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The Art Of My Neighbour Totoro

THE ENDURING MAGIC OF STUDIO GHIBLI

Few animated films have captured the hearts of audiences
around the world quite like Hayao Miyazaki's 1988 masterpiece,
My Neighbour Totoro. While the gentle story of two sisters and
their mysterious forest spirit is beloved for its warmth and
emotional depth, the film's true soul lies in its breathtaking visual
artistry. The Art of My Neighbour Totoro represents a
pinnacle of hand-drawn animation, a world meticulously crafted
where every raindrop, leaf, and smile is infused with meaning.
This article explores the intricate artistry behind the film, from its
lush background paintings and character design to its use of
color, light, and silence, revealing why its visual language
continues to inspire and comfort audiences decades later.

THE WORLD THROUGH WATERCOLOUR EYES:
BACKGROUND ART AND ENVIRONMENT

One of the most striking features of The Art of My Neighbour
Totoro is its extraordinary background art. The film transports
viewers to the idyllic Japanese countryside of the 1950s, a world
that exists in perfect harmony with nature. The backgrounds

were not merely backdrops; they were living, breathing
environments painted with a keen eye for detail and atmosphere.

The Influence of Japanese
Landscape Painting

The artists at Studio Ghibli, led by the legendary background
director Kazuo Oga, drew heavily from traditional Japanese
watercolour techniques. Oga's approach was to capture the
feeling of a place rather than a photorealistic representation. The
lush, verdant forests surrounding the Kusakabe family's new
home are rendered in soft, overlapping washes of green, creating
a sense of depth and mystery. The dappled light filtering through
the leaves is not a technical effect but a painstakingly painted
illusion. This technigque imbues the environment with a tangible
humidity and warmth, making the viewer feel as though they
could step into the frame and feel the cool earth beneath their
feet.
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The Camphor Tree: A
Character in Itself

The great camphor tree, home to Totoro, is arguably the film's
most potent visual symbol. Its immense scale is conveyed
through masterful perspective. We first see it from a distance, its
canopy a dark, inviting silhouette against the sky. As the camera
moves closer, the details emerge: the gnarled, ancient roots, the
moss-covered trunk, and the small Shinto shrine nestled at its
base. The art team spent considerable time on location in
Saitama Prefecture, sketching and photographing real trees to
capture the organic chaos of nature. The tree is drawn with such
reverence that it feels sacred, a tangible connection between the
human world and the spirit realm. The art of this setting is not
just about beauty; it is about communicating a sense of awe and
animism that is central to the film's theme.

THE SIMPLICITY OF FORM: CHARACTER DESIGN AND
ANIMATION

Miyazaki's philosophy of character design is intrinsically tied to
The Art of My Neighbour Totoro. He famously avoids the
sharp angles and dramatic features common in Western
animation. Instead, his characters are soft, round, and
approachable.

Satsuki and Mei: The
Human Spirit

The design of the two sisters is deceptively simple. Satsuki, the
elder, is drawn with slightly more angular features, reflecting her
burgeoning maturity and responsibility. Mei, the younger, is a
study in pure, unfiltered emotion. Her design is a circle: a round
face, wide circular eyes, and a small, stubby body. This simplicity
allows animators to focus on movement and expression. Watch
how Mei runs—her arms flail, her legs kick out, her entire body is
an explosion of joy. The animators did not rely on complex
linework; they relied on the weight and flow of her movements.
The scene where Mei chases a tiny Totoro through the
undergrowth is a masterclass in observational animation. Every
stumble, every pause to listen, every sudden burst of speed feels
beautifully real.

Totoro: The Art of the
Archetype

Totoro himself is a masterpiece of minimalism. He is a creature of
pure concept. His design combines elements of an owl, a cat, and
a tanuki (raccoon dog). He is huge, soft, and silent. His face is
expressive without being busy. His wide, unblinking eyes hold no
malice, only curiosity and ancient wisdom. The art team
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understood that Totoro's power lies in his stillness. He is rarely
animated with frantic motion. He yawns, he stretches, he smiles
slowly. This restraint gives him a dignity that a more "cartoony"
character could never possess. His iconic pose—standing on his
hind legs under a leaf in the rain, umbrella in one giant claw—is a
perfect marriage of design and narrative. The contrast between
his massive, fuzzy form and the delicate, human-sized umbrella is
visually delightful and speaks to the film's gentle humour.

THE PALETTE OF EMOTION: COLOUR AND LIGHT

Colour is not merely decorative in My Neighbour Totoro; it is a
storytelling device. The Art of My Neighbour Totoro uses a
carefully calibrated colour palette to guide the audience's
emotional journey.

The Warmth of the
Kusakabe Home

The family's farmhouse is a haven of warm, earthy tones. Inside,
the wood is a rich, polished brown, the tatami mats a soft gold,
and the oil lamps cast a gentle, flickering amber light. This
warmth contrasts sharply with the cool, saturated blues and
greens of the outside world. The home is a place of safety, of
family, of belonging. When the girls' mother falls ill, the colours
inside the house do not change drastically, but the shadows grow
longer, the silence deeper. The art does not tell us the characters
are worried; it shows us through a subtle shift in the value of the

light.

