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11 Hayao Miyazaki’s Spirited Away (2001) is not just an animated film; it is a profound exploration of identity, growth, and the supernatural. As one of Studio Ghibli’s most celebrated works, it captivates audiences with its rich symbolism, intricate world-building, and emotional depth. But what exactly is the deeper meaning behind Spirited Away? This
article delves into the film’s themes, characters, and cultural influences to uncover its true essence. The Journey of Self-Discovery At its core, Spirited Away is a coming-of-age story. The protagonist, Chihiro, begins as a whiny, fearful child but transforms into a resilient and compassionate individual. Her journey mirrors the universal struggle of
growing up, where one must confront fears, adapt to new environments, and reclaim one’s sense of self.L.oss and Reclamation of Identity Chihiro’s name is stolen by Yubaba, the bathhouse’s witch, symbolizing the loss of identity that often accompanies adulthood. As “Sen,” she must navigate a world where forgetting one’s true self leads to eternal
servitude. This reflects societal pressures that force individuals to conform, losing their individuality in the process. Only by remembering her name does Chihiro regain her freedom, emphasizing the importance of self-awareness.The Role of Work and Responsibility The bathhouse represents the adult world, where labor is both a burden and a means
of growth. Chihiro’s willingness to work, despite her initial reluctance, shows how responsibility shapes maturity. Her perseverance contrasts with the greed of other characters, such as No-Face, who consumes endlessly without purpose.The Supernatural as a Mirror of Reality Miyazaki masterfully blends Japanese folklore with a surreal, dreamlike
setting. The spirit world is not just a fantastical escape but a distorted reflection of human society.Spirits and Cultural Symbolism Many spirits in the film derive from Shinto beliefs, where kami (spirits) inhabit natural elements. The Radish Spirit, River Spirit, and No-Face embody different aspects of human and environmental interactions. The
polluted River Spirit, for instance, critiques environmental degradation, as Chihiro’s cleansing of it restores its true form. Yubaba and Zeniba: Dual Faces of Authority Yubaba, the greedy bathhouse owner, represents capitalist exploitation, while her twin sister Zeniba embodies wisdom and kindness. Their duality suggests that power can corrupt, but
it can also nurture. Chihiro’s ability to navigate both worlds highlights the balance between resilience and compassion. Themes of Greed and Redemption Greed is a recurring motif in Spirited Away, driving both conflict and character development. No-Face: The Hollow Pursuit of Desire No-Face, a lonely spirit, seeks validation by mimicking others
and offering gold, which only leads to destruction. His insatiable hunger mirrors modern consumerism, where materialism fails to fulfill emotional voids. Chihiro’s rejection of his gold and her kindness ultimately redeem him, showing that genuine connection triumphs over greed. Haku’s Curse and the Price of Power Haku, the river spirit turned
dragon, loses his identity after seeking power under Yubaba. His arc parallels Chihiro’s, as both must break free from external control. His liberation comes only when Chihiro remembers his true name, reinforcing that true freedom lies in self-knowledge. Love and Sacrifice Beyond its fantastical elements, Spirited Away is a story about love in its
purest forms. Chihiro and Haku: A Bond Beyond Romance Their relationship transcends typical romance, symbolizing mutual healing. Haku protects Chihiro, while she saves him from Yubaba’s curse. Their connection is rooted in childhood memories, suggesting that love is often about remembering and honoring one’s past. Chihiro’s Parents: A
Warning Against Gluttony Her parents’ transformation into pigs serves as a cautionary tale about mindless consumption. Their fate underscores the film’s critique of greed, while Chihiro’s determination to save them highlights familial love. The Ending: A Return with Renewed Wisdom Chihiro’s return to the human world marks the completion of her
journey. Though she leaves the spirit realm, the experience has irrevocably changed her. The Symbolism of the Tunnel The tunnel, which initially represented fear of the unknown, becomes a passage of growth. Chihiro emerges wiser, carrying the lessons of courage, empathy, and self-worth. The Untied Hair Ribbon A subtle yet powerful detail is
Chihiro’s hair ribbon, a gift from Zeniba. Though seemingly mundane, it signifies that her spiritual journey remains a part of her, even in the real world. The Journey of Self-Discovery At its core, Spirited Away is a coming-of-age story. The protagonist, Chihiro, begins as a sullen, fearful child who is reluctant to embrace change. However, when her
parents are transformed into pigs and she is trapped in the spirit world, she must adapt to survive. Losing and Reclaiming Identity Chihiro’s name is stolen by Yubaba, the bathhouse’s witch, symbolizing the loss of self in a world that seeks to exploit her. As “Sen,” she must navigate a realm where forgetting one’s true identity leads to eternal
servitude. This mirrors the struggles of adolescence, where societal pressures often force individuals to conform, risking the loss of their authentic selves. The Power of Resilience Chihiro’s growth is marked by her increasing courage and determination. She learns to work hard, stand up for others, and confront her fears—whether it’s facing No-
Face’s monstrous form or challenging Yubaba’s authority. Her journey reflects the universal transition from childhood dependence to self-reliant maturity. Conclusion Spirited Away is more than a fairy tale—it is a meditation on human nature, growth, and the unseen forces that shape our lives. Through Chihiro’s eyes, Miyazaki invites viewers to
reflect on their own journeys, reminding us that courage, kindness, and self-discovery are the true keys to freedom.The film’s timeless appeal lies in its ability to balance fantasy with profound truths, making it a masterpiece that continues to inspire and enchant. Whether you see it as an allegory for childhood, a critique of society, or a spiritual
