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Steampunk is a relatively new subgenre of science fiction with its own unique texture. 

Although it is often described simply as Victorian science fiction, it tends to encompass a 

broader spectrum of settings, including the contemporaneous American West and entirely 

imagined worlds. Like any filmic genre, steampunk can be described as a loose 

association of conventions and iconic images. Curiously, Japanese popular culture, in 

particular, has embraced the genre, incorporating its conventions into anime film and 

television. The technological issues frequently discussed in steampunk texts, especially 

regarding energy concerns, are highly relevant to modern Japanese society. 

 

Steampunk remains ill-defined as a filmic genre, particularly when compared with 

science fiction and the costume drama, two of its most influential predecessors. For the 

most part, this should be attributed to its relative newness; steampunk has only come into 

its own over the past twenty-five years and has subsequently been paid little critical, and 

even less academic, attention. Before attempting to draw connections between steampunk 

and the cultures with which it interacts, it must first be delineated as a genre. 

Characterizing a genre hybrid is not as simple as combining conventions from its 

sources.  In this way, genre synthesis can be likened to genetics; a child isn’t merely the 

sum of its parents’ phenotypes, but in fact draws from both resources to produce an 

uneven amalgamation of attributes, sometimes revealing traits that did not appear in the 

former generation. Taking the analogy a step further, a genre, like a species, does not 

appear all at once, but instead evolves into existence, gradually shaped by constant 

interaction with its environment. Though it is impossible to be certain from this vantage 
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point in history, steampunk is very likely still in its formative phase, and consequently 

that much harder to definitively outline. 

Given this level of ambiguity, it is best to avoid absolute statements regarding 

what steampunk is or is not. For instance, while many texts within the genre are set in the 

past, it would be reckless to state that they all must be. Furthermore, despite the genre’s 

title, it would be equally rash to exclude texts that do not contain steam engines or a punk 

attitude, although both are common features of steampunk. Ultimately, identifying the 

aspects that make up a genre is not an endeavor that can be undertaken within a social 

vacuum, nor is it an exact science. Defining a new genre relies heavily upon a gut 

reaction regarding which texts belong and, more specifically, which conventions within 

those texts identify them as belonging. 

 

According to one theory, a new genre becomes more inclusive of various iconography 

and conventions as it matures. Once it is firmly established, the genre enters a classical 

stage (e.g., the Westerns of John Wayne) and, finally, a self-referential stage (e.g., the 

Westerns of Clint Eastwood,) where the strongest conventions are emphasized. While 

steampunk is, as mentioned, still in the process of taking shape, some texts are more self-

aware of their genre. It can be informative to examine these texts, in particular, because 

they tend to highlight the most definitive generic conventions. 

One such example is Steam Detectives, an anime broadcast on TV Tokyo in the 

late nineties. Each of its twenty-six episodes opens with the same monologue: 

“This is a city where steam flows from every power source and blankets 

the air with a pool of nearly impenetrable fog. Coal is the only extractable 
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energy, and the only resource for power available to those who dwell here. 

For this reason, the advancement of steam powered technology has taken a 

quantum leap and continues to be the focus of scientific exploration.” 

The fact that this is repeated over and over again necessarily gives it some significance. 

Indeed, this excerpt succinctly describes one of the common steampunk settings: the 

steam-powered metropolis. However, not all steampunk takes place in entirely fictional 

cities or worlds, as Steam Detectives does. It is more common, in fact, for this genre to be 

set in the late-19th century American West or Victorian England. 

 It is along these lines that steampunk is most easily divided into subgenres: 

Victorian, Western, and fantasy; the lattermost being a catch-all category for settings not 

on Earth as we know it. These are not only subgenres of steampunk, but genre hybrids as 

well, incorporating numerous stylistic elements from their respective sources. Western 

steampunk, for instance, often makes use of music reminiscent of the film scores of 

Elmer Bernstein or Ennio Morricone. Similarly, Victorian steampunk tends to draw from 

the elaborate mise en scène of period costume dramas. However, it is not what sets these 

subgenres apart, but rather what they have in common, that is important to the definition 

of steampunk. 

