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Chapter 1

Introduction

Lindsay Coleman and David Desser

Itis August 1945. A snake crawls across a dirt floor followed by a man similarly
crawling snake-like. We learn that he is Yukichi Furuhashi, recently discharged
from the Imperial Army due to his mental condition. Yukichi’s father jokes
that at least his son crawls very well. His wife, Sae, is horrified at her husband’s
condition but is having an affair with the local Buddhist priest. When Yukichi
bites his mother’s hand as she tries to feed him, the family determines to let
him crawl away. But the townspeople, afraid of being embarrassed by him,
seek him out. At the end, Sae sees him slither his way into a river where he
will drown.

This is the basic situation of Shohei Imamura’s contribution to the UNESCO
Award- winning film at the 2002 Venice Film Festival, 11°09"01/September 11.
Imamura was invited to contribute a nine-minute, eleven-second short along
with films of the same length by the likes of international powerhouse direc-
tors like Youssef Chahine, Amos Gitai, Alejandro Gonzélez Ifidrritu, Claude
Lelouch, Ken Loach, Samira Makhmalbaf, Mira Nair, and Idrissa Ouedraogo.
This would be, sadly, Imamura’s final film. That Imamura returned to the scene
of World War II and the atomic bomb (alluded to in the film) is his attempt
to understand the cultural trauma experienced by the United States—even
the world—on 9/11. Certainly, Imamura makes direct reference to his ear-
lier film on the subject: The name Yukichi should recall the name Yuichi, the
World War II soldier stricken with PTSD in the film version of Kuroi ame/Black
Rain (1989). The stars of the earlier film, Kazuo Kitamura and Etsuko Ichihara,
appear here as villagers. And just for the sake of continuity, of insisting upon
an authorial stamp, Imamura casts Tomorowo Taguchi as Yukichi, Mitsuko
Baisho as his mother, along with Ken Ogata and Koji Yakusho as other vil-
lagers. The script was written by his eldest son, Daisuke Tengan. The village
setting, the trauma of the war, the sense of shame for the wounded and the
illicit sex that cannot be repressed—could Imamura have ended his career on
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a more appropriate note, continuing his ruthless yet humanistic examination
of Japan’s lower castes?

In 1978 Japanologist and film scholar Audie Bock published Japanese Film
Directors. This survey of ten directors, drawn from three significant eras of
Japanese film history, was intended to introduce and encapsulate the works of
what Bock claimed were the filmmakers who represent the most consistently
high achievements of Japanese cinematic art. Among these directors, catego-
rized as part of “the New Wave and After,” was Shohei Imamura. This section
found Imamura linked with Nagisa Oshima and Masahiro Shinoda. Bock’s
choices of directors, both for the New Wave and throughout the book, have
proven to be virtually canon-forming. Of course, by 1978 consensus had been
formed around directors like Yasujiro Ozu, Kenji Mizoguchi, Akira Kurosawa,
and Masaki Kobayashi along with the New Wave directors. To this group Bock
added Mikio Naruse, Kon Ichikawa, and Keisuke Kinoshita—all of whom had
some reputation in the West, if not as great as the likes of Mizoguchi, Ozu,
or Kurosawa. What is astonishing about Bock’s choices is the fact that only
two directors from this cohort outside of her selections have been the sub-
ject of a full-length study since publication of her work. Of course, directors
who began their careers much later have been the subjects of some study; but
for those directors who worked in the 1920s-1970s, only two—Heinosuke
Gosho and Seijun Suzuki—have been the subject of thorough review." Some
of her directors have been the object of study subsequently, with a handful of
works devoted to the likes of Ozu, Kurosawa, Mizoguchi, and Oshima. One fine
monograph has been devoted to Naruse; one excellent study of Kobayashi; one
anthology on Ichikawa and one on Imamura.” Kinoshita and Shinoda remain
merely in Bock’s book.

Bock’s work was preceded by two years by another pioneering work, Joan
Mellen’s The Waves at Genji’s Door. With a subtitle of Japan through Its Cinema,
it might have appeared to be merely a sociological survey of what could be
learned of Japanese society via its movies. In fact, the book is far more than
that. It is a reading of Japan through an ideological lens of criticism and cri-
tique, often from a feminist viewpoint. And in this book, still required reading
for those new to the field, Shohei Imamura may be said to occupy a particular
pride of place: a still from The Profound Desire of the Gods is reproduced on the
book’s cover. In fact, Imamura was nowhere near as well known in the West as
classical directors like Ozu and Mizoguchi, modernist directors like Kurosawa
and Kobayashi, or his New Wave colleague, Oshima. He was represented by
only a handful of his films; almost two-thirds of his output at the time was
unknown outside of Japan. What is more astonishing is that it may be argued
that Imamura’s best years were still ahead of him, certainly in terms of prizes
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within Japan, recognition outside of Japan, and wide festival and art house
distribution. It is testimony to both Mellen and Bock that they had Imamura
pegged so early in his career as a leading Japanese director.

The one full-length, English-language book dedicated to Imamura merely
begins to appreciate the magnitude of his oeuvre and its significance. In fair-
ness to the book and its estimable editor, James Quandt, it was designed to
accompany a traveling retrospective of the director’s work. Thus, about half of
the book consists of interviews and essays by Imamura himself. No attempt was
made to be thorough as regards each of his films, for instance. However one feels
about this effort, there is surely room for many more. Sadly, however, such is not
the case. This 1999 book remains alone on the shelf of Imamura studies, at least
until the present volume.

There are so many surprising things about Imamura’s career besides the fact
of the early recognition given to him by pioneering scholars and the paucity
of writings subsequently. For instance, Imamura won the prestigious Kinema
Jumpo Best One award five times, second only to Ozu, who was a six-time
winner.® Twice his films took the most coveted award of any film festival, the
Palme d’Or from Cannes—the only Japanese director to have won the award
more than once. The traveling retrospective of 1997-1998 encompassed
eleven venues in North America, including the Cinematheque Ontario, the
Pacific Film Archive, the Museum of Fine Art, Boston, the National Gallery of
Art, the UCLA Film Archive, the Pacific Cinematheque, Vancouver, the Film
Center of the Art Institute of Chicago, and the Film Society of Lincoln Center.
The Criterion Collection, the most important distributor of high-quality DVDs
in the United States, most with a host of extras, has released a box set of three
of Imamura’s films along with interviews and essays. The Masters of Cinema
series, the UK’s equivalent of Criterion, has made no fewer than eight Imamura
films available on DVD. A number of his films are or were available through
mainstream outlets, like Amazon and Barnes & Noble.

Awards and retrospectives do not begin to scratch the surface of Imamura’s
importance as perhaps the preeminent examiner of the hidden, barely repressed
underpinnings of Japanese society. As our title indicates, he has spent his career
focusing on outsiders, those alienated by Japan’s rush to its economic miracle.
There are those men who turn to violence as an inchoate form of rebellion, who
oppress women who are themselves in even more alienated circumstances but
who ultimately must succumb to the greater society that surrounds them. And
the oppression of women, which Imamura understands in ever more graphic
terms than the great Mizoguchi, leads many of them into prostitution, the ulti-
mate symbol of both the transactional nature of gender relationships and the
monetary value placed on women and their bodies. But Imamura also knows
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that Japan and the Japanese people form something more than a nation; they
are, in fact, a community of kindred spirits, bonded by their history and culture
into a cohesive group, and his films work to examine these bonds yet at the same
time look at the ways individual members of the group seek to break the chains
of culture and escape.

It is no surprise that Imamura’s films that most clearly depict and dissect
Japanese society were those that received the greatest acclaim within Japan
and distribution and discussion in the West. His clear-eyed examinations seem
almost documentary-like and, indeed, many are documentaries. Within Japan
his career was unprecedented for his having worked in both fiction film and doc-
umentary, including fiction films based on true stories. And perhaps that is one
secret to his success: that unflinching search for the truth that makes for power-
ful but sometimes difficult cinema. But difficult in the sense of uncomfortable,
not in the sort of postmodern way of many of the films of his contemporaries,
especially Oshima and Kiju Yoshida. In his combination of documentary and
fiction, then, he compares to directors like Wim Wenders and Werner Herzog,
especially the latter.

With terms like anthropological, documentary, and documentary-like fre-
quently applied to Imamura’s cinema, it becomes important to examine the
visualization of his insights, which is to say his style, the manner in which
he expresses himself as a cinematic auteur. Because of the sometimes shock-
ing nature of what he portrays and because clearly he is interested in society
and culture, this aspect of Imamura’s cinema has been overlooked. The style
of directors like Mizoguchi, Ozu, and Kurosawa have often taken precedence
over their content; Oshima and Yoshida, too, are sometimes prized for their
manner and less so their meaning. But Imamura’s documentary aesthetic is no
less crucial than Mizoguchi’s complex camera movements, Ozu’s even-pacing
and contemplative tone, Kurosawa’s dynamic montage, and Yoshida’s extreme
distanciation. There is a kind of ruthlessness to Imamura’s observing eye, a
refusal to look away despite what is shown in front of the camera. No less than
his anthropological interest, Imamura is a director defined by his deceptively
stimulating style.

Imamura began his career, as virtually all Japanese directors did at the time,
as an assistant director, in his case at Shochiku Studios in 1951. He worked
as an assistant to Ozu on masterpieces like Bakushu/Early Summer (1951) and
Tokyo monogatari/Tokyo Story (1953). Unhappy with Ozu’s approach to the por-
trayal of Japanese life, he left Shochiku to work at Nikkatsu, where he had the
good fortune to be paired up with Yuzo Kawashima, a contract director gently
but insistently pushing the boundaries of genre. With Kawashima, Imamura
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co-wrote the screenplay for Bakumatsu taiyo-den (Sun in the Last Days of the
Shogunate) in 1957. An often-raucous comedy with many implications regard-
ing 1957 Japan as much as the last days of the Tokugawa era, the film’s success
earned Imamura his opportunity to direct. These early efforts—three films in
1958—already betray many of his directorial interests: sex, outsiders, rural
Japan, and the strength of women. His first film, Nusumareta yokujo/Stolen
Desire, was not quite what the commercially minded Nikkatsu desired. They
kept their directors mostly in check during this period, and so Imamura was
forced into a less critical stance in his other two films of the year.” With great
subtlety and care he made his fourth film, Nianchan, into a study of poverty, the
treatment of ethnic Koreans (zainichi) living in Japan, the strength of young
women, and the lure of the outside world as seen from a slowly dying mining
town. This year 1960 marks the beginning of the Japanese New Wave, termed
at the time the Shochiku New Wave for the many films released that year by
young directors, such as Oshima, Shinoda, and Yoshida, clearly pushing the
boundaries of film style and social commentary. Imamura’s Nianchan was not
quite in that mode, though neither was it in the classical style of other social
commentators like Ichikawa and Kinoshita.® But with his 1961 Buta to gunkan/
Pigs and Battleships, there was no question that the New Wave label deserved
to be expanded beyond the Shochiku imprint. His first masterpiece, Pigs and
Battleships (Kinema Jumpo’s #7, although for the year 1960, for some reason),
is a darkly comic look at the effects of the American presence on the Japanese
lower classes, the first of his films to truly focus on an underclass of weak-
minded, foolish men and the strong women who love them nevertheless.
Imamura was clearly one of the most consistently interesting and skilled
directors of the 1960s, with a powerful sense of cultural criticism, tying into what
Bock calls “the irrational mythic consciousness of the Japanese” (1978: 287). In
film after film in this decade he burnished his reputation as one of Japan’s most
important and insightful directors. In 1963, Nippon konchuki/The Insect Woman
became the first of his five Kinema Jumpo-award winning films, also taking Best
Director and Best Screenplay; his Kamigami no fukaki yokubo/Profound Desire of
the Gods in 1968 took the Kinema Jumpo Best Film and Best Director awards
once again. Meanwhile, controversial films like Akai satsui/Intentions of Murder
(1964) netted a Kinema Jumpo #4, while in 1966 Erogotoshi-tachiyori: Jinruigaku
nyumon/The Pornographers took #2 in the famed magazine poll (losing out to the
now-forgotten Shiroi kyoto/The Great White Tower by Satsuo Yamamoto). It was
in 1967 that he made his first foray into documentary production—Oshima of
the Shochiku New Wave had also turned to documentary, though he would have
far less impact with these films than would Imamura with his. Yet while Oshima
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would return to feature filmmaking toward the end of the 1960s and for the
rest of his career, Imamura spent almost the entire decade of the 1970s mak-
ing documentaries, including the famous Nippon sengo-shi: Madamu Onboro no
seikatsu/History of Postwar Japan as Told by a Bar Hostess (1970); the World War
[I-themed Muhomatsu kokyo ni kaeru/Muhomatsu Returns Home (1973); and the
deeply moving Karayuki-san, the Making of a Prostitute (1975).

To leave feature filmmaking at the height of his career was unprecedented.
Also unprecedented was his formation of a professional academy, the Yokohama
School of Broadcasting and Film (today the Japan Academy of Moving Images).
He brought in industry professionals as well as film scholars (including Audie
Bock) to teach the next generations of film and television professionals at a time
when the assistant director system was becoming a thing of the past in light of
the decline of the major studios. Perhaps their most successful graduate is the
absurdly productive Takashi Miike. And then, again unprecedented, he returned
to feature filmmaking at the end of the decade; we might say he returned with
a vengeance, but that would be too obvious in light of the fact that the film was
entitled Vengeance Is Mine (Fukushu suru wa ware ni ari, 1979). But return with a
vengeance he did, with the film taking yet another Best One award from Kinema
Jumpo. This film would mark an important collaboration not only with star Ken
Ogata, but with co-star Mitsuko Baisho, who would be a presence in seven of his
films, the most of any single performer.

Imamura would scale back his feature-film production in the 1980s, releas-
ing only four films, but two of them would bring him the kind of international
acclaim that had previously eluded him. Though Eijanaika/Why Not? of 1981,
a return to the Bakumatsu era, made little impact, the same could not be said
of Narayama bushi-ko/The Ballad of Narayama (1983), which received the first
of his two Palme d’Or awards, #5 from Kinema Jumpo, and numerous awards
from the Japanese Academy, including Best Film, Best Director, Best Actor for
Ken Ogata, Best Supporting Actress for Mitsuko Baisho, and Best Screenplay.
Though often cited as a remake of Keisuke Kinoshita’s groundbreaking version
of 1958, the two films could not be more different. The film would be the wid-
est release that Imamura ever had around the globe—after Cannes it would
get its North American debut at the Toronto International Film Festival and
then be released around the world. Zegen (1987) was in official competition
at Cannes, followed by minor festival playoff thereafter, but it never caught
on. However, the same surely cannot be said for Kuroi ame/Black Rain (1989).
Once again Imamura found himself in official competition at Cannes; received
a Best One from Kinema Jumpo, and Best Film from the Japanese Academy.
More significantly, the film became, along with Akira Kurosawa’s Hachi-gatsu
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no rhapusodi/Rhapsody in August (1991), part of public discourse in the United
States regarding the efficacy and ethics of the atomic bombings of Japan.
Kurosawa’s film was admittedly more controversial, mostly for the moment
when Hollywood star Richard Gere, playing a Japanese American man from
Hawaii, apologizes for the US bombing of Nagasaki. What most Americans
missed about Imamura’s film was the way in which it was a more devastating
critique of the bomb not by its overt criticism (there is none), but by the way
it invokes the style and theme of Ozu. Once rejected by Imamura, now Ozu
became extremely useful as a way to talk about Japanese tradition and the
family and the way in which the atomic bomb represented a rupture in Ozu’s
seemingly placid view of the continuity of Japanese life despite changes in
culture and society.

As the years went by without another film from Imamura following Black
Rain, it seemed as if illness and age had taken their toll on his career. Even
so, Imamura’s post-New Wave career had proven far more significant than his
New Wave cohort. Oshima never made a truly important film after In the Realm
of the Senses in 1976 (his career had taken a severe downturn even before his
debilitating stroke in 1996); Shinoda never made a successful film after the
well-received 1977 Ballad of Orin, though he kept working regularly through
the 1980s, sporadically in the 1990s, and then retired in 2003; following his
brilliant Coup d’etat in 1973, his last New Wave-style film, Kiju Yoshida worked
only intermittently, and only his Wuthering Heights in 1988 met with any
attention outside of Japan as it played in competition at Cannes—though it
never received any distribution in Europe or the United States. So it came as
something of a surprise when Imamura released The Eel in 1997. Winner of the
Palme d’Or at Cannes and his fifth Kinema Jumpo Best One, Imamura sud-
denly found himself linked with the renaissance of Japanese cinema that began
in the mid-1990s. With its long takes, minimalist dialogue, episodic structure,
and low-key presentation of a highly dramatic story that begins with the mur-
der of an adulterous wife by her husband, Imamura was now a filmmaker with
much in common with a new generation of Japanese directors who fell under
the sway of Ozu and Hou Hsiao-hsien. Akai hashi no shita no nurui mizu/Warm
Water Under a Red Bridge (2001) was yet another of Imamura’s films invited into
competition at Cannes along with many other festival showings. In some ways
this, his last feature film, was a return to his roots in the rural, the mythic, and
the magical power of women. After more than forty years as Japan’s “anthro-
pologist,” he would make only one more, short, film, as part of the interna-
tional omnibus film exploring 9/11 with which this introduction began. He
died in 2006 of the cancer he had long been battling, though by that time it was
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already clear that he was, as so many commentators noted upon his death, one
of the most significant of Japan’s postwar filmmakers.

As noted above, though long recognized as one of Japan’s most significant
filmmakers, there has been only one book in English devoted to Imamura.
Many articles have appeared on individual films, while both Alexander Jacoby
and Jasper Sharp devote entries to Imamura in their fine reference guides.’
The awards he has earned, the wide distribution his films have received, and
the scholarly attention devoted to him indicate that he is one of the most
significant directors in Japanese film history. This book is an attempt not only
to give sufficient space to the bulk of his career, but also to give the career
a certain shape in order to understand Imamura’s project as an investigator
into Japanese tradition and culture and to understand the significance of his
achievement. To this end, we have gathered together a number of very well
known film scholars from Australia, the UK, and the US along with scholars
associated with other humanistic and philosophical pursuits. We might say
that the quality of the contributors is indicative of the stature of Imamura
himself.

As related above, it took some time for the full effect of Imamura’s legacy to
be felt. The small number of films in distribution through the 1970s stunted the
growth of his reputation. But from the time of the success of Black Rain in the-
aters, subsequent successful festival appearances of his films, and the current
availability of many of his films on DVD, it is possible to see clearly the consistency
of his vision and the powerful way it is conveyed. Though he remains associated
with the Japanese New Wave, and his films made during the height of that excit-
ing movement are reckoned among its best, his post-New Wave career far exceeds
that of his contemporaries. A career span of over forty years, numerous awards
domestically and in the international arena, box office success, and critical acclaim
demand a fuller account of his singular achievement. This book is that attempt.

Killers, Clients and Kindred Spirits: The Taboo Cinema of Shohei Imamura is
divided into three sections, each with a specific theme, with the films arranged
chronologically within each section. It is always possible to discuss a group of
films from many different perspectives, including the most obvious one: in
strict chronological order. Though many monographs devoted to the work of an
individual auteur utilize such a structure, that often implies a kind of Platonic
ideal toward which a director’s work aspires. There is no reason to imagine that
a director cannot move around in his or her interests, working on some issue,
abandoning it, circling back to it later, etc. Similarly, the vicissitudes of financing
and film funding often necessitate making compromises in one’s overall plan.
Working for the most part independently and on an ad hoc basis, this was less
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an issue for Imamura as his career progressed, but it is certainly apparent in
his early filmmaking efforts. And while we have grouped the films according to
overarching themes in each section, it is not impossible to imagine that other
scholars could arrive at other groupings—this is all to the good. We hope merely
that our grouping has validity and the ability to shed light on each film and
Imamura’s overall accomplishment.

Previous to our groupings we have an initial chapter that focuses on the
very early output of the director. Jennifer Coates’s chapter, “The Making of An
Auteur: The Early Films (1958-1959),” examines his first four works. These have
received significantly less academic and critical attention than his work from
1960 onward. Stolen Desire, Ginza Station (aka Lights of Night, Nishi Ginza eki
mae, 1958), and Endless Desire (Hateshinaki yokubé, 1958), made at Nikkatsu
Studios, have been largely dismissed, with My Second Brother (Nianchan, 1959)
credited with bringing Imamura to critical and academic attention. This chapter
takes a closer look at these early films, investigating their relation to critical and
popular understanding of Imamura’s present reputation and providing some
context for the later critical groupings arranged in this book.

The first grouping is that of “Killers.” This is probably one of the more obvi-
ous categories to create for Imamura’s overall oeuvre as his protagonists are fre-
quently murderers, or at the very least those who toy with the possibility of
murder. The mindset and emotional landscape of the killer was both thematic
and narrative terrain Imamura knew extremely well. The title “Killers” refers
to these characters, as well as their preoccupations, and by default Imamura’s
own. For a closer understanding of what this might mean let us place Imam-
ura’s particular focus in a broader context of cinematic history. The Silence of
the Lambs (1991), as an easy example, fetishizes, sensationalizes, glamourizes
the act of killing and the killers who perpetrate these acts. Even a superlatively
gifted filmmaker such as Jonathan Demme cannot help but create these killers,
in the form of Buffalo Bill and Hannibal Lecter, as somewhat glorious monsters.
Imamura places us squarely in the mind and heart of a killer as an individual
whose pathologies, while extreme, are still symptomatic of forms of social and
sexual alienation at least some of us can identify with. To describe his killers as
“banal” would be unfair. They kill, but they also boast, bullshit, pine, lust, lec-
ture, and bore their fellow men. Ken Ogata is the prototypical Imamura killer in
his performance in Vengeance Is Mine. Here is a character who kills with ease and
skill but saves his real disgust and hatred for his ineffectual father, and his ulti-
mate coldness for his spurned wife. The closest mainstream Hollywood cinema
has come to such a depiction would be Tom Noonan’s superb evocation of the
Tooth Fairy Killer in Michael Mann’s Manhunter (1986), a character of mania,
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vulnerability, poetry, and odd hubris all at once. (There have been two other
iterations of the character, but Noonan’s is the only performance which captures
a balance of traits comparable to Imamura.)

Imamura’s skill in depicting killers as ordinary humans is not unique, of
course. Fritz Lang’s famed M (1931) achieved this in Peter Lorre’s entirely sympa-
thetic performance, but even Lang could not help but lean heavily on the notion
of killers as pathological beings. Imamura’s eye is colder, more anthropological
than the theatrical Lang, the eclectic Demme, the lyrical Mann. Mann allows the
Tooth Fairy moments of romance and emotional epiphany, even if that epiph-
any—in the form of a moment of bonding with his lover and a sedated tiger—is
equally tied to his particular pathology for megalomania and grandiosity. What
matters is that Mann lets his killer have an emotional life which makes, at the
very least, powerful sense to him. Imamura arguably is one of the only filmmak-
ers to craft portraits of killers who are not beings possessed by pathology, neu-
rosis, or megalomania for its own sake, but rather sexual (or asexual), romantic,
emotional and above all physical beings, subject to sequences of emotion and
appetite readily identifiable by any member of the audience. Their resentments
are terrifyingly familiar, their fragile egos and casual deceptions an ugly reminder
of our own. Takuro Yamashita, the lead character of Imamura’s The Eel (1997), is
a sad man, a tragic figure, a thwarted romantic who struggles in his attempts at
igniting an affair. These are the many colors Imamura reveals of the character, yet
from our first instants of meeting him Imamura contextualizes him as the most
brutal and misogynist of killers. Imamura spares us none of the gore, the audi-
ence witnessing him brutally dispatch his wife and wound her lover in a crime of
passion. His actual act of killing, as David Desser notes in his chapter on the film,
is a prime catalyst for ongoing characterization in the film. How he kills, why he
kills, tells us much about the character as any other act he commits in the film.
For Roger Ebert, Ogata’s Iwao Enokizu in Vengeance Is Mine, is a portrait of a
cold-blooded serial killer that “suggests a cruel force without motivation, inspira-
tion, grievance” (2008). Ebert is partly correct. To say the character is without
“grievance” is perhaps inaccurate; more that his “grievances” are not the specific
pathology of Fritz Lang’s killer, that of a murderer possessed by the need to dis-
patch children, but rather the kind of pique and resentment and contempt that
can creep into any soul. They are not the kind of grievances one might connect to
murder, more to the burning resentment we may find in Twitter trolls, men going
through a divorce, the romantically and sexually spurned. These are the kinds of
antisocial impulses hiding in plain sight. And so, too, are Imamura’s characters.
Even while he hates both his father and wife, and uses women as objects, Enokizu
proffers bogus camaraderie to the men who surround him. These emotional attri-
butes, the source of his misanthropy, may manifest in killings, but that is perhaps
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the only unique thing about them. Killers are, in Imamura, heroes, inasmuch as
heroes are the proxies for the audience whom we cannot help but project our
fears, ambivalences, even perhaps our dark fantasies onto.

The section on “Killers” begins with Hiroshi Kitamura’s chapter “Pigs and
Battleships, or the Paradox of Japan’s Post-World War II Anti-Americanism.” This
chapter interrogates the cultural politics of Japan’s postwar anti-Americanism
by primarily exploring Pigs and Battleships, but also draws upon Insect Woman
(1963), History of Postwar Japan as Told by a Bar Hostess (1970), Black Rain (1989),
and 1109701/ September 11 (2002), Kitamura explores how Imamura presents
postwar Japan as America’s “client state” by framing Japanese life in relation to
US military and sexual interventions. Yet in depicting the raw and energetic lives
of the “low-end” Japanese (with such themes as sex, violence, rape, and crime),
Imamura paradoxically offers prescriptions for survival under the American
security and nuclear umbrella in an era of high-speed economic and industrial
growth. This too elucidates the “killer” mindset so prevalent in Imamura’s depic-
tions of postwar Japanese masculinity.

In Adam Bingham’s “Traveling by Rail with Intentions of Murder,” the title
film is examined on the basis of it being one of the director’s most sociologi-
cally incisive pictures, touching as it does on seemingly extreme inequality—
domestic servitude in an enforced relationship. The film is built around a female
protagonist who (unlike those in numerous other Imamura films) seems to be a
more overt victim of a patriarchal sociopolitical landscape. This leads interest-
ingly, to the female lead’s desire to poison her assailant and rapist, her pathol-
ogy both justified and a central focus of the narrative. Here the “killer” is again
a natural manifestation of the layers of social oppression they must endure, and
again a powerfully relatable manifestation of everyday rage and resentment.

Where the “killer” of Intentions of Murder is an innocent, in John Berra’s
“Hidden in Plain Sight: The False Leads and True Mysteries of Vengeance Is
Mine,” the killer is similarly oppressed but anything but an innocent. Marking
a return by Imamura to narrative filmmaking following a fruitful detour into
documentary that lasted much of the 1970s, the serial killer saga Fukushi suru
wa ware ni ari/Vengeance Is Mine (1979) represented a convergence between his
nonfiction practices and the socially revealing, genre-riffing storytelling that
firmly established him as a key figure in the Japanese New Wave in the 1960s.
Imamura initially appears to undertake this task through a nonlinear puzzle
structure that ostensibly dissects the relevant details of Enokizu’s life. How-
ever, it soon becomes apparent that his procedural, no matter how methodically
detailed, will shed little light on the motivations for its protagonist’s depravity.
This chapter examines Imamura’s approach to his interrelated subjects of the
sociopath and the society that Enokizu gleefully rebels against.
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In David Desser’s chapter “The Eel: Trauma Cinema,” there is an exploration
of the theme of redemption, the kind of redemption typically denied alienated
outsider characters. A horrifyingly brutal murder climaxes the film’s first scene
and we think we are in the realm of Imamura’s angry societal outcastes. An
elided eight-year prison stint for the crime presages a change in tone as Imam-
ura returns to the small-town life he so memorably depicted in earlier films.
And Imamura joins the ranks of many art-cinema auteurs in depicting daili-
ness through the use of studied long takes. Yet there is a quirkiness of charac-
ter and content that distinguishes the film from the more austere examples of
mid-to-late 1990s art films. This chapter looks closely at the formal aspects of
the film and demonstrates its relationship to Imamura’s optimistic view of the
possibility of redeeming a life through daily activities and comic incidents that
overcome past trauma and tragedy. It presents the possibility that a man may
be a killer and also still possess all the constituent parts of a human being still
capable of love.

Hoping not to be overly reductive, and with the exception of Intentions of
Murder, the characters cited in the “Killers” section are male and represent
a definitively male perspective on society and relationships. Yet Imamura is
equally acclaimed for the strong, sensual, and emotionally articulate women
who populate his films, women who see themselves in broader terms than their
connection to men. His perspective on women is considerably less in its scope,
but more in the relative depth he demonstrates in seeing his women in great
emotional, physical, and psychological detail. Paradoxically, much is revealed
of the feminine perspective even as the point of view from which these women
are seen by the director is obviously limited, specifically, to a male, Japanese,
twentieth-century view on women, and in turn relations between the sexes.
This in turn means that Imamura possesses a striking, equally anthropologi-
cal perspective on women, seen within the expressly heteronormative male
Japanese gaze that configures most relations between the sexes to those cover-
ing sex and love.

If Imamura’s vision of his characters is blunt enough to allow their workaday
misanthropy to curdle into homicidal rage, then equally his view on love and
sex, and any other more sensual or whimsical moments between the senses, is
equally overlaid with a bastardized extremity of the same sentiments. Love and
lust devolve into the love of a prostitute for her pimp, or a john for his prosti-
tute. Men, in Imamura’s world, are “Clients,” catered to both emotionally and
sexually by the complex women in their lives. To Imamura, his men and women
have one foot in, one foot out, of any of their significant relationships, afraid as
they are to replace the brutish and transactional nature of their dealings with



Infroduction 13

anything approaching an admission of tenderness. Love can mutate into rape,
and rape can be eventually interpreted as love in such a fraught emotional envi-
ronment. In The Pornographers (1966), Subuyan Ogata seduces/is seduced by
his landlady, yet rather than admit to feelings of tenderness he must transform
this scene into a hyperbolic, farcical declaration of potency, lust, and orgiastic
invitation. Remarkably, however, it is not Ogata’s own declaration that is most
significant in this narrative, but the gradual characterization of his mistress that
proves most intriguing in this comic tale.

Imamura himself is not exempt from this this perspective. While the gen-
tleman filmmaker was certainly no killer, he, like his heroes, admitted to his
attraction toward an objectified, biologically favored rendition of Japanese
womanhood, an example of a typical Madonna-whore dichotomy that erred
more toward the whore. Women in this paradigm could be brave, earthy, honest,
emotional, but their biological assets ultimately would win out as their prime
attraction, ironically on both an emotional and physical level. Imamura’s women
are defined by sex, but sex of the warmest, most human kind, and that which
reveals a broad swathe of their unique psychology. The limit placed upon such
characterizations is that they are seen through the lens of sex and sexual desire.
This is sex from the male perspective, and inherent in it all of the anger, aggres-
sion, anxiety, and animal irrationality that might be expected. Imamura strands
his women and men in a world where, biology and its transactional manifesta-
tions aside, little is articulated with any ease, even as much of the characters’
burgeoning emotional complexity simmers beneath the surface. As such, they
must struggle with their urges in a world of pitiless determinism and ceaseless
transaction. This is what typifies the films of Imamura focused on “Clients,” the
second category we have chosen to focus on.

Lindsay Coleman’s “The Obscene in the Everyday: The Pornographers” asserts
that Imamura offers up a compelling portrait of Japanese society as permissive,
profligate, and absurdly commercialized. The low-rent, industrialized processes
of the film’s title characters, all in an effort to feed the never-ending appetite for
pornographic content, speak to such qualities within a society. Paradoxically,
however, sexuality and sexual desire are presented not as commodified in the
film, but rather as a shocking and ungovernable quantity. Their presence within
the narrative triggers, conversely, the bemusement of the film’s protagonists
and an increasing incisiveness on the part of Imamura himself in his role as
director. This chapter analyzes the means, via lighting, editing, composition,
and the sequence of scenes, by which Imamura established a unique directorial
approach to allow for the interrogation of taboos such as incest, sexual attrac-
tion toward minors, and indeed the manner in which sexuality may pervade a
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wide range of social and economic activities. It presents, to a degree, a notion of
relations between the sexes ossified into a hyper-commodified state.

In Michael Raine’s chapter on The Insect Woman, he observes that the film
came at a turning point in the modernization of the Japanese economy and of
the film industry.

The Insect Woman pits the shomin (the common people) against the bourgeois
shimin (the citizen; the urban, westernized subject of political rights and duties),
but in Imamura’s hands the shomin become the senmin (outcasts; the exploited
exploiters that make up the lower levels of both rural and urban Japan under
high economic growth). Imamura heads a long line of filmmakers who sym-
pathize with female protagonists whose suffering is caused by Japanese mod-
ernization, but unlike, say, Kenji Mizoguchi or Mikio Naruse, The Insect Woman
foregrounds that protagonist’s selfishness and materialism while refusing easy
depictions of an untouched, authentic Japan.

In Mats Karlson’s “Imamura Shohei’s Profound Desire for Japan’s Cultural
Roots,” the director’s film, The Profound Desires of the Gods (1968), explores the
origins of primordial Japanese culture. The dean of Japanese film criticism, Sato
Tadao, while suggesting possible readings, claims that the film in the final analy-
sis resists specific interpretation. Karlson suggests that the film is an “open”
film, somewhat reminiscent of Hiroshi Teshigahara’s The Woman in the Dunes
(Suna no onna, 1964) in that it invites multiple interpretations from a reader-
response perspective. Critic Saki Ryuzo identifies the film’s message as a critique
of all the Japanese, islanders per definition, who have willfully destroyed their
“inner islands” and lost touch with their roots, enslaved to the transactional
rudiments of postwar Japanese society, then still in its relative infancy. In iden-
tifying convergences and divergences in critical approaches to the film, Karlson
seeks to address the contentious issues, such as the implied discourse on incest,
it raises. The perspective advocated on Imamura’s oeuvre here is not specific
to male-female dynamics but does engage strongly with the notion of postwar
Japan as a society in which all the more intimate elements of humanity had
become commodified and subject to transaction.

“e

In a similar vein, Joan Mellen’s “Products of Japan’: Karayuki-san, The
Making of a Prostitute” examines in depth the themes Imamura develops
regarding the unknown and abandoned people of Japan’s disastrous Pacific
War. The karayuki-san of the title had been exploited and abandoned right
from the start: as a woman and as a burakumin. She was even exploited by her
own family before the war. Such a situation is ripe with so many of Imamura’s
favored themes, which this essay elaborates upon in detail.

Bianca Briciu’s chapter, “The Female Body as Transgressor of National
Boundaries in The History of Postwar Japan as Told by a Bar Hostess,” suggests
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that while his fiction films have received a lot of critical attention, Imamura’s
documentaries made in mid-career in the 1970s are less well known but never-
theless epitomize his concern with marginal experiences. Two of his documen-
taries, The History of Postwar Japan as Told by a Bar Hostess (1970) and Karayuki
san, The Making of a Prostitute (1975), describe the embodied experiences of low-
status women, unpacking gender and class power relations.

Now for the twist, and the source of Imamura’s greatness. The third major
category explored is that of “Kindred Spirits” and suggests an oppositional
strain in Imamura’s films to the more cynical thematic focus of the previous
two categories. Here is a filmmaker whose starting point for characterization
can be, for a man, his basic bloodlust, and this bloodlust as a basic fact of his
masculinity. Equally, Imamura may, literally, allow his vision of a woman’s geni-
tals to determine the kind of person she will be, how this may characterize her
interplay with the man or men in her life. Yet from these bluntly contrived
ingredients of character, Imamura conjures up dynamic, subtle, generically
unclassifiable works whose emotional scope stretch from the limits of human
response through all the most commonplace and natural responses and behav-
iors. How characters may spring to life from the most extreme of circumstances
and journey toward normalcy is a cornerstone of Imamura’s humanism. What
is, arguably, a secret to Imamura’s long-term appeal is how he foregrounds
human and relatable stories against the most extreme of backgrounds. Think
of Shigematsu Shizuma’s efforts to secure a suitor for his niece in Black Rain.
In itself this quest is relatable, emotionally charged, while also quotidian. The
fact that such a request is set against the reality that his niece was exposed to
the atomic fallout following the bombing of Hiroshima in 1945 fundamentally
alters the setup. Where the original details of the scenario, that of a relative
seeking a suitor for his niece, might perhaps be conducive to light sociologi-
cal analysis such as that of Ozu, or even a comedy of manners in the hands of
another filmmaker, Imamura’s contrived “background” in Black Rain is that of
a society shattered, of a social order haunted by death and destruction, of a
population facing a lifetime of radioactive poisoning. Against this is set a quest,
in the “foreground” for emotional and social survival in the form a successful
matchmaking. In the midst of this juxtaposition we find the unlikely relation-
ship of the niece Yasuko and the poor and traumatized Yuichi. In this most
unlikely a combination of circumstances these two characters somehow find
each other and fulfill E. M. Forster’s famous dictum:

Only connect! That was the whole of her sermon. Only connect the prose
and the passion, and both will be exalted, and human love will be seen at its
height. Live in fragments no longer.
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There are plentiful further illustrations of this odd dynamic, two individuals
finding one another, and bonding, in what would otherwise seem to be a hostile
world. Only a filmmaker as richly ironic as Imamura would allow such an idealis-
tic notion as espoused by Forster to play out in the following scene in Vengeance
Is Mine, where Hisano Asano, the mother of Enokizu’s love Haru, and a killer
herself, confronts the killer in an oddly warm scene.