odyssey, Spirited Away remains a cinematic treasure that reveals new layers with every viewing. Related Topics Spirited Away is a coming-of-age film that explores the fears and anxieties of its young protagonist, Chihiro. The movie focuses on Chihiro's journey to save her parents and how it represents her transition into adulthood. Through
symbolism and fantasy elements, the film tackles themes of identity, selflessness, and the fear of the unknown. Hayao Miyazaki's mystifying animated film Spirited Away made its debut over 20 years ago. Written by Miyazaki and inspired by the 10-year-old daughter of a close friend, Spirited Away follows Chihiro, voiced in the original Japanese by
Rumi Hiiragi (Netto Koshien) and in English by Daveigh Chase (Lilo & Stitch), down the Japanese Shinto folklore spirit realm known as Kami. To save her parents from the powerful witch Yubaba, voiced by Mari Natsuki (Nobuta o Produce) and Suzanne Pleshette (The Birds), Chihiro will face more than any story's typical trials along the way: She will
face herself. During her family's move to the suburbs, a sullen 10-year-old girl wanders into a world ruled by gods, witches and spirits, a world where humans are changed into beasts. What Does the Symbolism in 'Spirited Away' Mean? Spirited Away is a manifestation of fears and anxieties as seen through the lens of its young lead female character,
Chihiro. How Chihiro chooses to react to the ever-changing circumstances around her, even the most horrifying ones, defines this film's central moral. It’s the terrifying fear any child could have, perhaps their biggest fear of all: being separated from her parents. However, it's conquering that fear and finding her parents that spur Chihiro's journey
into adulthood. Disregarding Chihiro's warnings of eating food not meant for them, the powerful witch Yubaba punishes her parents by turning them into pigs. Chihiro must venture into the bathhouse and overcome the reality of this new child/adult role reversal to save them. She is not so much tested as she is provided the space to resolve her
anxieties about moving to a strange new town. Mostly, it’s concerns of the unknown that prompt Chihiro’s journey and metamorphosis — personified by the aberration of finding herself trapped in a spiritual realm that could eventually keep her there forever. When Chihiro first works within the bathhouse under Yubaba to free her parents, she is
overwhelmed with doubt. In some of the first few scenes, we see Chihiro trail after her parents, clutching her mother's arm with a firm grip in terror. In the end, it’s Chihiro who leads her parents out of the bathhouse, across the bridge, and back to the human world. The in-between, the journey there, makes Chihiro brave enough to cross that
metaphorical bridge from childhood to adulthood. With the help of Haku, voiced by Miyu Irino and Jason Marsden, Chihiro realizes that growing up is not about your age but about how you love, understand, and show compassion to others. Chihiro’s love for Haku is what saves them. She defies Yubaba, risking her own life, by returning the magical
seal she stole from Yubaba's twin sister Zeniba, voiced by the same actress who voices Yubaba. Spirited Away anchors adulthood in Chihiro’s acts of selflessness. In doing so, she overpowers those same anxieties that once rendered her powerless to Yubaba. Despite being an animated film centered around the practical issues of a young girl’s moral
ethics and fears, Spirited Away isn’t afraid to use horror and fantasy elements to expand these issues. Likely, the most terrifying manifestation of these anxieties is the spirit of No-Face, voiced in Japanese by Akio Nakamura and English by Bob Bergen. No-Face is a multifaceted entity representing so much of Chihiro’s fears of abandonment,
loneliness, and identity. It is, in its vacant form, and need of friendship, that No-Face mirrors Chihiro’s crisis. No-Face begins a rampage that consumes both food and people with the promise of unlimited gold as a symbolic parallel to Chihiro’s own need to feed her loneliness. 'Spirited Away's Audience Embraces Chihiro While Chihiro rejects the
boundless gold No-Face offers her, she expels the fear of being alone on a deeper level, of being unknown to herself and others. By the time the film ends, Chihiro not only saves her parents but gains a sense of selfhood and belief that wasn't there otherwise. Yubaba, herself a double as a twin, uses the threat of identity to control Chihiro and everyone
who works at the bathhouse. As her last act of resistance and love, Chihiro gives Haku back his identity. Recapturing her and Haku’s identity from Yubaba becomes a symbol of autonomy and maturity that crystallizes Chihiro’s turn into adulthood, a release from both Yubaba and Chihiro’s fears. What drives Spirited Away is not just the fantastical
nature of the narrative but also wanting Chihiro to triumph despite her circumstances. Her resilience is the true driving force behind the film that has withstood the test of time. People go back to this film because it takes them back to their childhoods, where the anxieties of being unloved, abandoned, judged, and criticized were always present.
Chihiro is not that different from the child everyone once was. As the weight of Chihiro’s ever-changing world festers her anxieties, audiences are invited to that feeling through the nature of their own world. They feel comforted in Chihiro’s triumphant final moments, as she crosses the bridge and never looks back. Spirited Away is currently
streaming on Max in the U.S. Watch on Max Reddit and its partners use cookies and similar technologies to provide you with a better experience. By accepting all cookies, you agree to our use of cookies to deliver and maintain our services and site, improve the quality of Reddit, personalize Reddit content and advertising, and measure the
effectiveness of advertising. By rejecting non-essential cookies, Reddit may still use certain cookies to ensure the proper functionality of our platform. For more information, please see our Cookie Notice and our Privacy Policy. ‘Spirited Away’ is a popular film by Hayao Miyazaki. It’s been over 20 years since this mystifying movie made its debut.
Inspired by Miyazaki’s close friend’s 10-year-old daughter, this film shows the progress from a child to an adult while portraying how the world is. The world is a scary place - this message has been one of the core messages of this story. It also shows how one can overcome these fears and challenge themselves to be a better version of themselves.