 

In “Tooth and Nail,” a recent episode of the BBC’s long-running Doctor Who, the titular 

Doctor and his companion travel back to 1879 where they must guard Queen Victoria 

from an alien threat. Expounding the consequences should they fail to protect the throne, 

The Doctor unintentionally describes the darker side of the steampunk ideal: “Imagine it; 

the Victorian age, accelerated, starships and missiles fueled by coal and driven by steam, 



Kelley, 4 

leaving history devastated in its wake.” The implication is that the boundless 

advancement of the industrial revolution, when extrapolated to the present and beyond, 

brings with it the inhumanity of the colonial era. 

Many steampunk texts are thematically concerned with the ethical and 

environmental costs inherent to unbridled progress. At the same time, they are infatuated 

with the marvel of steam-powered technology. Hulking contraptions of mammoth power 

and scale, spewing clouds of white steam and black smoke, simultaneously represent the 

height of humanity’s ingenuity and folly. These machines are intended to generally 

enhance the quality of life, but in the wrong hands they are, for lack of a better term, 

weapons of mass destruction. “In choosing the steam engine as the most appropriate icon 

of the past to describe itself,” Steffen Hantke proposes, “[steampunk] makes technology 

its main focus. Since the contemporary world is highly technological, any past in which it 

would see itself reflected must share, or rather, must be made to share, its cultural 

agenda” (247.) Such as it is, steampunk attempts to simplify the highly complex real-

world question of who should control the science that will ultimately determine the 

course of mankind’s future. 

Just as in the Western and fantasy genres, steampunk tends to clearly delineate 

good and evil. In the most common formula, those with altruistic motives must battle 

those who would exploit the technology as a means to selfish ends. The steampunk hero 

is, as the name suggests, usually familiar with steam technology and often conveys a 

disestablishmentarian attitude. The eponymous protagonist of The Adventures of Brisco 

County, Jr., a short-lived Western steampunk series, often remarks that he is looking for 

“the coming thing” that will revolutionize the world in the fast-approaching 20th century. 
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Despite being a Harvard-educated lawyer, Brisco embraces the cowboy lifestyle and, in 

true punk spirit, refuses to kowtow to his robber-baron employers. 

The steampunk hero is almost always on friendly terms with a steampunk 

inventor, the visionary character which is responsible for creating the pivotal technology 

of the text. Furthermore, much like Q from the James Bond series, they often supply the 

hero with gadgetry to aid in their adventures. Professor Albert Wickwire from The 

Adventures of Brisco County, Jr. and Doctor Emmet Brown from Back the Future Part III, 

affectionately referred to by just their honorary titles, “Professor” and “Doc,” are 

exemplary Western steampunk inventors. Despite their irrefutable genius, it is common 

for these characters to possess an almost childlike innocence, particularly regarding their 

invention’s devastating potential for abuse. Consequently, they tend to remain neutral in 

the text’s primary conflict until directly threatened or disillusioned by the antagonist’s 

misuse of power. 

Unlike the mad scientist of the horror genre, the steampunk inventor is seldom the 

primary protagonist or antagonist. Katsuhiro Ôtomo’s 2004 anime film Steamboy serves 

as an example of this trend and, paradoxically, an exception to it. The plot centers on 

three generations of inventors: the eldest, Dr. Lloyd Steam, believes that science exists to 

make people happy; his son, Dr. Eddie Steam, is a Vader-esque character who has 

become the pawn of a greedy American weapons manufacturer; and his son, James Ray 

Steam, the boy-hero of the title, is caught in the middle. The true antagonists of the text 

are the corporations vying to secure exclusive weapons contracts with representatives of 

foreign powers visiting during the Great London Exhibition of 1862. 
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Another key exception is the 1965 CBS television series, The Wild, Wild West, in 

which a hero, Artemus Gordon, and his nemesis, Dr. Miguelito Loveless, also serve as 

the text’s inventor characters. Steampunk was far from being well-established in the 

1960s, however, and the 1999 film adaptation better incorporates the genre’s conventions. 