The Magic of the Moonlit
Night

The sequence where Satsuki, Mei, and Totoro wait for the Catbus
is one of the most visually stunning in animation history. The
night is not truly dark; it is painted in deep, luminous blues and
purples. The moonlight creates a silver rim-light around the
characters' heads, separating them from the background. The
raindrops falling from the leaves are caught in mid-air, glowing
like tiny diamonds. This scene relies on high-key lighting and a
delicate contrast between the cold night and the warm, shared
moment between the sisters and the spirit. The art here
transcends animation and becomes pure poetry.

THE ART OF SILENCE AND SPACE

In an age of rapid cuts and constant noise, The Art of My
Neighbour Totoro dares to be quiet. The film is filled with ma, a
Japanese concept of "negative space" or "interval."

Composition and Breathing



Room

The art team used wide shots and negative space to create a
sense of scale and tranquility. A long shot of the sisters lying on
the grass, looking up at the clouds, is not just filler. The vast
empty sky above them, punctuated by drifting white clouds,
gives the viewer time to breathe, to reflect, to feel the breeze.
This use of space is a direct challenge to the idea that animation
must be constantly stimulating. The beauty of Totoro is found in
the moments between the action: the still life of a butter dish on
a kitchen table, the rain dripping from a gutter, a single slipper
left by the door.

Weather as Art

The film treats weather with the same reverence as its
characters. Rain is a recurring motif, and it is painted with
astonishing realism. We see it as a heavy curtain, as a soft
drizzle, as a series of individual, shimmering streaks across a
windowpane. Wind is visible in the swaying of the long grass and
the rustling of leaves. These elements are not obstacles for the
characters to overcome; they are part of the fabric of their world.
The famous scene at the bus stop is a perfect example. The rain
is not a problem; it is the setting for a magical friendship. The art
of the rain—the way it beads on Totoro's fur, the way it splashes
on the umbrella, the way it blurs the distant headlights—is
executed with loving precision.

DETAIL AND ATMOSPHERE: THE GHIBLI TOUCH

The level of detail in the film is staggering, a hallmark of the
Studio Ghibli approach. The Art of My Neighbour Totoro is
filled with tiny, seemingly inconsequential details that ground the
fantasy in reality.

Everyday Objects as Art

Consider the bento boxes Satsuki prepares for her father and
sister. Each grain of rice is painted individually. The tiny pieces of
sausage, the green peas, the red umeboshi plum—they all look
perfectly edible. The kitchen is not a sterile set; it is a lived-in
space with hanging pots, a chipped kettle, and a well-worn
wooden cutting board. This attention to the mundane elevates
the ordinary. It tells the audience that this family is real, that
their love is tangible, and that magic can exist alongside the
washing line and the vegetable garden.

The Realism of Movement

The animation of simple actions is given the same weight as the
fantastical elements. Watch Mei try to climb onto a wall. She
struggles, she tries to get a foothold, she almost slips. This is not
just "animation"; it is a study in physics and child-like
determination. The same care is taken with the Catbus. It is a
surreal creature, but its movements have a physical logic. It leaps
with a cat's grace, its many legs moving in a flowing, coordinated
rhythm. Its glowing red eyes are both magical and slightly
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unnerving, adding to its dreamlike quality.

LEGACY AND INFLUENCE: WHY THE ART ENDURES

Nearly forty years after its release, the visual language of My
Neighbour Totoro remains immensely influential. It has inspired
generations of artists, animators, and filmmakers. The film's art
style has become synonymous with a sense of nostalgic peace.

A Timeless Aesthetic

Unlike the hyper-realistic or digital-heavy styles of modern
animation, the hand-painted quality of The Art of My
Neighbour Totoro feels timeless. It does not age in the same
way that early CGI does. The soft edges, the visible brush
strokes, the organic textures—these elements have a tactile,
human quality that technology struggles to replicate. The film has
become a cultural touchstone, its imagery appearing on
everything from t-shirts to luxury goods, proof that its simple,
elegant art resonates across cultures and generations.

The Art of Healing

Ultimately, the art of My Neighbour Totoro is an art of healing.

The film was created, in part, as a response to the anxieties of
modern life and a longing for a connection to the natural world.
The visual beauty of the film is not an end in itself; it is a tool for
emotional comfort. The soft colours, the gentle lines, the
expansive landscapes—they all work together to create a safe
space for the viewer. The art tells us that the world can be a kind
place, that mystery is not to be feared, and that childhood
wonder is a precious, fleeting gift.

CONCLUSION: A MASTERPIECE OF VISUAL
STORYTELLING

The Art of My Neighbour Totoro is far more than a collection
of pretty pictures. It is a holistic system of visual storytelling that
uses colour, light, composition, and movement to create a deeply
resonant emotional experience. From the painstakingly painted
backgrounds of the forest to the minimalist majesty of Totoro's
design, every frame of the film is a work of art in its own right.
This art invites us to slow down, to observe, to feel. It reminds us
that true magic is not found in flashy effects, but in the quiet
beauty of a raindrop, the warmth of a shared umbrella, and the
comforting presence of a giant, furry friend in the heart of a
magical forest. The legacy of this art is a testament to the power
of patience, craftsmanship, and a deep, abiding love for the
natural world.