Interestingly the film drew a reference to Japan’s regression in the 80s by showing how the protagonist’s parents turn to pigs for their greed. The main themes that surround the story are greed, loss of identity, isolation, and loss of the past. These themes teach a meaningful lesson in life and have thus successfully found their place in the movie. One
can easily breeze through the movie, but the deeper meanings attached to it make it stand out from the rest. Also Read: Top 5 Studio Ghibli Films Spirited Away ‘Spirited Away’ is a movie focusing on the main character Chihiro. Chihiro is a 10-year-old girl who travels across the country to settle in a new place. And you can bet she’s not happy about it
in the least! Like other kids, she is quite grumpy about her situation. While on their journey, her parents reach a dark tunnel on their way into the forest. Despite Chihiro’s fear and reluctance, they venture on the path, losing themselves to the spirit world. There her parents stumble upon delicious food stalls and start eating vigorously with no signs of
stopping. Despite Chihiro, ’s plead, they can’t seem to overcome their greed for more and get turned into pigs. Horrified with the whole situation the girl tries to run away from the place, only to release that she’s stuck in the new reality. Haku, a river spirit (dragon) comes to the rescue of Chihiro and helps her get the proper space to cool her mind,
strategize to save her parents (before they are sold as pork), and leave the spirit world behind. But not everyone is like Haku. The witch that controls the world, Yubaba assigns Chihiro to work at a bathhouse and earn her sake. Before getting this opportunity she gets a new name from Yubaba. Her new identity stops her from returning to her past
world and working for this world instead. This was also an opportunity for Sen (Chihiro’s new name) to find and rescue her parents. Here in the spirit world, if no one works they’ll turn to pigs. This focuses on an important message to never let greed win. Chihiro’s journey faces many obstacles, but she overcomes each of them with new-found
confidence and people who unconditionally help her after seeing her sincerity and focus on her goal. Saying thank you and being polite to strangers set as important keys in the story. Because of her politeness, and sincerity, she makes allies and even befriends Yubaba’s sister Zeniba. Being separated from her parents is the worst nightmare a child
can face, especially considering being stranded in an unknown world with spirits and specters. Though at first confused and scared, Chihiro successfully finds her parents, rescues them, and returns back to her world. Throughout her journey, two characters play a major role - Haku, and No-Face. Also Read: Demon Slayer Vs Jujutsu Kaisen: Who Is
better? There’s a rule in the spirit world, that if Chihiro spends more time than needed there, she’ll start to forget her identity (including everything), and remain stuck there as a person named “Sen”. An urgency of time was beautifully portrayed through this message. Just like Chihiro, Haku has been in that world for far too long and has forgotten
about his identity. Through the help of Chihiro, he remembers being a river spirit of the Nigihayami Kohakunushi. The river got destroyed with the passage of time and left with no home, Haku was stranded in the spirit world, slowly losing his memories of his past self. He even remembers that once as a child, Chihiro fell into that river and it was he
who rescued her it. Their love for each other turn into power, releasing Haku from Yubaba’s curse. No-Face has also a great significance in the story. In the beginning, we have seen specters with faces and personalities, but it was only he who had no identity or face. Even after missing important aspects, Chihiro doesn’t rudely behave towards him
and politely greets him each time they meet. She even allows him in the bathhouse where he was rudely shut out (without knowing though). Looking at her kindness, No-Face attaches himself to Chihiro. He follows her everywhere and tries to offer her gold to satisfy her. But she has already faced what greed can do to people. She rejects free food or
gold, making the specter a bit dangerous for her own good. In the movie No Face represented, Chihiro’s loss of identity, fear of abandonment, and loneliness. Later when No-Face gets a job at Zeniba, he dedicates himself to it, leaving Chihiro to finish her journey. Having faith in what she did becomes the key aspect of her rescue. In the end, as
Chihiro leaves the spirit world with her parents, Haku advises her not to look back. This can be because he wanted her to leave the place without further getting emotionally invested. The movie is a must-watch. It’s a rollercoaster of life lessons, actions, and love. Also Read: Top 5 Longest-Running Anime of All Time Reddit and its partners use cookies
and similar technologies to provide you with a better experience. By accepting all cookies, you agree to our use of cookies to deliver and maintain our services and site, improve the quality of Reddit, personalize Reddit content and advertising, and measure the effectiveness of advertising. By rejecting non-essential cookies, Reddit may still use certain
cookies to ensure the proper functionality of our platform. For more information, please see our Cookie Notice and our Privacy Policy. Welcome to our Colossus Movie Guide for Spirited Away. This guide contains everything you need to understand the film. Dive into our detailed library of content, covering key aspects of the movie. We encourage your
comments to help us create the best possible guide. Thank you! Spirited Away is a profound tale of metamorphosis, of change both frightening and liberating. As a coming-of-age movie, it captures the essence of the universal transformative journey, not as a mere physical relocation but as a voyage of personal evolution. The film centers around young
Chihiro, a modern-day Alice in her own labyrinthine Wonderland, as she grapples with her own transition from child to adolescent. The spirit world that traps her is a metaphorical maze of her nascent adulthood, filled with symbols that echo realities she has yet to fully comprehend. This is essentially the meaning of the analytical storytelling term
defamiliarization: make the incredibly familiar incredibly unfamiliar. By doing so, you can highlight the aspects of situations that heighten our awareness and emotions. While fear, loneliness, and bewildering chaos pervade her sphere, Spirited Away balances these anxieties with an exploration of resilience, identity, and compassion. The film
emphasizes the value of resourcefulness and courage in the face of adversity. Chihiro, initially a symbol of youthful naiveté, gradually matures into an embodiment of moral strength and determination, providing a model for navigating the complex transition of growing up. Concurrently, the film underscores the concept of identity, portrayed through