Asano: Don’t try to kill me, Enokizu. That’s what you want to do, isn’t it?

Enokizu: Ever since you walked out last night.

Asano: And this is the second time. The third time’s the charm?

(He smiles.)

Asano: Wipe that smirk off your face! I suppose you think we're alike as
fellow killers?

Enokizu: Not really. But I sort of feel like you're a prison buddy.

Following this oddly comic exchange, the two crouch down and share in the
drinking of water from an overflowing hose on the path they are walking. Later
Enokizu does kill Asano, yet even the most cynical viewer cannot deny the gen-
uine camaraderie of this scene in the face of the many other scenes in which
Enokizu manufactures a semblance of warmth for his fellow man. This scene, and
those shared by Yasuko and Yuichi, speak to the ability of Imamura characters to
form the most unlikely connections, to articulate their humanity in moments
unexpected to the characters themselves. Despite all in their characterization
that would suggest otherwise, Imamura’s characters have an ease in establishing
basic kinship.

The final section of this book is dedicated to the varieties of kinship Imam-
ura finds within Japanese society, in both his documentary and feature films.
He evokes the collective spirit of Japan’s rural people, family ties, the con-
nections of Imamura himself to his cinematic subjects, and the shared bonds
of those in the lower strata of society with his typical anthropological and
incisive eye.

The first chapter of this section is Lauri Kitsnik’s “Better off Being Bacteria:
Adaptation and Allegory in Dr. Akagi.” It looks at how certain alterations and
shifts in emphases to the short story on which Dr. Akagi is based, coupled with
the production process, enabled this adaptation to become a film unique to
Imamura’s style. It came to feature allusions to both the public and private,
with the depiction of a war-torn rural community extending to Imamura’s own
family and professional background. By presenting allegories of state-induced
violence and the perseverance of common people, Dr. Akagi is a humanist tale
strongly consistent with the later output of Imamura.
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Bill Mihalopoulos’s “The Never-Ending Pacific War and the Ruse of Memory”
offers a unique focus on a series of documentaries, “In Search of the Unreturned
Soldiers in Malaysia,” “In Search of the Unreturned Soldiers in Thailand,” and
“Outlaw-Matsu Returns Home,” directed and produced by Imamura for NHK
over a three-year period (1970-1971; 1973). All three documentaries are an
investigation into the givens of a question which is hidden and wrapped up in
the situation, and which the camera must extract, for the whole story to be told.
For Imamura, the people at the margins of society offer hope and freedom. In
his documentaries, Imamura attempts to identify the process of co-evolution
between modern Japanese statehood and modern subjectivity, and, at the
same time, to explore the possibility of finding a cultural framework in which the
Japanese as a collective can define their embodied experience without recourse
to the Japanese state. It is an effort to evoke their collective spirit.

Community is a central theme in Imamura’s The Ballad of Narayama and
is in turn explored in Rayna Denison’s essay on the 1983 film. Imamura’s
adaptation presents a stark contrast to earlier versions of Shichiro Fukazawa’s
1956 story of abandonment of the aged in a primitive, allegorical vision of
Japanese society. Imamura interprets the tale through an anthropologically
inflected and documentarian lens, thereby partially obscuring his excoriat-
ing appraisal of gender and aging within culture. This chapter investigates
Imamura’s adaptation process, using production-side discourse to assess the
extent to which Imamura’s version of The Ballad of Narayama was intentionally
produced to contrast to earlier adaptations, and seeking to understand how
and to what ends he remade this already well-known tale. The claims made in
promotion and in reflective accounts of the production assess them in relation
to the film text. By comparing production discourses to the film’s content this
chapter shows how Imamura’s stylistic flourishes and moments of excess were
used to offset a deeper, unflinching discourse about gender, societal functions,
and aging, a powerful investigation of the unbreakable ties that tortuously
hold a society together.

In Ningen johatsu/A Man Vanishes (1967), a documentary film crew led by
Imamura follows a woman, Yoshie Hayakawa, nicknamed Nezumi, the Rat, who
has been deserted by her fiancé, Takashi Oshima. Imamura helps Nezumi and
family members investigate the man’s disappearance. However, as the film
develops, new information and unearthed secrets create an ever-denser web of
intrigue, while Imamura progressively reveals that his “documentary” filmmak-
inghasirreparably altered the “reality” it claims to report on. Imamurahasa tryst
with Nezumi, which weakens her motivation to find Oshima while strength-
ening her commitment to the film and filmmaker. In the middle of shooting,
Imamura reveals that a scene is being staged within a studio set. Diane Lewis’s
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“Boundary Play: Truth, Fiction, and Performance in A Man Vanishes” examines
the use of layered diegeses and sociological experimentation—particularly in
their deployment of reenactment and role play in this film.

In David Deamer’s “Cine-anthropology and Celebration: Why Not? and Nietzs-
chean genealogy,” Imamura is put forward as a genealogist, and his films as cel-
ebrations of moments in which values are questioned in order that the underlying
disparate forces be exposed and explored. These essential tensions within Japanese
society are further contextualized with a unique Nietzschean perspective.

Imamura’s 1989 film Kuroi Ame/Black Rain is based on Masuji Ibuse’s 1969
homonymous novel for which he had read numerous Hiroshima survivors’
diaries. It forms the basis of Dolores Martinez’s “Kuroi ame: An Anthropology
of Suffering.” Shot in radiant black and white, the film not only evokes the
Japanese cinema of the 1940s, but also graphically depicts the horrors of the
atomic bomb attack on Hiroshima in 1945. Cutting back and forth between
the character Shigematsu Shizuma’s memories of August 6 and the family’s
postwar life as hibakusha (lit. explosion-affected people) amongst villagers
who are tired of hearing about the bomb, the film dissects Japanese society’s
attitudes toward difference. Through an analysis of the Shizumas’ forbearance
in the face of their neighbors’ gossip and antipathy, this chapter considers
the film as an anthropological depiction and exploration of suffering and of
unlikely kinship.

In Tim Iles’s chapter, “The Symbolic Function of Water,” with its primary
focus on Warm Water under a Red Bridge, there is an exploration of how Imamura
creates a world in which both wonder and hope are possible. The fundamental
humanism of Imamura’s work sustains a community in which communication,
redemption, and forgiveness merge with the absurd, the perverse, the supernat-
ural, and the fantastic to demonstrate the dignity and value of each individual.
The struggles of society’s lowest strata provide the foundation for a reconcep-
tualization of the contours of the human community, in which realization of
aspirations becomes the shared project of all.

Any sharp-eyed observer will note the absence of Zegen. This is not any
criticism of the film, of course. It simply reflects the problems in compiling
collections. We could entice no commentator to work on the film. Good schol-
ars are typically busy. We are ourselves amazed at the quality of our contribu-
tors and cannot complain about some few others who could not participate at
this time. Of course, it is a shame that we could not include it. The film was
invited to compete for the Palme d’Or at Cannes in 1987 and was Japan’s offi-
cial submission for the “Best Foreign Language Film” category at the American
Academy Awards. Perhaps more to the point, this darkly comic look at a man
who runs a string of brothels from Manchuria to Malaya at the turn of the
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twentieth century fits perfectly into our category of “Clients.” The film, as
Jasper Sharp notes in his useful review for Midnight Eye, takes place entirely
outside of Japan and it seems if not indebted to, then at least a thematic
extension of, Karayuki-san (Sharp 2001). If not a major Imamura film, we
can say that it is nevertheless a typical Imamura film and thus worthy of our
attention. Sadly, it could not be so.

Otherwise, we are very pleased to offer up this first-ever study of every
Imamura film, from his little-seen early films through his exciting New Wave
works, through his emergence as a filmmaker of international stature and
status. We are equally pleased to have gathered together as knowledgeable a
group of scholars of the Japanese cinema as one is likely to find in any one place
devoted to the work of one filmmaker.

Lindsay Coleman, Melbourne, Australia
David Desser, Los Angeles, California

Notes
A Note on Names:

Japanese directors and stars are given in Western-style name order: given name first,
family name second. Japanese works that have been translated into English are also
listed in Western-style name order. Japanese names are rendered in Japanese fashion for
those works that have not been translated.

1. See Arthur Nolletti Jr. The Cinema of Gosho Heinosuke: Laughter through Tears
(Bloomngton: Indiana University Press, 2005); Tom Vick, Time and Place Are Non-
sense: The Films of Seijun Suzuki (Washington, DC: Smithsonian Institution, 2015)

2. See Catherine Russell, The Cinema of Mikio Naruse: Women and Japanese Modernity
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2008); Stephen Prince, A Dream of Resistance:
The Cinema of Kobayashi Masaki (New Brunswick, NJ: Rutgers University Press,
2017); James Quandt, ed., Kon Ichikawa (Cinematheque Ontario Monographs)
(Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 2001); James Quandt, ed., Shohei Imam-
ura (Cinematheque Ontario Monographs) (Toronto: Toronto International Film
Festival, 1999).

3. Imamura’s Best One award has gone to The Insect Woman, 1963; The Profound Desire
of the Gods, 1968; Vengeance Is Mine, 1979; Black Rain, 1989; and The Eel, 1997.

4. These are Ballad of Narayama, 1983, and The Eel.

5. Even the great Seijun Suzuki, also often linked with the New Wave, would have to
wait until the 1960s to unleash the full force of his fertile fancy.

6. Imamura’s film is rather close in tone to a film he wrote for director Kirio Urayama,
Kyupora no aru machi/Foundry Town (1962), though the latter film also functions as
a star vehicle for Sayuri Yoshinaga and Mitsuo Hamada.
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7. See Alexander Jacoby, A Critical Handbook of Japanese Film Directors (Albany, CA:
Stone Bridge Press, 2008), and Jasper Sharp, Historical Dictionary of Japanese Cinema
(Lanham, MD: Scarecrow, 2011).
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Chapter 2

The Making of an Auteur: The Early Films
(1958-1959)

Jennifer Coates

Shohei Imamura’s first four films have received significantly less academic and
critical attention than his work from 1960 onward. Stolen Desire (Nusumareta
yokujo, 1958), Ginza Station (aka Lights of Night, Nishi Ginza eki mae, 1958),
and Endless Desire (Hateshinaki yokubé, 1958), made at Nikkatsu Studios, have
been largely dismissed, with My Second Brother (Nianchan, 1959) credited with
bringing Imamura to critical and academic attention. This chapter takes a
closer look at the contents and reception of these early films, investigating
their relation to critical and popular understanding of Imamura’s auteur per-
sona and oeuvre.

For critics such as Jasper Sharp, these early films are “uncharacteristic”
(2011: 93). Yet if we look closely at their themes, casting, language, and set-
tings, we can see many central components of Imamura’s later work evident in
these early studio films. This chapter argues that this early career stage already
exhibits Imamura’s key thematic, stylistic, and political concerns. The final sec-
tion takes a closer look at My Second Brother to understand how this fourth film
enabled Imamura to win over professional film critics. While the dominant
story of Imamura’s career situates My Second Brother as the work in which he
found his authorial voice, I want to suggest that this voice is discernible much
earlier. Imamura’s first three films are in fact strongly characteristic, not only of
his later work, but also of his public-facing auteur persona.

The Auteur’s Origin Story

In analyzing these early films in reference to Imamura’s auteur persona, I am
not necessarily subscribing to auteur theory itself, but rather practicing a kind
of critical auteur studies. Mitsuhiro Yoshimoto has identified two strands of
auteurist criticism in relation to writing on Japanese cinema: classical and
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revisionist (2000: 12). Classical auteurist criticism assesses the director’s work
as transcending the time and place of its making and understands the film text
as an expression of its maker’s consistent and coherent “personal expression”
(Yoshimoto 2000: 55). Following Roland Barthes and Michel Foucault, who
argued for the author as “a function of discourse” (Yoshimoto 2000: 57), post-
structuralist critics challenged classical auteurism. Later revisionist auteur-
ism such as that developed by Peter Wollen attempted to disengage auteur
criticism from the person of the auteur, understanding the auteur instead
as a kind of deep structure permeating films made by a particular director.
Yoshimoto argues that the issue with Wollen’s separation of the director as
person from the director’s name as an indication of a cluster of descriptive
features is that the choice of the director’s name to refer to a set of struc-
tural and stylistic features is still not explained or interrogated (2000: 58).
Going back to the conception of the auteur as a function of discourse, I explore
how Imamura’s name became an indication of a set of stylistic and narrative
components through the intervention of the popular press in the crafting of
his auteur persona. In this case, the director’s name and his public persona
become inseparable from his film’s style and content, as critics and journalists
insist on the connection between these elements.

Following Yoshimoto’s identification of “specific kinds of institutional
constraint and disciplinary configuration” that have shaped Japanese cinema
scholarship (2000: 54), I focus here on the role of Japanese print media in cre-
ating an auteur, and how the early work of a particular director may be used
to create a distinct auteur persona. While I am arguing here that the quali-
ties we associate with Imamura’s later work and auteur persona are present
in his first four films, I am not attempting to incorporate these works into the
canon of Imamura’s critically acclaimed oeuvre, in an attempt at rehabilitat-
ing these texts to fit a classical auteurist model. Instead, I focus on how critics
and journalists used these texts to build an auteur persona around Imamura.
A seemingly coherent public persona is built through film exhibition, criti-
cism, and the appearance of the auteur or their film texts in popular media.
I aim to demonstrate that the critical acclaim Imamura’s fourth and subsequent
films received was not necessarily contingent on Imamura becoming a better
filmmaker, whatever that might mean. Rather, critical acclaim followed the
building and marketing of a coherent auteur persona through the first three
films and their media coverage.

I am approaching the persona of the auteur in a critical light here, inspired
by Richard Dyer’s work on star persona. Dyer argues for the star persona
as constituted not only by the actor’s actual work playing roles on film or
television, but also by critical and journalistic coverage of the star and their
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imagined real life (Dyer 2004: 2-3). Japanese postwar film journals, newspa-
pers, and gossip magazines published material on prominent directors as well
as stars. In fact, journals such as Kinema Junpo participated in the creation and
promotion of an auteur system similar to that recognized by Cahiers du Cinéma,
which exerted some influence on global film criticism from its first issue in
1951. Of course, Kinema Junpoé and Eiga Geijutsu (Film Art), the two high-brow
film journals that ushered Imamura into the canon of Japanese auteurs, sig-
nificantly predate the founding of Cahiers du Cinéma. Yet Jim Hillier argues
that it is “a pretty widespread” contention that the development of this par-
ticular style of film criticism was greatly indebted to French film criticism, and
particularly Cahiers du Cinéma (1985: 1). Cahiers du Cinéma and Kinema Junpo
had a degree of cross-fertilization in the 1950s, as Cahiers, newly “discovering”
Japanese cinema, reprinted translated material from Kinema Junpo, such as
the filmography of Kenji Mizoguchi (Kriegel-Nicholas 2016: 228). Both maga-
zines styled reviews in a similar manner, structuring an account of the critic’s
encounter with the film in question in terms of the critic’s own expectations
and preferences.

Cahiers du Cinéma, Kinema Junpé, and Eiga Geijutsu also printed yearly “Best
Ten” rankings organized by studio and director. Kinema Junpo produced a num-
ber of special issues each year designed to rank directors by critical acclaim, from
the “Who’s Who” editions that listed the directors, actors, and writers consid-
ered most notable in the studio system, to the intermittent issues devoted to
“Film Directors of the World” (Sekai no eiga sakka zenshu) that ranked acclaimed
directors by fame and nationality. Whole issues were given over to selected
auteurs with regularity; for example, Akira Kurosawa received a full issue of
Kinema Junpé devoted to his work in January 1963, and another for his col-
laboration with Toshiré Mifune in September 1964, while Yasujiré Ozu’s life and
work were the subject of a special issue in February 1964.

Critical and journalistic coverage of the cinema was strongly auteurist in
Japan in the years in which Imamura made his directorial debut and subse-
quent studio films. Like Cahiers du Cinéma, which printed critiques of auteur
theory such as André Bazin’s De la politique des auteurs (1957), individual writ-
ers were often reflexive about the auteurist claim that the director should be
considered the sole author of a film text. Camera operators and producers
were also invited to write articles or participate in round table discussions
for publication in critical cinema journals. Yet the largest amount of cover-
age was devoted to film texts, stars, and directors, and directors in particu-
lar were most regularly invited to write or comment on their own work and
that of other filmmakers. Maureen Turim has argued for the importance of
understanding the work of Nagisa Oshima as “the product of a certain period
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of auteurism’s flowering,” and at the same time “contemporaneous with, and
arguably a part of, a deconstructive investigation of auteurism” (1998: 15).
The same could be said of Imamura, who shared Oshima’s elite university
background and working experiences, starting out as an assistant director at
Shochiku before leaving that studio, and later the studio system, to produce
independent films.

Imamura was featured in the Kinema Junpo “Best Ten” yearly edition of 1959,
and by 1963 was included multiple times in a Kinema Junpo anthology on the
top films of the past eighteen years, which described My Second Brother as “full
of energy” (1963: 58). His photograph even made the cover of the 1967 Kinema
Junpo anthology of world film directors, and was included in the “Dictionary of
World Film Directors” produced a month earlier by the same journal. Imamura’s
entry emphasizes his interest in humanity (ningen ni kyomi o motsu), and his
“strong tendency to depend on the idiosyncrasies of a subject” (daizai no tokuisei
ni tayoru) (1967: 90). The dominant story of Imamura’s career focuses on his
speedy ascent into the circle of revered film directors in Japan, and his own idi-
osyncratic outlook. What this chapter aims to problematize is the idea that this
ascent was precipitated by a distinct change in the content of his work. Instead,
I want to suggest that Imamura’s studio output laid the groundwork for an
auteur persona and oeuvre of exactly the specifications desirable for critics and
journalists in 1960s Japan.

After leaving Shochiku to join Nikkatsu’s training program in 1954, Ima-
mura’s first three films as director were released in quick succession through-
out 1958. Stolen Desire was shown in roadshow Nikkatsu theaters from May
20, 1958, and introduced in Kinema Junpo as the first effort of the “newly
promoted” director (1958: 93). Yet neither Kinema Junpé nor Eiga Geijutsu
reviewed the film. In a later review for Ginza Station, Eiga Geijutsu critic
Yukichi Shinada described Stolen Desire as “having the attraction of showing
a life full of vim and vigour” (dseina seiketsuryé no miryoku) (1958: 59). Yet
Imamura debuted relatively quietly.

Ginza Station, released just a month later, was introduced in Kinema Junpé
(1958: 101) but once again not reviewed. Shinada reviewed the film for Eiga
Geijutsu (Film Art), but dismissed it as a mere “supplement” (soemono) or
knocked-together addendum (1958: 59). This kind of film was becoming more
common in the late 1950s according to Shinada, as studios focused on pro-
ducing material for double bills and providing opportunities for fresh talent
to make their debuts (1958: 59). As the number of films produced increases,
Shinada argued, the quality will decrease in inverse proportion (Genzai no sei-
saku kiko no naka de seisan honsu ga sokasureba, seisaku joken wa hanbireiteki ni
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waruku naru ni kimatte iru) (1958: 59). Shinada’s association of increased pro-
duction with decreased quality follows the auterist understanding, which seeks
to restore the rarefied aura of the artwork to the medium of cinema. However,
his concerns have a particularly postwar flavor, as he worries that “impover-
ished Japan” (binbo kuni Nippon) will not be able to make a good showing in
the global cinema sphere with the kinds of films studios were churning out to
fill double-feature programs (1958: 59). The first half of his one-page review of
Ginza Station is therefore devoted to a public plea to the reader for support for
his efforts to improve the quality of Japanese filmmaking.

The film itself is dismissed as a “vehicle for the popular title song” (ryiikoka
no daimei). Shinada even likens the final product to an unexpected “illegitimate
child” (shoshi), “though the film company may have expected a legitimate off-
spring before the birth, now they are burdened with this unexpected disaster”
(1958: 59). He reports that no one is describing Imamura’s direction or script
as a great success, but nonetheless praises the second-time director for hav-
ing endeavored to make an interesting (omoshiroi) film (1958: 59). Yet Shinada
believes that the results are “meager” (sasayakana sakuhin) when compared to
Stolen Desire, and that Ginza Station only partially (bubunteki) reflects the energy
of the earlier film (1958: 59).

Shinada’s mixed review nevertheless contributes something to Imamura’s
budding auteur persona, as he describes the filmmaker as “impudently taking
an aggressive stance toward the bad conditions” of the film industry (warui joken
no naka de zubutoku inaotte iru) and showing “a promising attitude toward film-
making” (seisaku taido wa tanomoshii) (1958: 59). Overall, however, he found the
film’s “biggest flaw” (saidai no kekkan) to be that it “had no meaning” (imi ga nai)
(1959: 58). Shinada’s review reveals key criteria by which high-art film critics
judged both film texts and film directors. Films without meaning are dismissed
as light entertainment. However, the persona of the director is treated as a rela-
tively separate matter, and it is possible for a filmmaker to win praise in spite
of a disappointing film if he is perceived to have stamped something of his own
character on the text.

Endless Desire fared better with critics when it was released in November
1958, though once again Imamura’s effort was introduced but not reviewed in
Kinema Junpo (1958: 88). In Eiga Geijutsu, Heiichi Sugiyama compared the film
to renowned auteur John Huston’s Treasure of the Sierra Madre (1948), which
had been released in Japan as Gold (Ogon) in May 1949. Comparing directors
to one another as a means to analyze their auteur position is a classic Cahiers
du Cinéma trope, as seen in the magazine’s famous opposition of Mizoguchi to
Kurosawa (Rivette 1958). Sugiyama argues that Imamura’s film does not quite
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reach the level of Huston’s and contains several unoriginal motifs. Neither the
theme of a group slowly killing one another off nor the trope of murderous crim-
inals chasing buried treasure is unusual (mezurashikunai), the former featuring
in Huston’s film and the latter in Minoru Shibuya’s Season of the Witch (Akujo
no kisetsu, 1958), released just a few months before. “Nonetheless, Imamura’s
Endless Desire is fresh and interesting” (shinsen de omoshiroi) (Sugiyama 1959:
67), and Sugiyama argues that making audiences laugh at violent and crimi-
nal scenes is “Director Imamura’s precious talent” (Imamura kantoku no kichona
saino) (Sugiyama 1959: 67). Imamura is credited with the power to draw the crit-
ic’s interest (Watashi wa taihen kanshinshita) (1959: 67), and Sugiyama relates
his sense that “this new director’s originality really has a good feeling” (atarashii
kantoku no orijinaritei wa, makoto ni kimochi ga yoi) (1959: 67). He regrets that the
film gradually collapses into a criminal action picture (jidai ni hanzai katsugeki ni
kanyu), echoing Shinada’s desire for Imamura to focus on human (ningenrash-
isa) issues in the future (Sugiyama 1959: 67; Shinada 1958: 59). In the end, he
argues, “the ending came to have an out of control feeling” (te ni amatta to iu
kanji ni natte shimatta) (1959: 67).

Once again the critic’s perception of Imamura’s character colors his review
of the film. Both Shinada and Sugiyama attribute key failings and successes of
these first two films to an understanding of Imamura’s character as mischievous
and headstrong. His innovative technique produces a strong sense of original-
ity; however, storylines can become tiresome or disappointing. It’s clear that
critical assessment of Imamura is further shaped by his relatively junior status.
Criticisms such as “out of control” suggest a perception of the director as some-
how immature, and critics focus on his future potential, emphasizing his recent
promotion from assistant director.

Finally, in 1959 Imamura was credibly reviewed by Kinema Junpé for My
Second Brother, released on October 28, 1959. The film was introduced in
Kinema Junpé (1959: 78) and given a short review (1959: 88-89) before win-
ning third place in the yearly Kinema Junpé Best Ten competition. Fuyuhiko
Kitagawa introduces Imamura as an “up and coming director” (shinei kantoku),
and praises the film’s “simple and accurate realism” (jimi de kokumeina riari-
zumu) (1959: 88). The review is less than careful: Kitagawa freely admits he has
neither read the original text on which the film was based nor seen Imamura’s
earlier work. Yet he credits Imamura with guiding (shido) the young actors
to excellent performances, and praises his direct approach to difficult issues
(1959: 88). He critiques the pacing of the ending, however, stating a personal
opinion that the penultimate scene should have been the last. Nonetheless,
the review signaled that Imamura had made it into the elite circle of critically
acclaimed Japanese directors.
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Eiga Geijutsu had in many ways both intuited and contributed to Imamura’s
recognition. As early as 1958, he had been invited to join a roundtable discus-
sion with up-and-coming directors K6 Nakahira and Yasuzé Masumura, hosted
by Masahiro Ogi, for a feature titled “Film Is Advancing!” (Eiga wa zenshinsuru!)
(1958: 33). Imamura is credited as “the director of Stolen Desire,” though the
magazine had yet to introduce or review the feature. The directors are invited to
talk about “shouldering the burden of their generation’s culture” (sedai bunka
no ninaite toshite kataru), their pride in their work (jibu), their self-reflection
(hansei), and their ambitions (yashin). However, for the first five pages Imam-
ura is quiet, occasionally teased or chastised by Nakahira or Masumura, until
he breaks forcefully into the discussion by calling the turn of the conversa-
tion “pretentious” (kiza), claiming to be “irate” (iraira) about the views the
other directors express about writers (1958: 38), and reminding them that he
also writes screenplays. Both Imamura and Stolen Desire are featured in photo
insets (1958: 39), but overall he says little until the final page of the round
table discussion, where he launches into a critique of “mass communication
phobia” (masu komi kyofu) (1958: 39). As an early introduction into the auteur’s
spotlight, this could have gone better, compared to the impressive oratorical
performances of directors like Nagisa Oshima. Yet it lays the groundwork for
the popular understanding of Imamura’s public persona as committed, bullish,
and passionate in direct contrast to the quiet workmanlike persona of Ozu or
the scholarly leftism of Kurosawa.

Every auteur persona is built on an origin story, and Imamura’s training
and debut provided rich details for his. From his criticisms of Ozu’s working
methods during his time at Shochiku to his idolization of Yuzo Kawashima,
and particularly his rebellious attitude toward the studio bosses (Desser
1988: 123), Imamura’s outspokenness formed the base of his forthright and
passionate auteur persona. In accounts of his troubles with studio person-
nel (Tessier 1997: 59), Imamura is framed as an iconoclast and deep believer
in the artistic value of cinema. This profile fit perfectly into the New Wave
auteur mode. Yet Imamura’s auteur persona also had roots in his early work
as well as his studio training.

Though Stolen Desire was based on a novel by Kon Toko, Imamura has
claimed that protagonist Kunida, a young theater director played by Hiroyuki
Nagato, was modeled on himself (Desser 1988: 58; Kehr 1997: 71). In many
ways this first film is a kind of self-introduction, confronting viewers and crit-
ics not only with Imamura’s particular visual and narrative style, but also with
a number of themes and tropes relevant to the director’s own personal and
political concerns, publicized later in many interviews and personal writings.
Drawing from elements of his personal life and upbringing, Imamura firmly
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situates his own persona as an indelible element of the film as a whole. The
story focuses on a traveling theater troupe and the difficult lives of the actors.
Imamura’s eldest brother was a stage actor in Tsukiji sho Gekijo (Tsukiji
Little Theatre) in Tokyo and the family frequently visited the stage. Further-
more, the narrative’s love triangle between Kunida and the troupe leader’s
two daughters mirrors Imamura’s own widely publicized romantic problems.
Kunida and the younger daughter are eventually forced to leave the theater
troupe, and Imamura has similarly attributed his departure from Shochiku to
his romantic relationship with a company administrator, whom he later mar-
ried (Kim 2003). The conflicting pull of work and duty versus romance and sex
was to become a key theme in Imamura’s work as well as in accounts of his
personal life.

Establishing Key Thematic Concerns

If Stolen Desire is Imamura’s self-introduction, it is also the first example of a set
of thematic concerns that form the backbone of every Imamura narrative there-
after. As many critics and writers have noted, Imamura’s works are suffused
with desire, and this first film is no exception. Nikkatsu studios insisted on the
title, possibly due to several recent films with “desire” in the title having done
well at the domestic box office in 1957 (Kinema Junpé 1963: 138-58). Imamura
preferred Tent Theatre, and in fact left this working title at the top left side of
the title screen, in a small sign of the defiance that would become a central trope
of his auteur persona. In the roundtable discussed above, he claims he had no
interest in a title that would attract viewers, but only hoped for one that would
have them “watch with no expectations” (kitai sarenai de mite morau) (Imamura
1958: 39). Nonetheless, desire is the central theme of this first film. Kunida
desires Chidori (Yoko Minamida), the eldest daughter of the troupe leader, and
is desired in turn by Chigusa (Michie Kita), her younger sister. This leads to the
break-up of the troupe, when Kunida tries to persuade Chidori to leave her hus-
band, and instead is cast out with Chigusa while the troupe moves on without
them. Chidori’s husband, Eizaburé (Shin’ichi Yanagisawa), is himself an object
of desire, becoming a local idol for screaming female fans. These screams are bal-
anced in turn with the yells of the male fans of the troupe’s strip-tease dancers,
who open every show.

Desire abounds, and Imamura focuses on its destructive and disruptive
aspects rather than its generative potential, romantic or otherwise. As Dave
Kehr observes, the groups at the heart of Imamura’s films “cannot contain
the erotic energy of the individuals they hold together” (1997: 72). It is not
only desire for romance or sex that endangers the structure of the groups that
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feature in Imamura’s films, however, but desire more generally. The problems
in Stolen Desire really begin when an old friend attempts to lure Kunida away
from his tent theater troupe to work in television. Attracted by the money and
opportunity, Kunida is swayed for a while, before deciding to remain with the
troupe in a speech valorising the grass-roots efforts of the traveling actors in
much the way Imamura himself, after tussling with the big business machine
of Nikkatsu, began to vocally affirm his belief in the crafts of everyday people.
David Desser has suggested that Kunida’s “increasing disillusionment with the
theatre and its rules” is a metaphor for the alienation felt by young filmmakers
of Imamura’s generation (1988: 59). This alienation is one side of the desire for
novelty and adventure that characterizes Imamura’s later career choices as well
as the content of his future films.

The male fans of the strip-tease dancers are most clearly in pursuit of sexual
satisfaction, tearing down the tent in which the dancers are changing. As the
tent falls apart, the camera rests for a moment on a photograph of the popu-
lar actor Yujiro Ishihara. As Ishihara was the biggest star in the Nikkatsu sta-
ble, this could be a kind of product-placement, or Imamura’s ironic send-up of
Nikkatsu’s sexualized commercialism." The inclusion of the photograph may
even be a little of both, fusing commercial concerns with a touch of defiant
humor in a similar manner to Imamura’s insistence on including his original
title above the Nikkatsu-approved title he was forced to accept in the opening
sequence. The photograph also appears to reference female desire, as the danc-
ers have pinned up the picture of Ishihara to enjoy his celebrated sexualized
appearance (Raine 2000). At the same time, it hints at the fame and fortune
at the pinnacle of the actor’s pursuit of success. Desires for fame, recognition,
money, and celebrity are as much to blame for the troupe’s rocky future as
Kunida’s messy romantic life.

In Ginza Station, desire for a woman working in the store across the street
from his wife’s pharmacy gets the protagonist into trouble. This light-hearted
musical film is perhaps the first nod toward a theme Isolde Standish has identi-
fied across Imamura’s later work, which examines the conflicting demands of
the family structure “on individuals living in the contemporary age of advanced
capitalism” (2011: 81). Protagonist Jatar6 Oyama (Shin'ichi Yanagisawa) is
a “henpecked” husband with a wife who controls every aspect of his physical
being. His friend Asada (K6 Nishimura) advises him “as a medical professional”
(isha toshite) to take a lover to cure his fantastical daydreaming. Asada’s seduc-
tion advice amounts to taking a woman for meals and shopping trips, and at
the end of their expensive capitalist montage, Jutaro finds that his would-be
lover has been hired by his wife to keep an eye on him while she is away. The
nuclear family has never been in any real danger from the desires coursing
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through Ginza Station, and yet, at the same time, Asada’s duplicitous view of
the world and Jutard’s island fantasies suggest that the middle-class urban fam-
ily life depicted in the film is not quite stable either. The wife strives to present
a Japanese version of a modern Americanized democratic capitalist-compliant
family unit, complete with a thriving middle-class family business, two perfectly
dressed children, and a husband forced to consume all the latest health potions
and supplements with the goal of continual self-improvement. While this pub-
lic presentation appears successful, Jutaro and Asada’s respective dreaming
and scheming undermine the performance, continually presenting the possi-
bility of disruption, whether planned or inadvertent. Critics picked up on the
darker themes underlying the comic story, noting that while the coupling of a
henpecked husband (kydsaika) and a terrifying wife is “common” (afurete iru),
Jutaro’s daydreaming suggests something like shellshock from his participation
in the recent war (senso boke) (Shinada 1958: 59).

Imamura’s concern with the darker aspects of desire, and the threat these
pose to group structure, finds most explicit voice in Endless Desire. Crooked
pharmacist Nakada (K6 Nishimura) worries aloud that the sexual desire all
four male criminals express toward the female member of their gang will spell
trouble. The gang have only five days to dig out a stash of morphine before
the house above it is pulled down. Shima, the only woman, declares, “T'll give
myself to the one digging the hardest.” As the others fight, Nakada, who has
been Shima’s secret lover for eight years, worries, “This woman could destroy
the harmony of our team.” In the end, however, the desire of each gang mem-
ber to keep the whole stash for themselves leads to them dying off one by one,
until Shima dies alone on a bridge attempting to make off with the whole lot.
Imamura’s early films certainly show a fixation on desire, but a closer read-
ing suggests that this desire can be other than sexual. In later films, such as
the docu-fiction A Man Vanishes (Ningen johatsu, 1967), groups and alliances
including the marital pair, a family of two sisters, and a film crew are threat-
ened not only by sexual desire but also by the desire for fame exhibited by
protagonist Yoshie Hayakawa. Before moving into documentary filming, how-
ever, Imamura established his own group in these first three films, building a
team of actors and filmmakers with whom he would continue to work into his
later career.

Building a Troupe

Hiroyuki Nagato, Yoko Minamida, Shin’ichi Yanagisawa, K6 Nishimura, and
Shoichi Ozawa, among many others, would continue to work with Imamura from
these first three films throughout the rest of his oeuvre. Nagato and Minamida
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even married, forming a small family group within Imamura’s wider group of
filmmakers. Endless Desire was also Imamura’s first film with Ensaku Himeda,
the cinematographer he would work with for the next ten years. Imamura has
connected his treatment of actors to his early experiences assisting Ozu, claiming
the director’s method of instructing actors was “repugnant” to him. “I don’t have
such blind faith in actors, I need to talk with them about family, education, etc.
We talk about everyday life” (Imamura 1997: 148). From his first three Nikkatsu
films, Imamura built a “stable” of actors with whom he would work again and
again (much like Ozu). The stars who appear regularly in Imamura’s films also
inform his popular auteur persona, creating an image of a director who remains
committed to his troupe and runs his filmmaking practice in a manner similar to
earlier traditions of stagecraft. That many of these actors were unknown, conven-
tionally unattractive, or otherwise unusual in the postwar studio system further
supports a reading of Imamura’s popular persona as iconoclastic and concerned
with issues of an imagined authenticity rather than with superficial or business-
friendly star qualities.

Even when working with actors outside his chosen group, particularly those
visited on him by the studio, critics noted Imamura’s skilful management of
actors. Shinada praises his management of Hawaiian Japanese star Frank Nagai
in Ginza Station, arguing that he “skilfully” (komyo) hides the weak points (jakuten)
Nagai had previously displayed in leading roles in films such as The 7:50 from
Haneda (Haneda hatsu 7ji 50ppun, Toshio Matsuda, 1958) (1958: 59). By drawing
attention to the stronger attributes of a star popularly considered deficient in
some respect, Imamura built a reputation as a director with a strong understand-
ing of actors and the ability to get the best out of them. This trope is repeated in
appreciations of his later work, such as Intentions of Murder (Akai satsui, 1964), in
which he is said to have “rehabilitated” the star persona of Sachiko Hidari, known
as an outspoken and not particularly attractive actress who refused to submit
to the studio system. Hidari later became the third female director in Japanese
cinema history, appearing to channel some of Imamura’s nonconformism into an
unusual career move.