The Napoleonic Dr. Miguelito Loveless is rewritten as Arliss Loveless, an evil paraplegic 

who kidnaps the brightest scientists in their fields and forces them to invent war machines 

for him. 

Apart from the obvious and pervasive locomotive, there are several steam-driven 

vehicles that tend to appear in steampunk texts. Foremost amongst these is the flying 

machine, often an airship. Though especially prevalent in anime, several of the other 

previously mentioned texts involve aircraft, including a dirigible in Brisco County, Jr., a 

winged motorbike in Wild Wild West (1999), and a hover-train in Back to the Future Part 

III. The flying machine is sometimes presented as the steampunk inventor character’s 

greatest or final contribution. Other common vehicles include an armored tank, a 

motorbike, and, in the case of Steamboy and Nadia: The Secret of Blue Water, a single 

motorized wheel. 

The conventions described above are only a handful of those common to the 

genre, but they should be enough to give a sense of what steampunk can be. Further 

investigation into the genre’s component elements will be in relation to the cultural 

environment with which they interact. 

 

A fair number of the abovementioned texts are Japanese anime films and television series. 

While it is not straightforwardly apparent why an “Eastern” nation should be one of the 
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most prolific producers of a genre that seems inherently “Western,” Japan’s fascination 

with steampunk is rooted in a cultural phenomenon that arose concurrent to the advent of 

steampunk, itself. In her article tracing the emergence of kawaii culture in 1980s Japan, 

Sharon Kinsella concludes that “the rule for Japanese popular culture has been any space 

or any time, but here and now in Japan” (252.) It is, in part, steampunk’s foreignness that 

makes it so appealing to the Japanese audience. 

Most steampunk texts coincide historically with the Meiji Restoration, the era 

during which Japan opened itself to the world after seven centuries of isolation. 

Consequently, Japan’s first interactions with Europe and America were in the midst of 

their respective industrial revolutions. Perhaps an element of the wonderment at suddenly 

witnessing complex machinery survived into the contemporary Japanese popular 

imagination. 

 Certainly anime, like western animation, is partly about the spectacle of seeing 

objects brought to life. And steampunk, with all its whirring gears and billowing clouds 

of steam and smoke, provides plenty of eye candy. Unlike western animation, a key 

aspect of anime production is economy. Whereas Disney films have run at approximately 

thirty frames per second for nearly a century, typical anime appears to run at half that rate. 

In actuality, it uses even fewer than fifteen unique frames per second. Over the years, 

Japanese animators have mastered techniques that allow them to give the illusion of 

animation without having to draw new frames. This allows anime to be produced cheaply 

and quickly. 

 Clouds, steam and smoke have long been among the Japanese animator’s arsenal. 

They are simple to draw and seldom involve intricate shading or more than a few frames 
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of animations. However, they provide an illusion of complex movement and thus tend to 

look extravagant than they are. Furthermore, with the advent of computer assisted design 

and graphics, the complex gears and shafts associated with steampunk have become easy 

to do animate. Ultimately, steampunk anime is economic in that it maximizes spectacle 

while minimizing labor hours. 

 Of course there are exceptions, such as Ôtomo’s Steamboy, which was ten years 

in the making and cost a record $26 million. In an effort to top his previous film, the 1988 

cyberpunk classic Akira, Ôtomo aspired to raise the quality of Steamboy’s animation to 

match that of Disney or Japan’s own Studio Ghibli. Big budget steampunk anime such as 

Steamboy, Rintaro’s Metropolis, Miyazaki’s Laputa: Castle in the Sky and Howl’s 

Moving Castle, combine techniques of anime economy with the sheer magnitude of 

Western studio production to create phenomenal animation of international caliber. 

 

Humanoid robots are fairly commonplace in anime, particularly the giant “mech” 

popularized by Gundam in the 1980s. Steampunk anime is no exception, and often 

contains steam-powered robots, such as the “megamatons” in Steam Detectives, or 

animated suits of armor, as in Full Metal Alchemist. In Miyazaki’s Laputa, great metal 

golems are relics of an ancient civilization. 