Chihiro’s name change to Sen, which becomes part of an ongoing struggle for self-recognition and preservation in a world that persistently seeks to erase personal identities. While traversing this otherworldly realm, the true battle lies in holding onto oneself. Movie Guide table of contents Chihiro Ogino/Sen - Rumi Hiiragi Haku - Miyu Irino Yubaba -
Mari Natsuki Zeniba - Mari Natsuki Lin - Yoomi Tamai Chichiyaku - Tsunehiko Kamijo No-Face - Akio Nakamura Akio Ogino - Takashi Naito Yuko Ogino - Yasuko Sawaguchi Chichiyaku - Tsunehiko Kamijo Aniyaku - Takehiko Ono Kamaji - Bunta Sugawara Hayao Miyazaki - Writer and director Like many titles, Spirited Away has both a literal and
symbolic meaning. The literal interpretation is simple: we witness Chihiro, a young girl, being whisked away to an unknown land. Here, she is forced to fend for yourself without the help of her parents. It comes at a time when Chihiro is scared of moving to a new town with her family and having to make new friends. But the movie ups the ante by
forcing Chihiro to make that journey in a fantastical world with absurd rules. Most Studio Ghibli films are fantastic at creating metaphors for coming-of-age experiences. But Spirited Away, a film that fittingly won an Academy Award for Best Animated Feature and at one time was the highest-grossing film in Japanese history, might be the most
spectacular example of defamiliarization—a storytelling technique that focuses on making the unfamiliar feel very familiar. Mysterious, uncontrollable forces have brought Chihiro to an unknown land that resembles a twisted version real world. The rules are similar yet contorted, and the pressures are amplified. As she matures from a sheltered child
into a resilient, resourceful individual in this adjacent realm, she’s readying herself for the real world—that’s the frame of this film. Kamikakushi is a Japanese term that translates literally to “hidden by spirits” or “spirited away.” It’s derived from “kami” which means “god” or “spirit” and “kakushi” which means “hidden.” In the traditional Japanese
context, this term refers to the phenomenon of people or things mysteriously disappearing, often attributed to the actions of supernatural entities or spirits. This term is reflected in the title of Spirited Away—aka Sen to Chihiro no Kamikakushi, which directly translates to “Sen and Chihiro’s Spiriting Away.” The word “spirit” is where we can begin to
peel back the profound layers of this film. Because it isn’t just Chihiro’s physical body that travels away from the human world to this strange abandoned theme park—it’s her inner being, her essence, her very soul. When you're young, life passes by at 100 miles an hour. We’re often playing catch-up and trying to keep in step with each passing
moment. If we think about the future, we might think about getting old or accruing wealth. We are taught how to best position ourselves to find a job or find love. But absolutely nothing can prepare us for the spiritual journey we all inevitably face. That can feel as crazy and daunting as what Chihiro undergoes in the film: a spiritual metamorphosis.
It’s a similar formula used by other coming-of-age films, but Spirited Away focuses purely on her metaphysical transformation. Fittingly, Chihiro is given a new name in this world, Sen. She is stripped of her mortal and mundane identity and forced to start from scratch. With reality gone, you could argue that only Chihiro’s “spirit” is left. Thus, she is
“spirited away.” And without all the mortal anxieties that had previously flooded her life, she is forced to solely focus on her spiritual growth. She is given a fresh start from the beginning, a blank slate, and tasked with constructing a person who has the power and determination to not only survive in a scary world, but thrive in it. In order to prosper
and blossom in this strange new land, she must reflect on the transient nature of our existence. She must accept the inevitability of change. She must learn to be resilient in facing the ceaseless flux of life. At the end of the movie when Chihiro leaves the spirit realm and returns to her parents, she has experienced a spiritual awakening. She is calmer,
more empathetic, more compassionate, and mentally prepared for the obstacles of life. Her spirit goes away troubled, but comes back peaceful. As discussed in the title section, Chihiro’s physical body isn’t just whisked away to a strange land—her spirit goes as well. And here, her spirit’s name is Sen. And Chihiro is completely reliant on Sen in order
to survive this scary world. She must look to Sen to be strong when she feels weak, to show bravery when she’s scared, to resilient when she believes there’s no way to win. People who cannot overcome their anxieties and deal with the real world will forever feel stagnant or lost. But Chihiro’s persistence and perseverance in the face of impossible
odds displays her transformation from scared and apprehensive child to courageous and confident young woman. Sen is her guide on that journey. Essentially, what we witness is Chihiro’s spiritual growth. While most coming-of-age films focus on the internal growth, they rarely defamiliarize the scenario by literally removing one’s spirit from our
mortal realm. In this new world, Chihiro is entirely reliant on her spirit to forge ahead. If her spirit is weak, then she is weak. But as Chihiro’s spirit grows and deepens, her tenacity and willpower break new grounds. As Sen develops, Chihiro watches and learns and understands and evolves. She becomes more emotionally intelligent, her heart warms
and strengthens, and her understanding of the world expands. This is the energy she brings back to the real world when she returns to her parents at the end of the movie. She’s no longer scared about moving to a new town because she is spiritually centered. Chihiro’s spiritual growth is deeply intertwined with Japanese folklore and philosophy and
spirituality. These topics pervade Spirited Away, often subtly, adding depth and cultural specificity to the narrative that might go unnoticed by those unfamiliar with Japanese traditions. Let’s discuss three important facets that will enhance your understanding of the film: Kami, Mottainai, and On. In Spirited Away, the concept of Kami, or spirits, forms
the fundamental structure of the narrative, shaping the world Chihiro finds herself in. From the very beginning, when Chihiro’s family stumbles upon what seems to be an abandoned amusement park, we are actually witnessing a realm deeply rooted in the Shinto belief system, where Kami—which ranges from those little spiders to the swamp
monster to No-Face—dwell and are revered. The bathhouse, for example is populated by a variety of these Kami, each representing different elements and aspects of nature. They take on myriad forms, from the mysterious No-Face to the radish spirit and the many other unusual patrons of Yubaba’s bathhouse. These spirits—which at first seem like
monsters to Chihiro—symbolize the profound Shinto reverence for all aspects of nature, highlighting the belief that every natural element, object, or concept houses a divine spirit. Spirited Away presents the concept of Kami not as distant, superior beings, but as entities that exist within the same realm as humans, sharing in their joys and struggles.