Finding a Voice

As Max Tessier notes (1997: 46), many of Imamura’s films feature nonstan-
dard Japanese dialect, particularly from the Kansai region. In these first three
films, Imamura’s characters repeatedly quiz one another on their backgrounds
and draw attention to differences between the speaking and behavioral habits
of different regions. As the criminals of Endless Desire arrive in a run-down
town across the bank from Shiohama, an elderly man asks Shima where she is
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from, noting her accent. “Tokyo,” she replies. He counters, “That’s no place to
live!” (amari ii tokoro ja nai). Nonstandard Japanese appears to be a means to
express not only outsiderness, but also the earthy qualities of the countryside
and smaller towns of which Imamura often spoke. In fact, the “earthiest” char-
acters, generally portrayed by older actors with strong nonstandard speaking
habits and dialect, are the last ones standing at the end of a typically destruc-
tive Imamura narrative. The old man who makes circuits of the neighborhood
in Endless Desire and the angry old woman who lends money to the charac-
ters of My Second Brother speak in strong dialects, and yet they are also given
the roles of Greek chorus, providing commentary on the actions and beliefs of
other characters.

Stolen Desire opens with a voiceover introduction set over an aerial view
of Osaka, connecting the earthiness of the people with the area’s Edo-period
history. The “dry humor” of the area is specifically connected to the “ancient
districts” of Settsu and Kawachi, and the “indefatigable” (takumashii) nature
of the inhabitants who are “unchanged to this day” (ai mo kawarazu). These
same themes are repeated from The Insect Woman (Nippon konchuki, 1963)
through to Ballad of Narayama (Narayama bushiko, 1983), and feature in many
interviews and writings by Imamura himself. Ginza Station takes the motifs
of earthiness and nonstandard language to extremes in dream sequences
where Jutar6 inhabits a remote island with a woman named Sally who speaks
in grunts and whoops. This island paradise is an explicit contrast to his clean
modern workplace, and Sally to his hyper-articulate and very vocal wife. Crit-
ics noted that the “contrasting” (taihiteki) “uninhibited” (honbo) nature of the
island scenes should be “enjoyable” (tanoshii), but instead misfire (fuhatsu)
and fail to produce laughter, going “too far beyond life’s subtleties” (jinsei no
kibi) (Shinada 1958: 59). Frank Nagai sutures over the join with a repeated
jazz interlude channeling both the perceived earthy qualities of the genre
and its fashionable reception in the Ginza area, in a narrative device Shinada
described as “the only original point in the film” (1958: 59). Though Imam-
ura insists that featuring Nagai was the idea of Nikkatsu studio personnel,
Shinada describes the directorial decision to make use of Nagai’s “comedic
touch” (kigeki tacchi) as “a wise strategy” (kenmeina sakusen) (1958: 59). Here
the critic’s insistence on the auteur’s originality and wisdom leads to attrib-
uting casting choices to Imamura in spite of the conflicting account provided
by the director himself.

Imamura’s troubles with management and preference for earthy characters
blended seamlessly into his account of his own class identification. Though
Imamura was born in Tokyo to a middle-class physician’s family and attended
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elite schools before entering Waseda University, he was vocal about his dislike
of the upper classes. From an early age, he remembered wanting to identify
himself with “working-class people who were true to their own human natures”
(Imamura, qtd. in Nakata 1997: 117). As a strong dialect or accent is often asso-
ciated with working-class areas and peoples in Japan, Imamura’s insistence on
foregrounding different ways of speaking Japanese contributes to the crafting
of his auteur persona as a director in touch with the working classes. Fellow
directors recognized Imamura’s specialized interest in dialect. From his first
roundtable discussion for Eiga Geijutsu, he was invited to speak as a dialect
specialist. Ko Nakahira asked him, “You know a lot about Osaka and Kansai
people, right? Who has the most accurate Kawachi-ben?” (1958: 40). Imamura
demurred with an uncharacteristic, “Well, that’s a bit difficult . . .” (Ee, aa iu koto
wa chotto . ..) (1958: 40). That this first introduction to Imamura’s voice and
personality focuses specifically on his interest in dialect suggests his affinity
with outsiderness, an impression strengthened by his shyness in the face of the
more established Nakahira’s questioning.

Choosing a Setting

As the repeated theme of nonstandard dialect indicates, most of Imamura’s films
are set outside Tokyo and the major metropolitan hubs, focusing instead on mar-
ginal areas and themes of displacement and outsiderness. Many of Imamura’s
settings are temporary, as in the ever-moving tent theater of Stolen Desire or the
village on the verge of relocation in Endless Desire. Protagonists are often fur-
ther removed even from these marginal settings; the criminals of Endless Desire
tunnel under the town to find a hidden stash of drugs, while Kunida spends
much of his time on the roof or in the surrounding woods. Jutar6 of Ginza Sta-
tion is physically located in the fashionable district around the train line, but
spends much of his time imaginatively inhabiting a tropical island. While he
returns to his “real” life at the end of the film, reconciliation with his wife is bro-
kered at a tropical theme park, where his boat washes up after a night of drifting
in the bay. From the positive critical reception of Endless Desire onward, film
critics at the highbrow journals began to take Imamura’s use of space seriously.
Sugiyama suggested that the visual device of showing the criminals tunneling
under the inhabitants of the neighborhood aptly depicted the divisions within
human relations (ningen kankei) (1959: 67).

Though he was included alongside acclaimed directors in roundtables such as
the one described above, Imamura has depicted himself as something of an out-
sider in his later writing and interviews. He has emphasized his disagreements
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with studio personnel and difference from critically acclaimed and studio-
approved directors such as Ozu. This outsider persona demonstrates difference
from both the studio system and mainstream Japanese society more generally, a
position coherent with the recurring questioning and challenging of a perceived
hegemonic version of Japanese self-representation in many of Imamura’s films.
Of course, his move from Shochiku to Nikkatsu in 1954 and his battles with
Nikkatsu after 1961, as well as his decision to set up Imamura Productions in
1965, form a picture of Imamura as working outside or against the studio sys-
tem. His move from feature film to documentary from 1967 is similarly icono-
clastic, casting him outside the commercial sphere to an extent. Yet this was a
period when several directors were following similar paths in many parts of the
world, most significantly Oshima, who left Shochiku in 1960 to set up his own
company. As the Japanese New Wave generated ever more varied filmmaking
modes, Imamura’s heavily manipulated docu-fiction A Man Vanishes also seemed
less the work of a complete outsider than the extension of an existing move-
ment toward new film forms. By setting his films on the outskirts of an imag-
ined mainstream society in Japan, however, Imamura’s auteur persona could
be associated with outsiderness even while he occupied a central place within
critically acclaimed film history.

Recognition at Last! My Second Brother

Like his 1958 films, My Second Brother features Imamura’s common narrative
theme of desire distorting the structure of a group. While the previous films’
protagonists desired fame, romance, or sex, however, the impoverished fam-
ily at the heart of this fourth film desire only the financial security to live
freely. Pursuit of these funds inevitably leads to the dissolution of the family,
as the elder sister marries for a small dowry and moves away, and the elder
brother goes to work in the major cities around the Kyushu area. Even the
second brother of the title attempts to leave the coal-mining town in which
the family has lived until their father’s death. All of Imamura’s key tropes are
present in this fourth film: desire, a threatened group, nonstandard Japa-
nese speech, and a poor outsider location. Unlike the first three films, which
were either adapted from novels or written by Imamura himself, this fourth
film was adapted from the best-selling diaries of a young zainichi Korean girl
named Sueko Yasumoto. Yasumoto’s diaries were published (seemingly with-
out her consent) in 1958 and became a media phenomenon as readers rushed
to express their sympathy and horror at the impoverished lives of Korean
Japanese families during this era of rapidly increasing prosperity in the cities.
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Kinema Junpo introduced the film specifically as an adaptation of Yasumoto’s
diary (1959: 78), and reviewer Fuyuhiko Kitagawa praised the director for not
deviating from the original story (1959: 88). Imamura’s film clearly benefitted
from the popularity of Yasumoto’s story and the sympathetic feelings directed
toward her family.

Like the previous three films, My Second Brother was commissioned by
Nikkatsu studios. In this sense the film is similar to Ginza Station, which was
conceived as a vehicle for popular singer-comedian Frank Nagai. Nikkatsu
instructed Imamura to structure the film around Nagai singing the title song
three times, and the pacing of the film narrative is consequently secondary
to these scenes. My Second Brother also circumscribes Imamura’s storytelling
within an already-known element; however, in this case that element is the
tragic story of the suffering Yasumoto family. The Yasumotos are the classic
suffering subjects beloved of critics and audiences alike, and Imamura’s depic-
tion of their suffering is “the kind of liberal indictment that Japanese critics
laud” (Desser 1988: 59). Kitagawa argues for the universal importance of the
film’s themes, stressing the value of using cinema to depict “how people get
by every day in hard times” (1959: 89). In this sense, the affect Imamura is
forced to borrow from the structuring device of Yasumoto’s diary is closer to
the humanistic concerns prized by many postwar Japanese film critics than the
stylish cool of Nagai’s star persona.

Furthermore, as James Quandt has observed, while Stolen Desire and End-
less Desire “are about classless people,” My Second Brother is about “the prole-
tariat” (1997: 18). Both the acting troupe of Stolen Desire and the criminals
of Endless Desire have voluntarily opted out of mainstream society to pursue
their own dreams. On the other hand, the Yasumotos and their neighbors have
been rejected by society on the basis of their ethnic background and poverty in
an ever-more vicious circle wherein one mode of suffering increases the other.
When the second brother of the title goes to Tokyo to look for work, the people
he encounters treat him like a strange animal. The mechanics in the bicycle shop
where he applies for a job do not even attempt to explain to him that he is too
young, instead going straight to the police. The Tokyo characters’ bafflement
at this young boy traveling alone to the capital to find work belies their convic-
tion that Tokyo is civilization, and anything different therefore is uncivilized.
Their ridicule at the boy’s expectations is undercut by the viewer’s understand-
ing that in the coal districts of Kyushu, an elementary school student working a
physically taxing job to support his family is not unusual in this era. Imamura’s
fourth film not only depicts the Yasumotos’ situation in a sympathetic manner,
but also works to shame viewers about their own ignorance of the situation of
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working-class and zainichi people, as the Tokyoites stand in for the audience.
This kind of teaching function of popular cinema appealed to critics, who gave
such educational humanist films as Twenty Four Eyes (Nijushi no hitomi, Keisuke
Kinoshita, 1954) unrestrained praise, and top prizes like the Kinema Junpé Best
One award.

The Making of an Auteur

After establishing his critical reputation with My Second Brother, Imamura
quickly returned to examining the strains that desire for sex, fame, and money
place on group structures, in films such as Pigs and Battleships, Intentions of
Murder, and A Man Vanishes. Following the critical and box office success of his
fourth film, Imamura was frequently invited to write and interview for Kinema
Junpé and Eiga Geijutsu, becoming part of a coterie of established auteurs who
passed criticism and commentary on one another’s work and place in the film
industry, both in Japan and globally. I have argued here that Imamura’s inclu-
sion in this select group was not in spite of his first three studio films, but rather
that those texts created and cemented an auteur persona that was absolutely of
its time.

The kind of auteur persona the Japanese critical scene was ready to embrace
was outlined in Eiga Geijutsu in critic Yukichi Shinada’s review of Ginza Station.
The closing sentences read almost like advice to an aspiring auteur. Imamura’s
worries about pretentiousness are dismissed; Shinada has no problem with
the use of “pretentious” (keren) techniques such as time-lapse photography
(1958: 59). Banality is a greater crime—Shinada complains about the roman-
tic reconciliation of the couple in the conclusion, which he calls “common as
dog shit” (gokuarifureta) (1958: 59). Instead, Shinada recommends that Ima-
mura’s projects focus on the “attractive” (miryoku) “monster” (kaibutsu) char-
acters like Ko Nakahira’s, and avoid “ordinary” (heibon) characters like Jutaro.
Shinada argues that Imamura’s “vivid” (yakujo) individual personality (kosei)
should be boldly (zubari) displayed by making greater use of the widescreen
format of Nikkatsuscope (1958: 59). In Endless Desire, Heiichi Sugiyama noted
that Imamura used the full breadth of the wide screen admirably, sending
characters onscreen from the right and left, and using the top and bottom of
the screen space to increase visual interest (1959: 67). Imamura also appears
to have followed Shinada’s recommendations in his post-1960 work, which
focused on monstrous personalities unleashing their desires on Japanese
society. By presenting critics with exactly what they had asked for, Imamura
became one of Japanese cinema’s most lauded auteurs.
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Note

1. With thanks to David Desser for this suggestion.
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Chapter 3

Confronting America: Pigs and
Battleships and the Politics of US Bases
in Postwar Japan

Hiroshi Kitamura

The year 1960 was a time when Japan’s anti-American sentiments had soared to
their peak. On the surface, the United States and Japan had seemingly become
inseparable allies by way of a bilateral security treaty, but the suppression of
political freedom during the seven-year occupation (1945-1952), the extended
presence of the US military, the testing of nuclear weapons in the Pacific, and the
move to renew the US-Japan Security Treaty provoked considerable anger and
rage among everyday citizens. Students, activists, and others took to the streets
to mount fierce protests. This led to the resignation of Prime Minister Nobusuke
Kishi, the so-called Hagerty Incident (wherein President Dwight Eisenhower’s
press secretary had to be rescued by helicopter to avoid being mobbed by angry
protesters), and the cancellation of President Eisenhower’s planned visit to
Japan. The “roaring ‘60s” had barely begun, but the “season of politics” (seiji no
kisetsu) was well underway. Much of the rage was directed at the United States.

This chapter is an attempt to understand how Shohei Imamura confronted the
United States in this growing “season of politics.” I do so by focusing on Buta to
gunkan/Pigs and Battleships (1961). Made during the months when anti-security
treaty protests were on-going, this satirical comedy boldly challenged the tense
politics of the US-led international order by dramatizing crime, prostitution, and
fraternization that pervaded in Yokosuka—the site of a major American naval
base. Released in the aftermath of fierce political protests, this provocative film
stirred controversy but earned wide acclaim. Over the years, critics have regarded
it as the director’s “first masterpiece” (Sato Tadao 1980: 39).

Scholars have treated Imamura as a rebellious director who, together with
his “new wave” contemporaries, challenged and expanded the horizons of
political and cultural expression in the 1960s and beyond.' Few, however, have
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explored how these filmmakers directly stood up against US power particularly
at the height of Japan’s anti-US opposition. While keeping a distance from pro-
tests unfolding on the streets, Imamura, in Pigs and Battleships, fought against
charges that the film was “anti-American” (Imamura 2010a: 79) to depict the
poverty and hardships that many Japanese faced in the shadow of US military
expansion. He also used the motif and backdrop of the black market—usually
a symbol of confusion and defeat—as a vehicle of empowerment in order to
accentuate the resilience of the down-and-out Japanese. To accentuate the
problematic, Imamura conducted extensive field research, talent scouting, and
location shooting. His “realism” (Imamura 2010b: 127) became a vehicle to
challenge the United States.

In the years after Pigs and Battleships, Imamura continued to confront the
United States by injecting this “realism” in his fictional work, but also by turning
to documentary filmmaking. In 1970, the director returned to Yokosuka to shoot
Nippon sengoshi: Madam Onboro no seikatsu/History of Postwar Japan as Told by a
Bar Hostess (1970, hereafter Madam Onboro), which teased out the paradoxical
coexistence of American exploitation and Japanese empowerment through an
investigation of a resilient Japanese woman. In uncovering the entwined politics
of US-Japanese relations during the final years of the Vietnam War, Imamura
underscored the perpetuation of US influence in the long postwar or sengo era.
Confronting the United States, then, was one of Imamura’s main career agendas.’
Much of this began with his 1961 landmark film.

An “Anti-American” Production

Pigs and Battleships was made at a moment when Japanese cinema was enjoying
the fruits of its “second golden age.” Thanks to a rapidly growing economy, an
expanding middle class, and a soaring demand for popular entertainment, Japa-
nese filmmakers, in the 1950s, overcame the woes of war and defeat and churned
out hundreds of feature films each year. In the absence of state-controlled cen-
sorship, which plagued studios during the war as well as the occupation era, the
content of the films diversified. Throughout much of the decade, filmmakers in
Japan manufactured a wide variety of narratives and genres. These included lit-
erary adaptations, modern melodramas, sword-slashing period films, war films,
and monster flicks (Sato Tadao 1995).

Imamura’s rise to prominence began during this vibrant time. Born in a
middle-class household in Tokyo, he initially cultivated a strong interest in
theater and playwriting, but decided to join Shochiku in 1951 in search for
artistic and creative opportunities. After working with the likes of Yasujiro
Ozu, Hideo Oba, and Yuzo Kawashima as an assistant director, Imamura
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moved to Nikkatsu, a studio that he found “much easier to work in” than Sho-
chiku because “it was peopled with folks who did not want to form factions”
(Izawa et al. 1959: 66). After a few stints as an assistant director, the com-
pany allowed him to debut as a director with Nusumareta yokujo/Stolen Desire
(1958), which gathered critical acclaim and a Blue Ribbon Award. The company,
then, tasked him to feature singer-actor Frank Nagai in Nishi Ginza ekimae/
Nishi Ginza Station (1959) before allowing him to shoot Hateshinaki yokubé/
Endless Desire (1959). His next film was Nianchan/My Second Brother (1959), an
unusually upbeat film in Imamura’s oeuvre. Depicting the vitality of children
and zainichi Koreans in a mining town, the film not only became a commercial
hit, but also won the coveted Education Minister’s Award.

Pigs and Battleships was Imamura’s fifth film. The project began, rather casu-
ally, as a “small story” that involved “yakuza on bases” (Imamura 1971: 66). But
through extensive conversations with co-screenwriter Hisashi Yamanouchi, the
director decided to expand the scope of the project to showcase “the trampling
of Japan by the US” (Imamura 2010a: 80).% The issue was a timely one. In the
1950s, the extended presence of the US military had angered local residents
and triggered fierce anti-base protests (Miller 2014). Filmmakers reacted to the
budding controversy. In 1953, only a year after the occupation, Toho released
Akasen kichi/Red Light Base, which depicted a repatriated war veteran who dis-
covers that his sister is fraternizing with an American GI and his family is forced
to cope with social stigma (Nakamura 2014: 87-118). Independent filmmakers
produced a body of “base films” (kichi mono) that problematized the seemingly
ubiquitous presence of the US forces. Perhaps most famous was left-wing direc-
tor Fumio Kamei’s trilogy of documentaries on protests at Sunagawa, located
nearby the Tachikawa Air Base on the outskirts of Tokyo: Sunagawa no hitobito:
kichi hantai toso no kiroku/The People of Sunagawa (1955), Sunagawa no hitobito:
mugi shinazu/Wheat Will Never Fall (1955), and Ryuketsu no kiroku: Sunagawa/
Record of Blood: Sunagawa (1956).

Unlike as in these earlier works, Imamura and Yamanouchi chose to drama-
tize the base problem at Yokosuka. A historic port city that once thrived as a
hub of the Japanese imperial navy, Yokosuka became a strategic outpost for
the US Seventh Fleet after World War II. Though not as well known as Suna-
gawa or Okinawa, this modest-sized city in Kanagawa prefecture had witnessed
a rising grassroots movement that opposed the US military’s expropriation of
local farmlands (Niikura 2016: 18-41). Imamura chose not to focus on property
disputes but turned to the city’s “night culture,” as Yokosuka was, according to
a contemporary observer, “the worst base in the country from an educational
standpoint, as 4,000 to 6,000 women of the night are swarming across the
entire city” (Osada 1953). Imamura was convinced that Yokosuka deserved
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wider attention. He once described the city as a “meat market that was odd and
full of danger” (Imamura 2010b, 223).

In order to dramatize the problems that plagued the militarized port city,
Imamura attempted to pursue the course of “realism” to the extent possible
(Imamura 2010b: 127). This led him to defy his studio’s mode of production,
for instance, by taking his time to make the film. Whereas Nikkatsu filmmak-
ers typically turned out a feature film in a matter of weeks, Imamura devoted
months to conduct field research and complete the screenplay. The director
also resisted the use of company talent. While forced to work with Nikkatsu’s
contract players, he insisted on using an outsider for the role of Haruko, the
female protagonist. Imamura’s team conducted a two-month search at schools,
factories, and the theater stage. After auditioning over five hundred candidates,
the director, according to Yomiuri shinbun, built a set at the studio just to test
the eight finalists (“Setto o tatete hiroin tesuto” 1960). In the end, Imamura
decided to enlist Jitsuko Yoshimura, a high school student who seemed to pos-
sess “strength and sexiness in her facial expression” (Imamura 2010a: 78).

Furthermore, Imamura decided to shoot the film on location. Instead of
relying on the company’s newly built, fully air-conditioned production studio
(in Chofu) that, to borrow the words of studio head Kyusaku Hori, was built
and managed in an “American style,” the director insisted on utilizing actual
sites in Yokosuka, such as the train station, the hilly farmland, and “Ditch Plank
Street” (Dobuita dori, hereafter Dobuita Street)—a seamy commercial district
filled with bars, brothels, and souvenir shops (Nikkatsu kabushiki kaisha 1962:
68). In order to assure that the shooting could be held in rowdy neighborhoods,
Imamura not only befriended local yakuza men, but also reached out to the
US military for cooperation (though he was flatly rejected) (“Buta to gunkan
sodoki” 1960). Determined to capture the image of actual aircraft carriers as
they came in, he kept the camera crew on standby for weeks (“Yokosuka o butai
ni jukigeki’” 1960).

Not surprisingly, Pigs and Battleships was quickly labeled an “anti-Ameri-
can” project. Imamura recalls that that production schedule was delayed multi-
ple times due to political pressure (Imamura 2010a: 79). Thus, even though the
film was originally slated for release in August 1960, the shooting of the film did
not begin until September 26 (“Engi mo honban dori ni” 1960; “Menmitsu na
Imamura kantoku” 1960). To add further, the costs for the production quickly
exceeded the intended budget. Not only did Nikkatsu balk at the idea of pro-
viding additional funds for the project; in the aftermath of the production,
Imamura’s team was forced to submit a “written apology” (shimatsusho) to the
company (Imamura 2001: 40). When the film was finally released on January
20, 1961, posters and ads generated hype by treating it as an “unconventional
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[and] controversial film” (Nikkatsu kabushiki kaisha, 1961). Even though Ima-
mura was able to gain a “sense of achievement,” he was unable to direct a film
for three years thereafter (Imamura 2010a: 83).

Exposing American Power

This “controversial film” opens with a shot in which the camera, pulling back
from a close-up of an American flag, pans to capture Yokosuka from land to
harbor. The following shots bring the viewer to the ground level, on Dobuita
Street. Using a long take, the camera slowly tracks backward to capture the
shops and bars along the road, as US sailors, the Military Police, storeowners,
and young women stroll, chat, bargain, and fraternize with one another. Though
the captions claim that Pigs and Battleships is “an entirely fictional story,” the
images invoke the unflattering reality of everyday life in an actual base city.
Akira Iwasaki maintains that the film’s beginning moments underscore the
“colonized, extremely degenerated, customs [fizoku] that would embarrass any
Japanese” (Iwasaki 1981: 222).

Imamura’s goal, however, was not to end the story with Japanese humilia-
tion, but to dramatize life in the base city as a “heavy comedy” (jukigeki), which
was meant to invoke “serious [omoi] laughter that would hit one’s gut” by bring-
ing out “the truth of human beings” (Imamura 2010a: 63). The director sought
to draw this effect by presenting the Japanese as “pigs,” though the motif did
not begin or end with Pigs and Battleships. In Endless Desire, for example, the
director presents a band of shady individuals who endeavor to recoup a bundle
of morphine bottles that were secretly buried underground at the end of the
war. Drawn together by greed, the conspirators dig furiously—literally like ani-
mals—in the hope of striking it rich. One of them, a school teacher, expresses
delight in being able to “say what I really think” in front of “you pigs.” In Paraji:
kamigami no butabuta/Paraji, a little-known 1962 play that served as a founda-
tion for Kamigami no fukaki yokubé/Profound Desire of the Gods (1968), Imamura
presented an extended family originating from a fictitious southern island
shaped by incest. In scenes that involve sex, the director inserted photographic
slides of pigs cuddling together (Sato Tadao 1980: 82). Nippon konchuki/The
Insect Woman (1963), a story that chronicles the life story of a poor Tohoku
woman, includes a scene in which the female protagonist’s parents are regarded
“just like a piglet” for having had premarital sex. When the heroine becomes a
sex worker in Tokyo, the cunning madam reminds her that she is being “domes-
ticated” (kawareteiru).

In Pigs and Battleships, the Japanese “pigs” are juxtaposed against US “bat-
tleships.” This contrast is established in the opening credits, which showcases a
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string of trucks advancing on a bumpy road along the harbor, where American
naval vessels are eerily visible in the background. The formidable gunboats sug-
gest the omnipresence of US power in Japan, nearly a decade after the occupa-
tion. The Japanese, by contrast, are represented by Kinta (Hiroyuki Nagato), a
petty hoodlum who cuddles with a load of pigs on the back of a truck. Wearing
a sukajan jacket (a Yokosuka trademark) and a smirk in his face, Kinta works as
a henchman for the Himori gang. In a stark contrast to the gun-wielding, no-
nonsense yakuza men who thrive in the Nikkatsu action film, Imamura’s hero
is a “weak” male whose masculinity is of no match against the men around him,
to say nothing of US military men (his gang “brothers” repeatedly encourage
him to “be a man”).? Kinta’s vulnerability also shows in his relationship with
Haruko (Jitsuko Yoshimura). Even though she is deeply in love with Kinta—so
much so that she agrees to abort their child—the couple repeatedly clashes
over Haruko’s suggested relationship with US sailors. While seeking to live an
honest living, the young heroine is drawn to America’s “good life” symbolized
by green-grass lawns and Coca-Cola mixers.

For much of the narrative, Imamura stresses the hardships of the Japanese
in the face of US influence. In the beginning, Kinta, for instance, is tasked by
the Himori gang to run a hog farm with leftovers diverted from the US mili-
tary. But when Sakiyama (Akira Yamauchi), the nefarious Japanese-American
broker, demands a larger cut, Kinta and his fellow hoodlums have no choice but
to extort money from local citizens. The Himori gang is left with a boatload of
debt when Sakiyama abruptly disappears from sight. Trapped in this “base econ-
omy,” Kinta and his senior “brothers” feast on a roasted pig that had consumed
a yakuza man who had been eliminated upon Himori’s orders. After spotting a
false human tooth in the cooked meat, the grossed-out crowd in this humor-
ous scene starts to vomit. This indirect cannibalism not only portrays the petty
gangsters as animalistic beings, but also points to the perpetuation of social
displacement in the shadow of US empire.

The United States also wields influence over women, many of whom work
at bars and brothels that cater to the US Navy. This includes Haruko’s co-
worker Katsuyo (Yoko Minamida), who gets arrested for running the brothel
that caters to military clients. Haruko’s mother, an admirer of US fighter jets
over Japan’s Self-Defence Forces, believes that the only way to lift her fam-
ily from poverty is to have her daughters marry American men. She not only
endorses the oldest sister Hiromi (Sanae Nakahara) to become an onrii—a
lover committed to a single American man—but also encourages Haruko to
do the same with a man named Gordon. Following a quarrel with Kinta, the
heroine parties with three US servicemen, who rape her in a hotel room. In the
aftermath, she steals a pile of cash from a GI and gets arrested by the police.
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Like the men around her, Haruko, together with her family and friends, are
stuck in a vicious cycle.

Imamura stresses the “the trampling of Japan by the US” by offering a dra-
matic, if humorous, climax. Kinta tells Haruko that he would quit being a gang-
ster, but he is subsequently caught by Himori (Masao Mishima) for attempting
to secretly sell off the hogs. Pressured to take the blame on behalf of the gang,
Kinta points a machine gun against his elderly brothers, but perhaps because he
is not enough of a “man,” the weapon goes off only after he accidentally drops
it on the ground. Subsequently, he is shot and dies miserably, with his head
dipped in a toilet bowl. Kinta’s death, however, does not salvage the gang. While
cornered by Himori’s men, Kinta unleashes the pigs on the streets. With the
merchandise fleeing the gang’s hands, the hog business collapses. In the end,
the pigs, 500 or so in number according to assistant director Kirio Urayama,
ironically run over the fleeing Himori gang (Urayama 1971: 110). The greedy
Japanese “pigs,” who are ironically crushed by the actual animals, fail to survive
in Yokosuka’s base economy.

After devoting the bulk of the narrative to highlight America’s towering
influence over Japan, Imamura offers a glimmer of hope in Haruko, who is pre-
sented as a resilient and determined young woman who takes a stand against
US power (see later discussion). Not only does she overcome her hardships, she
also rejects Gordon and departs from Yokosuka, where she had spent much
of her life. In the final scene, Haruko walks against a torrent of young female
streetwalkers who wave to a crowd of US servicemen and heads to the train sta-
tion, presumably to Kawasaki where she wishes to find a steady job. Yet in spite
of her rejection of Yokosuka, her fate is far from triumphant. The film ends
ambiguously—with a long shot that captures the Yokosuka train station—
without offering any promise for success in Kawasaki, which has historically
been a site of crime, poverty, pollution, and overall urban blight.® Nor does
Haruko’s departure do anything to change the cultural politics of the port city,
which continues to draw female prostitutes and fraternizers as new aircraft
carriers enter the harbour. If anything, the base economy remains intact, and
the “lowly” women and men in town have no real influence on the larger sinews
of power that appear to control them.

Rising from the Black Market

Pigs and Battleships underscores the power of the United States by portraying
the extending presence of the US military. Imamura also does this by associ-
ating Yokosuka with the black market, or yamiichi. During the years immedi-
ately after World War II, war-burned fields, dingy street corners, and narrow
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alleys in almost every city turned into sites of lively—often illegal—commer-
cial activity involving injured war veterans, petty merchants, pan pan pros-
titutes, orphans, and ordinary civilians (Matsudaira 1995). Although these
seedy urban spaces, such as in parts of Tokyo, are said to have dissolved by
the end of the Korean War, the “feel” of the black market persisted in many
neighborhoods. When Imamura visited Yokosuka nearly a decade after Gen-
eral Douglas MacArthur had left Japan, he was immediately struck by the
city’s resemblance to “the chaotic and vulgar atmosphere of the postwar black
market” (Imamura 2010a: 79).

For many Japanese, the yamiichi was a symbol of shame and humiliation. It
was a site of confusion where the scars of war were painfully visible. But to Imam-
ura, those dingy spaces were sites of liberation. During World War II, Imamura,
who claims to have “disdained the military” and “ignored national authority,”
was unhappy with the “stiffened” (kdchoku shita) climate in which “no one spoke
their true feelings” (Imamura 1995; “Mukashi shonen ima shoéjo” 1995). The
black market was devoid of such constraints. Despite the fact that “every pos-
sible vice may be swarming around,” it was an oasis-like space of “freedom in the
middle of the dark” (Imamura 1995). Yet Imamura relished the black market, I
argue, not just because it was devoid of wartime oppression, but also because
its “free market” atmosphere was largely indifferent to the “heralded programs

”)

of ‘democratization”™ that the US occupiers were instilling across Japan (Dower
1999: 144). To Imamura, the yamiichi was a space of self-assertion. It was a place
where he invented his own sense of freedom apart from larger forces, including
those of the United States.

This conviction inspired Imamura to spend much of his time in the black
market. In the weeks and months following the war, Imamura read and wrote
plays in the shady quarters of Shinjuku and Ikebukuro. It was in this climate
that Imamura read novelist Ango Sakaguchi’s “On Decadence” (“Daraku ron”),
which criticized the “facade” of Japanese politics and militarism while calling
for a rediscovery of one’s human self through “degeneration” and “decadence”
(Sakaguchi 1946). The succinct essay provided “great stimulation” and inspired
Imamura to fully embrace the “haven of freedom” in the yamiichi, which seemed
to encourage “all human beings to expose their lust for life and live without any
constraints” (Imamura 1995; Imamura 2010a: 47).

The black market also rewarded Imamura with a life-changing encounter:
that with Akira Kurosawa’s Yoidore tenshi/Drunken Angel. Released in 1948,
this iconic film pits an alcoholic doctor (Takashi Shimura) against an impulsive
gangster (Toshiro Mifune), who eventually loses his life after a “beastly” fight
with his former boss (as described in the screenplay) (Toho Company 1947: 2).
Imamura enjoyed the film as a whole but was particularly moved by Mifune’s
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performance. In contrast to the typically “handsome” (nimaime) male leads
(such as Ken Uehara and Shuji Sano) who appeared to be nothing more than
“fake” (usokusai) (Imamura 1995), the young Toho star displayed the energy
of a “beast” that “jumped straight out from the smelly yamiichi.” While lacking
smoothness or savvy, Mifune exhibited a “powerful larger-than-life presence”
that carried an “allure of the real” (Imamura 1995; Imamura 2010a: 48). While
an undoubtedly fictional narrative, Drunken Angel appeared to the young Imam-
ura as a “high-grade documentary.” The encounter with this Kurosawa film drove
him to become a filmmaker (Imamura 1995).

The ambience of the black market pervades Imamura’s works. One can see
this, for instance, in the impoverished lives of the theatrical troupe in Stolen
Desire, the money-hungry war veterans in Endless Desire, and the heroine’s sex
life and prostitution in The Insect Woman. In Pigs and Battleships, Imamura plays
up the yamiichi motif by interjecting heavy drinking, filthy toilets, sex work,
romantic heartbreak, and underground bartering—all of which he personally
witnessed and experienced in the rowdy quarters of Tokyo (Imamura 1995).
He paints the “lowly” hoodlums with rich character emotions. In contrast to
Kurosawa’s Drunken Angel and Nora inu/Stray Dog (1949), which depicts the
underworld as a disease-infested, morally corrupt space, Imamura, as Osabe
Hideo argues, saw the black market as a place where one could start life anew
(Osabe 1971: 234). While admitting that the yakuza in Yokosuka were “greedy
and capable of every dirty trick in the book,” the director maintained that these
low-life individuals “had their own kind of pride and enjoyed a kind of freedom
all their own” (Nakata 1999: 114-15).

Pigs and Battleships also inserts ethnically marginalized characters, most
notably the Chinese who are defined on the screenplay as “third-country
nationals [sangoku jin],” a derogatory term used during the occupation era
(Imamura 1964: 69). According to Michael Molasky, the yamiichi was a fluctu-
ating space in which “those who were marginalized for a long time were able
to demonstrate their power, and [even] built the foundation of economic suc-
cess and social emergence” (Molasky 2015: 314). Pigs and Battleships presents
this inverted social climate by inserting a Chinese broker named Chen (Taiji
Tonoyama), who agrees to offer a loan for Himori to pay its debt. Wang (Hideo
Kidokoro), a second Chinese character, bartends during the day but works as
a hitman at night. When Tetsuji (Tetsuro Tanba), Kinta’s “big brother” (and
another “weak” male figure), is convinced that he will die shortly of stomach
cancer, he hires Wang to relieve him of his misery. After realizing that his dis-
ease is easily curable (an ulcer), Tetsuji cowardly flees from Wang, even though
the assassin was not going for the kill, as he had discovered that Tetsuji paid
him with counterfeit money.
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Above all, Imamura utilizes the yamiichi climate to underscore the resil-
ience of women. In contrast to Kurosawa’s black market films, which largely
relegates prostitutes, singers, and other women to supporting and marginal
roles, Imamura not only interjects stubborn and feisty female characters, but,
more important, imparts them with strength and tenacity in the face of seem-
ingly insurmountable difficulties. This is true with Katsuyo, who barks back at
the US military police (and kicks one in the groin) when the sex workers are
rounded up. More important is the heroine Haruko, who is not only a moral
influence over men like Kinta but also is “determined” (ishiteki) to the core
(Imamura 2001: 37).

Haruko’s resilience shows especially through her rape by three American
men—presented in a shot crafted with a revolving camera capturing the vio-
lent act in the hotel bedroom. Scenes like these, according to Imamura, sym-
bolized a “Japan that was raped by the United States” (Imamura 1995). This
devastating moment, however, is also used to accentuate Haruko’s determined
effort to maintain control over her life. In the wake of her horrifying experi-
ence, the heroine decides to ditch Gordon for good. In the famous final scene
in which the defiant heroine walks along the harbor toward the train station,
Imamura utilizes a telephoto lens to capture Haruko wiping off her lipstick—
a rejection of her relationship with Gordon. This shot underscores a recurring
theme in Imamura’s films: women “discover that their core down deep is never
violated even if their bodies are on the surface” (Imamura 1995). It also pres-
ents a Japanese individual taking a stand against US power, as Haruko decides
to abandon Yokosuka’s base economy by heading toward Kawasaki. Shigeomi
Sato goes so far as to say that the telephoto shot symbolically represents
Haruko’s “awakening” to “recover[ing] the ‘pride’ of the Japanese” (Sato
Shigeomi 1961: 93).

