drop on a character’s head to symbolise embarrassment or
bemusement, are defined as Japanese because they accrue
their meanings in a Japanese context — to put it another
way, it is the way these visual cues are coded as symbols
and propagated in Japanese culture which enable them to
produce meaning (Leong 50).

The disinclination by some fans to specify examples
of Japaneseness in itself was revealing. One fan felt that the
“scope is just too big” and it would be “like trying to list
the elements of American culture that appear in Hollywood
films” (Leong 51). Yet even in articulating the difficulty of
defining Japaneseness, such a comment draws attention
back to the observation that anime is first and foremost an
“original product of the concatenation of circumstances
that have created the culture of modern Japan” (Napier
2005: 27), thereby reaffirming the link between anime and
Japanese culture.

My scholarly study of non-Japanese anime fans, there-
fore, demonstrates a conceptualisation of Japaneseness that
is diverse in its scope, whether as textual features or as an
evolving concept, according to their frequency or promi-
nence in anime narratives, in comparison to Western cul-
tural paradigms, and even in explications of the difficulties
of delimiting a discourse of Japaneseness (Leong 46-53). In
Mittell’s terms, Japaneseness here can be constituted as a
genre through the way these individual fan interpretations
are linked into “clusters of cultural assumptions” (16) in
anime fandom. Hence, rather than downplay the Japa-
neseness of anime to account for its global popularity, its
formulation as genre within a cultural studies framework
allows for a more sophisticated negotiation of the complex
mix and also an exchange of transcultural values and flows
which characterise today’s global climate.
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The Higurashi Code
Algorithm and Adaptation in the

Otaku Industry and Beyond

John Wheeler

ow do you kill the player and resurrect them as

a spectator? This question haunts those charged

with adapting video games from their interactive
form to one that puts an insurmountable barrier between
media and the individual — an impossible translation tak-
ing place on the most basic structural level. The dilemma
surrounding the adaptation of interactivity is visible within
the Japanese ozaku industry, where media forms must be
constructed to survive fluid translation from one media
form to another.

An adaptation between forms tends to function with-
in a hierarchy of mediums: a book is usually awarded more
artistic significance than its film adaptation, the film more
than its licensed video game form (Hutcheon 4). Yet, in
some ways, the Japanese ozaku industry works outside of
this paradigm, with narratives easily and repeatedly cross-
ing the seemingly impermeable barriers between print,
film and digital forms without much respectability lost or
gained — manga, for instance, carries little more or less cul-
tural significance than anime or the ‘light’ novel. But as the
medium specificity that defines how a form functions and
is received cannot be smoothly overcome, one of the in-
novations of the Japanese otaku industry is the way creators
either consciously or unconsciously anticipate the inevi-
table adaptation of their properties on levels of structure,
narrative and aesthetic. 07th Expansion’s Higurashi When
They Cry (Higurashi no naku koro ni, hereafter Higurashi), a
major multimedia franchise in the Japanese industry, exem-
plifies this trend and also reveals ways in which the creators

driving the otaku popular culture industry manipulate nar-
rative and structural elements to ease adaptation.

Higurashi began its commercial life as a “visual novel”
in 2002 at the Comiket (Comic Market), a large biannual
convention in Tokyo that showcases dgjin — self-published
print comics and video games that are either derivative ver-
sions of popular otaku properties or, as in the case of Higu-
rashi, completely original works.! According to the creator
of the 07th Expansion’s website, from its humble origins as
a serialized PC visual novel sold in limited quantities at con-
secutive Comikets, Higurashi expanded wildly over the fol-
lowing eight years, crossing mediums through adaptations
into an anime television series, manga, novels, a live-action
film and finally returning across the barrier of interactivity
as a first-person shooting game for the Nintendo DS video
game console.