They display human-like emotions and traits, blurring the lines between the mortal and the divine. This aligns with the Shinto philosophy that views the spiritual and physical worlds as interconnected rather than separate. For instance, take the river spirit Haku, who becomes Chihiro’s ally. His identity as the spirit of the Kohaku River, and his story of
saving Chihiro when she fell into the river as a child, underline the protective nature often attributed to Kami in Shinto beliefs. In Spirited Away, the concept of Kami provides a spiritual framework for the narrative. It plays a critical role in shaping the setting, characters, and the themes, infusing the film with a sense of spirituality and natural
reverence intrinsic to Japanese culture. The principle of Mottainai, deeply ingrained in Japanese culture, embodies a sense of regret towards waste, valuing the complete utilization of an object or resource. In Spirited Away, this concept emphasizes a sense of respect for resources and a critique of wasteful behaviors. The theme of Mottainai is most
evident in the character of the Stink Spirit, who visits the bathhouse. What initially appears as a disgusting, filthy creature is revealed to be a river spirit, polluted and choked by waste, a vivid symbol of environmental degradation caused by human negligence and overconsumption. When Chihiro helps cleanse the spirit, pulling out tons of human
waste and pollution, it is a direct commentary on our wasteful practices. This scene emphasizes the Mottainai principle by showcasing the harmful effects of not valuing and preserving our resources, particularly natural ones. This theme is also reflected in the transformation of Chihiro’s parents into pigs after gorging themselves on food in the
deserted amusement park. Their mindless consumption, without respect or consideration for the resources at hand, manifests the concept of Mottainai by demonstrating the potential consequences of greed and wastefulness. By incorporating the principle of Mottainai into its narrative, Spirited Away offers a poignant critique of excessive
consumption and waste, while promoting a more respectful and sustainable approach to our environment and resources. The principle of On, a key tenet of Japanese ethics that signifies a sense of moral indebtedness, plays a significant role in the character development and narrative progression of Spirited Away. It is through the lens of On that we
can appreciate Chihiro’s actions and motivations throughout the movie. Chihiro’s journey to rescue her parents is initiated and motivated by the concept of On. Haku, the river spirit, helps Chihiro survive in the spirit world when she first arrives, offering her food from the spirit world to prevent her from disappearing. This act of kindness creates a
sense of On in Chihiro. She feels a deep sense of obligation towards Haku and, as the film progresses, her actions reflect her endeavor to repay this debt. She risks her own safety to get the medicinal herb to heal Haku, and later, she helps Haku remember his true name, thus freeing him from the witch Yubaba’s control. Moreover, Chihiro’s treatment
of No-Face also resonates with the concept of On. Even though No-Face is an outsider, feared and eventually despised by the bathhouse inhabitants, Chihiro consistently treats him with kindness. When No-Face spirals into a destructive rampage, it is Chihiro who offers him help, primarily motivated by the kindness No-Face showed her earlier. The
principle of On thus becomes a moral compass in Spirited Away, driving the protagonist to act with kindness and courage. It is a testament to the fact that in a world undergoing constant transformation, the values of gratitude, reciprocity, and responsibility hold steadfast. No-Face is rampantly consuming large quantities of food and begins to devour
the workers as well. Up in the penthouse, a hidden shikigami transforms into Zeniba, Yubaba’s twin sister, turning Yubaba’s baby boy, Boh, into a tiny mouse. Chihiro, Haku, and Boh tumble into the boiler room, where Chihiro gives Haku a piece of dumpling that will make No-Face vomit. This leads to Haku throwing up the stolen seal, lifting the
lethal curse off him. Determined to return the seal and apologize to Zeniba, Chihiro decides to take Boh along. She faces a bloated No-Face, who confesses his intense loneliness. Chihiro gives No-Face the remaining dumpling, leading him to follow her out of the bathhouse while slowly expelling all he had consumed. Lin guides Chihiro to the train
station to visit Zeniba’s house at Swamp Bottom, and despite Lin’s objections, Chihiro encourages No-Face to tag along. Accompanied by No-Face and Boh, Chihiro travels using tickets provided by Kamaji. Meanwhile, Yubaba orders the execution of Chihiro’s parents, but Haku discloses Boh’s absence. In exchange for bringing back Boh, Haku
proposes a deal for the release of Chihiro and her parents. Yubaba consents, but only if Chihiro can successfully accomplish a last challenge. Chihiro visits Zeniba, who creates a magical hairband for her. Haku, in his dragon form, appears, and together with Chihiro and Boh, he departs for the bathhouse, leaving No-Face in Zeniba’s care. While in
flight, Chihiro realizes Haku'’s true identity as the spirit of the Kohaku River. Upon arrival, Chihiro successfully completes Yubaba’s challenge by claiming that none of the pigs are her parents, earning her the right to leave. Haku promises to meet her again, but she departs the spirit world with her oblivious parents, who have no memory of events
post the initial restaurant visit. The relationship between Chihiro and No-Face evolves from initial fear and misunderstanding to a deeper mutual respect and empathy. This evolution reflects the personal growth Chihiro experiences throughout the story. No-Face initially appears as a silent, mysterious figure who is neither harmful nor particularly
helpful. As the narrative progresses, No-Face becomes more dangerous and unpredictable, driven by loneliness, a desire for companionship, and the misguided belief that he can buy affection and attention through consumption and gift-giving. These attributes can be seen as a reflection of unchecked desire, consumerism, and the problems they can
create. Chihiro’s interactions with No-Face are key in her maturation process. While she initially fears him due to his alien nature, she does not reject him outright. Instead, she shows him kindness, giving him the attention he craves. When No-Face’s consumption becomes destructive, it is Chihiro who takes responsibility, feeds him the emetic
dumpling, and guides him away from the bathhouse, a place that had amplified his negative behaviors. Her empathy, courage, and decisiveness in handling No-Face indicate her growth from a timid, scared child to a wise, brave young woman. In terms of Shinto beliefs, No-Face can be viewed through the lens of Kami (a concept we discussed in the
themes section), a term that describes the spirits or phenomena that are worshiped in the religion. Kami can be elements of the landscape, forces of nature, or spirits of the deceased, among others. They are not inherently good or evil but can bring fortune or disaster depending on how they are treated. No-Face’s character aligns with this concept.