Yokosuka, Take Two

Pigs and Battleships exemplified Imamura’s energy and audacity to challenge the
hegemonic presence of US power in Japan. While presenting the story as a heavy
comedy, he strove to present a live and actual issue that seemed to demand
greater attention. His intervention in contemporary politics was noted by crit-
ics such as Shinbi Ogura, who praised the film for having “portrayed the reality
of Japan” and especially for depicting “today’s prosperity as forged by becoming
an onrii of the United States” (Ogawa 1961: 74). Yet if Pigs and Battleships suc-
ceeded as a political and social commentary, it still left Imamura with more to
do. Three months after the release of the film, the director, on Kinema junpo,
argued that filmmakers ought to encourage “human beings, manipulated in the
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system, to step into a new direction” by wielding a kind of “energy” that would
“deny [and] destroy authority.” However, given the persistence of US exploita-
tion and Japanese poverty, he was unsure if Pigs and Battleships fully achieved
this objective (Imamura 1961).

In the years that followed, Imamura continued to engage the problematic of US
hard power in Japan. He did this in part by portraying the lives around US bases
in fictional works like The Insect Woman, but he also decided to utilize the medium
of documentary filmmaking—a means of “drawing out social contradictions”
by capturing “genuine people who live lives” (Imamura 2010b: 135; Imamura
2001: 236). In November 1970, Imamura, now an independent producer, visited
Yokosuka to seek material for his next film. There, in a gathering of local bar
hostesses, Imamura heard of a woman with a colorful life story (Imamura 1971:
86-87). This led to the production of a new feature film: Madam Onboro.

Imamura claimed that the purpose of Madam Onboro was to illustrate the
“collapse of the Japanese home [ie]” (Imamura 1970). Its statement of purpose
vowed to expose “the various problems embodied by the family, especially . . .
the relationship between parent and child as well as [that of] husband and
wife” (Imamura 2001: 64). Pigs and Battleships already presented this theme
by portraying Kinta’s father, Kan’ichi (Eijiro Tono), a former Navy man who
ekes out a living as a woodchip seller, as a failed patriarch, and by dramatiz-
ing the infiltration of American men in Haruko’s household. Madam Onboro
plays up the latter phenomenon by highlighting the romantic and sexual life
of Emiko Akaza. Early on, Imamura offers shots of Emiko walking down the
streets to reenter the doors of Onboro, her bar (closed for two years) located
off Dobuita Street. In the interviews conducted there, Imamura establishes
the fact that Emiko, whose father lives as a butcher, is a marginalized buraku
person raised in western Japan. She stops attending school after being bullied
and uses her sexuality to gain power. After failed relationships with Japanese
men (including a marriage), she moves to Yokosuka and runs Bar Onboro from
1958. In the years that followed, Emiko confesses to have had romantic and
sexual relationships with “over ten” US soldiers, including Harry, a twenty-
three-old sailor whom she has married.

Imamura is not just interested in uncovering the most private and intimate
dimensions of Emiko’s life. He also tries to tease out her views on “‘Japan’s post-
war history,” as the title of the film indicates. Through a screening of newsreel
footage at Bar Onboro, Imamura tries to draw Emiko’s reactions to famous his-
toric events, though to his disappointment, she “showed no interest whatso-
ever” in them (Imamura 1970). Yet her commentaries function to generate a rift
between her and official historical knowledge. For instance, in response to the
footage of Emperor Hirohito’s radio announcement to accept surrender, Emiko
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challenges conventional wisdom by noting that few people around her actually
cried or mourned. More than anything else, they were relieved and happy, she
says. After viewing the wedding ceremonials of Michiko Shimoda and Crown
Prince Akihito, the madam of Bar Onboro charges that the Imperial family is an
“ornament of Japan” and that the construction of a New Palace with tax money
was a “waste” (mottainai). In introducing Emiko’s comments, the narrative ques-
tions the unity of the Japanese under Imperial system—a larger metaphor of
the “Japanese home” (Imamura 1970).

Imamura, not surprisingly, believes that the history of postwar Japan is
inseparable from US military power. To this end, he provokes Emiko to elicit
her view on the US conquerors, though her replies counter the director’s incli-
nations to treat the United States in a critical light. For example, after show-
ing footage of Douglas MacArthur and the occupation forces, the director asks
about the fear that her family and friends initially may have had toward the
new conquerors. Emiko, then, remarks that the Americans were actually “gen-
tlemanly.” Shots of demonstrators protesting the entry of the USS Enterprise
in Sasebo are presented together with Emiko’s elaboration of her three-year
relationship with an American man named Joe. In an outdoor scene shot on
the rooftop, Imamura hands her a volume of the Asahi Graph magazine, which
includes disturbing photographs of the My Lai massacre. Imamura sets up the
scene by opening the film with a juxtaposition of US military atrocities with
the brutal processing of cattle in a slaughterhouse—one that is presumably run
by Emiko’s father. The montage seeks to establish the idea that America’s mili-
tary efforts were a form of animalistic slaughter. But Emiko, seemingly resisting
Imamura’s agenda, refuses to accept the Asahi Graph’s imagery.

If these unexpected reactions counter the perception that the Americans
are brutal conquerors, the film showcases footage from Yokosuka to under-
score the continuing influence of US militarization on the ground. Although
the harbor city in the 1970s had lost some of its flourish, the existence of US
forces, Imamura later wrote, continued to fuel the business of bars, brothels,
and shops of different kinds (Imamura 2001: 225). To illustrate the persistence
of the wider base economy and its yamiichi-esque climate, Imamura juxtaposes
shots of US aircraft carriers, fighter jets, and the military police with glitter-
ing neon signs and prostitutes seducing US sailors on the night-time streets.
Toward the end of the film, Imamura includes a scene in which Emiko responds
to Imamura’s interview at the harbor. As the conversation progresses, the cam-
era blurs Emiko’s face and shifts its focus to a US submarine that passes in
the background. In addition to underscoring the looming presence of American
hard power, the shot alludes to the opening credits of Pigs and Battleships,
in which formidable US gunboats loom in the harbour as Kinta—a lowly
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Japanese individual—appears in the foreground. Imamura shows how the
dialectic of the “pigs” and “battleships” continues to shape Japanese life.

Imamura once claimed that “authors” (sakusha) needed to pursue their creative
endeavours in a “consistently anti-establishment direction” (Imamura 1961).
Pigs and Battleships was a defining work that expressed this intention. In the
film, the director boldly took issue with US military policy by dramatizing the
real-life struggles of everyday citizens living under the gaze of American “battle-
ships.” He also sympathized with the down-and-out Japanese by illustrating
their emotions, desires, motivations in the form of a heavy comedy. To Imam-
ura, the energy of the oppressed Japanese emerged from the liberated climate of
the black market—a milieu that seemed to persevere beyond the early postwar
years. Yokosuka became a site for him to grapple with Japan’s struggle to live
and thrive years after a devastating war.

Pigs and Battleships also confirmed that the expansive presence of the United
States was a long-term concern. This led him to shoot Madam Onboro nine years
after his first Yokosuka film. By scrutinizing the “animalistic” life story of a
strong, marginalized bar hostess, and by juxtaposing it with the larger historical
events of the era, the director illustrated the fracturing of the “Japanese home”
while teasing out the continuing influence of the US military. Imamura later
noted that he had developed a “deep relationship” (in'nen ga fukai) with Yokosuka
(Imamura 2001: 65). Pigs and Battleships helped inaugurate the director’s efforts
to make sense of America’s transpacific presence in the postwar decades.

Notes

1. See, for example, David Desser, Eros plus Massacre: An Introduction to the Japanese
New Wave Cinema (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1988); Yuriko Furuhata,
Cinema of Actuality: Japanese Avant-Garde Filmmaking in the Season of Image Politics
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2013); Isolde Standish, Politics, Porn and Pro-
test: Japanese Avant-Garde Cinema in the 1960s and 1970s (New York: Continuum,
2011); Maureen Turim, The Films of Oshima Nagisa: Images of a Japanese Iconoclast
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988); Yomota, Inuhiko, Oshima Nagisa to
Nihon (Tokyo: Chikuma shobo, 2010).

2. Inaddition to Pigs and Battleships and Madam Onboro, Imamura shot a TV documen-
tary on Yokosuka entitled “Dobuita Street” (Dobuita yokochd) in 1980. Due to spatial
constraints, this chapter does not discuss this program (Imamura 2010b: 222).

3. Although Yamanouchi is the only person credited for the film’s screenplay, Imamura
was heavily involved in preparing the script.
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4. On the Nikkatsu action film, see Mark Schilling, No Borders No Limits: Nikkatsu
Action Cinema (Godalming: FAB Press, 2007).

5. For an illuminating and disturbing account of Kawasaki today, see Isobe, Ryo, Rupo:
Kawasaki (Tokyo: Cyzo, 2017).
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Chapter 4

Insect Men and Women: Gender,
Conflict, and Problematic Modernity
in Intentions of Murder

Adam Bingham

Itis, perhaps, the defining image of the cinema of Shohei Imamura: a downtrod-
den, dispossessed, emotionally battered, often physically abused but ultimately
resilient, pragmatic, and practical woman. She is a figure whose earthy, sexual,
variously available yet often defiled body (the two states closely intertwined)
becomes a marker of both selfhood and resistance; frequently she finds self-
hood in resistance—to oppression, manipulation, subjugation, exploitation—
and it is this prismatic, problematic groping toward subjectivity that orders
many of this director’s narratives. Gender and corporeal identity are paramount
concerns for Imamura, with the social and political (as opposed to the purely
biological) construction of the former expressed through the variously libidinal
drives of the latter. The Insect Woman (Nippon konchuki, 1963) remains arguably
the most paradigmatic example of this theme—of what James Quandt terms
the “raw, primordial sexuality he (Imamura) consistently celebrates as a force
that undermines the ‘civilization’ of official Japan” (1997: 5)—and, further, of
this director’s method of extrapolating from this vision a discursive engagement
with Japanese modernity. However, its most complex expression may be found
in Intentions of Murder (Akai satsui, 1964), a film made immediately following
The Insect Woman and that expands upon and refracts its forebear’s story in
order to place its heroine’s narrative in bold relief. It does this in order to sug-
gest something of the stratification of gender in Japanese society—the myriad
ways in which inequality is institutionalized and normalized—and to probe and
question these relations and the roles that they facilitate as a product (or other-
wise) of contemporary Japan.

It is through a juxtaposition of these two successive films that the latter can
best be understood and elucidated, and that the latter’s reframing of Imamura’s
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perennial concerns becomes most visible. This essay traces the complex and
intricate interrelationship of gender and modernity in Intentions of Murder as
a means of assessing its place within Imamura’s oeuvre and of considering the
ways in which it not only refines but refracts the parameters of what is often
understood as a reasonably lucid and coherent picture of gender relations and
social agency. It also draws on intertextuality to help clarify its project, and
these concepts are placed within the context of both Imamura’s cinema and of
gender relations and the gendering of desire and agency within Japanese soci-
ety, which have typically been problematic sites of sociopolitical discourse and
sociocultural definition and representation.’ As a result, the essay also considers
the ways in which Intentions of Murder may in fact be seen to complicate extant
Imamura criticism, and what has by now become received wisdom in the form
of assumptions that underlie and invariably color perceptions and readings of
his work.

Intentions of Murder concerns a housewife named Sadako who remains at
the behest of two different men. She lives in Sendai (north of Tokyo) with her
common-law husband Riichi; her relations with her husband consist of a cur-
sory home life in a dilapidated house beside a railway line, one in which she is
expected to keep track of the household accounts, look after their often unruly
young son, Masaru, and to be readily available for sex whenever it is demanded
of her (something she never seems to enjoy but rather to endure). Sadako has a
long-standing relationship with Riichi dating back to her formative years work-
ing as a maid in his family home, but is viewed with suspicion and contempt by
his mother because she is perceived to be part of a curse placed on the house-
hold by her grandmother, who was Riichi’s father’s mistress. Riichi is a librarian
engaged in a long-standing affair with a co-worker, Yoshiko, who is through-
out the narrative almost always either pleading to or stalking her lover, while
Sadako herself becomes the focus of extramarital desire, in her case of a desper-
ate criminal named Hiraoka. While alone she is raped in her home by this man,
who follows her after she has seen her husband and son off at the train station.
After his initial crimes Hiraoka follows Sadako around professing to love and
need her—ultimately pleading with her to run away with him to Tokyo—and
the protagonist (who does not tell her husband about her attacker) is increas-
ingly caught between the competing needs of both men, who are perennially
desirous and, in various ways, perennially in need. Specifically, they are each
sickly and unwell. Riichi is asthmatic, frequently coughing and struggling to
breathe; Hiraoka suffers from a weak heart, something that necessitates fre-
quent medication to combat sudden attacks that leave him close to death.’

Thus, the landscape of Intentions of Murder is replete with weak and physically
compromised masculinity. Attendant on this is a foregrounding of a performative
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subtext to the desire and agency typically associated with men: associated with
men but significantly here not wholly reducible to them, as Yoshiko’s frank and
oft-stated hunger both for Riichi and to break the bonds of his marriage is similarly
positioned beyond the realm of men. Significantly, these needs—and the “activity”
associated with their assertion (especially the aggressive and excessive sexuality
thatis repeatedly visited upon alargely passive Sadako)—become over-determined,
too emphatic, as though to compensate for the characters’ physical lack (literal but
also perhaps psychoanalytically figurative); and lack it is that remains paramount
throughout as the gulf between a heightened facade and the shallow reality it is
designed to conceal. Imamura then uses this to narrativize this film’s ambiguities
over time and place and to explore its central theme of compromised modernity.
These variously subversive desires cannot be channeled in any acceptable way, and
as a result they are marked as disruptive forces, ones for which all the characters
are summarily punished. Hiraoka dies, as, more significantly, does Yoshiko when
she attempts to procure evidence of Sadako and Hiraoka’s relationship. She follows
these characters out when they take a train trip together, eventually tracking them
to a tunnel on a hillside. Here she proceeds to photograph the pair, in so doing
appropriating not only the look, the gaze, that usually marks out masculine desire
and agency, but also an investigative function in order to bring to light the per-
ceived affair between Sadako and Hiraoka—to demystify their apparent coupling
and once again to appropriate the active functionality of the male subject. This is
made almost parodically manifest in the two instances when her poor eyesight is
underlined, particularly when she drops her spectacles while following Sadako and
Hiraoka in the snow (the first instance finds Riichi scolding her for her weak eyes).
For these transgressions Yoshiko is summarily punished. Not only does she remain
unfulfilled but she is killed when she returns to the city; she is killed in the very
act of looking when she carelessly steps out in the road to photograph Sadako fol-
lowing the protagonist’s return from her meeting with Hiraoka at which he had
died. Riichi, though he lives, is ultimately subject to the punishment of acceding
to the role of head of his family home and thus of being placed in the position of
patriarch. As such, the freedoms of his erstwhile life and relationships are curtailed
as he is now in a position of more overt responsibility with demands placed upon
him, and almost nothing of what has been shown suggests that he is equal to such
a role (the role itself also being a deeply problematic and corrosive sociopolitical
construction—more of which subsequently).

These characters’ desires and deaths link them inexorably together and
point to a compromised modernity in that, ostensibly at least, the strictures
of the (ancestral) family unit are reinforced by the problems variously asso-
ciated with its debasement over the course of the film. This implicit sense
of antiquation is further represented by Sadako’s mother-in-law, who is
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obsessed by the curse supposedly placed on her family by the protagonist’s
grandmother. She repeatedly harangues her daughter-in-law about her vari-
ous habits, blaming her in particular for Riichi’s weakness and continuing
when the two are married to chastise her for her perceived poor mothering
and housekeeping abilities. In addition, an early flashback to Sadako’s arrival
as a teenager at Riichi’s family home shows her to be subject to the suspi-
cious, seemingly malicious chants of a group of elderly women whose appear-
ance (like the witches in Macheth) seems both to outline a “narrative” that
the protagonist enacts and to presage trouble for her in subsequent years.
Thereafter Imamura repeatedly features their inaudible chants on the sound
track during those moments when Sadako is most distressed or put upon
(such as when Hiraoka threatens to burn her face with an iron), suggesting
the extent to which these ancient customs and beliefs encroach on her life. It
is as though the fate of this character is to play out a self-fulfilling prophecy
pertaining to the way in which she is summarily regarded as a problem or
hindrance to many of those around her.

The other women in Sadako’s life, her neighbors and friends of her own age,
offer a firm, reliable friendship—in other words, in those instances where sex
is not an issue or a question—and Sadako herself remains the center of this
storm. In point of fact one could contend that there is actually little that is
truly innate in Sadako as regards her wishes or desires. Rather, by remaining
at the behest of the desires, actions, and perceptions of others, as she often
invariably does, her sense of selfhood is shaped and colored by those around
her, at least for a majority of the narrative. And it is this aspect of the film
that has not been sufficiently explored or elucidated, perhaps even under-
stood as far as gender and desire are concerned. If those men and women
who surround Sadako are overtly, excessively desirous, then the protagonist
herself remains largely indifferent (her appetites are literal—frequently feel-
ing compelled to eat—rather than figurative). She is, at times, a tabula rasa,
almost a blank slate: an aspect of Intentions of Murder that has not really been
touched upon or covered in accounts of the film. From Joan Mellen (1976:
305-310) and Audie Bock (1978: 293-95) in the 1970s to, more recently,
James Quandt (1997: 1-6) and Donald Richie (1997: 7-43), Imamura criti-
cism has typically tended to stress the rural, uncultivated, and uncivilized
nature of Sadako. Mellen and Bock both argue that the protagonist, given her
peasant background and ordinariness, remains somehow in touch with a raw
earthiness and eroticism that her extended time with Riichi has blunted, and
they liken this innate sexuality to her adolescent lasciviousness and almost
primal sexuality, something expressed most overtly in the image of her let-
ting a silkworm crawl along her thigh. This erotic dimension, they suggest,
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simply requires a reawakening, which happens when she is raped by Hiraoka;
the fact that the image of the protagonist and the silkworm is repeated at
the very end of the film (in its final shot) when she returns to the country
would appear to reinforce this view. That is, it seems to allude to a rekindling
of sexuality on Sadako’s part—to the “unholy desire” that has at times been
presented as the alternate English language title of the film—and that has
lain dormant in the protagonist while living in the city.

Yet if one looks more closely at the images and narrative—at their, for Ima-
mura, idiosyncratic subjectivity—and if one moves away from the strictures
of received wisdom regarding Imamura criticism (especially Mellen’s work),
then one finds not a film about desire and sexuality rekindled but rather one
concerned at least as much with sexuality contained or repressed. Specifically,
Sadako’s return to the countryside is simultaneously a return not only to Riichi
but to the seat of his family and its repressive, reactionary domain, which
beside the tension between objectivity and its opposite that has already been
outlined offers a point of contrast with the city throughout, a prevalent ideo-
logical dichotomy. Thus Imamura’s theme should instead be expressed as the
extent to which sex and traditional gender roles are significant constituents
in or determinants on relationships in contemporary Japan. The first image
of Sadako with the silkworm crawling up her inner thigh alludes perhaps to
a dawning awareness of sex and sensuality (though her expressions bespeak
only curiosity rather than sensual excitement), but almost immediately this
becomes the point of view of Riichi’s mother when she catches and severely
scolds her for what she takes to be her sinfulness, her dirtiness of mind and
body. This is later redoubled when Riichi’s mother perceives Sadako to be incit-
ing the amorous attentions of a young man. Crucially, here, Imamura includes
(at two distinct times in the film) the same event but with a different outcome.
Initially Sadako recalls that she did not open her window to prompt and facili-
tate her potential suitor’s attention; but subsequently, after running into the
same man years later, she remembers opening the window for him and won-
ders to herself why she had earlier misremembered the incident. This errone-
ous memory is not especially significant in and of itself; however, given the
structure of this film’s narrative, its prevalent analepses and subjective order-
ing of events, it does serve to disturb other aspects of the narrative. Indeed,
one feature of the film’s sporadic surreal moments (something that has gone
unremarked upon by almost everyone writing about Intentions of Murder) is to
cast doubt on the veracity of those incidents and events that elsewhere seem
particularly salient. Sadako’s first apparent suicide attempt following her rape
is a case in point. Before she attempts to throw herself in front of a train she
puts out the washing: a strange enough act, and one underlined by the image
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of a shirt that flies around by itself before coming to land on a door. The sui-
cide attempt takes place after this moment, and moreover is presented in a
very dreamlike way with Sadako (shot in slow motion) preparing to leap under
a passing train in an extremely exaggerated manner. Thus the veracity of this
incident must at least be questioned, the fact of its having taken place under-
mined, as the film has moved into a markedly subjective register and seems to
be detailed its heroine’s troubled psyche, and it is this uncertainty that shapes
the meaning and effect of the film.

With this in mind the bracketed images of Sadako and the worms can be
elaborated upon, even problematized. The first is explicitly a flashback, which
may now be regarded as misleading—especially as this scene includes Sadako
being berated by Riichi’s mother for her perceived sinfulness, which also occurs
following the aforementioned incident with the window and the potential lover
outside (in other words, Sadako may be misremembering events)—but even
beyond this point of implicit ambiguity there are other aspects of the scene
to consider. The flashback here follows the first rape, and this has perhaps fed
those accounts of the film that stress the protagonist’s primal reawakening in
this particular contrast and ordering of events. In contradistinction, though, it
could be countered that Sadako here is recoiling from the present into a mem-
ory of an anterior time when sex was new and enticing as opposed to forced,
violent; or one could contend that she is recalling the sense of dirtiness and
shame (about sex as intrinsically pleasurable—away from the institution of the
family and the biological process of reproduction) that has been forced upon
her by Riichi’s mother. Of course, one could argue that she is likening her expe-
rience with Hiraoka to that of her dawning adolescent sexuality years before.
But this is precisely the point of the film, part of its productive ambiguity; it is
not supposed to be clear-cut either way but, like Sadako herself, to be unsure,
uncertain.

To more fully adumbrate this feature of the film, it is useful to contrast its
narrative and protagonist with those of its immediate forebear in Imamura’s
oeuvre. He had, just one year before Intentions of Murder, made what many now
regard as his greatest film in The Insect Woman—a study of a rural girl who
moves to the city following World War II and ultimately becomes the madame
of a brothel before being betrayed and imprisoned and moving again to the
country to live with her daughter. Imamura and co-writer Keiji Hasebe had
written both these films around the same time following a period of directorial
inactivity on the part of the former, so the fact that they may be conceived of
as companion pieces is unsurprising, and their companionship can be closely
traced. As in The Insect Woman, Imamura is at pains to fill in the life of his
female protagonist in Intentions of Murder. However, the mirror image that the
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latter offers of the former becomes clear when one considers the respective pro-
tagonists, as well as the structure and style, of the two works. Where the for-
mer narrative depicts a life lived through history and sociopolitical change and
upheaval (with sporadic onscreen text denoting year and month as time moves
inexorably onward), the latter is a much more microscopic portrait, a more inti-
mate and claustrophobic narrative in which time and space become constricted,
amorphous, subjectively ordered to stress interior temporality rather than the
ebb and flow of historical linearity. The earlier film has perennial recourse to
key events in twentieth-century Japanese history as experienced by the pro-
tagonist—from Emperor Hirohito’s historic radio address announcing Japan’s
surrender at the end of the Pacific war to the presence of US aircraft during the
Korean War and ultimately to the widespread social unrest in 1960 over the
America/Japan ANPO security pact (presented via documentary footage)—but
she remains detached from them throughout. Indeed, the fact that Tome vari-
ously misses or is uninterested in or inconvenienced by these events suggests
something of the counter-history of Japan that The Insect Woman presents: the
contrastive image (of resistance, of challenge) that it presents vis-a-vis the tide
of official, patriarchal history.

Intentions of Murder takes place in a landscape that, on the surface at least,
bespeaks little of specificity regarding time and place; indeed, but for the
electrical goods around Sadako’s house it is a film that could be set a decade
(or more) earlier than 1964. This lack of temporal clarity offers an objective
correlative both to the surreality and attendant ambiguity around Sadako: the
aforementioned vagueness over her motivations and feelings; it also serves to
question her (and the film’s) “reality,” as well as countering The Insect Woman’s
largely objective style and methodology. Thus where Tome in The Insect Woman
remains driven, active, a marker of resistance to history as “his story,” Sadako
figures as a reification of the same by dint of her blankness, the way in which
she is positioned (at least for most of the narrative) as a testing ground or
indeed a battleground for the various desires, appetites, and personalities of
all the men and women around her. Where Tome is assertive, Sadako remains
oppressed and unsure of herself, and where Tome’s narrative is expansive,
Sadako’s is constricted and claustrophobic. The Insect Woman tends to bifur-
cate gender relations and ultimately stresses the primacy of female agency,
even empowerment (through Tome’s daughter who manages to manipulate
and procure money from her mother’s business partner), and it traces these
precepts both alongside and against the (patriarchal) tide of twentieth-cen-
tury Japanese history. Conversely, Intentions of Murder offers a more complex
series of mirrored and inverted images that, while centered on and anchored
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in female subjectivity, in fact places relationships (familial as well as both
marital and extramarital) in the spotlight. One may, ostensibly at least, thus
regard Sadako as a marker of female suffering and oppression, the more so
given the fact that the other three key characters display numerous different
traits that pertain to gender and its sociopolitical regulation and stratifica-
tion. However, there is no Mizoguchi-like cult of victim-hood about Sadako;
even Imamura’s almost customary contrast of his protagonist with animals—
in this case, Masaru’s pet mice—sees those creatures killed by their confine-
ment and captivity while Sadako finds a way to survive within the ostensible
cage in which she lives.

Emotional and particularly physical desire—both on the part of men and
women—are demonstrated by the three characters who surround Sadako, and
these characteristics are increasingly compromising and transgressive to the
extent that they construct for the protagonist and for themselves an iden-
tity that (whether conscious or otherwise) reinforces conservative connota-
tions and assumptions about gender and agency. However, where the men are
concerned this is not a simple matter as they are themselves oppressed by
the entrenched expectations and demands of a patriarchal culture that has
ingrained in them (Riichi in particular) the fact that they are, or should be,
the dominant sex. And sex remains the primary means of communication
between them (as it variously is in later films like The Eel [Unagi 1997] or Warm
Water under a Red Bridge [Akai hashi no shita nonuruimizu, 2001]). On numer-
ous occasions both Riichi and Hiraoka force themselves on Sadako when they
otherwise seem to be engaged in a discussion; indeed, relations between the
different characters in the film are variously defined or delimited by prescrip-
tive, transactional interactions that tend to suffocate rather than liberate
Sadako. Hiraoka, after raping and robbing her, almost cursorily leaves money
for her, literally paying her for the intercourse they have just finished. We sub-
sequently learn that his mother had been forced into prostitution in order
to provide for him as a young boy following the death of his father (another
absent and compromised masculine figure), and this ostensibly peripheral
moment in fact offers a productive point of departure for the film’s litany of
relationships. Hiraoka throughout seems to be engaged in an Oedipal trajec-
tory: desiring to reclaim the lost maternal body that has not only been denied
him but that he has seen become a commodity, as it were, and thus become
defiled. Imamura elsewhere parodies such a drive and relationship both in the
literal incest already identified and in the quasi-role playing of Sadako and
Riichi, where the former has to call the latter “daddy” during sex. Hiraoka is
in fact explicitly contrasted with Masaru in that both verbally attack Sadako
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with disparaging references to her weight (calling her a “fat cow” and “fatso,”
respectively, when she admonishes them on two separate occasions), and this
particular juxtaposition throws into relief the problematic baggage associated
with the sex act throughout the film.

With Hiraoka, Sadako is cast first as a victim, then in the role of furtive lover,
even to the extent that she and this man repair to a shabby love hotel like adoles-
cents or an adulterous couple (though Sadako appears not to want to sleep with
him). The fact that here, as elsewhere, she does give in to his advances does not
necessarily mean, as is commonly argued, that with her rapist she experiences a
reawakening of desire on her part. It is true that she appears to experience more
fulfilment with Hiraoka than she does with her husband; however, when having
sex with her husband she behaves in a particular manner—giving in and feign-
ing pleasure—and this at least raises the possibility that she is behaving likewise
with Hiraoka. She is certainly drawn back to this man after appearing to have
severed their ties (by literally throwing money at him to leave her alone), and
what follows seems to be intercourse that she consents to, even though it could
also be argued to be another rape as Imamura elides the beginning, the instiga-
tion, of their tryst and thus again foregrounds an ambiguity that undermines
any objective veracity associated with this activity. Subsequently, in the scene in
which we do see Sadako willingly beginning a physical union with Hiraoka—at
the end when the pair have found respite from their climb up the snowy hill—the
fact that she clings longingly to him seems to have the ulterior motive of allow-
ing her to hold on to him while he is in the early stages of a heart attack brought
on by their lovemaking. In contrast to an earlier moment when he had suffered
on a train and she had rushed to help him, Sadako now appears unable to find
Hiraoka’s medicine, despite his instructions, and thus she appears to let him die.
As such, given that she did intend to poison Hiraoka, one may potentially regard
the earlier scene of lovemaking as something of a calculated attempt by Sadako
to inveigle herself into her attacker’s better graces by apparently consummating
a relationship with a view to sealing their move away together, during which
she plans the aforesaid poisoning (a notion that is further underlined by the
beginning of snowfall at precisely the moment when Sadako decides to return
to Hiraoka, something that then factors directly into her opportunity to kill him
when their train is caught in a blizzard).

Sex, then, is a problematic site of either aggression or performance through-
out much of Intentions of Murder. This accounts for the fact that Sadako’s appar-
ent discovery of sexuality and her body is something she does entirely by herself,
and it further underlines her fundamental distance from those around her.
Again, this compromises somewhat those views of this film that have by now
become ingrained in Imamura criticism. James Quandt, in an essay specifically
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about Intentions of Murder, has discussed Sadako as a clear Imamura heroine,
describing her as one among several “amoral, wilful, sexually driven women”
that populate his work (2009: 7), while Dennis Lim has implied the same in
that he has discussed what he terms the “sisterhood” of all Imamura’s heroines
(2009: 6). Quandt also explicitly states that Eros, the sex drive, is represented by
Sadako, who (and which) “triumphs over civilization” (2009: 5). However, once
again these views can all be challenged, or at least qualified. There is certainly a
sense in which Sadako stands outside official Japan—particularly as she remains
unrecognized in the family register, the koseki, which is the chief manifestation
of the ideology of ie, which supports “a quasi-kinship unit with a patriarchal
head” (Sugimoto 2003: 147)—but Imamura complicates this picture. Part of the
aforementioned ambiguity pertains to her decision making; she acts from blind
panic where Hiraoka is concerned and seems never able to fully commit to or see
through an action where he is concerned. Despite her repeated rebuffs of Hira-
oka’s advances, she ultimately goes to him and gives in to his sexual advances,
ironically at precisely the time when she appears to have been successful in dis-
suading his attentions. Ostensibly, at least (and reading against the aforemen-
tioned grain), she cannot kill herself and indeed cannot kill Hiraoka as she plans
to toward the end of the narrative; she poisons a drink that she has prepared for
him but knocks it from his hand before he can consume it. Moreover, amorality
is a term better applied to those around Sadako than to the protagonist herself;
Hiraoka is a criminal while both Riichi and Yoshiko seemingly have no compunc-
tions about their affair. Sadako herself remains obdurately wedded to her family,
and it is precisely her (misplaced but marked) sense of social and familial duty
that propels her in the narrative—or at least her fear of contravening these insti-
tutions. Thus, rather than willful she may be said to be perennially indecisive and
unsure of herself; or, by way of contrast, one may argue that her willfulness is
repeatedly directed in actions that run directly contrary to her best interests. This
character’s instincts, such as they are, remain for all intents and purposes a prob-
lem for her, the tendencies that Imamura critics prize in his heroines—those that
present such women as representative of the lower classes and concomitantly of
an earthy, uncorrupted vitality—being probed in Intentions of Murder as part of
its thematic enquiry into determinants on gender agency and identity. Here Ima-
mura questions not so much the gulf between genders but the disparity between
individual subjectivity and the gender roles that individuals have prescribed for
them in the social milieu in which they live (the distance between Sadako and
the perceived iconicity of the archetypical Imamura heroine underlining such a
disjunction).

Of course, this applies as much to the men around Sadako as to the pro-
tagonist herself. For Riichi and Hiraoka, “love” and violence ultimately amount



66 Adam Bingham

to one and the same thing; the latter’s increasingly vehement protestations
of love and desperate attempts to coerce Sadako into running away with
him become ever more stringent and vociferous and appear to impinge upon
Sadako’s life more and more overtly. From this point of view Hiraoka’s raping
of Sadako during their first encounter becomes a particularly significant image,
in some ways a thematic ground zero for the narrative. Physical intimacy and
violence become inextricably intertwined, enmeshed within one another. Emo-
tional and bodily desire are transmuted into aggression and coercion, and the
fact that emotions become perennially corrupted in expression in this film
refracts those questions about the extent to which Sadako actually acts in any
preordained manner. If there is a pronounced tension between what is said
and what is done, what is meant and what is carried out (the Japanese title of
Intentions of Murder translates directly as Red Murderous Intent), then it is the
slippage between these two often disjunctive and opposing poles that helps to
underpin the juxtaposition of reality and surreality, objectivity and subjectiv-
ity, that defines this film’s formal and stylistic organization. Surrealism in the
context of the postwar Japan and the Japanese New Wave’s direct engagement
with questions of gender and representation has in fact been a subject of some
enquiry. Chigusa Kimura-Steven has argued that in such works as Hiroshi Tesh-
igahara’s Woman in the Dunes (Suna no onna, 1964)—released the same year as
Intentions of Murder—there is an emphasis on “real and fantastic elements”
(2003: 156). She quotes a prominent critic (Sawa Kozo) in noting that the use
of Kagawa Kyoko’s body is almost entirely as an objet, an object that is peren-
nially available for erotic and for aesthetic consumption. This literal objectifica-
tion—something highlighted most overtly in the image of the woman sleeping
naked with a towel covering her head, making her just a body—had significant
ramifications for representations of the female body across subsequent work
in Japan, and to this end it is interesting to contrast this woman’s form with
Sadako’s body in Intentions of Murder.

Sadako’s body is sporadically displayed throughout the film, usually as her
clothes are hungrily torn off by either Riichi or Hiraoka. However, Imamura’s
camera perennially refuses the kind of distance or aesthetic contemplation that
tends to enhance objectification. Where Teshigahara repeatedly composes his
shots in order to enhance (and comment upon) hetero-normative interpella-
tion, Imamura’s often handheld camera is disorienting; it undermines any sta-
ble point of view from which to observe (and thus eroticize) Sadako, something
compounded by a complementary series of compositions that frame scenes
of intercourse from an oblique perspective. In this the camera tends to move
and react in response to Sadako’s distress rather than controlling the gaze cast
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on her body. Furthermore, this body is ostensibly unsightly (overweight) and
thus a potential point of resistance to subject positioning, even as it is purely
a means of sexual fulfillment for the characters who, as male subjects, might
otherwise be the narrative focalizers. As such, Imamura presents a resistance to
objectification even as Sadako is objectified within the diegesis, and in so doing
opens up a liminal space between seeing and being seen, a gulf redolent of the
dichotomy between life and death in which Sadako’s trajectory is framed. It is
not that her conventionally unappealing appearance, as it were, delimits sex-
ual attraction; rather, the film dramatizes through this character’s corporeality
(and the reasons behind it) the distance between herself and those around her,
as well as the corrosive rather than the liberating force of sexuality. Imamura
stresses Sadako as visible throughout Intentions of Murder, and concomitantly
this seems to mean that she is attainable or available to those around her. From
the moment Hiraoka sees her at the train station at the beginning of the nar-
rative, unbeknownst to her, she is fixed as an object, petrified, caught within
the nexus of competing gazes of those around her. This sexual objectification
then becomes a kind of death, but one from which Sadako is ultimately reborn
when she becomes a part of Riichi’s family as his officially sanctioned and rec-
ognized wife. And rather than sex it is this concept that is represented by the
silkworm—its cycle of transfiguration, of physical change, figurative death and
rebirth. The sexual connotations of the image are secondary here. Imamura’s
camera slowly moves up Sadako’s body in the film’s final shot—from the worm
on her inner thigh to a close-up of her face (something it did not do in the earlier
flashback)—and the expression on her face is not one of pleasure. It is pensive,
ruminative, as though she were thinking about her youth and perhaps the gulf
between then and now, past and present, as opposed to a reawakening of desire
and sexual pleasure.