Each of the Higurashi PC games is a self-contained
story about the rural, isolated world of Hinamizawa and
the encounters of its residents with entrenched familial
politics and a murderous Shinto cult. The beginning of
each story is always the same: teenager Keiichi Maebara
moves with his family from Tokyo to the fictional, rural
town of Hinamizawa. He adapts to life away from the city
and befriends many of the other students, building an idyl-
lic, contained world far from the madness of the city. The
narrative turns on a local festival where the same two adults

1. Dgjin producers range from single artists/writers working alone and
publishing comics (analogous to American underground “zines”) to
small independent companies such as 07th Expansion. For an analysis of
how Comiket functions within the otk industry, see Azuma 25-26.
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are always murdered — the mystery of the murderer and the
motive changing in each game, something which alters the
progression of the stories so much that the games become
shockingly different in tone and narrative. Each story wraps
up by the end of the disc, with the murder either solved or
left unsolved. The original releases of Higurashi were called
“question arcs,” offering clues but not solutions to the mys-
teries raised by each story. These were followed by “answer
arc” counterparts that explained — though not always neat-
ly — the murders, taking a different perspective from the
complementing question arc. When Higurashi was adapted
into an anime series in 2007, the PC games were similarly
divided into loosely connected story arcs running from four
to nine episodes.

To understand Higurashi as a multimedia property, we
must first understand the nature of its original medium:
the “visual novel.” The visual novel is a hybridized genre of
video game that draws on the tradition of text-based adven-
ture games. The player interacts with the game by clicking
to scroll text and progress the narrative. Although we will
see that Higurashi is a unique exception, the traditional vi-
sual novel contains a narrative with branching paths that
lead to different endings based on the player’s input. Hiroki
Azuma describes the origins of the visual novel — “novel
game” in the translation of his monograph — as a sub-genre
of “girl games,” which are PC games where the player reads
a story and chooses from a series of simple, plot-based ques-
tions with pornographic pictures of the female characters as
the endgame reward for correct answers (75). “Reading” in
the visual novel is supplemented by two-dimensional char-
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acters superimposed on a static background. In the case of
Higurashi, the narrator of each game tells the story from
the first-person perspective and is unseen by the player —
the view of the other characters in the story, in addition to
the background, appearing behind scrolling text, taking on
the visual qualities of a first-person camera shot. The text
is also supplemented by repetitive sound effects and music
which build up atmosphere and trigger shock moments in
the narrative.

Higurashi is a unique visual novel from the inside-out:
from its deep structuring algorithms to its narrative, it is in
critical dialogue with the visual novel genre, exposing its
inner workings and toying with them. Higurashi as a dojin
visual novel series operates as a median between interactive
and non-interactive media, and therefore raises questions
about how adaptation occurs between two fundamentally
different types of cultural products. While Higurashi begs
to be approached from different positions, this article will
focus on how the games function as visual novels and,
moreover, how the algorithm underlying the games was
translated into animation and other mediums.

Playing the Visual Novel

o understand how Higurashi functions as a video

I game, it is important to first understand how video
games themselves function as interactive media.

The underlying structural element of a video game is the

algorithm — in other words, the code that establishes the
rules of the game and binds it totally. The algorithm is the

‘alpha and omega’ of the game and cannot be transcended
by a player within the game-space itself. Some titles, such as
those by Will Wright (7he Sims, Spore) or the Grand Theft
Auto series (1997-2009), attempt to create the illusion of
an open and malleable game-space by complicating the al-
gorithm to make the experience seem freer compared to
traditionally constrained games. In playing a video game,
the gamer learns the limits and functions of the algorithm
— in Super Mario Brothers, for instance, pressing the ‘A’ but-
ton to jump, moving along the side-scrolling screen to the
end of the level, touching the axe beyond the boss to defeat

and therefore receive the best ending (i.e. the one where ‘the
girl of your dreams’ gets naked) (Azuma 2009).