He is sensitive to the environment and the behaviors of those around him, taking on the greed and gluttony prevalent in the bathhouse. When treated with kindness and respect by Chihiro, however, he calms down and becomes less destructive. This dynamic mirrors the Shinto belief that maintaining a respectful and balanced relationship with Kami is
crucial for harmony. Thus, No-Face’s role underscores one of the major themes of the film: that actions have consequences, and treating others with kindness and respect—regardless of who they are or how they appear—is a sign of maturity and wisdom. This understanding is a key part of Chihiro’s personal growth and forms an essential lesson in
her coming-of-age journey. This is representative of her spiritual growth and why she’s ready for Yubaba’s final test. Chihiro and Haku'’s relationship in Spirited Away is crucial to Chihiro’s transformation and self-discovery, representing her progression from dependence to interdependence, and mirroring her journey towards self-empowerment and
maturity. When she remembers Haku’s true identity as the Kohaku River, it’s representative of her spiritual growth and brings resolution to several of the film’s themes. Initially, Haku appears as Chihiro’s guide, protector, and mentor in the spirit world. He helps her navigate the initially overwhelming world of the bathhouse, instructing her on how
to survive, introducing her to her tasks, and providing comfort in a scary, unknown world. This dynamic represents Chihiro’s initial state of dependence and lack of self-confidence. However, as the story unfolds, Chihiro grows in courage and determination. She begins to take initiative and responsibility for her actions, and this transformation is
exemplified in her relationship with Haku. When Haku is cursed and falls into a near-death state, Chihiro becomes his protector, showing initiative and bravery to save him. She takes a perilous journey to Zeniba to return the stolen magical seal, and feeds Haku the medicine that ultimately saves him. This shift signifies Chihiro’s progression from a
dependent child to a young woman capable of making her own decisions and taking care of others. Moreover, her ability to remember Haku’s true name symbolizes her newfound intuition and spiritual growth, showing her ability to see beyond the surface and perceive the deeper truth. In the film, Haku had forgotten his true name and was under
Yubaba’s control because of it. The theme of names and identity is a strong motif in the film, as losing one’s name equates to losing one’s sense of self, and thus, losing freedom. For Haku, being bound to Yubaba symbolizes this loss of personal identity and freedom. Chihiro, in her process of self-discovery and growth, realizes Haku’s true name. As a
child, Chihiro had fallen into the Kohaku River and could have drowned, but the river swept her safely to the shore. By the time she meets Haku in the spirit world, she has forgotten this incident. It’s only when she sees Haku in his dragon form, injured and near-death, that this memory resurfaces. In a moment of intuitive clarity, she remembers not
only the incident but also the name of the river: Kohaku. Recognizing this name as Haku’s true name, she is able to break the spell over him. The significance of this memory is multifold. Firstly, it represents the deep, forgotten connection between Chihiro and Haku. The Kohaku River, which saved Chihiro’s life, and Haku, who guides and protects her
in the spirit world, are one and the same. This revelation brings depth to their relationship and shows that their bond was formed long before their encounter in the spirit world. Secondly, this memory reflects Chihiro’s growth and her increasing spiritual sensitivity. Her ability to recall this memory in a crucial moment signifies her heightened
intuition and empathy, the result of her experiences and growth throughout her journey. Lastly, the revelation of Haku’s true identity through this memory is instrumental in resolving the movie’s central themes of identity, memory, and freedom. By helping Haku remember his true identity, Chihiro asserts the power of selfhood against forces of
control and manipulation (as represented by Yubaba), underscoring the importance of remembering one’s roots and the power of names. Yubaba’s final test is indicative of Chihiro’s growth throughout the film. At the beginning of the story, Chihiro was a fearful and reliant child who clung to her parents. As she navigates the spirit world, she gains
independence, resourcefulness, and intuition. Her assertion that none of the pigs are her parents showcases her confidence and her developed intuitive understanding, qualities that she lacked at the beginning of her journey. This test also brings resolution to the movie’s key themes. The theme of identity and selfhood is illustrated here as Chihiro
displays her newfound wisdom and maturity. Despite Yubaba’s attempt to confuse her, Chihiro stands her ground, asserting her own understanding of her parents’ identity. The theme of love, specifically filial love, is evident in this scene as well. Chihiro’s unwavering determination to save her parents, despite all odds, reflects her deep love and
concern for them. Lastly, the theme of freedom and liberation comes into play. By passing Yubaba’s test, Chihiro secures not only her freedom but also the release of her parents. This act symbolizes her triumph over the forces (Yubaba) that seek to control and manipulate others by erasing their identities. With all this context, the very ending of the
movie is incredibly satisfying emotionally. When they return to their car, the parents are bewildered that its covered in leaves and branches—a sign that several days (and perhaps weeks) have passed. The parents are consumed by the situation, which seems fairly menial and meaningless given the epic journey Chihiro just experienced. As this simple,
everyday problem absorbs them, you can’t help but think about Chihiro’s spiritual growth: she has met strange and fascinating people, she has broadened her emotional intelligence, and she has grown more compassionate and thoughtful. She seems fairly centered in this moment. As her parents discuss the vehicle, she simply stares back at the
tunnel where her journey began. The father calls to Chihiro, “We’re off, Chihiro.” Then the mother, “Chihiro! Hurry up!” There’s something so beautiful about their call, as they have no idea what Chihiro has just gone through. For them, it’s simple: it’s time to go; we need to hurry. But Chihiro is leaving this fantastical land where she learned to