According to Mark Gilson, the Japanese fascination with complex machinery, or 

“mecha,” and subsequently with humanoid robots, may stem from a time when real 

robots began to be “accepted in general as the tools to rebuild postwar Japan.” (367) 

Although the concept of a mechanical man dates back as early as Greek mythology, 

robotics did not begin to develop as a science until the late 19th century. Nikola Tesla is 
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credited with the creation of the first automaton in 1898 (Uth.) The intricate mechanics of 

Victorian era technology is surely one of the aspects that encouraged Japanese interest in 

steampunk. 

 

There remains the unexplored question of whether the prominence of steampunk in 

Japanese society indicates a growing concern over its dependence on a non-renewable 

fuel source. As an island nation that must import 99% of its oil, Japan can’t afford not to 

think about alternate energy sources. Furthermore, as economist Tashiro Hiroko explains 

in a 2005 Business Week article, Japan, unlike the U.S., has no choice but to enforce 

higher standards of efficiency in both manufacturing and consumption if it wants to 

maintain its present economy. Coupled with environmental concerns, Japan’s drive for 

industrial efficiency makes the technological worries of steampunk highly relevant.  

 A vast majority of steampunk anime shares a plot convention not often found in 

“Western” texts: the effectively infinite energy source (or EIES for short). Usually it 

takes the form of an object that the hero must protect from greedy villains, sometimes on 

principle, sometimes due to its ability to power a steam-based weapon. The main plot 

arch of Steam Detectives involves the protagonist’s efforts to protect a gem that is 

capable of powering the entire city, without any pollution, from falling into the hands of 

the city’s numerous villains. 

In Steamboy, the EIES is the “steamball,” a metal sphere filled with special water 

mined from a glacier. Of the three spheres created by the elder Doctors Steam, the 

antagonists hold two while James, the hero, has the third. All three are needed to power 
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the “Steam Castle,” a flying fortress that ultimately threatens the destruction of all of 

London.  

 Nadia: The Secret of Blue Water and Laputa: Castle in the Sky have very similar 

EIES’s, due to the fact that the former series was originally devised by Hayao Miyazaki, 

the director of the latter film. In these anime, the female protagonist bears a mysterious 

crystal necklace that the male protagonist must guard from pirates. As with Steamboy, 

the EIES in Laputa powers a flying castle capable of devastating the land below. In 

Miyazaki’s Howl’s Moving Castle, the EIES is a fire demon named Calcifer. While the 

castle that it powers doesn’t fly, it does ambulate by means of a steam engine.  

 It was previously mentioned that Full Metal Alchemist takes place on an alternate 

Earth where alchemy replaces physics as the dominant science. Subsequently, the EIES is 

the philosopher’s stone, a legendary substance that allows for alchemical transformation 

without following the principle of “equivalent exchange,” that world’s version of 

conservation of matter. It is eventually discovered that the philosopher’s stone can only 

be created through an act of genocide and that all alchemy in fact draws the souls of those 

who die in the Holocaust and WWII on the real Earth. Shocked and horrified by this 

revelation, the protagonists of the series, one of whom has become the living embodiment 

of the philosopher’s stone through a series of tragic events, take it upon themselves to 

prevent the EIES from ever being used. 

 In all of these texts, the EIES is dangerously unstable. Steampunk anime seems to 

be expressing the desire for clean, reliable energy, but also the fear of what that energy 

could do if used as a weapon. As the only country to experience the devastation wreaked 
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by nuclear weapons, the duality of atomic power is always in the forefront of the 

Japanese imagination.  

 

The prominence of steampunk in Japanese anime is a strong indication of the popular 

culture’s fascination with, respect for, and fear of the power brought by scientific 

advancement. Furthermore, the clear-cut morality of the stock steampunk characters— 

the altruistic hero, the naive inventor, and the greedy antagonist —reflects an overriding 

concern regarding who should wield the power granted by science. Only the moral youth 

can be counted upon to guard science from those who would abuse it, be they criminal, 

corporate or government.  
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