If visual novels as a hybrid genre generally employ
self-reflexive algorithms that reward the player for obses-
sively solving them, Higurashi instead works differently by
removing the ability of the player to interact with the game
on anything more than a rudimentary level, thus becom-
ing more novelistic in the process. The game reduces the
actual algorithm to an infinitesimally simple code: click the
mouse to scroll the text (the embodied interaction becomes
very similar to turning pages in a book). No choices arise in

'The most important function of the
algorithm in Higurashi is the lack of
freedom it affords the player

within the game-space.

him, et cetera, are all essential pieces of the algorithm that
must be learned in order to ultimately ‘beat’ the game. Part
of the joy of playing a video game is the sheer satisfaction
that arises from unconsciously mastering the algorithm. As
Alex Galloway writes: “To play the game means to play the
code of the game. To win means to know the system. And
thus to interpret a game means to interpret its algorithm (to
discover its parallel allegorithm)” (91).2

The player of a traditional visual novel teaches them-
selves what types of conventional narrative questions yield
correct or incorrect answers, and therefore is able to ‘fill in
the blanks™ regardless of the specific narrative in order to
achieve the ending he or she desires. The algorithm creates
a simulation of human interaction, whereby the ‘real world’
action of building relationships with desired women is re-
duced to a quiz that tests the player’s knowledge of com-
mon otaku character types and conventions. The popularity
of the visual novel is a major factor in the development of
what Hiroki Azuma refers to as the “database animal” — that
is, a new kind of human that has internalized the postmod-
ern insistence on specialized, self-contained narratives, and
also compartmentalizes traditional anime and manga story
elements in order to solve the algorithms of visual novels

2. McKenzie Wark writes about the “allegorithm,” the combination of
the algorithm and the ‘real world’ action it represents in Gamer Theory
(2007). See also Paul Dourish’s theories of “embodied interaction,”
which explains how computer interface systems are embodied with active
meaning because they replicate actions and tools from the ‘real world’.

the game asking the player to answer plot-based questions
in order to proceed. Although, unlike a print or ‘digital’
novel, the player is given an “auto” option allowing them to
forego even the most rudimentary level of interaction and
simply watch the text scroll by. This option even gives the
player the ability to ‘multitask’ at the expense of missing
pieces of the story — a ‘true’ sign of this contemporary age
of technology-induced attention deficit disorder.

The most important function of the algorithm in Hig-
urashi is the lack of freedom it affords the player within the
game-space. In this way, Higurashi is nothing like a print
or digital novel, which offers the reader freedom to peruse
the text and search within it either via an index or by using
a digital search function — although Higurashi does offer
an option to review completed passages (Mitchell 207-9).
The interaction with the narrative in Higurashi is far more
restrictive than an actual novel, ultimately making it more
akin to a film or television series. However, even a DVD
offers the option to ‘skip’ chapters on the disc menu or fast-
forward; the algorithm of Higurashi, in contrast, restricts
the narrative to a totally linear path. As we shall soon see,
the algorithm of the typical visual novel becomes absorbed
into the narrative of Higurashi itself, leaving only a skeleton
of a structural code behind.

r I Yhe simplification of the code in Higurashi is linked
to narrative and genre experimentations by its cre-
ators, particularly in the individual story arcs “Mas-

sacre Chapter” (Minagoroshi-hen, 2005) and “Festival Ac-
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companying Chapter” (Matsuribayashi-hen, 2006). The
convoluted yet endlessly repetitive stories about murder in
a small town are revealed to exist on the same dimension-
al plane, with one of the characters (the young girl Rika)
aware that she is trapped in a cyclic, ever-repeating yet al-
ways altered narrative, and seemingly unable to alter the
storyline toward a ‘happy ending’. The burden of narrative
action is shifted for the first time in the series onto Rika —
who moves from a spectator’s position in the background to
transcend the self-contained world of Hinamizawa — as she
attempts to change the outcome of the story so that she and
her friends can be saved from their inevitable tragic fate.
Although the player can identify with Rika — who is aware
of how the ‘world” works and of the algorithm that would
define it in a normal visual novel — he or she is, however,
unable to apply the unbending, flat code in any meaning-
ful way.