remain still, to slow down and appreciate the world around her. It was in this mental state that she gained confidence and strength. She has experienced an intense emotional journey that’s for her and her alone—but that doesn’t mean the world stops. It is time to go. She does need to move on with her life. And you fully believe that in this new town,
she’ll be ready to for the next stage of her growth, her maturation, her evolution. She may be leaving this place, but it will forever remain with her. Spiritually. In Spirited Away, names are crucial to the identities of characters. When Yubaba takes away Chihiro’s name, leaving her with the name Sen, it signifies the loss of Chihiro’s identity and
freedom. When Haku forgets his name, he becomes Yubaba’s servant, unable to break free. Chihiro’s quest to remember her name and Haku’s is a journey of reclaiming their identities. The restoration of their true names represents personal freedom, self-discovery, and independence. It shows the power of remembering one’s roots and selfhood
against forces of manipulation and control. Environmentalism, though not a direct motif, subtly permeates throughout the film and is closely linked to several of its themes. This motif aligns with director Hayao Miyazaki’s known advocacy for environmental preservation, which is evident in many of his other works. One of the most significant
environmental motifs is the polluted river spirit that comes to the bathhouse. At first, it is so polluted and full of sludge that the bathhouse workers mistake it for a stink spirit. Chihiro, through patience and courage, removes a massive amount of trash from the spirit, revealing its true form: a clean and serene river god. This sequence is a powerful
commentary on the impact of pollution on natural resources, illustrating how human disregard for the environment can corrupt and disguise the true beauty of nature. It’s only through conscious effort and respect for the environment that we can restore its purity. Haku’s identity as the spirit of the Kohaku River, which has been filled in and replaced
by apartments, further emphasizes this motif. Haku’s loss of home due to human development reflects real-world issues of environmental destruction for urban expansion. The film heavily features the theme of greed and gluttony. Chihiro’s parents are transformed into pigs due to their gluttonous consumption of food from the spirit world. No-Face’s
rampage in the bathhouse is driven by his desire to consume everything. These instances serve as a commentary on unchecked desire and overconsumption. They highlight the destructive consequences of greed and the importance of self-control and moderation. The bond between Chihiro and Haku, as well as Chihiro’s interactions with other
characters like Lin, Kamaji, and No-Face, demonstrate the significance of friendship and mutual assistance. The concept of On—a sense of reciprocal obligation—plays out in these relationships. Chihiro’s willingness to help others even in dire circumstances underscores the importance of kindness, empathy, and reciprocal respect in building and
maintaining relationships. Chihiro’s journey from a frightened and dependent child to a resourceful, brave, empathetic young woman is central to the narrative. Her experiences in the spirit world force her to adapt, think on her feet, and act courageously. This motif of transformation is echoed in other characters too: Haku transforms into a dragon;
her parents into pigs; No-Face changes with his environment. These transformations signify personal growth, adaptation, and the inherent potential for change within all beings. No-Face is a spirit character who wears a mask and is initially silent. No-Face’s silence and masked identity represent its lack of self and purpose, which it attempts to fill by
consuming others and their desires. Its inability to speak suggests its struggle to communicate and connect genuinely, instead mirroring others to gain acceptance. This becomes an important moment of growth for Chihiro, as she recognizes No-Face’s pain and displays empathy by treating it with respect. Chihiro herself felt out of place in this world
and needed time to find her voice, so she forms a natural relationship with No-Face. The act of Chihiro remembering Haku’s true name and identity as the Kohaku River symbolizes the power of genuine connection and memory in maintaining one’s self in a world that tries to erase it. In the ending section, we discussed that by discovering Haku’s true
identity, Chihiro is able to recall a forgotten memory and reconnect with a lost part of her inner self. As a child, she had fallen into the Kohaku River, and the spirit of the river, Haku, saved her. Their reconnection here serves as a metaphor for Chihiro’s kinship with something spiritual that transcends her mortal body. In the context of Spirited Away,
names hold power and are tied to one’s identity and freedom. By remembering Haku’s real name, Chihiro frees him from Yubaba’s control, emphasizing the themes of liberation and the significance of personal identities. Furthermore, this moment showcases Chihiro’s maturity and ability to perceive the truth beneath illusion and deceit. Securing a job
in the bathhouse was vital for Chihiro’s survival in the spirit world. In the spirit world, everything, including existence, is transactional. Without a job, she would fade away and be incapable of rescuing her parents. Her employment symbolizes her stepping into the responsibilities and complexities of the adult world, underscoring the film’s theme of
growth and maturity. Moreover, the job provides her with an opportunity to gain the respect and trust of the bathhouse’s inhabitants, crucial for her journey. Chihiro’s human identity is perceived as a threat in the spirit world. Her scent as a human is detectable and alarming to spirits, making her a target of hostility and suspicion. Hiding her human
identity protects her from these threats, allowing her to navigate the spirit world safely. Additionally, her effort to conceal her identity reinforces the themes of self-preservation and adaptation in unfamiliar surroundings, mirroring the challenges of transitioning to adulthood. Why did No-Face go on a rampage in the bathhouse? No-Face’s rampage in