The fact that social and domestic spaces in the film become transfigured
as sites of sex and death, Eros and Thanatos, underlines this feature of the
film. External specificity (of time and place) is almost perennially overwritten,
and the comparative prevalence of narrative ambiguity in Intentions of Murder
bespeaks the extent to which Imamura places his characters (and their rela-
tionships) in a context whose indeterminate timeframe suggests something
of the ongoing problems pertaining to gender inequality in Japan: to the fact
that this is an issue that is by no means specific to a postwar context. Indeed,
the Japan that Imamura was drawn to and wished to represent—his “unof-
ficial Japan”—was one that predated the country’s insularity during the rule
of the Tokugawa Shogunate throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth cen-
turies and on until 1868. With regard to Intentions of Murder it is striking how
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the director embeds a series of ostensibly antiquated signs and symbols as an
index of a past within the present. The aforementioned recourse to subjec-
tive aural recapitulations of the cackling old women presents one facet of this
ambiguity. The perceptions of these women appear to be related to the curse
apparently placed on Riichi’s family, and this bespeaks the tangible presence
of antiquation—a lineage of irrational belief and superstition—that stands on
the periphery of the narrative. The connotations present in these characters
represent a picture of the irrationality so prized in Imamura’s work; but here
it is less a thorn in the side of contemporary Japan than it is an impingement
on Sadako’s life and identity. Indeed, it is something that is distinct from,
and intrusively fostered upon, her throughout. Discussions of the film argue
for (or simply assume) Sadako’s rural peasantry; however, an early flashback
shows her to be relocating to Riichi’s family home from Tokyo, and stresses
her displeasure at the move, making her (unlike Tome in The Insect Woman) as
much an urban as a rural girl. She is separate from the perceptions and beliefs
that form the foundation of the identities of those ingrained in life away from
new urban centers. If Tome becomes representative of Japan’s agrarian past,
and as such remains a potential marker of what has been lost in the drive
toward westernization and modernization, then Sadako offers a contrast to
such ancient rural customs and belief systems: those that in films such as The
Profound Desire of the Gods (Kamigami no fufukaki yokubo, 1968), The Ballad
of Narayama (Narayama bushi-ko, 1983), and Warm Water ua Red Bridge have
formed an integral part of Imamura’s cinema as a vivifying force, a counter-
point or corrective to the official face of his country.

From this point of view one can posit a temporal ambiguity in Intentions
of Murder wherein the contemporary landscape becomes a site of ambigu-
ity. Indeed, there is an arresting of time in the film—what Dennis Washburn
(writing about Imamura’s Vengeance Is Mine [Fukushu suru wa, ware ni ari,
1979]) calls a “mythic transgression” of human time (2001: 318-41)—that is
attendant on its nonlinear structure. The pressing need on Riichi’s mother’s
part for Sadako to provide a healthy male heir to her son underlines this
aspect of the film. The already antiquated social practice of patriarchal suc-
cession as connected to Riichi and his family home—the desperate need for
an ongoing male bloodline—stands for one such problematic past awkwardly
located in the present. The classical design of the family home is also a reposi-
tory of tradition and the past, and Sadako’s shack located beside a railway line
is explicitly presented as a mirror image of the rural family home. The latter
features cultivated grounds and an interior modeled after an old, pre-Meiji
government official’s residence. Sadako’s unkempt and dilapidated house
repeats this in dilapidated fashion, even down to the shoji screens that are
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defiled both by Masaru (who draws on them with his crayons) and by Hiraoka
when he first breaks into the house and destroys one after violently throwing
Sadako around the living room.

Elsewhere in the narrative, Imamura anticipates Juzo Itami’s The Funeral
(Ososhiki, 1984) and mocks the traditional ceremonial rites associated with
characters’ deaths. On two occasions very formal ceremonies are shown, and the
director cuts to both in medias res, as though the full service were too boring or
protracted to contemplate. Imamura even shoots one with an ungainly frontal
composition and an extreme wide-angle lens that exaggerates the field of view
to suggest the distorted values or priorities of this family who are wedded to a
corrosive tradition that valorizes their past over the concerns of the present.
Moreover, in this particular shot both the director’s static composition and the
seemingly attendant pro-filmic stasis means that attention on the ceremonial
practices has to compete with that on the fidgety young Masaru as he begins to
play with his grandfather’s false teeth.

The juxtaposition here between staid formality and youthful exuberance—
between, in effect, the dichotomy between life and death suggested earlier—
offers a correlative to the film’s amorphous treatment of historical temporality,
its ambiguous signifiers of time and place. In particular, the prevalence of trains
further offers a reinforcement of this fractious modernity—this tension between
contemporary and traditional Japan—and indeed, in the repeated imagery per-
taining to trains one finds an intertextual link to a director who had frequent
recourse to such public transport and whose work is generally thought to repre-
sent everything to which Imamura stands in opposition: Yasujiro Ozu. In Ozu’s
work the train, as a practical feature of modern Japan, functions along the lines
suggested by Alan Tansman wherein they largely represent a “social linkage and
cohesion” (suburban living while working in the city as seen in, say, Late Spring
[Banshun, 1949]), something linked to Takeda Nobuaki’s concept of unifica-
tion and constricted national space (2001: 157). Moreover, 1964 was the apex
year with regard to Japan’s modernization and emergence on the world stage, a
development that culminated with the Tokyo Olympics. One of the preeminent
markers of this modernization was the Shinkansen, the bullet train, which was
presented as its symbol, its centerpiece, and which thereafter became redolent of
all that Japan was to become during its miracle economic growth.

In Intentions of Murder the trains that repeatedly pass by Sadako’s home are
not bullet trains; rather, they are fairly antiquated machines, steam engines per-
ennially belching smoke into the air and bespeaking a living past, a mirror image
of contemporary Japan and a marker of the repressed of the country’s modernity.
Tansman and Takeda also highlight the potential connection between the devel-
opment of train travel and interpersonal alienation (2001: 157), and here the
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trains’ constant traversing of the frame on their way from one place to another
underlines the nowhere-space that is this particular house. Furthermore, the
appearances of these trains (whether visual or aural) often seem to prefigure or
presage a problem for Sadako—an invasion into her home and life. Indeed, they
may be seen to be connected specifically to the men around the protagonist. The
first sound heard in the film, over the Nikkatsu studios logo (and thus serving as
a nondiegetic score), is the shrill, piercing whistle of a train that is subsequently,
in the opening shot, shown from a high angle as it passes by Sadako’s house. The
camera pans to follow the train before a freeze frame suspends the action, though
not the sound, following which the train is heard over a proliferation of still shots
taken in and around the (empty) home. The train is at once both connected to
this domestic space and divorced from it, something that subtly connects it to
the men who each seem to be variously drawn to the house only to find them-
selves repelled or pulled away. For instance, there is constant pressure on Riichi
throughout the film to move back to his mother’s house to live—to retreat in
time, as it were—while one particular scene sees Riichi on board one of the trains
that passes by as Sadako remains fixed, waving to him from her garden.

After this opening scene, trains tend to figure not as a practical aspect of life
for the characters but as an index of surreality and gendered subjectivity. On two
distinct occasions when Hiraoka has attacked Sadako, the film cuts away mid-
scene to a dreamlike, slow-motion image of a train. In one, it increasingly fills
the frame as it approaches the camera; in the next the camera frames its wheels
in close-up and pans left to right to follow it as it breaks. These apparently sub-
jective interjections reinforce the masculine gendering of these hulking, inva-
sive, antiquated vehicles, reinforcing the fact that the sound of a train can be
heard whenever men enter Sadako’s house. Furthermore, Sadako and Hiraoka’s
visit to the love hotel is interrupted when a train passing below causes smoke to
fill the room and to almost choke Sadako, and even when the protagonist does
use the train her journey is compromised by Hiraoka following her and accost-
ing her during the journey. In addition, one of Sadako’s most disturbing dreams
occurs when she imagines herself and Hiraoka on a train, one from which she
falls into an abyss or a void. Only at the end of the film, when train travel is
explicitly frustrated (by snowfall), is Sadako unperturbed, indeed is aided, by
trains. This not only reinforces the implicit connection between these vehicles
and the men in Sadako’s life but further underlines the film’s consideration of
gender conflict at the confluence of sociohistorical and sociopolitical modernity,
progress or reform.

This feature of the film is mirrored in Sadako’s home life. The fact that Japan
in 1964 was entering into a period of unparalleled economic prosperity, national
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wealth, and technological advancement becomes an ironic backdrop, or more
properly a dramatic counterpoint, to the repeated talk of household goods and
consumer durables: from the television set that Sadako is perennially accused
of spending all day watching to the sewing machine that she is badgered about
buying by her neighbor, the vacuum cleaner that Riichi buys for her, and the
fridge that Riichi demands must be unplugged to save on electricity costs. There
is even a Douglas Sirk or Rainer Werner Fassbinder-like moment when, follow-
ing Hiraoka’s return to Sadako’s house and repeated attempt to inveigle himself
into her affections, he responds to her refusals violently and, while she is lying
on the floor, picks up her iron and threatens to attack her with it. As he attempts
to burn Sadako, her face is reflected in the implement, a melodramatic moment
that Imamura frames as central in a dramatic low-angle shot that emphasizes
both the iron and the reflection pressing down on the protagonist. This reflec-
tion is repeated later in the narrative when Riichi forces himself on Sadako and
she glances beside her at the iron and once again sees herself wrought in sup-
plication and distress—a further connection between Riichi and Hiraoka and
their relations with Sadako.

A stronger series of Ozu intertexts can also be felt here with regard to con-
sumerism. In Intentions of Murder the family home is constantly subject to inva-
sion, disruption, and surveillance. On two occasions either Sadako’s neighbors
burst into her home or Riichi bursts into his neighbors’, and the physical prox-
imity of these families forces Riichi to restate the spatial boundaries demarcat-
ing his land from theirs. These latter moments usually occur when Sadako is
hanging out washing, and the fact that clothes drying outdoors is one of the
(relatively few) recurrent pillow shots in Ozu’s cinema helps place Imamura’s
film in a dialogic relationship to his work in general. Moreover, the aforemen-
tioned discourse on contemporary household and consumer goods suggests
a mirror of Good Morning (Ohayo, 1959). Ozu’s light and lively film revolves
around conflict over television ownership—where ultimately the acquisition
of said item both causes tension in and lubricates the wheels of intergenera-
tional relations—as well as a new washing machine that facilitates rumors of
misappropriation of group funds and the sad lot of a traveling salesman. Good
Morning is also similarly set in and around a small community where everyone
knows everyone else: where they all appear to live on top of one another and
where small talk and gossip provide an almost metronomic rhythm to everyday
relations and interactions. It also prefigures Imamura’s film in being set just
below an elevated bank along which people are perpetually passing back and
forth: in Ozu’s case this is a walking path, whereas in Intentions of Murder it is
the aforementioned railway line.
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Imamura’s wintry black and white mise-en-scéne, long takes, and handheld
mobile camera offer a mirror of Good Morning’s bright color scheme, typically
dense editing, and rigidly immobile cinematography. Furthermore, Intentions of
Murder extends the focus on the fractious yet ultimately receptive relationship
to consumer goods—and by extension by Japan’s very specific contemporary
sociopolitical modernity—to make of them a constant burden to Sadako and a
status symbol to Riichi (who is constantly concerned with a promotion at work).
As such, this particular intertext is especially pertinent here as it becomes sug-
gestive of the New Wave director’s consideration of the repressed of both Ozu
and of modern Japan, its messy underbelly, by foregrounding the fractious
violence beneath an ostensibly placid, prosperous surface; and such a dialogic
dichotomy with this particular forebear serves to animate the ambiguity over
past and present as it informs the treatment of gender and sociopolitical self-
hood. That is, between the ordered and becalmed face of Ozu and the oft-com-
mented-upon messiness (formal and thematic) of Imamura lies the ambiguity
that festers at the center of Intentions of Murder, and that points up both the
opaque actions and intentions of Sadako in particular and the film’s representa-
tion of time, space, and anxious modernity in general.

If Intentions of Murder exists at the dialectical intersection of numerous nar-
rative and textual tensions and disturbances, then it is precisely these tensions—
between realism and surrealism, memory and selfhood, oppression and liberation,
action and intention, the modern and the antiquated—that both propel and focus
Imamura’s thematic. It is in fact the fissures or slippages between these poles that
define in particular this film’s engagement not only with gender relations but
with the roles and implied narratives pertaining to how men and women in Japan
are constructed as social subjects. Given that the very title implicitly alludes to a
disparity between interior and exterior precepts, this is a film about the extent
to which subjectivity is shaped both by interpersonal and wider sociopolitical
circumstances. To this end it reframes several of Imamura’s perceived perennial
concerns; Sadako certainly has some traits of the typical Imamura heroine, but
the fact that she remains problematically situated within a traditional, rural belief
system undermines perceptions of her own status as a paradigm of earthy anti-
quation, while her investment in sex is at best ambiguous. In point of fact, an
overt desire for sex better characterizes the men around Sadako; it is Riichi (in the
library where he works) who is seen with a copy of Herbert Marcuse’s 1955 book
Eros and Civilization—a quasi-Marxist text that was formed in opposition to Freud
and that argues that the release rather than the repression of libidinal drives and
instincts is in the best interests of individuals within society—and his unbridled
lust is repeatedly a problem for Sadako (something that, as often as not, is mir-
rored in Hiraoka’s behavior as regards his sexual needs).
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The relationships between Sadako and both Riichi and Hiraoka are delimited
by the perennial subterfuge of transactions; that is, by viewing and interacting
with each other in prescriptive ways based on their sociopolitical encultura-
tion, they both reinforce traditional gender roles and power structures and help
expose them as such. Ultimately, Sadako’s impending status as an official mem-
ber of her family at the film’s end offers a means not to exacerbate her oppres-
sion as it seems on the surface but rather in a way to legitimize it—or at least
those aspects of her marriage that might continue to be an affront (particularly
to Riichi’s mother). In other words, she wants to define herself conservatively
as a wife and mother (and apparently renounce rather than release her sensual-
ity and libidinous drives) in order to make herself visible, perhaps to embody
the curse on her mother-in-law’s home. And the fact that this is being seen
as predicated on an invisibility (on Riichi being unaware that it is Sadako in
Yoshiko’s photographs) cements a reversal of the earlier liminal gap between
seeing and being seen and stresses Sadako’s change and development. David
Desser has argued that on the one hand women are less free than men in Ima-
mura’s work, but on the other that they remain more “resilient” (1988: 127),
and from this perspective Sadako in Intentions of Murder is most certainly a key
figure in his cinema.

Notes

1. See, for instance, Yoshio Sugimoto’s discussion of patriarchy, gender inequality, and
family registration in An Introduction to Japanese Society (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2003), 146-82.

2. In addition, Masaru is the product of a quasi-incestuous relationship (Riichi and
Sadako are related, as she is the granddaughter of his grandfather’s mistress) and is

consequently frail.
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Chapter 5

Hidden in Plain Sight: The False
Leads and True Mysteries of
Vengeance Is Mine

John Berra

A strict adherence to the chronology of events is a hallmark of the majority of
screen serial-killer narratives with a series of violent acts prompting a police
investigation that eventually results in the arrest of the perpetrator. How-
ever, Shohei Imamura’s true crime saga Fukushil suru wa ware ni ari/Vengeance
IIs Mine (1979) immediately disregards this format by beginning with the
epilogue to a nightmare. On the night of June 4, 1964, a police convoy crosses
provincial countryside terrain in heavy snow to bring captured criminal Iwao
Enokizu (Ken Ogata) to the nearest police station for interrogation, mark-
ing the culmination of a seventy-eight-day manhunt. This, however, is where
the true mystery begins, for Imamura is fascinated less by the chase than its
central enigma.

Enokizu is based on the real-life serial killer Akira Nishiguchi, referred to
as “the Black Gold Medalist in killing” by the prosecutor assigned to his case.
Born into a Catholic family, Nishiguchi committed a series of violent crimes
throughout 1963 and early 1964, eluding the authorities for months despite
his face being plastered around the country on more than half a million wanted
posters. Although he was hanged in 1970, Nishiguchi’s sustained rampage still
cries out for explanation. If, as Donald Richie (1982: 188) observed, Imamu-
ra’s films are rife with “a completely amoral, vital, and overflowing rejection of
Japanese collective beliefs,” then the protagonist in Vengeance Is Mine is argu-
ably the director’s most extreme subject in a fearlessly sordid canon of social
miscreants.

The flashback structure adopted by Imamura initially appears to be a means
of pinpointing relevant details of the killer’s life to establish the motivating
factors behind his monstrous behavior. Jean Murley has argued that “the serial
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killer has become the container and symbol for a contemporary understanding
of evil in popular culture, one that posits evil as hidden, persistent, and spectac-
ularly gruesome” (2008: 5). Imamura seems to be taking this holistic approach
with episodes in his elliptical case study, considering such factors as familial
dysfunction, social stratum, and the spiritual disillusionment brought about by
an increasingly Westernized society. Elana Gomel considers the task of explain-
ing a killer’s actions to be the primary concern of the serial-killer narrative, an
overriding concern that leads to an emphasis on details that will serve to isolate
the root cause of such behavior. These narratives are all driven by the necessity
to “explain” the serial killer in terms that assimilate the corporeal particularity
of violence to some abstract modality of meaning. This explanation generally
takes the form of some narrative of origin. Gomel (2013: 35) asserts that “such
narratives, freely exchanged between literature and science, treat violence as a
symptom or an outer manifestation of a hidden truth, an oblique symptom of
an intelligible cause.”

Given that the consumer of any true-crime narrative already knows the
identity of the killer and the outcome of the events, it is understandable
that the creative parties must forgo the mystery element of the procedural
and focus instead on the reason why the murders are being committed. This
emphasis on explaining evil gives their “ripped from the headlines” project a
point of interest that has not been interrogated in the abundant media cover-
age. By the time Imamura embarked on Vengeance Is Mine, a cinematic tem-
plate for the genre had been internationally established by such case histories
of varying accuracy as Psycho (Alfred Hitchcock, 1960), In Cold Blood (Richard
Brooks, 1967), The Boston Strangler (Richard Fleischer, 1968), The Honeymoon
Killers (Leonard Kastle, 1969), 10 Rillington Place (Richard Fleischer, 1971),
and the television movie Helter Skelter (Tom Gries, 1976). Vengeance Is Mine
follows suit in foregrounding the true-crime concern of motive, but only so
that Imamura can cynically toy with it as a means of forcing the audience to
question their assumptions about the reasons for human depravity, many of
which have been formed through the consumption of narratives that contrive
explanations for an internal psychological condition from external circum-
stances or key events. Imamura provides flashbacks to incidents in the life
of his protagonist that may have planted the seeds of his uncontainable rage,
but never fully commits to, or pulls together, a set of possibly related rea-
sons that could also be interpreted as mere speculation or even red herrings.
Rather, the director seeks to underscore the incomprehensible nature of evil
through close observation of a social anomaly while demonstrating the inher-
ently unreliable nature of media reconstruction in identifying the triggers for
fiercely anti-social urges.
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The Aesthetics of Absence

It has been widely argued that Vengeance Is Mine is documentary-like in its pre-
sentation (Balmain 2010: 244; Cardullo 2015: 147; Dillard 2014; Sharp and Mes
2005: 31), and it is tempting to subscribe to this argument based on its posi-
tion in Imamura’s filmography. The film marked a return to narrative following
an artistically fruitful but financially debilitating detour into documentary that
had lasted much of the 1970s. Following the box office disappointment of his
1968 anthropological epic Kamigami no Fukaki Yokubo/The Profound Desires of the
Gods, Imamura preferred to operate more nimbly by shooting real-life subjects
for Japanese television. This way, he was able to continue his examination of
Japanese postwar society from the perspective of those on the lower rung of the
ladder, providing alternative takes on a resurgent nation with a propensity for
oppression. Yet he had begun to question whether documentary was the best
mode of expression given the medium’s invasive nature. As Imamura recalled in
an interview with Toichi Nakata,

I came to realize the presence of the camera could materially change people’s
lives. Did I have the right to effect such changes? Was I playing God in trying
to control the lives of others? I'm no sentimental humanist, but thoughts
like these scared me and made me acutely aware of the limitations of docu-
mentary filmmaking. (Nakata 1997: 120)

The source material for Vengeance Is Mine was a best-selling account of the
Nishiguchi case by Ryiz6 Saki. Imamura collaborated with screenwriter Masuru
Baba for several years, even undertaking additional research into the Nishiguchi
case, which resulted in the discovery of information that had been overlooked
by Saki and the police (Cardullo 2015: 145). This approach suggested that he was
aiming for a documentary-like reconstruction, but the resulting film instead
takes copious liberties with the facts and calls attention to the limits of docu-
mentary in ascertaining knowledge about human beings." Imamura certainly
utilizes a range of nonfiction practices—most notable are the hand-held cam-
erawork that keeps the actors at a distance, natural lighting, and the frequent
use of onscreen text. The crime scene in Chikuhashi City is shown in the style of
a television news report and the depictions of the murders in the ensuing flash-
back are dramatized through extended takes that are all the more shocking for
the observational framing that emphasizes the stomach churning messiness of
taking human life, suggesting that the camera will serve as a detached observer
of events. Previous documentary projects such as the two-part Mikikanhei o
Otte/In Search of Unreturned Soldiers (1970/1971) had found Imamura looking
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for people who had gone missing under specific political circumstances, thereby
creating troubling absences in Japan’s social fabric, but in Vengeance Is Mine he
would focus on a subject who physically is very much present yet has an inner
absence that is better illustrated through dramatization than a straight-forward
chronicle of the facts.

Imamura’s refusal to facilitate a direct line of psychological access to his sub-
ject is evident from the opening frames. Alastair Phillips (2007: 232) notes how
our initial, blurred introduction to Enokizu through the window of a vehicle
traveling in poor weather conditions “heightens the sense of the scrutiny of
a secondary visual surface within the texture of the film that is demonstrably
resistant to clear explanation.” This resistance to a steady focus is also estab-
lished by the manner in which the police car carrying Enokizu darts around
the screen during the opening credits sequence, with Tamds Pélya (2007: 257)
observing that “its lights resemble erratic red brush marks left on the pitch-
black canvas of the night.” It’s an expressionistic credits sequence that, with the
car barely visible in a tunnel of darkness, can be read as a signal that Imamura
is taking us into the psyche of his subject, but also as a warning that its sub-
ject will refuse to be contained and resist a fixed way of looking. The crowd of
enraged citizens who greet the police vehicle on its arrival at the station are cast
as audience surrogates—they try to get close to the car to get a look at the mon-
ster, loudly demanding an explanation, but their chance of catching a glimpse of
Enokizu is limited by the adverse weather conditions.

In his DVD commentary, Tony Rayns (2005) describes the film’s disjointed
narrative approach as a way of replicating “the way that our minds flit from one
topic to another, or here one incident or one event triggers a memory or asso-
ciation with another event.” This is the process of reintegration whereby the
free association of related memories facilitates a reconstruction of past experi-
ence (Coon and Mitterer 2008: 239). Rayns goes on to assert that the flashbacks
provide information on a “need to know” basis, supporting this assertion with
the examples of how police interrogation scenes cut back to the discovery of
the corpses of Enokizu’s initial victims and to an argument between Enokizu
and his mistress, Chiyoko Hata (Moeko Ezawa), to explain how he acquired the
stiletto knife that was used for his first murder. While answering certain ques-
tions, this method of reconstruction also raises the issue of reliability as these
accounts of Enokizu’s troubled history come from various perspectives in order
to demonstrate the inherently unreliable nature of constructing a definitive
narrative from a multiple sources: sometimes we are seeing Enokizu as he sees
himself, and sometimes we are seeing him as he is recalled by others, with mem-
ories and impressions further muddied by individual anxieties, experiences, and
belief systems.
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This is the case in what is set up as the film’s most important flashback,
with his father, Shizuo Enokizu (Rentaro Mikuni), recalling his humiliation at
the hands of a Japanese naval officer in the summer of 1938 while living in
Goto in Nagasaki Prefecture. It’s a conventionally structured scene, almost self-
consciously clichéd in its coverage of events. It starts with a wide shot of Goto
that establishes the island environment but also prominently frames the Chris-
tian church that represents the faith worshipped by Enokizu’s family, along with
rest of the community. An indignant Enokizu (played at a young age by Daisuke
Sano) attacks the officer and is then restrained by his Shizuo, who now has no
choice but to agree to the official request for his boats; a disgusted Enokizu pulls
away from his father’s protective embrace, turning his back on the family’s faith
as he walks toward a nearby cliff where he will stubbornly sit until after night-
fall. As we see the family relocate to Beppu, we learn that Enokizu was never
able to reconcile with his father.” The melodramatic simplicity of this flashback
reveals less about Enokizu than it does about his father, who, in accordance with
his faith, sees the world in the clearly defined terms of devout righteousness and
sinful disobedience.

Documentary-style camerawork is often used to create a sense of intimacy
but is really just one component of a complex visual design. Imamura’s frequent
cinematographer Shinsaku Himeda often reprises the voyeuristic style of Erogo-
toshi-tachi yori: Jinruigaku nyimon/The Pornographers (1966), with many scenes
being shot through windows or doors. After being released on parole in 1960,
Enokizu returns to the family home and there is a tense scene in which he taunts
his estranged wife, Kazuko (Mitsuko Baishé), with his suspicion that she has
slept with another man while he has been behind bars. At first, the scene is shot
with a handheld camera witnessing the conversation through the doorway, but
as the drama escalates, the camera moves inside the room with compositions
becoming more formalized. Later, when Enokizu confronts both his father and
wife, the scene begins with the camera looking in at a low angle to capture the
expressions of Shizuo and Kazuko, who are sitting on the floor as Enokizu paces
around the room, assuming what he sees as his rightful roles as judge, jury and,
potentially, executioner. As the argument plays out, though, the participants go
outside and the coverage becomes more conventional, although a voyeuristic
perspective is maintained by having Enokizu’s mother, Kayo (Miyako Chocho),
witness her son’s vindictive display from inside the house. In confrontations
such as these, Imamura seems to be calling attention to the power of recon-
struction, specifically how embellishment can give rise to interpretations of
events that may be correct but could also be overly convenient and simplistic in
their assumptions, such as Enokizu’s crime spree being in part motivated by his
hatred of his father.
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Figure 5.1 The power of reconstruction and the potential for interpretation.

Imamura also blends documentary practices with genre tropes. When Enokizu
arrives in Hamamatsu, Imamura uses an extended hand-held tracking shot to fol-
low him out of the train station and into a taxi, and then pans around to show
the everyday activity around the station after the vehicle has driven away. Yet the
propulsive score by Shinichiré Ikebe is more influenced by Western crime cinema
or 1970s US television police drama, with its mounting rhythm adding a palpable
sense of desperation and urgency. Imamura then cuts to Enokizu being dropped
off near the Asano Inn. It’s a matter-of-fact sequence with Enokizu receiving direc-
tions from the taxi driver before walking up the alley, but the tight camerawork
here accentuates the narrowness of the alley to suggest his options are increasingly
limited. Such hybridity is occasionally used for sly misdirection. When a subtitle
announces “December 12 Chiba District Court” over a medium close-up of Enokizu
sitting in the courtroom, the viewer may assume that he has been apprehended
based on this framing. But as the judge asks the accused to stand up, Imamura cuts
to a wide shot of the courtroom and a young man rises to his feet, thereby con-
founding expectations based on the initial composition. Enokizu is actually still at
large and about to impersonate an attorney on order to swindle an elderly woman
out of the 100,000 yen intended for her grandson’s bail.

The Limits of Social Control and the Side Effects of
Modernization

Dennis Washburn (2001: 331) insists that the protagonist of Vengeance Is
Mine has clear antecedents in Imamura’s earlier works, such as the prostitute in
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Nippon konchiiki/ The Insect Woman (1963), the oppressed housewife in Akai Sat-
sui/Intentions of Murder (1964), and the Adult filmmaker in The Pornographers.
However, while these characters in Imamura’s previous films certainly exist
on the periphery of society, they still maintain tenuous relationships with the
everyday order via membership in their respective marginal groups and there-
fore constitute a section of Japan’s social fabric. In contrast, Enokizu is actu-
ally the architect of his situation, having nihilistically thrown away a number
of chances to lead a life of moderate comfort and stability, whether ruining his
military career by stealing a jeep, refusing to fully commit to his marriage, or
not applying his intelligence to a legal enterprise. Such circumstances would be
envied by Imamura’s usual protagonists, who represent the truly downtrodden
members of Japan’s sub-proletariat, but Enokizu nonetheless loathes the hand
that he has been dealt. Despite the vindictive bravado of the film’s title, which is
taken from Romans 12:19 in the New Testament, who or what exactly Enokizu
is taking revenge against is never specified.’ If the explanation that Enokizu is
rebelling against his Catholic father is sidelined as a red herring, then one could
consider Michael Atkinson’s (2014) argument that revenge is being taken at
national level “for the very indignity of being born and confronted with life in
Japan” or Colette Balmain’s (2008: 158) interpretation of Enokizu as a patho-
logical symptom of Japanese modernity. The fact that the amounts of money
he gains from his crimes are relatively paltry in relation to the risks he is tak-
ing could be read as Imamura’s wider indictment of the economic falsehood
of Japan’s modernization, with two of his victims being employees of a large
corporation and another a lawyer specializing in real estate.

The events of Vengeance Is Mine take place against the backdrop of the build-
up to the 1964 Tokyo Olympics, an international event now synonymous with
the widespread modernization of Japan. It becomes clear that Westernization
has not only given rise to Enokizu’s violence but further enabled it. For instance,
Japan’s extensive railway system affords Enokizu considerable mobility despite
his fugitive status, and Rayns (2005) remarks on the varied topography of
Vengeance Is Mine as Ezoku travels the length and breadth of the country with
relative ease. Enokizu’s shakedown of Yasuda (Kikuoto Kanauchi), who has
slept with Kazuko during his prison stretch, takes place at the Beppu train sta-
tion where the latter is employed. A train arrives at and departs from the plat-
form during a heated exchange, which culminates in Enokizu almost strangling
Yasuda. With the sound of the departing train, Imamura makes a direct link
between modernization and Enokizu’s grievances. His crimes and cover-ups are
facilitated in part by the increased convenience of obtaining the necessary tools
from shops in a society that is steadily developing its own version of consum-
erism. Clayton Dillard (2014) observes that Enokizu’s “undiscerning spaces of
commerce,” such as the shop where he buys a knife to kill the second driver,
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adheres to the core national value of frugality by his asking for the cheapest
option. Utilizing the strategies and actions of Nishiguchi for social commentary,
Imamura later shows Enokizu purchasing a radio to monitor media reports of
his case and, when in Tokyo, picking up a hammer and thirty short nails in order
to conceal the body of Kyohei Kawashima (Yoshi Kato) in a cabinet so he can
temporarily reside in the attorney’s apartment.

If Enokizu’s crimes are taken as reactions against recent social developments,
then mention must be made of how Japan’s low crime rate since World War II
is often attributed to informal social control mechanisms whereby potential
offenders are deterred from committing deviant acts because they are wary of
being shunned by family, friends, and colleagues if accused of breaking the law
(Smith 1983: 127-28; Hughes 1998: 145). From a sociological perspective, any
desire for individuality borne out of a resistance to this group structure is consid-
ered as a potential cause of aggression, while homogeneity is tacitly encouraged
in order to promote and preserve a sense of honor, thereby curtailing a range of
issues from litigious disputes to physical altercations (Roberts and LaFree 2004:
179-80). This promotion of a “meritocracy” leads to a strong sense of familial
responsibility and loyalty to social groups, with membership of such institutions
being seen as an essential part of postwar life, thereby limiting crime through
fear of ostracization from the group. Gordon Hughes (1998: 145) points out
that this “high-trust” social model utilizes haji no bunka (shame culture) rather
than guilt as a prevention method in that the possibility of bringing shame to
their family is of greater concern to the individual than any sense of guilt that
they may anticipate feeling regarding criminal action. Still, Eric W. Hickey (2015:
398) asserts that even such a restrictive climate “cannot preclude the emergence
of societal anomalies that can take root and defy community solidarity.” In
this respect, Enokizu is defying the structures of a group-oriented society that
Harumi Befu (1980: 170-171) sees as comprising members who are focused on
working toward the collective goal and remain firmly loyal to its cause.*

Playing Society against Itself

Using his flair for role playing, Enokizu is able to exploit the sense of comfort
that Japanese citizens have come to feel when in the company of someone who
can be readily identified as a member of their group. After cadging a lift from two
employees of the Government Tobacco Monopoly Corporation, Tanejiré Shibata
(Taiji Tonoyama) and Daihachi Baba (Gor6 Tarumi), Enokizu uses light banter to
learn that they have only three collections left to make from retailers, ascertain-
ing that they must be carrying a substantial amount of money. The employees are
unguarded in his presence because they take him to be a member of their group
based on his job, uniform, and working-class demeanor. Leo Goldsmith (2006)
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notes that it is Enokizu’s refusal to be contained in a specific tier of Japan’s class
system that “allows him to meditate between different levels of society at will.”
Throughout the course of his crime spree, Enokizu takes on the roles of laborer,
university professor, and lawyer, proving at ease in the company of the work-
ing class as he is within the formal environment of Japan’s court system. While
impersonating a lawyer, he even dares to wave at a real attorney to suggest that
he knows the man and further the impression that he belongs there, demonstrat-
ing the audacity of a natural performer as well as the shrewdness of an actor who
understands the importance of casual details in creating a credible portrayal.

This series of identities constitutes what Rayns (2005) terms “a dance of
upward mobility,” as each killing represents a fabricated advance in social status
and income level. These personas can also be seen as Imamura’s commentary on
the well-intentioned but fundamentally dysfunctional nature of Japan’s social
fabric in the 1960s as citizens attempt to negotiate group roles that are rooted
in tradition but must now strive for new economic standards that are befit-
ting of a resurgent nation. Conveying these personas through Keiichi Uraoka’s
jagged editing, with new identities appearing without any sense of transition,
furthers the impression that Imamura sees Enokizu as being emblematic of
growing ideological tensions.

When we first see Ogata in the role, Enokizu is working as a translator for the
American military, exuding a burly authority in his smart uniform. On release
from prison in 1960, he adopts the appearance of a low-level yakuza, complete
with dark Hawaiian-style shirt, striped white suit, and New York Yankees cap,
and then proceeds to behave in a particularly boorish manner throughout this

Figure 5.2 Achieving upward mobility by adopting an academic persona.
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flashback. He then becomes a working-class truck driver, but it is the roles of a
professor of microanalysis at Kyoto University and a criminal lawyer that prove
a natural fit; although he lacks a proper education, his detached perspective on
the world lends him an air of intelligence.’

As Washburn (2001: 335) notes, it is by assuming the identity of a college
professor that Enokizu makes himself so desirable to Haru (Mayumi Ogawa),
the proprietress of the seedy Asano Inn where the criminal resides while hiding
out in Hamamatsu. As part of the film’s social satire, Haru sees in Enokizu a
way of advancing her standing by achieving domestic respectability. A victim of
“shame culture” since her eccentric mother Hisano (Nijiko Kiyokawa) was jailed
for fifteen years for the crime of murdering her employer following a period of
mistreatment, Haru lacks financial independence as the inn she runs is actually
owned by Mr. Ideiki (Kazuo Kitamura), a textile merchant who keeps Haru as
his mistress, making her susceptible to Enokizu’s cultivated facade.

An Honest Fraud in a Hypocritical World

Bert Cardullo (2015: 147) insists that Enokizu is “a man without a visible shred
of humanity,” yet Imamura perversely casts his protagonist as a hero or sorts,
a rare member of society who is honest in flaunting his transgressive nature
and is capable of virtuous behavior when he encounters someone who may be a
kindred spirit, qualities that he quickly recognizes in Haru and her mother. He
has a capacity for generosity, for instance, sending money to Haru, although
this may be a further manipulation and a means of solidifying his assumed iden-
tity as, in the note that accompanies the money, he bemoans the lowly salaries
afforded to scholars. Still, he seems genuinely at ease in Haru’s company and
the environs of the Asano Inn where he indulges his sexual appetite with an
unreserved abandon that seems atypical of the kind of supposedly buttoned-
down professor of microanalysis he is impersonating, at least in part revealing
his true nature at the possible expense of his false identity. With its uninhib-
ited sexual atmosphere, Haru’s establishment offers an alternative to the Goto
Inn, his father’s traditional guesthouse where he spent much of his youth. Haru
learns of Enokizu’s true identity when visiting her lover in Tokyo: the lovers go
to the cinema and Enokizu’s case is prominently featured in a cinema newsreel.
However, she decides to continue her relationship with him, perhaps because
she is further aroused by his rebellious stance toward a society that has seen fit
to oppress her or, as Washburn (2001: 335) suggests, she finally accepts that a
woman of her standing can only attract a partner who is also an outcast.
Imamura extolls Enokizu’s virtues through his passionate relationship
with the promiscuous Haru, who has three partners during the film—Enokizu,
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Ideiki, and Jun, a regular at her mahjong games. However, Enokizu is the only
one who shows her respect and satisfies her sexually with his insatiable appetite
for lovemaking that stems as much from a desire to satisfy her as it does from
his own need for sexual gratification. Jun asks Haru for money but later marries
a woman from a “good family,” while a bedroom scene between Haru and Ideiki
is all about the adulterer’s requirements and concerns. Ideiki desires sex but gets
a cramp in his foot, so also asks for a massage; Haru asks when he will transfer
ownership of the inn to her, only for Ideiki to respond that he would prefer to
hold on to it because he expects the upcoming Olympic Games to bring more
business. Later, he will callously break the news of Jun’s impending marriage to
her, reveling in her dependency on him. Although he has no intention of marry-
ing Haru, the possessive Ideiki pays Hisano to spy on her daughter to make sure
that she is not cheating on him. Toward the end of the film, Ideiki forces himself
on Haru and Enokizu almost takes action: Imamura frames him tightly next to a
rack of knives when, just as Enokizu goes to grab the handle of one of the blades
and leap to her defense in what would be his only crime of chivalry, he is stopped
by Hisano, who by this point knows what their guest is capable of.