The game version of Higurashi externalizes the typi-
cal visual novel algorithm in its narrative: Rika ‘becomes’
the player, keenly aware of her presence within a narrative
and attempting to ‘free herself” of the algorithm by get-
ting the best ending possible. The player on the ‘real side’
of the computer screen has no power to solve the mystery
within the ‘world’ of the game — thus saving each character
from their respective fates — so he or she must be content
to solve it outside of the game-space and click through as
each “answer arc” confirms or denies the solution the player
has crafted. In fact, according to a frequently asked ques-
tion listed on the 07th Expansion website about Higurashi,
there is even a choice presented in the “Massacre Chapter”
that seems to be asking for player interaction, but on sec-
ond glance it is merely a form of dramatic presentation: i.e.
that the player should treat the choice presented as one that
can only be selected by the protagonist him or herself. The
language of the question about this false choice suggests the
player’s frustration at being unable to interact with a seem-
ingly available choice, “no matter what I do.” This irritation
is perhaps a result of the way Higurashi alters typical visual
novel conventions.?

The gaming ‘pleasure’ of Higurashi comes from the
same place as a mystery novel, and the inability to affect any
change within the game-space, coupled with the serialized
nature of the story, puts the burden of solving each mystery
into a different part of the mind of the gamer than the space
that deciphers solutions to the algorithm of a traditional
visual novel. The creators attach a “difficulty” rating to each

3. Text from the Higurashi no naku koro ni website, translated from Jap-
anese into English. Q: During the latter half of the “Massacre Chapter,”
there is a choice I can’t choose no matter what I do. A: The appearance of
the choice is just for dramatic effect, in reality you cannot choose. Please
consider it as that character deciding on the choice for him or herself.
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chapter that carries far different connotations from the typ-
ical choice from ‘easy’ to ‘hard’ that comes with starting a
brand new game. When Azuma describes visual novel play-
ers as “passive,” he seems to forget that while he or she are
passive gamers in their interaction with the algorithm, they
become far more active readers than typical video game
players — a trait perhaps best exemplified in the gamer-text
relationship found in Higurashi (76). In its original form
as a PC doijin, Higurashi was already a strange multimedia
amalgam, with both novelistic 474 cinematic interactions
grafted onto a rudimentary gaming algorithm.

Adapting the Algorithm

he major problems inherent in adapting an in-

teractive text into a film or novel are potentially

unsolvable because translating the players liv-
ing, reciprocal relationship with an algorithm into that of
a passive reader or viewer creates a fundamental sense of
loss and constraint in someone familiar with the adapted
game. As Linda Hutcheon writes: “Transposition to an-
other medium, or even moving within the same one, al-
ways means change, or in the language of the new media,
‘reformatting’” (16). As was discussed in the previous sec-
tion, Higurashi occupies a middle ground between inter-
active and non-interactive mediums. With the clearly de-
marcated “arcs” of the Higurashi television series, which on
a strictly narrative level stray little from the original visual
novel series, the appeal of ‘watching’ becomes linked to the
‘pleasure’ of attaining the ‘good’ or ‘bad’ ending in a video
game. Other adaptations of visual novels where the action
occurs within a single narrative with branching paths based
around the choice between a ‘harem of girlfriends’, tend
instead to remove all traces of interactivity by establishing a
single, canonical female character for the male protagonist
to ‘attain’. The ‘pleasure’ of choosing and solving the algo-
rithm to ‘win’ each individual character becomes merely #5e
pleasure of watching the characters, the interactive choice be-
tween female anime character archetypes internalized in the
viewer’s mind. When the original Higurashi question arc,
“Spirited Away by a Demon Chapter” (Onikakushi-hen,
2002), was adapted into a live-action film by Ataru Oikawa
in 2008, it opened up the world of Hinamizawa to a new
audience yet also left these individuals without a solution
to the mystery that the question arc posed. As few of the
background story elements and characters change funda-
mentally from iteration to iteration, part of the appeal of
Higurashi as a property becomes the medium-to-medium
translation itself, seeing changes in the perspective and style
used to essentially tell the same stories.