the bathhouse results from its unchecked consumption, symbolizing the dangerous implications of uncontrolled greed and desire. The bathhouse, filled with spirits driven by their own avarice, fuels No-Face’s consumption. Unable to handle these desires, it loses control, resulting in a destructive rampage. This event highlights the theme of
materialism and its potential to harm individuals and communities. Have more unanswered questions about Spirited Away? Are there themes or motifs we missed? Is there more to explain about the ending? Please post your questions and thoughts in the comments section! We’ll do our best to address every one of them. If we like what you have to
say, you could become part of our movie guide! The following contains spoilers for Spirited Away. Spirited Away is one of Studio Ghibli's most famous and beloved movies, both in Japan and abroad. The story and characters have captivated the hearts of so many people over the years, and its popularity has not died down no matter how many new
movies Studio Ghibli has made. But did you know that many of the characters and themes in the movie are actually based on characters from Japanese mythology and folklore? Understanding their inspirations and origins can help bring a whole new level of understanding to Spirited Away's already heartwarming and charming story. While in Japan,
most people would be able to instantly make the connections between these characters and their cultural counterparts, others who are less familiar with Japanese folklore may miss the deeper meanings behind them. Nearly all the characters at the bathhouse that Chihiro becomes trapped in have some basis in Japanese mythos, and we will look at a
few of the most famous ones. Chihiro's Journey The very premise of Spirited Away, the story of a young girl who is taken in by gods and works for them in their bathhouse, is based on the traditional Japanese belief of "kamikakushi." This idea believes that sometimes spirits take away children, and throughout history has been used as a comfort for
parents who lose their children. Believing that they were taken by the gods is better than accepting a far darker reality of where their child has gone. Another small detail important to Chihiro's journey is that she both enters and leaves the spiritual realm through a tunnel. According to Japanese superstition, traveling through tunnels can lead people
into another world. The tunnel serves as the gateway between the human world and that of the spirits, and when Chihiro finally exits through it once again she is able to go back to her regular life. One of the most memorable characters in Spirited Away is Yubaba, the old lady who runs the bathhouse and entraps Chihiro and her parents. Yubaba is
depicted as a huge old woman with magic powers, who cares greatly for her giant baby and will do anything to protect him. She is also shown as cold and unforgiving to everyone else, and threatens to eat Chihiro's parents, whom she has turned into pigs, if Chihiro is not able to choose them from a group of other pigs. Yubaba is based on the legend of
a Japanese mountain witch known as "yamauba." According to the legend, yamauba are old women who do indeed turn humans into animals with the intent to eat them, which is exactly what Yubaba does to Chihiro's parents. On the flip side, yamauba are also nurturing mothers who have children many times a year and care very deeply for their
families. This trait is shown in how much Yubaba cares for her baby, and how she does everything she can to care for him despite her attitude towards others. One of the most popular characters in Spirited Away around the word is Haku, the boy who helps Chihiro at the start of the movie - and whom she eventually helps in return. While Haku can
take the form of a human boy, his true form is revealed to be a flying dragon. What's more, near the end of the film Chihiro realises he is actually the embodiment of the Nigihayami Kohakunushi, the "god of the swift amber river" (simply called the Kohaku River in the English dub). Nigihayami Kohaukunushi is likely a reference to the old Japanese
tale of Nigiyahahi, a man who betrayed his brother-in-law and took the side of the emperor. Haku is also set up to betray everyone at the beginning of the movie, hoping to learn Yubaba's magic for himself at the cost of his friends, especially the trust of Kamaji. He is also a known thief, stealing from Yubaba's sister. However, this is where the mythos
and the movie part ways, because Haku's path is changed by Chihiro's positive influence. Kamaji is the many-limbed man who works the boiler room at the bathhouse, and who helps both Chihiro and Haku when they are in trouble. He is based on a spider-like yokai, a Japanese spirit, called "tsuchigumo." This term has also been used throughout
Japanese traditional literature to refer to people who are lesser, defy Imperial authority, and are often depicted as living in pits. In Spirited Away, Yubaba can be seen as the Imperial authority, living at the top of the bathhouse while Kamaji works hard in the basement. He does not openly fight against her, but he does defy her by helping Chihiro and
Haku. In the background of the bathhouse, there are a lot of other spirits you can see. Many are based on designs inspired by many yokai traditions, though most have been changed a bit according to Hayao Miyazaki's creative vision. One of the most memorable ones, known as the Radish Spirit in the English dub, has a very different name in
Japanese - Oshirisama. While Oshirisama is the name of a god of agriculture in the Shinto belief, the character is likely based on a very different set of traditional Japanese dolls. They look nothing like radishes, however, and are instead connected to the story Tamaya-Gozen, and look like a horse and a woman. The Radish Spirit is just one example of
how the original folklore has been changed for the story, but the roots are still there. There is a lot that we can learn from watching Studio Ghibli films, and Spirited Away specifically teaches us a bit more about Japanese traditional stories and myths. Understanding the superstitions and beliefs behind some of these concepts and characters can add a
whole new level of understanding to the film. And knowing how Miyazaki also diverted from and reimagined the traditional story to create his own is significant, too! The next time you watch Spirited Away, keep your eyes open for how many yokai you can see, and what details in the story now make a little more sense since you know their origin.
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