Enokizu will eventually murder both mother and daughter. In the case of
Haru, the act is a way for Enokizu to partially fulfill a wish that she had expressed
earlier to die together. He is aware from the news reports that the manhunt is
closing in and that they will be unable to enter the traditional union that she
yearns for. Even taking Haru on the run with him would only postpone his
inevitable capture and execution as the mobility that he enjoyed earlier in his
crime spree is now restricted. Although her rural background and profession
have much in common with Tome (Sachiko Hidari), the determined heroine of
The Insect Woman, Haru is more of a fantasist than her antecedent and settles
into a domestic arrangement with this fugitive out of a yearning for a sem-
blance of normalcy that she has otherwise been denied. As such, his killing of
Haru is a crime committed out of an acknowledgment of it, rather than rage
or financial necessity. The act occurs while she is making pickles in a homely
fashion, with Enokizu beginning to strangle his lover, then lessening his grip
as if to give her a choice about her fate, only for Haru to ask him to go all the
way. He even utters “thank you” to Haru after she has died, an acknowledgment
that she has shared his frustration with an oppressive culture and provided an
unconditional respite. Crucially, the only murders that occur onscreen are the
killings of the members of the Government Tobacco Monopoly Corporation
and Haru, with Imamura providing roughly equal balance in his depictions of
Enokizu’s extreme expression of hate and love, even if the latter is fulfilled in
the most perverse way possible. The men killed in Chikuhashi City represent
the capitalist society that he so despises, whereas Haru, despite her lower-level
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standing on the economic ladder and her attempts at betterment, embodies a
traditional, earthy spirit that he wants Japan to return to, hence his propen-
sity for violence being triggered by the sight of her smearing pepper paste on
vegetables.

The amount of time that Enokizu spends on the run before effectively being
trapped in the Asano Inn could certainly be curtailed if not for a climate of
self-interest. As the train hurtles toward Hamamatsu, Enokizu leans toward
the newspaper that the passenger sitting opposite him is reading, presumably
having spotted an article related to his case, or even a photograph of himself.
In a satirical swipe at social norms, the other passenger, who is dressed like
Enokizu in a business suit, reacts in a slight yet notable way that implies he feels
his personal space is being invaded, and Enokizu instead looks out the window.
Although Enokizu is risking being identified, the other passenger is too con-
cerned with Enokizu’s inappropriate etiquette to notice that he is sitting in close
proximity to a murderer.

In Hamamatsu, Enokizu passes the day at a pachinko parlor where his wanted
poster in on display, but the other players are fixated on winning prizes so do not
recognize him. Even when Imamura implies national panic with a montage of
wanted posters, newspapers, and television news, he shows relatively few people
actually looking at these materials, as if everyone is too immersed in the goals of
their groups to pay attention to a wider problem. When a prostitute from Club
Shiragiku, the business that provides prostitutes to the guests at the Asano Inn,
actually recognizes Enokizu as “the professor” who had procured her services,
another prostitute opportunistically suggests that they could receive a reward for
turning him in, only for the madam to insist that it would not be worth the trou-
ble since they are operating in an illegal industry and therefore need to maintain
a low profile.* Imamura ultimately has Enokizu being apprehended because the
prostitute risks drawing attention to her illegal professional activities by report-
ing his whereabouts to the police after seeing him get into the pawnshop van, but
the filmmaker generally finds moral fiber to be in perilously short supply in the
Japan of 1963-1964, a stance indicated by his choice of a serial killer to navigate
the self-interested socioeconomic landscape of the period.

A Final Statement from Beyond the Diegesis

Vengeance Is Mine is drenched in a sense of the inevitable. Not only does Imam-
ura begin the film with the epilogue, but he constantly foreshadows Enokizu’s
eventual hanging (which occurs offscreen) through visual symbolism, alluding
to a sense of fatalistic destiny on the part of his protagonist. After committing
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his initial murders, Enokizu returns to a room that he has rented and turns on
the light by pulling a chord. As he sits down to count the money, the camera
tilts down and the chord for the light sways back and forth in front of Enokizu’s
face, suggesting a noose. Later, while squatting at the attorney’s apartment, he
goes into an inebriated rage when he cannot find a can opener and theatrically
mimes hanging himself with the dead man’s scarf out of frustration. At the eel
farm, an expressionistic image of a noose and pair of hanging boots appears
suddenly, bathed in garish yellow lighting that is at odds with the naturalistic
lighting scheme of most of the film. Punishment and retribution are twofold
with Enokizu lashing out at society, only for its accepted order to strike back in
the judgment of his actions by the legal system. Locating the Asano Inn near a
cemetery further positions Enokizu not only as a harbinger of death, but as one
whose transgressions will cause his own demise.

Murley (2008: 3) observes that the end of most true crime stories finds the
guilty party being incarcerated or executed, thereby providing a “good old-fash-
ioned reordering of the chaos wrought by crime.” Imamura’s foreshadowing of
Enokizu’s hanging seems to be building toward such a reordering, but in the
film’s final and most audacious act of misdirection—one that merges natural-
ism, surrealism, and the breaking of the fourth wall—the director shows that he
believes nothing of the sort by focusing on two lesser characters who are still try-
ing to come to terms with their relationship to the killer. After the execution of
Enokizu, his father and wife take a cable car to the top of a mountain in order to
scatter his remains. It is a compromise of sorts for Shizuo, who is unable to bury
Enokizu in the family plot following his excommunication, but he still wants to
give his son a spiritual send-off. Washburn (2001: 338) notes that this must be
a sacred place as we see a cable car full of religious pilgrims descending in the
background as Shizuo and Kazuko ascend to the peak, while Rayns (2005) takes
it as a surreal touch since there are so many pilgrims in the descending cable car
that this background detail must have been designed to draw attention to itself.
The location of this climactic scene has been identified as Mount Tsurumi, which
has a view of Beppu and the sea (Muzuhashi 2015). However, this is one of the
few places in the film that is not identified by a subtitle so, although the conver-
sation between Shizuo and Kazuko is played naturalistically, Imamura is now
surrendering any pretense of documentary objectivity. During the ride, Shizuo
and Kazuko talk about Enokizu and their respective futures: Kazuko tells Shizuo
that she received a final letter from Enokizu instructing her not to have another
man, which causes them to laugh about Enokizu’s controlling nature. But what
occurs at the top of the mountain will make them realize Enokizu’s legacy is no
laughing matter.
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Figure 5.3 Breaking the rules to visualize the presence of the restless spirit.

At the observation platform, their attempt to return Enokizu’s bones to
the earth is thwarted as Imamura uses a freeze-frame technique—executed
in an archaic manner that draws attention to itself as a basic special effect—
to leave the remains suspended in mid-air, stubbornly refusing to fall. To
return briefly to “shame culture,” Enokizu’s vile legacy will forever hang over
the family, who will possibly be subjected to social rejection or verbal abuse
regardless of whatever rituals they perform to excommunicate or expunge
his spirit. At the eel farm, Hisano remarks to Enokizu, “You haven’t killed
the ones you really want to.” “Maybe not,” he replies. Enokizu’s hatred for
his father is articulated in its penultimate scene that Washburn (2001: 321)
considers to constitute an “emotional and intellectual climax,” as it finds Shi-
zuo visiting his son in prison while he awaits execution. When pressed by
his father as to his criminal motives, Enokizu explains that he wanted to be
“free” but eventually snaps and states, “I want to kill you.” His lingering pres-
ence through notoriety, though, can be seen as his vengeance on his devout
father, whom he regards as a hypocrite for harboring desires for Kazuko but
not acting on them. However, making this point through the blatant use of
a special effect, which makes a sudden and potentially disruptive late break
from film’s otherwise largely orthodox recreation of events, is surely intended
to do more than restate the Oedipal tension that Immaura’s use of more con-
ventional film language has marked out as the most convenient explanation
for Enokizu’s crimes.
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The final frames of Vengeance Is Mine violate a supposed rule of narrative
cinema—just as the viewer is not usually looked at, fictionalized characters are
not usually privy to the techniques that are used to tell their stories, at least not
in films that do not announce their postmodern sensibilities at the outset. The
shot in which Shizuo and Kazuko look directly at the camera in a state of shock
could be interpreted as Enokizu looking back at them in defiance. Washburn
(2001: 337) considers it to constitute an “arrest of time” as Enokizu refuses to
allow the world to further progress now that he is no longer in it, echoing his
complaints to the police detectives in the opening scene that they will outlive
him. There are a number of moments in the film when Enokizu comes close
to making eye contact with the audience—looking out of the window dur-
ing his police interrogation and glancing over his shoulder when approaching
the Asano Inn—thereby making the spectator complicit in his actions. In this
final scene, however, his restless spirit transcends not only the limits of society
and Japan’s justice system, but also all the cinematic methods that Imamura
has employed to box him in. After spending over two hours trying to achieve
understanding of this aberration, the audience has been unwittingly lured into
Enokizu’s perspective on a hypocritical society, as represented by the uncon-
summated desire between Shizuo and Kazuko, leaving the viewer still uncertain
about the exact reason for his transgressions, but in no doubt that his rage will
reverberate for all eternity.

Notes

1. Imamura reorganizes the chronology on the real case as Enokizu murdered the
women at the inn in Hamamatsu before the lawyer in Tokyo. Also, the apprehension
of Akira Nishiguchi actually came about after he was spotted by an eleven-year-old
girl, not a prostitute whose services he had procured.

2. The city of Beppu lies at the base of a slope of volcanic debris, making it an all-too-
appropriate childhood home of a man who will erupt with devastating rage.

3. The Japanese title of the film, Fukushil suru wa ware ni ari, translates literally as “I Shall
Have Vengeance.” However, both the Japanese and international titles correspond to
common translations of the same biblical verse, Romans 12:19.

4. Vengeance Is Mine highlights unpleasant hierarchies within this collectivism that
should be noted. For instance, those who have turned to the Catholic faith are vic-
timized, while the reaction of the two women who discover the corpse of Enokizu’s
first victim while tending to an allotment garden is casually racist as they almost
overlook the crime because they assume the body to be a drunken Korean.

5. The casting of Ken Ogata in what would be his star-making role exemplifies the
license that Imamura took with the Nishiguchi case, as he has a more ruggedly
imposing presence than his real-life counterpart, at least based on the unassum-
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ing look of Nishiguchi in a photograph that is available online (Headsman 2011).
Many other cast members are theater actors who were unfamiliar to mainstream
cinema audiences so as not to prove fleetingly distracting. However, they are experi-
enced performers and not the nonprofessionals that are cast by directors aiming for
a “documentary-like” quality.

6. Prostitution was outlawed in Japan by the Anti-Prostitution Law of 1956, which
calls for the punishment of the prostitutes rather than the clients. Vengeance Is Mine
illustrates how prostitution continued to remain a thriving industry after the clo-
sure of its brothels through the opportunism of other enterprises. The Asano Inn
provides a space for the prostitutes of Club Shiragiku to entertain their clients, while
the taxi driver who takes Enokizu from the Hamamatsu train station to the inn
serves as a go-between for the two businesses.
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Chapter 6

The Eel: Trauma Cinema

David Desser

By the time 1997 rolled around, Shohei Imamura had not made a film since Black
Rain (1989), an extraordinary achievement, perhaps underrated for its stylistic
beauty that contrasts with its appalling theme. Although only sixty-three at the
time it was made, his health was poor and his energies were dispersed. As the
years passed it is likely that many thought Black Rain was to be his final film,
a fitting elegy to a splendid career. But the seventy-one-year old director sur-
prised everyone with Unagi/The Eel (1997), not only that it was made at all, but
that it was both critically and commercially so well received.

Despite its receipt of the Palme d’Or at the Cannes Film Festival and its
Kinema Jumpo Best One award, very little has been written about The Eel, per-
haps surprisingly, given its success and accessibility. To take the film seriously
beyond its numerous prizes in Japan and the West is to recognize the way
the film responds to the near-collapse of the Japanese economy in the 1990s
when the country suffered a prolonged recession that followed the bursting of
the fabled economic bubble of the 1980s. This stretch of economic stagnation
has been called the “lost decade” (ushinawareta junen). This disastrous situa-
tion led to the production of what I call “trauma cinema,” a cycle consisting of
films that reflect the degree to which Japanese verities had been dismantled.
My understanding of this cycle of the 1990s is a symptomatic one. I read the
films as a response to the trauma of the lost decade. While there are very few
films that deal directly with the lost decade as it was happening, there are
films that take into account the numerous economic and social changes as
they occurred.'

I propose that the overwhelming positive reception of The Eel is owed to
its intense examination of trauma that leads to a (perhaps surprising) happy
end—the overcoming of trauma through a budding romance and the forma-
tion of community, combined with many moments of overt comedy. This is
blended with a film style utilizing the prevailing conventions of the art cinema
of the period, such as the use of long takes and a sometimes static or only
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slightly moving camera that had become the dominant mode of the art cinema
under the influence of Taiwan’s Hou Hsiao-hsien starting in the late 1980s.
Certainly, the art cinema of earlier eras had manifested long takes—Bergman,
Fellini, and especially Antonioni favored takes longer than the Hollywood
cinema to which they were reacting against. The French New Wave, recalling
the films of Jean Renoir and Andre Bazin’s influential writings in favor of the
long take/deep focus style, often made use of takes of Wellesian proportion.
Japanese directors need not have looked too far afield to find long-take vir-
tuosos in their own history, as, for instance, the works of the graceful master
of the mode, Kenji Mizoguchi. But under the sway of Hou, the takes become
more insistently and consistently longer and, rather than the fluid movements
of Renoir and Mizoguchi, the camera is virtually on lockdown. In The Eel, takes
that range in length from forty to fifty seconds are common—the longest take
being three minutes in length. The camera is usually static for all or most of the
shot; when it moves, it does so with very subtle pans or tracks. A couple of the
most important moments of the film occur within these long takes, but one or
two of them are not particularly put to such a use. Rather, the long takes, in
their consistency of length and the small camera movements, create a flowing
rhythm at odds with the dramatic content of a murder and its aftermath, thus
providing both a vision of trauma and the means to its overcoming in the aes-
thetic material of the film itself.

Trauma and the Lost Decade

In the 1980s Japan was perceived as on its way to world economic domina-
tion due to rapid economic growth; growing wealth; large and growing trade
surpluses; rapid-asset price appreciation (land and share prices); and rapidly
rising stock of Japanese-owned foreign assets. The expansion of the 1980s was
fed by low interest rates and government guidance to financial institutions to
continue to lend for investment. Optimism and growth were fed by the asset
price bubble, which had no technological or economic basis: that is, there was
no substantive reason for the bubble (Mendelowitz 2003). These record low
interest rates fueled stock market and real estate speculation that sent valu-
ations soaring throughout the 1980s. In fact, property and public company
valuations more than tripled to the point where a small area in Tokyo was
worth more than the entire state of California. When the Finance Ministry
realized that the bubble was unsustainable, it raised interest rates to try and
stem the speculation. The move quickly led to a stock market crash and debt
crisis, as many debts fueled by the rampant speculation turned out bad. A
great deal of economic insecurity resulted, until finally the issues manifested
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themselves in a banking crisis that led to consolidation and government bail-
outs (Kuepper 2016).

Japan has been perceived as in economic decline since the 1990s, attributed
to the bursting of the asset price bubble, which led to the sharp decline in Tokyo
stock and real estate prices that plummeted; the loss of international competi-
tiveness (especially relative to Asian competitors); a banking system plagued
with Non-Performing Loans (NPLs) and on the brink of collapse; economic
stagnation and recession; rising unemployment; and little opportunity for new
entrants into the labor force. Heroic macroeconomic policies failed to stimu-
late economic recovery, which led to enormous budget deficits and zero interest
rate monetary policy and a government weighed down with massive levels of
national debt and unfunded social obligations. (Mendelowitz 2003). This came
as an enormous shock to the Japanese economy and Japan’s sense of optimism
and accomplishment. After all, by the late 1980s, Japan ranked first in GNP per
capita worldwide. By the 1990s, however,

its economic expansion halted for more than 10 years. The country expe-
rienced low growth and deflation during this time, with its stock market
hovering at record lows and its property market never fully returning to its
pre-boom levels. Some economists . . . blame the lost decade on consumers
and companies that saved too much and caused the economy to slow. Others
blame the country’s aging population demographic and/or its monetary pol-
icy for the decline. For instance, the central bank’s slow response to intervene
in the marketplace may have exacerbated the problem. (Kuepper)

Although the bubble economy ended essentially in 1990, it wasn’t until January
29, 1993, that Prime Minister Kiichi Miyazawa acknowledged that the inflated
economy had essentially collapsed (McNabb 2016).

The social effects of the bubble economy, followed by its spectacular col-
lapse, took only a few years to appear. One manifestation is described by
Megumi Ushikubo in the book Soshokukei Danshi Ojo-man Ga Nippon wo
Kaeru/The Herbivorous Ladylike Men Who Are Changing Japan. Here the claim
is made that about two-thirds of all Japanese men aged 20-34 are now par-
tial or total “grass-eaters” (soshokukei). “People who grew up in the bubble era
[of the 1980s] really feel like they were let down. They worked so hard and it
all came to nothing,” says Ushikubo. “So the men who came after them have
changed.” They are not as competitively minded about their jobs as men in
older generations. They are not interested in dating girls, having relationships,
or even having sex (choosing from a plethora of “self-help” toys instead).
This has spawned a disconnect between genders so pervasive that Japan is
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experiencing a “social recession” in marriage, births, and even sex, all of which
are declining (Otake).

Timothy Iles talks about a “crisis of identity” in recent (post-bubble) Japa-
nese cinema. I am interested here in the notion of “crisis” while Iles is more
interested in the notion of “identity.” For Iles, Japan has undergone “turmoil”
at different times throughout its modern history, such as the Meiji Era and the
Occupation period (Iles 2008: 18-21). At these differing times, the Japanese
underwent such crises of identity in light of the world-changing social and polit-
ical circumstances. A third period of turmoil, this one economic, erupts with the
bursting of Japan’s bubble years. Iles tends to conflate films from the late bubble
years with those made in the post-bubble period. My contention is that the tur-
moil is a function of the enormous shifts in middle-class life that occurred in
the 1990s and shows up in cinema as the decade progresses. There is a sense in
which the concerns of Iles’s fine study overlap with what I am getting at here,
though Iles does not at all discuss The Eel; nor does he mention any of the other
films that I highlight to show how what I am calling the economic trauma and
Iles calls the crisis of identity forms a context in which Imamura’s film should be
seen. Mes and Sharp see both the bubble years and the puncturing of the bubble
as having profound effects on Japanese society and cinema. Discussing the early
films of Shinji Aoyama, they write, “Too many people had been marginalized in
the huge accumulation of wealth of the bubble years. The slow, steady rise of
the ‘80s, followed by its subsequent collapse, effectively left many trapped out-
side of the system, analogous with the pathetic figures . . . in [Shinji Aoyama’s]
Chinpira/Two Punks” (2005: 215).

Director Shinji Aoyama himself notes that at this time, “Something very
strange was happening in Japan which we couldn’t quite put our fingers on”
(2005: 216). Yet as Adam Bingham notes, 1997 could be marked as a turning
point in Japanese cinema. He points to Takeshi Kitano’s Hana-bi, which won
the Golden Lion at the Venice Film Festival; Naomi Kawase’s Moe no suzaku/
Suzaku, which won the Camera d’Or at Cannes, and where Imamura’s The Eel
shared the Palme d’Or (his second such prize); Masayuki Suo’s Shall We Dance?,
which became the highest-grossing Japanese film ever released in the United
States; while Mononoke hime/Princess Mononoke became the highest-grossing
film ever released in Japan, eclipsing ET (1982) (Bingham 2015: 4). The Yomiuri
Shinbun, one of Japan’s major daily newspapers, declared 1997 “the year of the
Japanese film phoenix” (Bingham 2015: 5). If indeed 1997 was a turning point
in Japanese cinema, it is either a coincidental concatenation or the culmination
of a roiling cultural and economic contraction. To appreciate Imamura’s implica-
tion in 1997, we need to look very briefly at a handful of “trauma” films made
around this time.
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Trauma Films, 1995-1997

If 1997 seemed a renaissance of the Japanese cinema in both domestic and

international realms, the year 1995 marks the beginning of a cinematic response

to the bursting of the economic bubble and the long journey through the lost

decade. Such films include:

Love Letter (Shunji Iwai, 1995). On a whim a young woman whose boy-
friend died in a mountain climbing accident writes a letter to him at his
rural hometown address, never, of course, expecting a reply. When she
gets one, she is shocked.

Maborosi (Hirokazu Kore-eda, 1995). This was the first film of the Renais-
sance Japanese cinema to make a splash on the international festival
circuit. A young husband and father apparently commits suicide both
unexpectedly and shockingly. After five years his widow marries a man
who lives in a rural fishing village on the Japan Sea. She attempts and
eventually does come to an accommodation with her beloved first hus-
band’s death. Mes and Sharp note that the film seems consciously mod-
eled on the work of internationally renowned arthouse directors like
Theo Angelopoulos and Hou Hsiao-hsien (Mes and Sharp 2005: 211).

Ashita (Nobuhiko Obayashi, 1995). The director of the cult hit House
releases a film with only a touch of the supernatural in this tale of a
varied group of people who receive mysterious messages from loved
ones who were killed three months earlier in a shipwreck. Though little
known, the film perfectly captures the sense of loss across the society
and the regret at not being able to fully process this loss without magi-
cal intervention.

Okaeri (Makoto Shinozaki, 1995). A young husband must try to under-
stand and come to terms with his wife’s slow decline into schizophrenia.
The static, fixed shots combine with the pale lighting and subdued color
scheme to present an image of suburban life that is rather downbeat and
cold (Mes and Sharp 2005: 203). The economic struggle of the couple—
he teaches at a cram school at night, she transcribes interviews on a type-
writer—is probably not a factor in the wife’s deterioration, but it does
provide a grim background to her disease.

Helpless (Shinji Aoyama, 1995). Set in the crucial year of 1989—the end
of the long, violent, and ever-shifting Showa era and the beginning of
Heisei—“when the collapse of the country’s economy brought about a
severe recession with wide-reaching ramifications . . . the characters [in the
film] represent eras in contemporary Japan, the discord and disconnect
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between the lost prosperity of the recent post-war past and the enforced
hardship of a present.” The film features “problematic patriarchal figures”
that signify the collapse at the end of Showa (Bingham 2015: 3) and the
beginning of the use of the male body as a site of trauma.

Shall We Dance? (Masayuki Suo, 1996). This film is a lighthearted look at
the repressed life of Japanese salarymen. A happily-ever-after story amid
the far more traumatic deaths and illnesses on view in so many of the
other films; yet it should be taken as a metaphor for the dissatisfaction
of the life of a salaryman.

Hana-bi (Takeshi Kitano, 1997). One of Kitano’s most successful films,
especially in the West, Hana-bi is the story of a disgraced policeman
whose wife is dying of cancer and who takes her on one last trip (cour-
tesy of an ingenious bank robbery) until at the end he shoots both her
and himself. Aaron Gerow’s fine analysis of this film in his monograph on
the director does not relate it to immediate social circumstances. Adam
Bingham does relate the film to its immediate social circumstances,
claiming that there are repeated mentions of the recession and attendant
economic hardship in the dialogue. He thinks the oft-noted highlight-
ing of specifically Japanese landscapes and traditions may very well be
a means of negating and overcoming contemporary problems (2015: 6).

Tokyo Biyori (Naoto Takenaka, 1997). This film is based on the true story
of the early death of the wife of famed photographer Nobuyoshi Araki.
“The film is executed in impeccable taste, it is beautifully shot, slow paced
with carefully understated acting, never becoming overly sentimental.
Set before us is a collage of incidents wherein the seemingly trivial and
‘everyday’ in retrospect take on profound significance” (Tooze).

Moe no suzaku/Suzaku (Naomi Kawase, 1997). A lengthy prelude is set
fifteen years earlier in which a small community in rural Nara has been
depleted by an economic crisis. The community awaits a railroad spur
that will revitalize the town, but it never materializes. One day the father
wanders off into the night, his fate unknown until the police find his
body. The film consists of long takes in a documentary style.

Bounce Ko Gals (Masato Harada, 1997). This is a somewhat hyperbolic
but effective look at the real-life phenomenon of enjo kosai (compensated
dating), where high school girls “date” older men, indulging in anything
ranging from conversation to sexual activity. The film wishes to castigate
both the rampant consumerism of the girls and, even more, the often-
perverse sexual interests of the older men.”
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Death—by disease, murder, or suicide—illness, profound sadness, and the
struggle to overcome these losses link these films as responses to trauma, a
symptom of a society at loose ends and suddenly possessed of social dislocation.

The Art of Trauma

Unagi/The Eel was adapted from Yami ni hirameku/Sparkles in the Darkness
(1997), a novel by Akira Yoshimura, whose main interest was Japan’s penal
system and its effects on both prisoners and guards. But in the film the eight-
year prison sentence served by protagonist Takuro Yamashita (Koji Yakusho)
is completely elided. All we learn of his time in prison was that he developed
skills as a barber and that he adopted a pet eel. As Nelson Kim describes: “The
Eel begins as a bloody thriller, turns into a drama of redemption, and finally
becomes a knockabout comedy with surrealist touches” (Kim). Lawrence Van
Gelder’s highly appreciative review in the New York Times sees the film’s con-
cerns as “the possibilities of redemption, the persistence of hope, the achieve-
ment of love and the miracles of rebirth and survival” (Van Gelder 1998). For
a film whose first section concludes with the brutal stabbing of a wife by her
enraged husband, Imamura must make us work to see how redemption, hope,
love, rebirth, and survival can come about. We must appreciate that if The Eel
is a trauma film, it is one with a large difference from those highlighted above:
the trauma is self-inflicted. Disease, death, and suicide all make up the films
discussed above. The Eel differs in that the loss of the spouse and the lifestyle to
which one has become accustomed is due to murder. As much as the protagonist
feels betrayed by his wife’s infidelity, as much as he is enraged by the fact that
she never responded sexually to him as she does to her lover, that is no excuse
for murder; what he does is inexcusable. It is not enough to note that this is the
great insight of Imamura’s cinema—the anthropologist who understands the
animal instinct under the veneer of the blue suit.

The film begins in the summer of 1988, when Japan’s economy was still
strong. If the murder is a symptom, then we need to know of what: what is the
disease? Alienation and humiliation. Imamura sketches out this alienation in
the first six shots. The film opens with an establishing shot of a high-rise office
building, followed by a shot of another building—the bland cityscape of con-
temporary Japan. Then there is a shot indicating the company name via a build-
ing sign. Takuro works for a flour company—unexciting, simply a commodity
to be bartered and sold, a thing that in itself is useless, something that must
be molded, shaped, into something else. A shot of Takuro in a crowded office
is taken from a middle distance so that we see him at work until another office
worker sits down between him and the camera. He is not important enough
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either to merit a close-up or to cut to him straight on. His typicality is then high-
lighted by a pan of his walking to the train station amid the anonymous crowds
as the credits roll. Another pan takes him from the turnstile to the platform
and then onto the train. We watch as the train gets more and more crowded.
But then this blue-suited salaryman takes out a letter from his suit pocket and
begins to read. An over-the-shoulder shot shows us the letter, accompanied by
a woman'’s voiceover claiming that when Takuro goes on his weekly fishing trip,
his wife entertains her lover.

The next series of shots tells us all we need to know about what will hap-
pen next. In a high-angle shot the camera pans as Takuro walks home through
a quiet, rather bucolic neighborhood. He is greeted by a neighbor who notes,
“You're home early,” indicating that neighbors know everyone’s business. The
camera cuts from a crane shot down his exterior staircase and tracks with
him to his back door and stops in the door frame. The wife’s “You're going
fishing tonight, right?” takes on an ominous tone, especially as Takuro walks
through the house to the bedroom while his wife is on the right side of the
frame preparing a lunch for him. This gives us the layout of their small home
and will come into play later when Takuro enters his house after spying on his
wife’s lovemaking. Meanwhile, the wife’s preparing sashimi, deftly slicing the
fish with a knife, has two functions. The first is to create tension as Takuro
watches her wielding a knife, as he will later, grabbing one from a work shed
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Figure 6.1 A long-take, deep-focus shot of the layout of the house with
kitchen on the right and bedroom in the background.
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and using it to slaughter his wife; the second is that later, Keiko, the woman
with whom he falls in love, will prepare lunch in the exact same manner, thus
connecting the two women—and making clear why Takuro will refuse the
lunches that Keiko prepares.

Takuro cuts his fishing trip short and returns home to find his wife with her
lover, as he expected. It is typical of reviews to note that as Takuro spies on his
wife with her lover, she is much more responsive to this man than she is with
him (though we cannot know this at the time; this notion is put forward by
Takasaki, his béte noire, much later in the film). Yet perhaps this is what sends
him into a blind rage—the screen goes red in accord with his feelings. Or per-
haps his feelings go deeper into the realm of a fear of female sexuality let loose,
of the power of women when their desire is unfettered. He stabs the lover with
the knife, but he reserves his true rage for his wife. She looks up at him with
an almost unreadable expression, certainly one containing no fear and perhaps
a little bit of loathing. He repeatedly and horrifically stabs her, the blood spat-
tering onto the camera lens. Then he reverts to his more placid persona, as he
gently covers her nude body with a blanket. Covered in his wife’s blood, he
calmly rides his bike to the nearest police station and turns himself in. These
changes of tone—from rage to placidity—are not only typical of the entire film
but reveal the narrative mastery of Imamura’s cinema at this point in a lengthy
and already respected career.

After he turns himself into the police, the film engages in a major ellipsis,
announcing it is eight years later (1996) as Takuro is paroled from prison.’* We
are at the twelve-minute mark when this occurs, the film having daringly and
economically introduced us to a typical salaryman who is squeezed into an
office and squeezed into a commuter train only to learn that his wife is lust-
fully cheating on him. Except for the quick nine shots of the murder whose
average shot length is five seconds, the rest of this opening sequence has an
average shot length of about seventeen seconds. The longest take in the pre-
murder sequence is almost one minute in length (fifty-five seconds)—a sim-
ple shot of him collecting his fishing rod, giving away the fish he caught (his
wife won’t be preparing sashimi with them, after all), and saying goodbye to
his fellow fishermen. Such a lengthy take (and there are others of thirty and
forty seconds in the pre-prison section) shows Imamura’s willingness to let
things play out in real time. Though it is always tempting to read long takes
as symbolic or for other content- or thematic-oriented components, in fact
the deployment of long takes should be seen as an aesthetic choice and as
part of the art-cinema mode of the time. Although the average shot length for
the film is twenty-three seconds—hardly long compared to A City of Sadness
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with its ASL of forty-two seconds and certainly hardly comparable to Hou’s
Goodbye South, Goodbye (1996) with its ASL of 105 seconds—the majority of
shots in The Eel range between forty and fifty seconds.* The film’s elliptical
narrative, character-driven plot, and long-take style conform to contemporary
art-cinema modes.

The credits, which have intermittently run over this entire sequence, finally
come to an end with Imamura’s directorial credit at the end of the elided eight
years in prison, with Takuro’s release. It is as if Imamura will take credit for
directing the film after this point; Imamura is interested in the effects of the
trauma and possible recovery. This prologue, so to speak, is virtuoso “pure” cin-
ema, a daring condensation of information and action; and the trauma belongs
as much to the audience—shocked by an act as gruesome as anything in the
serial-killer narrative that is Fukushu suru wa ware ni ari/Vengeance Is Mine
(1979)—and the narrative arc of recovery for the protagonist from this early
point is similarly an arc of recovery for the shocked viewer who is attempting to
find his/her narrative bearings for much of the second act.

Return to the Rural

It is well established that for Imamura, the rural contains the essence of Japan
and the real Japan is found among the ordinary people therein. Thus, to return
Takuro to some semblance of humanity following his release from prison, he
must return to the rural. He is given over to the care of a priest who resides in
the town of Sawara. Though only ten miles from Tokyo’s Narita International
Airport and about fifty miles from Tokyo itself, Sawara will function as the
rural with its village atmosphere and collection of comic types who represent
the peasants of old Japan. A tourist guide to the area notes, “The streets remain
much as they were in the Edo period, providing a terrific sense of nostalgia”
(Jnto Japan). The area also has many waterways that provide the opportu-
nity for Takuro to go eel fishing and eventually to release his pet eel. In fact,
the first shot of the town is of a small waterway running through. The priest’s
home is a traditional Japanese-style house that could easily be right out of an
Ozu film. Indeed, Imamura employs the typical Ozu tatami-level shot when-
ever the home’s interior is on view. And Takada, Takuro’s fishing-pal in Sawara,
fishes for eel with a spear from a small boat in another paean to the rural and
traditional. Like much of Imamura’s cinema as a whole, The Eel is a study in
contrasts: the explicit sex and violence contrasting with the symbolism and
minimalism of the middle stretches contrasting with the violence and slapstick
of the third act.
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Figure 6.2 The priest’s traditional house, with characters sitting on tatami
mats, shot from the low level characteristic of Yasujiro Ozu.

In prison Takuro was permitted to keep the eel as a pet. When asked by the
priest, “Why an eel?” he replies, “He listens to what I say” and “He doesn’t say
what I don’t want to hear.” It is as this point when he gets into the car with
the priest that the film’s title “Unagi” (in hiragana) appears. When he arrives
in Sawara, he notes that his eel does not look well, and he fills the plastic bag
in which he carries it with river water. The eel regains his health due to the
water of this remnant of rural Japan, just as Takuro will eventually find his self-
hood restored. Meanwhile, he will communicate with his pet eel, kept in a large
tank in the barbershop that he runs. No one familiar with Imamura’s cinema
can help but be reminded of the shots of the carp in its tank in Erogotoshi-tachi
yori: Jinruigaku nyumon/The Pornographers (1966).

The person that will restore Takuro’s selfhood is Keiko, who, he claims at
one point, “resembles” his wife. The actress who plays his wife and the actress
who plays Keiko are not the same—the wife is played by Chiho Terada, while
Keiko is played by the much better-known Misa Shimizu. However, we can say
that there is a kind of “exchange” in the film between Emiko (his wife) and
Keiko. Initially, he seems to have no regrets for killing his wife, that he thinks
he did nothing wrong. That is the conclusion of the priest and his wife, Misako
(the veteran actress and Imamura-regular Mitsuko Baisho). That he has no
remorse may not be entirely true, however, though he is later accused of the
same thing by Takasaki, an ex-con who torments him throughout the film for
this very reason. Yet he is uneasy when he first spots Keiko walking past his
barbershop, though he says nothing. It may indeed be that she resembles his
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wife, thus his look of unease. Significantly, it is while fishing for eel food that
he spots Keiko lying in the grass following her suicide attempt. As he looks at
her lying there, the film cuts to the bloodied nude body of his wife. A voiceover
reminds him that “while on parole, don’t let yourself be drawn into any kind
of trouble.” Thus, when trying to get help for Keiko there is a possibility of
trouble for himself.

In saving Keiko at some peril to himself—in exchanging her life for his
wife’s, that is (the flashback to his wife’s body while he sees Keiko’s lying on the
ground making this exchange clear)—is the beginning of his redemption. Yet
first he bicycles back to the barbershop as if to ignore what he saw. But he thinks
better of this and leads a group of men back to the site of the body, also on his
bike—the bike being how he went to the police station following the murder.
Now the bike is how he saves Keiko. By the same token, his presence at the
police station links the murder and the rescue. Indeed, a teenager in the police
station, learning that it was a suicide from which the woman will recover, says,
“What a bummer. It wasn’t a murder.”