There is an unbreakable link between the algorithm
that defines a game and the narrative, and often the algo-
rithm also manifests itself in the visual aesthetic chosen by
the developers to represent their game-space. If the flatness
and simplicity of the algorithm underpinning the dgjin
Higurashi manifests in the visual two-dimensionality of text
running over non-animated, two-dimensional characters
superimposed on immobile backgrounds, then naturally
the adaptation from the static world of the visual novel to
an animated world structurally defined by ‘cels’ rather than
‘codes’ would change the visual aesthetic of the product
fundamentally.

The shift from the aesthetic of a visual novel to an
anime series is, therefore, a transition that occurs both on
a level of animation and of perspective: the novelistic first-
person perspective of the ddjin becomes a third-person
perspective in the anime, and all characters are visible in
front of the camera’s lens. Yet remnants of the visual novel’s
static two-dimensionality remain, particularly in the quasi-
deformed character styles and the use of ‘shock cuts’ in-
stead of camera zooms to move toward characters within
the frame. The Higurashi anime, therefore, retains some
of the static qualities of the visual novel, and a degree of
continuity of visual aesthetic is established across adapta-
tions. One of the obvious contradictions between style and
substance within Higurashi, both as a visual novel and as an
anime, is the uneasy relationship between the bright color
palette and ‘cutesy’ characters, in addition to the shocking,
usually gynocentric violence of the narrative. Interestingly,
however, it is in the translation into a manga series — with
its transition to ‘black and white’, and the return to fully
static images — that Higurashi gains a true visual depth that
reflects both the psychological states of its characters and
the striking horror of its storyline. Its artists — a different
one for each arc adapted — use shadows to greater psycho-
logical effect than the anime or the visual novel, thereby
conquering some of the ‘flatness’ defined by the underlying
structure and aesthetic of the previous forms.

he transition from visual novel to anime is also

abetted by the similarity in sound design between

the two forms: both game and series use ‘shock
strands’ on the soundtrack and music to emotionally sig-
nal the player/viewer. In the case of the visual novel, this is
another departure from the format of the novel — the cre-
ators even refer to their series as a ‘sound novel’, a small and
rather vaguely defined sub-genre of visual novels. Never-
theless, this categorization partially works to fundamentally
distinguish their work from other visual novels. As Higu-
rashi is more about player affect than gamer input, the use
of sound, especially the ubiquitous and maddening cry of

the higurashi cicadas themselves, is a major means of con-
veying emotion. The music and effects in the visual novels
are simple and oft-repeated in the same way the character
animations and backgrounds are, owing much to the lim-
ited budget of a ddjin game and having the effect of reduc-
ing emotional cues to an extremely simple level. As with
many elements of the game, we see in the sound design a
fundamentally cinematic technique used in the service of
the game’s more novelistic elements: the conveyance of an
unbendable narrative through ‘scrolling’ text.

Higurashi has proven conducive to fan production,
with a dijin released at Comiket composed entirely of fan-
submitted narratives turned into games by 07th Expansion.
As Hiroki Azuma writes, the small, self-contained narratives
that have become the storytelling norm in the ozaku indus-
try beg for fan input, and in the case of Higurashi, the draw
of inserting one’s own story into the established world and
characters of Hinamizawa was a natural byproduct (Azuma
2009). In many ways, the original visual novels created by
07th Expansion were themselves a form of fan production
in their independent origins and reliance on ozku character
tropes. While my research and this article have drawn from
a specific example from within the Japanese ozaku industry,
the line between interactivity and spectatorship continues
to be blurred by major producers of entertainment around
the world. For this type of malleability of medium to suc-
ceed, the nature of the gamer and their interaction with the
game-space must be reformatted by the algorithm itself. In
other words, the gamer becomes the viewer/reader and the
viewer/reader becomes the gamer.
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