cowboy Bebop," the show that becomes a genre itself.


"The world of 'Cowboy Bebop' is an underworld," says series producer Masahiko Minami at Bones, a splinter company of Sunrise, Inc., which bankrolled the title along with Bandai Visual. "It's a world in which either people collect bounties or they have a price on their heads. It's a world in which countries, different societies and races have become completely mixed."


Blues and swing merged to form rock; a classical ethos merged with a blossoming humanism to become the Renaissance; pulp fiction merged with cinema to become film noir. "Cowboy Bebop" is at the evolutionary crossroads of pop-culture and high art and by being so it deserves to be called its own genre. But this show achieves this while at the same time disregarding the kind of analytical deconstruction that opens this article. So, in fact, "Cowboy Bebop" not only transcends genre, it transcends traditional analysis - and in being so baffling, it becomes so human, and that is perhaps why it is so appealing; fascinatingly directionless people caught up in fascinatingly directionless stories for a post-post-modern time of fascinating directionlessness.


"'Cowboy Bebop' reflects the era," Minami continues. "Director Shinichiro Watanabe was interested in a series in which the characters meet and part. Human beings are always in one way or another saying 'hello' and 'goodbye.' At the center of all this meeting and parting is the self, the individual. So by using the scenario structure of meeting and parting we can better express individual characters such as Faye, Spike, Jet, Ed and even Ein."


Faye Valentine, an iconic Femme Fatale seductress, cocky to a fault, gracelessly scarfs down dog food, which she, out of desperation, steals from an emaciated Ein. Her rootlessness and yearning to discover her past sets her on a quest she has no way of completing.


Spike Spiegel, a bounty hunter capable of taking down seven thugs in the street and escaping torrents of bullets with nary a scrape, can't seem to score a single substantial bounty. And the past that haunts him doesn't catch up with him more than he dives back into it, head first and blinded by love.


Jet Black, a strong, formidable leader that can't get his rabble to do anything he asks, a fault indicative of why he drove away the woman he loved and was ejected from the policing organization he served. A good man in a bad world.


"Spike and Jet are actually very old style characters like the world of old Enka [Enka is a popular form of music that draws its roots from the latter 19th century when folk singers would sing protest songs against the authoritarian government. Nowadays, Enka music is usually romantic and sad in nature, a lugubrious and melodramatic style akin to bluesy American country music.] - the kind of men who don't live very skillfully, men who cannot resist their own souls, who do whatever they want to do. Faye is also an old-fashioned character type. She does what she wants. We basically mixed old-fashioned characters with a new visual expression. Ed is probably the only new type of character."


Edward Wong Hau Pepelu Tivrusky, an anomaly too complex for simple words. But, at her core, she longs to have - but probably never will - a home.


"Ed was originally going to be two characters. One was going to be a little girl who most likely was an alien, and a boy that was a wiz kid hacker. We figured there was no reason to have two characters, so we put the qualities of those two characters into one and came up with the strange character known as Ed. I don't know about America, but in Japan there are still a lot of people who can't get near a computer. In the 'Bebop' era, computers are just an ordinary tool or toy for kids - this electronic world is a place where kids are just used to. Even now in Japan there are kids who play computer games at the age of two or three. Some play before they even learn how to speak. Kids are being raised in an entirely different way. We wanted to show the position of a child in this world."


And though "Bebop's" dynamism and originality shines through decisions like this, its self-conscious simplicity drives the work.


"Each episode of 'Cowboy Bebop' is actually pretty orthodox," Minami explains. "In order to keep an audience watching each week we would bring the elements together a little differently, but basically it's pretty orthodox as far as story telling is concerned. Watanabe is an orthodox and very technically fluent director. He has a solid base of skill upon which he creates images. However, he doesn't want to be pinned down or labeled with any particular medium of expression. His work at this point just happens to be animation, but he's capable of creating images in many other mediums. Because Watanabe isn't pinned into animation, he creates characters that are really alive. The staff had a really hard time. They often dropped their jaws at some of the demands he made of them."


Compounding images into a discernibly simple story, "Cowboy Bebop" is different in just how familiar it can be.


"The set designer Isam Imakake constructed the world of 'Bebop' by using an internal stock of images he'd stored up in his head over the years. Today's young people are born into a world of images, they're exposed to various film genres, music videos, etc., so they have a highly sophisticated visual sense. I think 'Cowboy Bebop's' different from other anime and movies in that visually it's appeal is aimed at this generation."


The quintessence of the video culture - a form of entertainment authored with a vocabulary of kitsch, allusion and flare, culled from what was once marginalized as pop-culture but now must be accept as the culture of a new generation of artists - "Cowboy Bebop" is itself a genre.


And mounting the millennial divide like a colossus - the television show imbedded in the twentieth century and the movie firmly planted in the twenty-first - "Cowboy Bebop's" fate will be left to the whim of American broadcasting and distribution executives. Rumors fly about the series getting a run on network or cable television and the highly anticipated movie getting a theatrical release.


"Our domestic distributor is Sony Pictures Entertainment. Sony has a connection with Columbia Pictures. If Columbia releases it we'll be very happy. It's something that the distributors have to decide. We get a lot of questions about the movie from foreign countries on our official site. The domestic release is planned for the end of August."


Titled "Knocking on Heaven's Door," the movie has some high expectations to satiate.


"The title of the movie is very symbolic of what's going to happen in the film. You'll just have to wait and see. However, the series dealt primarily with life and death, and the film definitely continues in that vein."


The Bones creative team has developed a series that punctuates the unbearable lightness of hopelessness while dazzling its audience with style, a combination that, if anything, speaks to an audience reared on flash but longing for substance.