Keiko is frequently linked with Takuro’s pet eel or eels in general. Not only
does Takuro find Keiko while fishing for eel food, but when Takada spears an eel
while night fishing with Takuro, Takada asks Takuro if he knew the woman that
tried to kill herself. This is when Takuro claims that she resembles his wife, from
whom he is separated. Takuro is initially (and understandably) loathe to admit
to the townspeople that he is an ex-con who was sent away for murdering his
wife. Not only does Takuro toss the eel back into the river, but he finds himself
unable to try to spear an eel. Music comes up on the sound track at this point,
the same leitmotif associated with his pet eel—notes played on an electronic
keyboard made to sound almost like a didgeridoo, with strings played behind it.
There is something almost traditionally Japanese about the main theme of this
motif, reminiscent of the opening music of Mizoguchi’s Ugetsu (1953). Thus,
there is a concatenation of the eel, Keiko, and Japanese tradition in this scene.
The links between his wife’s murder and the eel are highlighted that night when
Takuro dreams of a bloodied eel and then goes out to look at his pet eel in its
tank. The musical motif is heard—thus linking the fishing scene with this night-
time unease. The opening lines of the letter that Takuro reads in the first scene
are also heard in voiceover—a meélange, then, of the eel, the killing of his wife,
Takuro’s inability to spear an eel, and Keiko’s rescue. This is virtually a tour-
de-force of cinematic derring-do, an almost uncanny ability to blend narrative,
theme, and symbolism. Later, again sitting in front of the eel tank, Takuro will
hear the voiceover of the letter, see it in the bottom of the tank, and dive in, at
least in his imagination. When he comes out of this fantasy, his arm is plunged
into the tank until he realizes there is no letter there. Takuro is not untroubled
and unbothered by what he did to his wife.
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Keiko’s dedication to Takuro’s redemption occurs in the very next scene
when Misako brings her to the barbershop. Misako, Keiko, and Takuro sit down,
the two women on the left, Takuro facing them on the right. The shot lasts for
one full minute, a static camera from the time they all sit down. The long take
here is part of the pattern of long takes within the barbershop, though the film’s
longest take, as we will see, occurs on the river where eels will lead to a revelation
about Takuro’s ex-wife. In the meantime, this introduction of Keiko to Takuro
will result in her coming to work at the barbershop. A later scene (one month
later) shows us a neat barbershop with two chairs occupied and two men wait-
ing, one of them claiming that Takuro couldn’t do without Keiko. This first shot
in the shop, taken from behind the waiting customers, lasts forty-four seconds.
A cut to the reverse angle shows us how the shop has become not only profitable
as a hair-cutting establishment, but also a town center as a teenage boy, the one
seen in the police station earlier, comes in to leave tickets for his girlfriend to
pick up later. This take, lasting fifty-two seconds, begins as a static shot that is
held for thirty-four seconds, then contains two slow pans to the left to follow
Takuro across the shop for the duration of the take. Takuro, we learn, is anxious
to prevent rumors about the state of his relationship with Keiko.

Yet if there is no sexual relationship between the two, a genial companion-
ability has clearly already set in, as we see in the next scene where Takuro and
Keiko eat lunch together in Takuro’s small kitchen. Here another static shot is
utilized, one taken at a slightly elevated angle of the seated couple and con-
fining them to only the right portion of the frame. The center of the frame is
occupied by the kitchen sink in the background. The take lasts fifty-one seconds
and although the camera remains static the whole time, the scene ends as both
Takuro and Keiko get up from the table and put their dishes by the sink. Just
before the scene ends, Keiko asks Takuro why he keeps an eel. He says, “An eel
suits me.” He certainly cannot tell her that it was allowed him as a pet during his
prison term and she doesn’t press him further for an answer.

Though most of the long takes in the film either feature a static camera or
a slightly panning one, there is the occasional tour-de-force take. In one such
example, there is a shot taken in the barbershop with Takuro in the middle
ground and the outside background in sharp focus as a garbage truck pulls up in
front of the shop. Soon Keiko will enter the shot from the right, occupying the
foreground. All three planes, foreground, middle ground, and background, are
filmed in deep focus. This composition lasts for thirty-two seconds. Keiko goes
outside to guide the truck around the building, moving offscreen right. At the
same time, the camera does a fast dolly to the right (the direction from which
Keiko initially came) sweeping across the outside of the building until it slows
down as Keiko enters the frame (i.e., the camera has been moving at the same
time that Keiko has been moving offscreen) and the camera stops as Keiko is
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centered in the frame, the sanitation men grabbing up the garbage bags and
putting them in their truck. This fast dolly and then reentrance of Keiko takes
another twenty-six seconds, the whole take, then, lasting fifty-eight seconds.
This is the kind of take that has absolutely no discernable symbolic content or
thematic weight. It is simply a mini-tour-de-force of deep focus and shifting
mise-en-scéne for its own sake. But if the take has no symbolic or thematic force,
the content of the scene does, for it is the case that the older of the two sanita-
tion men recognizes Takuro and vice versa. He tells the priest of this, concerned
that the townspeople will learn of his past.

The small boat is another space where long takes predominate. When Takada
makes an eel trap, the two men go out at night to try it out. Here, again, eels are
linked to the women in Takuro’s life. Takada notes that Takuro didn’t divorce his
wife, but that she died, something he can tell because he lost his wife as well. But
Takuro claims at this point, “I've had my fill of women.” The take is a static one,
lasting almost one minute. The camera is positioned on the water and seems
to float along with the row boat it is filming. Another night shot taken on the
water, as the two men have caught two large eels in Takada’s trap, lasts a little
more than thirty seconds. The same positioning of the two men in the boat with
the camera floating on the water watching them occurs later, in a daytime shot
that is the longest in the film, lasting an impressive three full minutes. Eels,
wives, and women are again the subjects of the discourse, though this time the
link between eels and women, between the water-dwellers and the land-lubbers,
is made more anthropologically apparent.

Figure 6.3 Of eels and women; the longest take in the film.
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The shot begins at dawn, the sun casting only a little light on the water. As
the boat floats gently on the water, so does the camera, initially panning as the
boat floats left to right, but then almost imperceptibly floating in sync with the
boat. It is likely that the camera is handheld with a steadicam, the camera opera-
tor and perhaps an assistant or two in the shallow water near the riverbank.
Takada offers a disquisition on the reproductive cycle of the eel, beginning with
the observation that it was once thought there were no female eels. This com-
ment and the subsequent lecture follows Takada’s inquiry as to Keiko’s absence.
This again links Keiko and eels. In fact, this subject of eel reproduction follows a
sequence where Keiko learns she is four months pregnant (her absence in Sawara
is due to her visit to a gynecologist in Tokyo), which is followed by a flashback
scene of her lovemaking with Dojima, her now-estranged boyfriend who has
located her in town (discussed below). Human reproduction and eel reproduc-
tion are juxtaposed. A pause in the conversation to put the eel trap in the water
is followed by Takada’s noting that he saw the papers Takasaki had posted on
the barbershop window. Takasaki, after trying to rape Keiko, posts a sutra and
a notice on the window. The following morning, Takuro discovers them on the
ground, the notice reading, “Don’t be so smug, you filthy wife-killer.” Takada
asks Takuro if it is true. We then get the most intense dialogue Takuro delivers
in the film, a dramatic moment aided by the camera’s slow move in to a closer
shot. He says, “I couldn’t forgive her . . . because . . . I loved her. I couldn’t help
myself. [ often wondered how I could kill the one I'loved so much. I just couldn’t
forgive her.”

Immediately following this three-minute take we are back at the barbershop
in front of the eel tank at night. The drama that closes the boat scene continues
here as Takuro laments to the eel that “when I killed Emiko, I died along with
her. I didn’t want . . . I couldn’t accept anyone else.” This revelation, combined
with the previous lament, indicates that he has been plagued all along by his
act. There is a strange moment earlier when he is bathing at the priest’s house.
He sits in the tub and holds his hands in front of his face. Later, he confesses
to Keiko that he murdered his wife. He says, “I tried to forget, but these hands
can’t.” Just as importantly, he comes to ponder the letter that incriminated his
wife. “That letter . . . I wonder who wrote it?” He then has a vision of being ques-
tioned, “What did you do with the letter?” He claims he threw it away. At this
moment, he runs backward away from the eel tank, repeats that he threw it
away, and then is seen running around the bottom of the eel tank wondering
where he threw the letter. And then, most significantly, he thinks that maybe
there was no letter. We later learn that there was no letter and that is when we
realize that he has come to terms with his actions.
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The climactic moment of Takuro’s coming to terms occurs at the night-time
party held in honor of Keiko’s ridding herself of her boyfriend. This is Imamura
demonstrating the importance of community, as all the barbershop regulars
along with the priest and his wife are in attendance. While Keiko and Misako
dance and Yuji plays the guitar, Takuro gets in the boat with his eel and poles out
a few yards from shore. He says goodbye to the eel, recalling Takada’s disquisi-
tion with his own sentiments and claiming that he and the eel are similar. But
as he does so, Takasaki appears out of the water, clearly a hallucination. Earlier,
the two men had a fight in the barbershop—a fight filmed counterintuitively.
Instead of the usual fast-cutting such a scene would typically merit, this one is
filmed in only seven shots with an ASL of fifty-three seconds. Takasaki, on the
losing end of the fight, claims that Takuro is a “boy scout” when it comes to sex
and that Takuro killed his wife out of jealousy when he saw how his wife’s lover
satisfied her in ways he couldn’t. Whether this strikes a chord with Takuro is
hard to say. But the hallucination-Takasaki is surely right when he says, “There
was no letter. Jealousy made you hallucinate.” At that point, Takuro lets the eel
go into the river. His acceptance of Keiko’s pregnancy and claiming the baby as
his though it isn’t (see below), and telling Keiko not to have an abortion, are his
redemption. He no longer needs the eel for company, and in preventing Keiko
from having an abortion he saves another life, now having saved both Keiko and
the baby. The community has rallied around him, and at the end Keiko tells him
she will wait for him and be there at the barbershop when he gets out of prison.

Money—Trauma—Redemption

Imamura has two redemptions in mind, both Takuro and Keiko. She too must
learn to deal with trauma—the events that led up to her suicide attempt. Her
trauma is even more directly related to the cultural trauma of the bursting of
the bubble economy. This is played out on the ruined relationship between
Keiko and Eiji Doujima. Keiko is deeply worried about whether her mother’s
mental illness is hereditary and deeply angry when she realizes that Doujima
wants her mother’s money. His need for money gives the film its direct con-
nection to the post-bubble economy. Doujima is a failed financier, a specula-
tor whose attempt to get his hands on the thirty million yen held in a bank
account belonging to Etsuko (Keiko’s mother) is symbolic of the economy that
robs and swindles its way to success until it ultimately fails, as happened in
Japan in the 1990s.

Almost exactly halfway through The Eel, during a deceptively complex forty-
two second-take, the villainous Doujima enters the barbershop. When Keiko
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Figure 6.4 It’s all done with mirrors: note the entrance of Eiji Dojima in

deep focus in the background.

comes in and sees him, we get a flashback to the incidents that led to her sui-
cide attempt. The scenes that begin with the flashback are intended not only
to further the links between Keiko and Emiko, but to establish a connection
between Keiko and Takuro. The flashback begins with Keiko at a train station,
just as we saw Takuro at a station in the first scene. She is bringing her mother
back from a rest home in Akita, a northern prefecture, to put her in a mental
hospital in Tokyo. The night before they do so, they dine in Doujima’s apart-
ment. This is a one-scene-one-shot sequence, lasting one minute and twenty-
six seconds. Its importance is clear when Etsuko dons a red scarf and begins an
impromptu flamenco dance and claims she is “Akita no Carmen” (The Carmen of
Akita). The camera watches as she dances around the table and off to the left,
a smooth pan following her. When Keiko and Doujima make love later that
night (the important connection to Emiko is further established in showing
her in the throes of sexual passion just as Emiko was earlier, both explicitly
displayed), Keiko sees her mother spying on their lovemaking and wonders
whether mental illness is hereditary. Later, Keiko will visit her mother in the
Tokyo mental hospital, where she finds her mother leading the entire ward in a
flamenco version of Carmen.

In the final fight in the barbershop, when Doujima comes to look for Keiko and
the bank book she took from his office, we see the final exchange between Keiko
and his wife along with the final link between Keiko and the eel. First, Misako, to
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get everyone to stop fighting, announces that Keiko is pregnant. Doujima first
claims the child is his, but Keiko insists it is not (it is, of course). When Doujima
angrily asks if it is Takuro’s, Keiko says nothing. After along pause, Takuro answers
that the child is his. It is important to note that Takuro and Keiko have not slept
together, though perhaps the whole town thinks they have. When Doujima leaps
at Takuro, Keiko—and this is simply too important not to acknowledge—picks up
the eel tube and gets into the fray. First, she accidentally hits Takuro with it. Then,
going after Doujima, she accidentally breaks the eel tank. Wounding Takuro with
the eel tube and releasing the eel from its tank sets Takuro free to finally acknowl-
edge his love for Keiko. This he does in the long-take sequence of one minute and
twenty-three seconds, where the two walk and talk with the camera leading them
down the road away from the police station. (His freedom from reliance on the eel
we see in the river scene discussed above.) Though he must serve about one more
year of prison for parole-violation for fighting with Doujima, Keiko says she and
the baby will wait for him. She does so as Masaki stands beside her, a symbol of
not just the formation of a new family unit but of community. Masaki has all along
eagerly waited for UFOs to land in the field across from the barbershop, even
using Takuro’s barber pole to help attract them. No one in the circle of friends that
come to surround Takuro and Keiko ever make fun of him. In fact, one night there
is a party in the crop circle they made as they all await a UFO landing. Except for
Masaki, they don’t necessarily believe a UFO will appear; but they hope one might
for Masaki’s sake and will do everything to help make that happen. By the same
token, they will all await Takuro’s release and return as regulars to his barbershop.
The rural community has thus redeemed Takuro from being a murderer with only
his pet eel for company.

Notes

1. We can look to the Korean cinema as a model for how social affects show up as
symptoms. Kate E. Taylor-Jones notes,

The cinematic method for the extrapolation of the South Korean past has often
been conducted via a violent exposition of the (male) individual in crisis. The
male-in-crisis figure can be seen in many of the films to have emerged from
South Korea over the last two decades . .. [Such films] focus on an individual
male subject as the site of tensions and stresses that traverse South Korean
society. (2013: 75-76)

The male body as the site on which the symptoms of trauma play out is seen,
for instance, in one of South Korea’s most important and powerful films, Bakha
satang/Peppermint Candy (1999). Unlike most Japanese films, Peppermint Candy
directly confronts many of the traumas of the recent South Korean past, including
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the Gwangju Massacre of 1980 and the 1997 IMF crisis. The Japanese films do not
all focus on men, though they largely do, and the violence they inflict on others or
upon themselves is symptomatic of the increasing violence and shocks in Japanese
society of the period.

2. The finest film to emerge from this cycle, even including The Eel and Hana-bi, is
Eureka (Shinji Aoyama, 2000), “a film about reconstruction, about starting anew and
finding a way of living when the old way has disappeared forever. The visual beauty,
particularly that of the landscape, works as an influence on this process of regenera-
tion’ (Mes and Sharp 2005: 227). A bus driver and two children survive the bloody
end of a bus hijacking and form a new family unit based on their trauma. The film is
nearly silent, as long takes and long shots predominate. (Many critics write that it is
“four hours” in length. It is 217 minutes.) The bus driver is played by Koji Yakusho,
star of The Eel.

3. Although eight years served for murder seems a light sentence, we should realize
that Takuro is released on parole and is at the end of the film returned to prison for
parole violation. As it happens, the death penalty is rare in Japan and life without
parole is not an actual sentence. Instead, what is called muki chéeki, imprisonment
with labor for an undefined term, is sometimes imposed, but even here murderers
may hope for parole after two or three decades. It is likely, given his early parole,
that Takuro was sentenced to choéeki, imprisonment with labor, usually imposed
for a defined term of up to twenty years. Choeki seems to be reserved for morally
culpable crimes like murder or theft. Labor as punishment reflects the Japanese
emphasis on kyosei (corrections), kdsei hogo (rehabilitation and protection), and
shakai fukki (returning to society). Part of the exercise is thus for jukeisha (inmates
or, literally, “people receiving punishment”) to acquire skills and discipline. Thus,
Takuro has learned to be a barber in prison—which stands him in good stead upon
his release—and the discipline is seen early on in his release as he marches rather
than walks. (See Jones for a discussion of Japanese sentencing and prison laws.)

4. The average shot length and percentage of moving camera shots in Hou’s films are
taken from Udden (2007). The average shot length and other aspects of style in
The Eel are my own calculations and observations.
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Chapter 7

The Insect Woman, or: The Female
Art of Failure

Michael Raine

Introduction

The Insect Woman was by far the most financially successful film of Shohei
Imamura’s career, and a critical triumph, too. Bringing in more than 350 mil-
lion yen over a record four-week run, it returned at least ten times its produc-
tion budget. The film was the third-highest-grossing film of 1963, beating all
the star vehicles for Nikkatsu’s “diamond line” of “dynamite guys,” and coming
in behind only Akira Kurosawa’s High and Low and Toei’s all-star period film
Seizoroi tokaido. In fact, The Insect Woman was among the top twenty-five most
successful films of the twenty years after World War II, the only film not head-
lined by a big star until the most lucrative film on that list, Tokyo Olympic, was
released in 1965 (Tahara 1977: 204; Iwasaki 2003: 258). Why was Imamura’s
film, made only reluctantly by the Nikkatsu studio, such a commercial and
critical success?

This chapter argues that The Insect Woman came at a turning point in the
modernization of the Japanese economy, and of the film industry. With the
spread of television and the decline of the family audience in cinemas, studios
turned to “adult” topics such as cruelty, sexuality, and violence aimed at an
increasingly male audience, shot in new ways that relied less on the relatively
high production values of earlier studio cinema. At the same time, the defeat of
the forces that resisted Japan’s subordinate role in its Cold War alliance with the
United States, and the enshrinement of “income doubling” and “high economic
growth” as national policies, caused some Japanese intellectuals and cultural
workers to turn away from the progressive narrative that envisaged Japan as
following a Western path to economic and cultural modernity. They emphasized
instead indigenous (dochaku) aspects of Japanese society, not simply as residual
elements but as ongoing and formative in the experience of most Japanese, in
the cities as well as in rural areas.
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That emphasis was both a refuge and a warning: The Insect Woman pits the
shomin (the common people) against the bourgeois shimin (the citizen; the
urban, westernized subject of political rights and duties), but in Imamura’s
hands the shomin become the senmin (outcasts; the exploited exploiters that
make up the lower levels of both rural and urban Japan under high economic
growth) (Kanesaka 1964b: 41). Imamura joins a long line of filmmakers who
sympathize with female protagonists whose suffering is caused by Japanese
modernization, but The Insect Woman foregrounds that protagonist’s selfish-
ness and materialism, and refuses easy depictions of an untouched, authentic
Japan. Although it is often cited as a masterpiece of naturalist filmmaking,
from another perspective the film’s exaggeration of primitive Japaneseness
echoes Yanagita Kunio and Hanada Kiyoteru’s strategy of “using the premod-
ern as a negative mediation to overcome modernity,” while its mix of docu-
mentary footage and grotesque comedy draws on contemporary strategies
of distanciation, found in avant-garde theories of documentary and perfor-
mance, that mark it as a significant moment in the history of the “Japanese
New Wave” (Hasebe and Sat6 2003: 622; Tsurumi 2008: 175).

The Insect Woman

Imamura said of The Insect Woman that he wanted to make “something pre-
sented ‘just as it is’ (jojiteki) . . . a flat scenario, just facts and conclusions
lined up in a row, with no linkage between one scene and the next” (Imam-
ura 1994: 1279). The film traces the life of Matsuki Tome (Sachiko Hidari)
through a series of episodes that span the years 1918 to 1961. We see Tome’s
birth in an isolated mountain village in Yamagata, in northern Japan, and
we see her witness a “primal scene” between her mother and Onogawa, a
demobilized soldier who may be her real father. We see her work at her fam-
ily’s landlord’s silk mill, where she is raped by the landlord’s son and conse-
quently gives birth to a daughter, Nobuko (Jitsuko Yoshimura). We also see
Tome’s intimate relationship with her intellectually disabled father, Chuji
(Kazuo Kitamura), who sucks pus from a boil on her leg and milk from her
breasts when Nobuko will not nurse. Further episodes show her patriotic
labor in a silk-spinning factory during World War II and her affair with a
union foreman there after the war that leads to another betrayal. We then
see Tome “emigrate” to Tokyo, where she works for Midori (Masumi Har-
ukawa), the mistress of an American soldier. Midori’s daughter is scalded
to death when Tome’s sexual curiosity causes her to eavesdrop on Midori’s
lovemaking. To assuage her guilt, Tome attends meetings of a postwar new
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religion (shinko shukyo), where an officer of the sect is also the madam of an
unlicensed brothel. Madam Suma (Tanie Kitabayashi) employs Tome as a
maid but tricks her into serving a client, who rapes her. Suma threatens to
withhold payment and forces Tome to acknowledge that she is now a pros-
titute. In the second half of the film, after the madam refuses to pay the
hospital bill for an ectopic pregnancy, Tome betrays her to the police and
establishes a call-girl ring of her own. However, after a visit home during
which she shocks Nobuko by offering her breast to her dying father, Tome
is betrayed in turn to the police by her own maid. When she emerges from
prison she finds that her lover, Karasawa (Seizaburo Kawazu), has taken
Nobuko as a mistress. Abandoned by both lover and daughter, Tome works
as a cleaning woman until Nobuko takes Karasawa’s money and returns to
the model farm that she is developing with her agricultural school comrades.
Karasawa commissions Tome to get Nobuko back and the film ends in media
res as Tome climbs a mountain road toward the farm.

These episodes cannot be understood apart from how they are repre-
sented. The Insect Woman broke the rules of studio filmmaking: it was the
first Nikkatsu film to be shot entirely on location, using long lenses and
in long takes, with almost no built sets or post-recorded sound, and lim-
ited artificial lighting. The film’s images, while typically sharp and carefully
composed, often feature areas of darkness or shallow focus, and bodies are
cut off by the frame line as they move through the cramped field of view.
Wireless microphones and hidden cameras allow for scenes to be taken
unawares in public spaces, a setting that, along with the lack of three-point
lighting, makes the distinction between protagonist and environment less
pronounced than most studio films. Sato Tadao described those raw images,
and the performances they reveal, as “a pinnacle of Japanese naturalist real-
ist cinema” (Nihon no shizenshugi rearizumu eiga no kyokuchi) (Sato 1980: 71).
Whatever the meaning of “naturalist realism,” there are other aspects to the
film’s presentation. Newsreel footage of well-known incidents in postwar
Japanese history is cut into the film, from the “bloody May Day” of 1952
and the battles over the expansion of the Tachikawa air base in 1957 to the
deadly Typhoon Isewan of 1959 and the struggle against the America-Japan
Security Treaty (Anpo) in 1960. That footage is juxtaposed with narrative
sequences in which the events take place offscreen, to the indifference or
annoyance of the protagonist. Other sequences end in freeze frames, some-
times accompanied by a voiceover, for example of Tome’s maudlin diary
entries, recited as waka poems, while yet more close-up still images are dis-
tributed throughout the film.
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SING %5’ NEWAUS. JAPAN' TREATY!

Figure 7.1 Newsreel footage of the demonstrations against the America-
Japan Security Treaty in June 1960, with superimposed text. The placard
gives the text of the famous Article 9 of the postwar Japanese constitution,
which renounces the right to make war.

Melodrama and Comedy in The Insect Woman

The tone of The Insect Woman differs from the reverence that characterizes the
long history in Japan of social problem melodramas centered on women and
directed by male “feminisuto” (Saté 1970: 24). As Kanesaka Kenji argues, Mizo-
guchi, Naruse, and even Kinoshita see women’s exploitation from the position
of the men in their films, engendering feelings of guilt and longing for forgive-
ness, or, I would argue more cynically, a kind of male connoisseurship of female
suffering in the history of Japanese prestige melodrama (Kanesaka 1964b: 41).
However, Imamura focuses on female frustration rather than male guilt, lead-
ing to films that present more directly the disordered subjectivity of the women
who endure exploitation. Torn from an intimate relation with her father, Tome
is exploited at every turn until she becomes both cruel and pathetic: merciless
in her exploitation of her fellow prostitutes but “submissive, dominated, and
sentimental” in her relations with men (Tessier 1997: 61). As Bill Mihalopoulos
writes, “Tome’s life is tragic because she desires the very things that dominate
and exploit her” (Mihalopoulos 2008: 286). However, the mood of the film is
not simply tragic horror and pity. As Sat6 Tadao writes about the freeze frames
of Tome’s melodramatic poses: we can’t help laughing at the banality of Tome’s
poetic expression, but the brilliance of the film’s comedy is that we’re not laugh-
ing at her foolishness but admiring the toughness with which she manages her
sense of frustration (Sato 1970: 26).
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= Jlicountimy, money
through bltter tears

Figure 7.2 Freeze frame of Tome counting her money after she has been
tricked into becoming a prostitute. The lament is both heartfelt and
absurd in its sentiment and 5-7-5-7-7 waka-style intonation.

That robust buoyancy is what differentiates The Insect Woman from the
woman-centered films of Mizoguchi and others: its dominant tone is comic
rather than the melodramatic. Women do not decline gracefully toward the
ground as they do in a Mizoguchi film—in the final image, Tome freezes in mid-
air as she leaps a puddle, a gesture that reminds Kanesaka of Chaplin (Kanesaka
1964b: 41). Sequences are edited to create visual gags that end the scene, as
in the jealous Chuji’s wordless looming when Matsunami comes for Tome, or
Nobuko’s startled reaction when a silk moth lands on her. In a more cynical
register, editing creates virtual punchlines that juxtapose the cruel inevitability
of exploitation with absurd images of greed, anger, or desire. For example, the
freeze frame of Tome counting her money that follows the two-and-a-half-min-
ute take in which Suma coerces her into prostitution. Or the parody of Hideko
Takamine’s refined Keiko in When a Woman Ascends the Stairs (Mikio Naruse,
1960) when Tome returns home to find her maid making side-deals, just as she
had in similar circumstances. Outraged that she had paid for Hanako’s cosmetic
surgery (to compensate for scalding her hand), Tome breaks the vinyl nose she
bought her. The scene ends when Nobuko arrives to find Tome at her most
embarrassingly deranged.

Comedy is often connected to sex in The Insect Woman. From the raucous
conversation of the women in the silk factory to Midori’s role-playing as a
prostitute and comparison of her American and Korean boyfriends, wom-
en’s rejection of sexual propriety is often played for laughs. After a series of
extreme close-up photographs of Karasawa in bed with Nobuko, the longest
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Figure 7.3 After having beaten with a piece of firewood the last person

to try to take Tome away, Chuji’s sudden looming behind Matsunami
creates a kind of ironic visual punchline.

take of the film adopts a similar shot scale to follow his hairy hands as he paws
and mouths her naked body. But when the old man finally kisses Nobuko on
the lips, his false teeth fall out and the disturbing scene is broken up by her
helpless laughter. As Matsushita Keiichi quipped, the basis of Japanese com-
edy is not French “esprit” or American “mechanism,” but the “eroticism of the
lower level of Japanese culture (Nihon no kisé bunka).” Echoing Bakhtin before
Bakhtin was widely known in Japan, he argued that “Japanese couldn’t survive
the tragic exploitation of agrarian society without the comic eroticism of the
lower orders” (Matsushita 1971: 22).

Sex and The Insect Woman

Why did two million Japanese watch a film without major stars made by a
director who had not released a film in almost three years? Like comedy, sex
sells. Scriptwriter Keiji Hasebe and Imamura chose to write an “erotic” script
after the rejection of their first draft of Intentions of Murder, with the inten-
tion that this one not be “left on the shelf” (Yasumi 1964: 40). Even a bare
plot summary of The Insect Woman indicates that it pushed the boundaries
of sexual representation in Japanese film. Although there were already films
marked for adult audiences only, the reformation of the Japanese industry
censorship body, Eirin, after the “Sun Tribe” scandal of 1956 led to the intro-
duction of the term “adult film” (seijin eiga) in 1957 (Endd 1973: 206). The
term was initially used in a sense close to Barbara Klinger’s, to indicate serious
films with content unsuitable to general audiences, and saw a similar but more
rapid shift to signify pornography (Klinger 1992). Early adult films included
Untamed Woman (Arakure, Naruse, 1957) and Bakumatsu taiyoden (Yuzo



The Insect Woman 121

BAOXBIAHIEEEAIEBIBIEI 0 8L

.5

‘»5

-HIn) - BT

==

SRRIT
—
v

7=
<
&
B
<
43
>
1%
<
w
7

<& ™
G

ALk RNBTHER BDEE
Fann wguBly nRsy
SURE ¥ E-op® SR
I'sxe I%-B33F 2-3FF

AAnRRNNN - BE

Figure 7.4 The Insect Woman press sheet (advertisement, Kinema junpo,
November 1, 1963, unnumbered photographic front section). Whatever
Imamura’s intentions, the film was promoted as one of the new “adult films.”
The text on the right reads: “I am a praying mantis! A woman who stubbornly
survives by sucking men’s lifeblood! The great Imamura Shohei’s bold style
exposes the truth of a woman’s body in this controversial film!”
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Kawashima, 1957), scripted by Imamura, as well as several films by Yasuzo
Masumura. Those films were produced by major studios, but with the rise
of Okura Eiga and other independents in the early 1960s, “pink films” (soft
pornography) overwhelmed the list. There were 19 designated adult films in
1957,13in 1958, 5in 1959, 11 in 1960, 7 in 1961, 5 in 1962, 18 in 1963, and
86 in 1964, when Daydream (Hakujitsumu, Tetsuji Takechi) was distributed
by Shochiku and caused a scandal. If the 1960s was a “season of politics,” it
was also, as Ueno Koshi has noted, an “age of flesh” (nikutai no jidai) (Yamane
1992: 128). Unlike Imamura’s earlier films, both The Insect Woman and Inten-
tions of Murder were designated adult films.

Even before The Insect Woman, which was advertised with an image of Tome
being suckled by her own father, Imamura had a reputation as a “sex mon-
ster” (Kanesaka 1964b: 43). His attraction to prostitution was personal, not
merely sociological, and when he wanted to put a bar hostess in the film she
replied, “Imamura Shohei? A dirty film like his? No way!” (anna kitanai eiga
yame yo!) (Katori 2004: 177, 181). Even the president of Nikkatsu, which ben-
efited enormously from the film at a time when cinema audiences were in steep
decline, complained that it was “dirty” (Takano 1979: 210). However, although
Tsumura Hideo publicly criticized The Insect Woman from his position as film
critic for the Asahi newspaper, describing it as “confused” (waizatsu) using a
character from the word “obscene” (waisetsu), the general critical response
was far more positive (Tsumura 1963: 11). In 1965 Masumura defended his
own interest in sex and violence as the essential themes of cinema by arguing
that the “ero boom” was led not by studios, which worried about limiting the
audience, but by young directors such as Shohei Imamura (Masumura 1999:
145-7). Other writers also praised Imamura, comparing him to Ingmar Berg-
man in international art cinema as introducing a new, more explicit sexuality
to Japanese film (Ishido 1971: 30; Muramatsu 2003: 96). Prize-winning author
Yoshiyuki Junnosuke dismissed Tsumura as sounding like a PTA, claiming that
though the images were merely “crappy realism” (kuso rearizumu), it was pre-
cisely Tsumura’s confusion that made the film exciting: “in jazz, it would be
called ‘funky’ (qtd. in Katori 2004: 184). The richness of The Insect Woman as a
film derives from the confusion between that “crappy realism” and something
more avant-garde.

Dochaku, or: What’s the Matter with Yamagata?

In his Asahi newspaper critique, Tsumura Hideo was outraged by the liberties
Imamura took with the relation between Tome and her father, Chaji: “This kind
of damp and dirty sexual connection between parent and child does not exist.
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This is not healthy eroticism but a step into a grotesque world” (Tsumura 1963:
11). That reaction to Imamura was not uncommon. Yasujiro Ozu, for whom
Imamura had worked as assistant director, once asked him, “Why do you always
write maggots (ujimushi)? Why not write a decent character for a change?” Imam-
ura acknowledged that predilection even before The Insect Woman was released: “I
tend to want to forcefully marry the problem of the lower half of the human body
with the lower level of Japanese culture (Nihon no kisé bunka) that stubbornly
churns out everyday life (nichijosei)” (Imamura 1994: 1279) This often-repeated
quotation is usually translated differently, to make sex seem like the natural
mode of expression of the lower classes. But Imamura is quite clear about his own
agency in making the connection, and his ambivalence about that lower level, in
his films. He also announced that this chronicle of a “human living an inhuman
life, thinking only of herself and ignoring her surroundings” would allow him
to explore “what it means to be a Japanese” (Asahi shinbun 1963a: 9). Imamura
continued that line of thought at the press screening, saying that “maybe women
will hate this film and think it’s a world that has nothing to do with them. But
I feel this is a basic model of what it is to be Japanese” (Shioda 1992: 201).

In later years, Imamura recalled that he was motivated by a friend’s stories
of being sent into the mountains by the Japanese Communist Party to foment
a Maoist revolution in 1952. The students in those “Mountain Village Opera-
tion Units” (sanson késakutai) were told that the local people were primed for
revolution, but in fact the activists were spurned and soon arrested. Imamura
sided with those who criticized Eurocentric cultural politics and critical theory
for being out of touch with ordinary Japanese people, whose lives were still
informed by indigenous culture and folk beliefs (dochaku bunka and dozoku
shinwa) (Imamura 2001: 40). The search for indigenous modes of life, rooted in
the soil (dochaku) and prior to Western contact, was common after the failure
of the 1960 protests against the renewal of the America-Japan Security Treaty
(Anpo). Hirosue Tamotsu wrote a series of books on premodern popular cul-
ture that informed the 1960s avant-garde (Goodman 2001: 348-50), and in the
early 1960s Yoshimoto Takaaki savagely attacked political theorist Maruyama
Masao in the name of “the people” who, he claimed, were ignored by progres-
sive activists (Yoshimoto 2006: 397-400). Although he was involved in theater
at Waseda University and knew communist students, Imamura was never very
radical himself. As he wryly put it in 2004: “During the season of politics the
only thing I was interested in was Yanagita Kunio and folklore studies. How did
Japanese create today’s society and sense of values? It wasn’t the democracy
forced on us by America but folk beliefs and rules passed down from ancient
times” (Imamura 2004: 105). If we are to understand The Insect Woman we must
follow, and question, Imamura’s own trip into the mountains, taken not in the
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spirit of abstract political liberation but as part of a keen desire to see, smell, and
taste the Japanese soil.

Yanagita Kunio was a Meiji-era bureaucrat who, failing in his attempts to
relieve rural poverty, resigned his position and dedicated his life to the study
of Japanese folk practices (minzokugaku), which he believed retained the true
ways of ancient Japan. As Hashimoto Mitsuru argues in a powerful re-read-
ing of his work, Yanagita understood “the geographical distinction between
centre and periphery as a temporal distinction between modern and ancient”
and “juxtaposed the beliefs he found there with the consciousness of contem-
porary Japanese, who took distorted modern life for granted and accepted
the modern as the best of all possible worlds” (Hashimoto 1998: 137). How-
ever, Yanagita abandoned the dream of discovering an authentic Japan on the
margins of the new nation-state, since it had already been corrupted by top-
down forms of social organization such as national rather than local shrines.
He claimed instead that the true Japan lived on, now invisible, in the frag-
mentary memories of ancient customs on the part of the “common people”
(jomin) that only he, Yanagita, could interpret. In Yanagita’s “new nativism”
(shin kokugaku), modernity in Japan was forcefully introduced from outside,
so native modes of life were preserved as an invisible layer that must be exca-
vated from underneath superficial modernization (Hashimoto 1998: 142).
Imamura adopted from Yanagita a strategy of “investigation” (chosa) by which
he filled three notebooks with the life history of a woman from the provinces
who had come to Tokyo and run a call-girl ring (Katori 2004: 233; Sato 1980:
72; Hasebe and Imamura 1962). Yet Imamura also learned from Yanagita that
“investigation” was not dispassionate but an imaginative recreation of a mode
of existence that endured, albeit in fragmentary and disordered ways that
required the agency of his reconstruction, in the city as well as the country.

Bill Mihalopoulos adopts Yanagita’s early, spatial model of center and periph-
ery, arguing that “The Insect Woman constitutes the Japanese village as a topos
free from the commands and obligations imposed upon Japanese life by the twin
forces of modernization: the nation-state and capital” (Mihalopoulos 2008: 279).
However, Imamura’s portrait of the village seems less rosy than this “space for
the spontaneous enjoyment of life” in which “the Japanese people were transpar-
ent to one another” (279). The bond between Tome and Chuji may be innocent
(Shimizu Masashi calls it “eros” rather than “incest”), but the village is already
subject to the family register system, its land is parcelled among petty landlords,
and the farmers are absorbed into a cash economy, selling their silk cocoons to
the local spinning mills that were the foundation of Japanese economic mod-
ernization in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries (Shimizu 2001: 132;
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Tsurumi 1992). Even inside the farmhouse, the hand loom is operated by the
grandmother, whose face is invisible in a shot dominated by the sound of the
beater she relentlessly operates, like a machine. Tome and Nobuko may both fan-
tasize a mutual “couple” (fiifu) relation to Chuji, but this is not representative of
rural life. Tome’s intimacy is mocked by Rui and obstructed by her family, who
trick her into working for the landlord to pay back their debt. Only Chuji is con-
nected to the hand-powered and filthy past: he whittles offerings to the female
mountain god, slogs through chest-deep water, and checks the liquified human
manure by tasting it.

Rather than presenting the village as a prelapsarian ideal, The Insect Woman
shows that there is no outside to capitalism in twentieth-century Japan.
Money is constantly foregrounded in the film, as a topic of conversation and
as banknotes or handfuls of dirty coins. Tome’s family exploits her loyalty
just as the state exploits her initial patriotism. Chuji endures as a devalued
remainder, but even those beliefs are shown to be corrupted. Tome is delivered
with the help of a shaman, but the shaman is played by Tanie Kitabayashi,
who also plays Madam Suma. The magic of the mountain gods is replaced by
a new prosperity religion in the city, but in both cases superstitions are used
to control and console life in the bottom layer of society. The rest of the film
is one long round of betrayal. When she is promoted by madam Suma, Tome
immediately betrays Take, the only fellow prostitute who had visited her in
hospital, as shamelessly as her own family exchanged her body for debt relief
and schemed to trick Chuji out of his land. Tome then sells out the madam
when she refuses to pay her hospital bill, and goes on to cheat Midori, Miyako,
and the other “call girls” of their promised cut even as Karasawa uses her to
lubricate a business deal.

Political theorist Matsushita Keiichi wrote one of the most perceptive evalu-
ations of The Insect Woman on its release. He points out that Japanese modern-
ization was built on the exploitation of rural women, part of a class that was
now migrating to the cities in the period of high economic growth. Matsushita
argues that this creates a “dual structure” to urban society and politics: only
one-third of the population (the white collar and big factory workers) exhibit
“city consciousness” and are addressed by ideologies of economic growth and
social progress; the lower orders (teihen, kiso) are “fought over by communists,
the LDP, and new religions” (Matsushita 1971: 23). Despite the “consumer
revolution” and “leisure boom,” Matsushita argues, The Insect Woman focuses
on the two-thirds of Japanese who are not part of that culture, through a for-
mally conscious investigation of the “lower half of the body indigenous to Japan
(Nihon ni dochaku no kahanshin)” (Matsushita 1971: 24, 21).
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That investigation involves sound as well as image. Accent is one of the pre-
eminent markers of difference in Imamura’s films, sometimes turning speech
into a kind of sound effect that marks the character with a comic alterity. Critic
Hasebe Hideo came from northern Japan and thought by her convincing accent
that Sachiko Hidari did too (in fact, she was raised in Toyama, some way south-
west of Yamagata, where the rural scenes are set). Hasebe describes listening
to Tome’s stereotypically “hick” regional accent in the cinema: “Laughing along
with the audience, at the same time I felt my heart freeze” (Hasebe Hideo 1964:
57). That reaction was not just personal: in a period of mass migration, many
people, including artists and critics, came from the provinces to the metropolis.
That migration implicates the smooth space of Japanese capitalism that incor-
porated the hinterlands into a unified system but it was also the ground of a felt
inequality, an ambivalent pride and shame central to the work of artists such
as Shuji Terayama and Tatsumi Hijikata. There is a tension in The Insect Woman
between Imamura’s social position as the upper-middle-class son of a doctor
from Tokyo, graduate of the prestigious Waseda University, where he studied
with the leaders of a new generation of shingeki theater actors who also appeared
in his films, and the marginal position of his films’ outlaw protagonists, marked
by regional, ethnic, and gender differences. For example, Tanie Kitabayashi and
Kazuo Kitamura were members of prestigious shingeki theater troupes in Tokyo.
Imamura’s approach is now regularly described as anthropological or even ento-
mological, but at the time some critics were more skeptical. As Sugiyama Heiichi
put it, Imamura “is interested in dochaku things like a foreigner, a novelist look-
ing for local colour” (Sugiyama 1971: 29).

Perhaps Hazumi Tsuneo was right that there was no incest in mountain vil-
lages. But the question is not one of accuracy but of who speaks, and for whom.
Imamura always discussed The Insect Woman as if he had written it, but the film
was co-authored with Keiji, Hasebe who claimed to have produced the first draft
(Yasumi 1964: 41). Hasebe was not simply a native informant. Although he
graduated from a Yamagata high school in 1933, he took part in avant-garde
theater with his friends who had studied commercial art at a time when Dada,
surrealism, and expressionism had a strong influence (Mizutani 1977: 203).
Hasebe went on to write scripts for Heinosuke Gosho and Kon Ichikawa, includ-
ing scripts for A Billionaire and A Full-Up Train that are masterpieces of absurd
humor. He claimed that he was never satisfied until he had included something
surreal in his scripts, and that he had invented the montage of newsreel and
drama in the film: “When [ wrote The Insect Woman, 1 deliberately made it dia-
lectically surrealist” (204). Perhaps Tsumura’s “step into a grotesque world” is
precisely Imamura and Hasebe’s strategy of “grotesque realism” that destabi-
lizes the existing social order by foregrounding the body in “acts of defecation
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and copulation, conception, pregnancy, and birth” (Bakhtin 1984: 21). It makes
Japan seem strange to Japanese audiences, forcing them to reflect on “what it
means to be Japanese.” That strangeness goes beyond the extreme behavior in
the film to the mixed modes of its presentation: documentary and fiction, quo-
tidian naturalism and absurd interruptions, deeply inhabited roles and radical
changes of tone.

Documentary and the Avant-garde

With audiences in steep decline, studios in the early 1960s were focused on the
bottom line. After Imamura went over budget on Pigs and Battleships, and the
film was not a hit, Nikkatsu did not allow him to make a film for almost three
years. At 33 million yen, the budget for The Insect Woman was slightly below
average, which supports Imamura’s claim that, despite the difficulties it raised,
his turn to all-location shooting using wireless mikes and direct sound was
justified by its speed and economy (Izawa et al. 1994: 1270; Sekikawa 2002:
216). But, like the French New Wave before him, there were other than budget-
ary reasons for this turn to a “documentary” aesthetic. Imamura explained to
Kinema junpé in October 1963 that he was searching for a new style: “We who
were trained in the studios have absorbed a certain way of doing things. I want
to find a different way. That’s why I chose the all-location method and discarded
the convenience of working on a set” (Imamura 1994: 1279).

Imamura was two years older than Susumu Hani, who had already made a
name for himself as a documentarist before using similar techniques on Bad
Boy, chosen by Kinema junpé as the best film of 1961. Hani made She and He
with Sachiko Hidari, his then wife, just before The Insect Woman, and both films
played at the Berlin Film Festival in 1964, where Hidari won the prize for best
actress. As Furuhata Yuriko has shown, there was a general concern with the
representation of “actuality” in Japan around 1960, a consequence of leftist
interest in “reportage,” as well as the growth of television news programs and
a documentary film industry making commercials for Japan’s expanding indus-
trial sector (Furuhata 2013: 3-5). For example, film critics and members of art
study circles founded the group Cinema 57 to make Tokyo 1958 for the Brussels
World’s Fair (Expo 58), while young filmmakers such as Toshio Matsumoto pro-
duced experimental advertising films such as Ginrin (1955) and wrote theory in
documentary film journals such as Kiroku eiga.

The visual style of The Insect Woman is strongly affected by Imamura’s deci-
sion to use equipment and techniques common in the world of documentary
filmmaking. Black and white film stock, faster than color, allowed him to shoot
in mostly natural light, while the cramped dimensions of real farmhouses and
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Figure 7.5 Tome, followed by Nobuko, in the middle ground. Radio
microphones pick up their dialogue in the crowd, but they are

not recognizable until the end of the shot.

apartments (Imamura made a point of not removing paper screens) forced the
camera to remain static or to chase action in shallow focus through pools of
shadow. Cinematographer Shinsaku Himeda said they used two cameras with
long (150-mm) lenses to further flatten the space (Asahi shinbun 1963b: 9).
Rather than the centered, highlighted image and closely miked (often post-
recorded) speech of the typical studio film, hidden cameras with long lenses
and wireless microphones created scenes that must be scanned to find the
speaker. Referring to the shot of Tome and Nobuko walking in a crowd of eve-
ning shoppers, in 2001 Imamura recalled that he wanted “acting that makes
you think ‘that’s really real” (nakanaka shinjitsu da na to iu shibai) (Imamura
2001: 45). Although such responses to the film are now commonplace, the his-
torical distance and ambivalence of that statement—reality produced through
acting, as a feeling rather than epistemology—Ileaves space to rethink the
ways in which The Insect Woman is a naturalist film, or a film in the documen-
tary style.

The resemblance to contemporary documentary, for example, was not very
deep. The Insect Woman lacked the explanatory voiceover of NHK series such as
Nihon no sugao that introduced Japanese regions to the metropolis, but it also
lacked the accusatory voiceover and tight shot scale of more radical films such
as Nagisa Oshima’s Forgotten Soldiers (Wasurerareta kogun) on NTV’s Non-fiction
gekijo, broadcast three months before The Insect Woman was released. Although
there was a boom in TV geography documentaries between 1961 and 1963 that
showed Japanese regions to the nation on multiple TV channels, The Insect
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Woman lacked the maps and local products that were a feature of even the short
film on Yamagata directed by Noriaki Tsuchimoto and shot by Tatsuo Suzuki,
part of the Discover Japan series on NET, produced by Iwanami Films and spon-
sored by the Fuji Iron and Steel company.

The Insect Woman is also posed and choreographed in a way that orthodox
documentaries did not allow. Performance and blocking was so important to
Imamura that he could spend all day in rehearsals without shooting anything
(Katori 2004: 31). That planning intensifies scenes of power and cruelty in
shots of long duration, like the two minutes we spend watching the prosti-
tutes draw blood from a vein and then from a cat. The lack of fill light in long
takes of tense confrontations among family members or prostitutes may seem
documentary-like, but the carefully positioned top lights tend to outline the
main character and allow slight movements to significantly alter the mise-en-
scéne. In a film with an average shot length of 30 seconds, far longer than most
contemporary documentaries, the second longest take in the film (after the
shot of Karasawa with Nobuko) consists of a newly forceful Tome persuading
the other women at the unlicensed brothel to quit the imprisoned madam
Suma and allow Tome to run them as a “call girl” ring. Tome’s false openness
and Miyako’s suspicion are indicated not only by their speech but by slight
tilts of their heads, up toward the light and down into shadow. The careful
construction and stylistic extremity of The Insect Woman speaks to Imamura’s
search for a “different way” of making dramatic films, more avant-garde than
contemporary documentary.

Documentary filmmaker and theorist Toshio Matsumoto’s manifesto “A
Theory of Avant-Garde Documentary” was published in Kiroku eiga in 1958
and was edited and republished in his book Eizo no hakken in December 1963.
Against the self-effacing orthodoxy of “objective” documentary, Matsumoto
insisted on the subjectivity (shutai) of the filmmaker in an encounter with
an active object (taishé), different from mere material (sozai). He argued that
the goal of avant-garde documentary should be a dialectical confrontation
between the objective “thing-in-itself-ness of the exterior world” of natural-
ism and the subjective “thing-in-itself-ness of the interior world” of surreal-
ism, to “grasp the totality of the conflict and the unity between the exterior
world and the interior world, aiming for a synthesis of both” (Matsumoto
2012: 150-51). Matsumoto said he met regularly with Imamura in 1963
and praised The Insect Woman as the best film of the year, not for its eth-
nographic portrait of an underrepresented way of life but for its schematic
representation of the blocked possibilities of political change in post-Anpo
Japan. Matsumoto argues: “Imamura sees in Tome’s consciousness, and the
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conditions of existence that support it, a structure of self-alienation in which
the energy that could revolutionize the existing political situation instead,
in a negative sense, gives form to the everydayness of the current state of
affairs” (Matsumoto 1967: 83-84). Rather than protest, Tome “desires the
very things that dominate and exploit her,” repeatedly begging Karasawa for
a “stability” (anteisei) that echoes the leftist critique of post-Anpo Japan as a
period of “relative stabilization” (sotaiteki anteisei) under the LDP-led “1955
system” (Curtis 1999: 22). Matsumoto criticized the “naive naturalism” of
Imamura’s documentary methods (Matsumoto 1967: 84) but then goes on
to argue that Imamura’s “documentary-like rejection of sets, pretty lighting,
and after-recording” pushes us close to reality in order to dialectically negate
it. Imamura “repeatedly breaks the mood of sympathy with the protagonist
of the chronicle film through the relatively high number of cold, objective
shots, the limitation of movements and pans, the insertion of still frames
and photographs, and the attempts to fix the object in an estranging, fro-
zen gaze (taishé o ikateki ni gyoshi shiys)” (Matsumoto 1967: 85). Kanesaka
Kenji also highlights disruptive aspects of The Insect Woman, such as Mayu-
zumi Toshiro’s modernist music and the use of the high-reverb microphone
in some shots, and likens the film to the contemporary “informel” movement
in gestural painting: “I don’t understand why the film is overwhelmingly seen
as realism” (Kanesaka 1964a: 69).

Imamura and Brecht

Imamura famously called himself a “country farmer” in contrast to Oshima’s
samurai (Bock 1978: 288), but he was less at home in the provinces, and more
of an intellectual, than he let on. He was born and raised in Tokyo to an edu-
cated upper-middle-class family, and he recalled his brother taking him to the
avant-garde little theater Tsukiji shogekijo (Sato 2003: 386). While at Waseda
University he was heavily involved in shingeki theater, which became the
main conduit for introducing Brecht to postwar Japan through Senda Koreya
and others. A translation of Brecht’s drama theory was published in 1954,
and after Brecht’s death in 1955 several articles per year on Epic Theatre,
Verfremdung, and other aspects of his dramaturgy were published in jour-
nals that Imamura or his close college friends and shingeki actors Shoéichi
Ozawa and Kazuo Kitamura would have known (Tanigawa and Akiba 1986:
163-87). Mother Courage was performed in Kyoto in the mid-1950s, and the
top shingeki troupe Haiyuza performed The Good Person of Setzuan in 1960 and
The Threepenny Opera in 1962. Those major productions were accompanied by
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a spate of Brecht’s easy-to-stage documentary-style lehrstiicke from smaller
companies at the time Imamura was engaged in a production of his shingeki
play Paraji (1962), which contained many of the themes he and Hasebe had
first elaborated in the scripts for Intentions of Murder and The Insect Woman
(Iwabuchi 1982: 111-29).

Derived in part from Japanese classical theater, Brecht’s Epic Theatre empha-
sized “clear description and reporting” as well as “choruses and projections as
a means of commentary” to disrupt the unthinking emotional identification
with the character in dramatic theater and to “portray social processes as seen
in their causal relationships” (Brecht 2014: 176). The Insect Woman presents a
grotesque everyday world in a long-take style with relatively little camera move-
ment, into which it introduces disruptive textual effects, from the sudden inclu-
sion of newsreel footage to freeze frames and voiceovers that, Hasebe Hideo
argued, create a gap between “objective” image and “subjective” sound and elicit
audience reflection (Hasebe Hideo 1964: 57). There is a diagrammatic quality,
too, to the historical newsreels that interrupt Tome’s life. The events interro-
gate Tome’s ignorance but also, dialectically, the gap between what progressive
intellectuals saw as the major punctuation marks of twentieth-century Japan
and the lives of people living at the bottom of that society. Imamura waited
days to film the scene at Cathy’s grave in order to include the American mili-
tary airplanes landing, but the relation between foreground and background
remains ambiguous (Muramatsu 2003: 88). As Saité Ryuho argues, “People talk
about the historical events in the film while ignoring land reform, and talk about
Tome’s disinterest in politics without talking about how politics rejects the par-
ticipation of people like her” (Sait6 1971: 17).

In a Brechtian frame, the “forceful” (muriyari) aspect of Imamura’s “I tend
to want to forcefully marry the problem of the lower half of the human body
with the lower level of Japanese culture that stubbornly churns out everyday
life” comes to the fore as a mark of the active, subjective engagement with
the material world that Matsumoto championed. The “just as it is” (jojiteki)
of Imamura’s description of the scenario as “something presented ‘just as
it is’ . .. a flat scenario, just facts and conclusions lined up in a row” seems
less straightforward when we consider that Brecht’s Epic Theatre, with its
“clear description and reporting,” is known in Japanese as jojiteki engeki. And
Matsumoto’s claim that the film’s project is to “fix the object in an estrang-
ing (ikateki), frozen gaze” is a direct reference to ikateki koka, the Japanese
translation of Brecht’s Verfremdung (cognitive estrangement). In a sense, The
Insect Woman is a remake of Brecht’s Mother Courage. As Kanesaka Kenji points
out, circularity and repetition structure the film: like Mother Courage, “Tome
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learns along the way to be an exploiter but in the end is back at square one”
(Kanesaka 1964b: 38).

Matsumoto criticized Imamura for putting “a lot of weight on realistic
(hakushinteki) acting” because “he cannot overcome his faith in realisticness
(shinjitsurashisa)” (Matsumoto 1967: 85). Though deglamourized, without
makeup and spotlights, perhaps realism is not the best description of Sachiko
Hidari’s tour-de-force performance, and Imamura’s relationship with his actors
was more contentious than Matsumoto allows. There is something gestural
about Imamura’s realism, from the funny accents of his theater actors to the
typage of dancer-turned-actress Harukawa Masumi (Midori), whose stage
nickname was “daruma-chan,” after the rotund doll. Katori Shunsuke claims
that Imamura chose Sachiko Hidari over Junko Ikeuchi and Kyoéko Kishida
for her earthiness but also, astonishingly, that he had asked superstar Hibari
Misora to play the lead, which would have produced a completely different film
(Katori 2004: 176, 183). Although reviews of The Insect Woman praised Hidari’s
acting as “superb,” critics were divided on whether Imamura identified with
Tome, sympathetically or as self-critique (Ogawa 1965: 152; Katori 2004: 66;
Kanesaka 1964b: 41). According to Hidari, Imamura despaired of her perfor-
mance, claiming that he wanted her to play a “four-sided” role but she insisted
on playing it in a “three-sided” way (Muramatsu 2003: 81). The director would
bully the pregnant Hidari on the set, promising that the infamous breast-
sucking scene would be done quickly and then insisting on multiple takes, or
pulling open her legs for the gynecological examination that Tome undergoes.
Although Hidari shared the “anger” of Imamura’s postwar generation, she also
regarded him as a male chauvinist (Muramatsu 2003: 86). Hidari saw herself in
Tome, a rural woman with similar wartime experiences (Muramatsu 2003: 81),
but the film reveals a tension between identification and alienation. Hidari’s
powerful performance shifts rapidly from innocent to submissive to exploit-
ative and then resigned, each tone layered with moments of absurdity. Brecht’s
“cognitive estrangement” (Verfremdung), “a technique of taking the human
social incidents to be portrayed and labelling them as something striking, some-
thing that calls for explanation” (Brecht 2014: 180), informs repeated scenes
of Tome’s unrequited sexual desire that leads her to eavesdrop on Midori and
roll on her bed, or the orality of sucking and tasting that is such a prominent
feature of the film. In short, Imamura acted like a bully and a pervert to draw
out the contradictions in Tome’s situation: perhaps, like Brecht and Mother
Courage, it was not Imamura who empathized with Tome but Sachiko Hidari,
or her audience.

Imamura eclipsed Oshima as the representative New Wave filmmaker in
the early 1960s. Even before French critics praised The Insect Woman for its
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“Brechtian” qualities at the Berlin Film Festival in 1964 (Yamada 1994: 1532),
Sekine Hiroshi had called the newsreel footage in the film historical “shocks”
that interrogate Tome’s shomin consciousness, and compared it to the “detached
representation” (tsukihanashita byosha) of the film that brought Brecht’s ideas
into cinema—Godard’s Vivre sa vie (1962, released in Japan three days after The
Insect Woman, in November 1963) (Sekine 1964: 29; Thompson and Bordwell
2009: 521). That same year, [zawa Jun enumerated three postwar generations
of Japanese filmmakers, headed by Akira Kurosawa, Kon Ichikawa, and Shohei
Imamura (Izawa 1964: 24). The Insect Woman was voted best film of the year by
critics at the mainstream journal Kinema junpé and at the more vanguard Eiga
hyoron, which gave top place to each of Imamura’s films from 1961 to 1968 (Sato
and Kishikawa 2003: 824-32). In Katori Shunsuke’s words, “Students in the
1960s would no more miss a new Oshima or Imamura film than they would skip
reading Sartre or Dostoyevsky” (Katori 2004: 63). To complete the circle, when
Godard came to Japan in 1966, he named Hani and Imamura as filmmakers
engaged in similar projects, and praised The Insect Woman when it was screened
for him (Shibata and Shirai 1994: 1643).

Conclusion

The turn to indigenous (dochaku) culture in early 1960s Japan was a symptom of
high economic growth. While conservatives increasingly trumpeted Japan’s cul-
tural difference, anti-capitalist intellectuals struggling with a post-Anpo sense
of defeat (zasetsukan) employed those local resources to “overcome modernity
using the premodern as a negative mediation” (zenkindai o hiteiteki baikai to shite
no kindai no chokoku) (Hasebe and Saté 2003: 622; Tsurumi 2008: 175). Art-
ists also looked to Brecht and other theorists for ways to break the fetters of a
naturalism that quickly became a chronicle of despair (Goodman 2001: 350).
The Insect Woman is caught between a rationalist, ethnographic view of Japa-
nese underdevelopment and those dark forces that animated the avant-garde.
Toshio Matsumoto recognized Tome as a woman whose “shomin-like indigenous
lifestyle consciousness (dochakuteki na seikatsu ishiki) is ingrained in her body”
such that she is motivated by an “instinctual logic of eat, do, sleep; she thinks
only of what is directly in front of her” (Matsumoto 1967: 84). Tsumura Hideo
objects to the gratuitous scene of Tome pausing to urinate in a mulberry field
as her father lies dying, but for Imamaura this shomin is not simply the warm-
hearted communitarian of more conventional films but an outcast (senmin), or
even an animal (Tsumura 1963: 11). That grotesquery, and the artificiality of
its representation—the field was planted for the film, with a farmhouse drawn
on sheets of paper, in order that Imamura could include the mountain range in
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Figure 7.6 Tome urinates in a mulberry field. Imamura had the field planted,
and one of the farmhouses drawn on paper, so that he could get

this shot against the mountain range.

the shot—estranges this depiction of “what it means to be Japanese” (Iwamoto
2001: 181; Asahi shinbun 1963a: 9).

Imamura’s treatment of regional, ethnic, and sexual difference raises ques-
tions about his role in representing marginalized Japan. Mockery is not far
from the surface of the film, which played to predominantly male audiences
in Nikkatsu cinemas, nor of a 1960s criticism that reveled in descriptions of
sexual and other transgressions. Nevertheless, some critics were sensitive to
Imamura’s balance of sympathy and critique. Kanesaka Kenji argues that female
characters are sexually humiliated again and again in Imamura’s films, but he
sees the women’s ability to endure their own humiliation not as a weakness but
as a strength greater than men’s (Kanesaka 1964b: 41-42). That “female art
of failure,” characterized by exploitation and illegitimacy but also endurance,
distinguishes The Insect Woman from typical Japanese melodramas. The film’s
sexualized imagery and grotesque comedy, presented in the mixed modes of
contemporary art cinema, with hints from avant-garde forms of documentary
and theatere, put into question both a narrative of economic and political mod-
ernization and a conservative nostalgia for indigenous Japan.

In 1964, in an astonishing metaphor Matsukawa Yasuo likened The Insect
Woman’s still images to the photographs in albums of ancestors that brides
brought with them when they married in Japan’s patriarchal family system,
albums that spread across Japan like “fungus” or “phlegm,” or an “atomic cloud”
that “wraps us up, protecting us from all suffering” (Matsukawa 1964: 30).
He writes that he had always enjoyed those photographs, but after seeing The
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Insect Woman his ancestors in the albums seemed like “bunraku puppets with
mouths split from ear to ear” (30). In Imamura’s Brechtian critique, Japanese
modernization, and the patriarchal family system that supports it, is cognitively
estranged from the Japanese audience:

When this female lineage of mother and daughter is superimposed on the
genealogy of the family (ie) the inhumanity of that family system is mani-
fested, and when it is superimposed on May Day and Anpo, for example, the
extraordinary flimsiness of the history of Japan constructed by men is cast
in a different light. Men, excluded from this female lineage, exhibit a dispir-
ited and sorry pose.

Rather than Satd’s masterpiece of “naturalist realism,” Matsukawa argued

¢

precisely the opposite, praising The Insect Woman as a “wonderful abstract
film—perhaps the first in a Japanese cinema obsessed with naturalism
(shizenshugi banzai)” (Matsukawa 1964: 31). The film established Imamura as
the leading light of new Japanese cinema in the mid-1960s, but its abstractions
paled before the disjunctive political modernism of the “hard to understand”
(nankai) films of the “art theatre tribe” shown at ATG cinemas from 1968
(Kurahashi 1971: 37). Hasebe and Imamura’s script won a prize in a 1962
anthology of best scenarios, but in 1967 Toshio Matsumoto mocked Imam-
ura’s A Man Vanishes and criticized the clear structure of his films, claiming
that their linkages are “strikingly rationalist. All the images link to the total
meaning, with no waste . . . We should turn to what till now seemed wasteful:
the untaken subject, the discarded film, the connection that doesn’t connect”
(Matsumoto 1967: 100). Displaced from the cutting edge of the Japanese New
Wave, critics (and Imamura) fell back on an undialectical sense of The Insect
Woman'’s representation of indigenous Japanese culture. Yet on its release the
film was most perspicuously praised not for its nativist nostalgia but for its
negative dialectic that questioned the society of high economic growth. As
Kanesaka Kenji put it, “In this age in which we are surrounded by a new culture
based on the control of objects, Imamura’s primitive society based on a vision
of the gods is the strongest resistance we have” (Kanesaka 1964b: 45).
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Chapter 8

The Obscene in the Everyday:
The Pornographers

Lindsay Coleman

Shohei Imamura’s fascination with the abject, social undesirables and with
taboo relationships permeates much of his work. Even what is arguably one
of his warmer, more sentimental narratives, The Eel, features as its central
character a mournful cuckold and killer. When he fully embraces the darker
side of life, as in Vengeance Is Mine, Imamura is pitiless, unflinching, incisive
in both his imagery and characterizations. What audience could forget the
sight of the serial killer Iwao Enokizu urinating on his hands to wash off the
blood of his latest victim? This casual moment in the film, free of editorial or
cinematographic accent, shot in a wide master, is emblematic of Imamura’s
gift for a style both shocking and unflinching in its clear-eyed observation
of life’s true misfits and its painful or transcendent moments. Of necessity,
such a style, observational in its willingness to capture or convey the layered
psychic and social influences on a scene, is atypical when compared to many
of the norms of cinema. Imamura depicts the actor Ken Ogata head to toe,
full frame. He crosses the frame harried, adrenalized. He notices his hands,
sees the blood, makes a split-second decision. He removes his penis from his
trousers, urinates a quick stream to rinse his hands, then crosses offscreen
left. There is no insert from his point of view, no Hitchcockian realization
of the incriminating blood. Rather, there is the human animal in the fore-
ground, the nondescript, unmoved Japanese countryside in the background.
Ogata’s physicality is the scene’s central focus, but also Imamura’s choice to
film at a remove, to frame this addled killer in a nondescript space, is central
to his message. Enokizu’s murder of his fellow tobacco company employee
finds meaning in its social moment, in the fact that this conman has been
forced to execute a peer who like him occupies the periphery of Japanese soci-
ety. The observation of the killer, in his context, the style of its presentation,
is central to Imamura’s thesis.
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The shocking scene described in Vengeance Is Mine is symptomatic of
Imamura’s approach. However, while that film is radical in its structure and
timeline, it lacks the wild stylistic flourishes of his earlier film The Pornographers,
perhaps a more indicative work of Imamura’s stylistic range. The marginalized
context of the characters could not be clearer. This film offers up a compelling
portrait of Japanese society as permissive, profligate, and absurdly commer-
cialized. Characters are poor, with few options, in work or in love. The low-
rent, industrialized processes of the film’s title characters, all in an effort to
feed the never-ending appetite for pornographic content, speak to such quali-
ties within a society. In turn, they create a thematic filter wherein sentiment,
desire, ardor, and passion are all calibrated by the invasive presence of smut.
However, paradoxically, sexuality and sexual desire are presented not as com-
modified in the film, but rather as a shocking, and ungovernable, quantity.
Their presence within the narrative triggers, conversely, the bemusement of
the film’s protagonists and an increasing stylistic incisiveness on the part of
Imamura himself in his role as director. This chapter analyzes the means, via
lighting, editing, composition, and the sequence of scenes, by which Imam-
ura established a unique directorial approach to allow for the interrogation
of taboos such as incest, sexual attraction toward minors, and indeed the
manner in which sexuality may pervade a wide range of social and economic
activities. For this approach to be better understood, contextual writing on
pornography in modern society is analyzed. To further understand how a pre-
cision in style allows for the exhaustive sociological analysis to which Imamura
aspires, the chapter also analogizes the work of Imamura to that of another
famed observer of society, the novelist Marcel Proust. Both seek to place his
varied subjects beneath an inquisitive stylistic lens that is expository, ana-
lytical, and observational. In doing so Imamura may engage more fulsomely
with the specifics of the social moment of his subjects, the immediate context
that defines their thoughts, emotions, and responses as human animals, very
much like the cinematic observations of a naturalist of human beings. This
is, finally, contrasted with filmmakers detailing similar scenarios, specifically
Sam Mendes and Alfred Hitchcock. The ultimate purpose of this chapter is to
place Imamura’s stylistic and narrative ambitions within a broader cinematic
and novelistic tradition, wherein through style the author of the work aspires
to the status of social scientist as much as storyteller.

Shohei Imamura is a self-designated naturalist of those upon the margins.
He shies from no taboo interaction, no forbidden word or moment of human
impulse, be it judged evil or pure. His characters are murderers, cuckolds,
serial killers, prostitutes, low-rent criminals, and rapists. They may also be vic-
tims, wives, landladies, callow youths, or brusque everymen. Intriguingly, in
this respect he resembles a grand novelist in the nineteenth-century tradition,
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prizing his God’s eye view, and in so doing designating himself an ironic mor-
alist. In one interview, Imamura declared that he considered human beings
and animals similar, and his work was about attempting to make the distinc-
tion: “I ask myself what differentiates humans from other animals. What is
a human being? I look for the answer by continuing to make films” (Lapre-
votte). Indeed, there we could trace a consistent inclination to drawing paral-
lels between animals and humans throughout his filmography, which always
implies more than a visual metaphor and a moral analogy.

In our present cultural moment this may be more difficult to easily appreci-
ate. We live in the era of reality television where a constant stream of images
of all levels of social interaction fills our viewing hours. We have become accus-
tomed to viewing the human animal in every kind of social setting. We can
watch the British Royal family go about their codified social duties or marvel at
the shamelessness of the nouveau riche in the Real Housewives franchise. We may
access almost any social scenario, from the upper class at leisure to prostitutes
selling their wares. The notion of watching for the purpose of vicarious thrills, as
extracted from documentary, reality television, and narrative film, has traveled
beyond cliché. However, Imamura’s impulse was distinct from this. First, his
oeuvre evolved during a period in which such content was scandalous at best,
banned at worst. Second, shock value and the documentation of life, not titilla-
tion, were Imamura’s stated aims. He sought, like a journalist imbedded in a war
zone, to depict the marginalized and lower classes from their own perspective.
To what was this in aid? Other than a narrative and thematic egalitarianism,
Imamura strongly believed in the need for a comprehensive cataloguing of the
psychic, physical, and sexual realities of the underclass. To do this he sought as
complete an absorption of their paradigm as might narrative cinema permit,
and in turn his documentary work complemented that which would not easily
fit the more rigid dramaturgy of his theatrical features. If, in short, there were
the commercial cinematic equivalent of a social scientist in mid-century Japa-
nese cinema, Imamura was that man.

An easy analogy to this enterprise would be the work of the great early
twentieth-century novelist Marcel Proust, whose great project was cataloguing
life in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Paris. Proust believed in the
possibility of art and style to capture the dynamics that fueled a given social
moment. Proust was a master technician as a writer, as capable of exploring the
psychologies of the French upper class as was Imamura capable of analyzing the
Japanese underclass. His immersion in characterization was so great that he
could transcend his own psychology through his work, taking objectivity to its
most reasonable extreme. Sections of his book explore the antisemitic views of
his elite class in French society during the late nineteenth century, specifically
in relation to the Dreyfus Affair. A tortured court case surrounding the wrong-
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ful conviction of a Jewish soldier, and the scandal revealed deep antisemitism
in elite French society. Ironically, Proust himself was Jewish, yet he articulates
the whims and prejudices of his class without obvious bias or moralistic com-
ment. In doing so, he engaged with the issues of his time in a manner in which
it appeared that partisan issues had themselves hijacked his narratives. In The
Guermantes Way, the Dreyfus Affair, a major scandal of the Third Republic of
France, courses through the novel. Effectively, the discourse, the voice of said
aristocrats, came in the mind of his readers and friends to dominate the work,
taking on its own life separate from Proust’s pro-Dreyfus stance as a Jewish
man. The manner in which Proust achieved this supposed position was by
design, however. Proust was able to use his stylistic gifts to place his characters
in a world seemingly unimpeded by his own editorializing, a world that made
explicit their sexual, ethical, and emotional peccadillos. During the years of the
Dreyfus controversies Proust sought to develop himself as an artist by turning
his literary gifts, previously focusing primarily on his own psyche, and that of
his narrator, to the larger issues animating the society, of which the Dreyfus
Affair exemplified so many. He honed his

sense of observation and his literary craftsmanship . .. detecting nuances
of approbation or approval, undulations in social status, discreet or open
barbs and witticisms, double entendres, tacit boundaries of acceptable social
behaviour and hints of illicit behaviour, the spectacle of “polite” conversa-
tion as a battle field—in other words, elements essential to his distinctive
style. (Ebert 1993: 199)

By passing through this era, effectively as a pure observer and cataloguer of his
times, Proust created a record of sufficient objectivity to be regarded a vital social
document for future generations. He had painted “the immense and detailed
fresco of the social life of France of his time that became his great contribution
to literature and to history” (Ebert 1993: 199).

Proust’s narrator, Marcel, observes the social phenomena of his society
as might a naturalist. While Proust himself catalogued the ethical and moral
quirks and hypocrisies of his society, he did the same for its sexual life. The
playwright Samuel Beckett notes of Proust’s writing of homosexuals: “This
preoccupation accompanies very naturally his complete indifference to moral
values and human justices. Flower and plant have no conscious will. They are
shameless” (Bloom 1987: 34). As such, in describing humans in a manner
allusive to plants, Beckett observes, Proust may attain the status of a natural-
ist, collecting and classifying the behavior of his human subjects as he might
a creature or plant, exempt of a moralizing stance. The narrator is sensitive,
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perceptive, and ultimately a great confidante and chronicler of the experience
of what was known in Proust’s period as “inversion” (Ellis 2004: 1). Through
Beckett’s likening the homosexual to a plant in Proust’s writing, a style is cre-
ated that legitimately seeks to explain the experience of the homosexual from
a supra-social position. Rather than being repulsed or unnerved by homosexual
behavior, as might have been the social conditioning of the period, he instead
responds with dispassionate analysis.

To review, then: in the search for balance, Proust the writer/artist hopes to
evoke the spiritual struggles of the individual and those of the outer society.
What this may inevitably lead to is the taboo, the point at which the individ-
ual struggles against society’s barriers. By applying no self-censorship, either
political, moral, or sexual, Proust inevitably revealed a society whose upper
echelon frequently engaged in covert sexuality, closeted bigotry, and willful
character assassination. In the case of Proust this is found in his observa-
tions of “inversion” and antisemitism in the seemingly cosmopolitan salons of
Paris (Ellis 2004, 1). Proust likewise affected a studied neutrality and was thus
enabled to catch a greater glimpse of the heart of human nature than might an
ordinary person. As with his observations of inversion, rooted in his naturalist
persona, he attempts to observe, with a scientist’s method, and indeed sci-
entific language, the passions and quirks of behavior he sees in those around
him. In short, he hopes to find a connection between elements of intuition,
natural human behavior, and scientific method. He apprehends his subjects’
psychology, engages in rigorous observation, and follows scientific, seem-
ingly objective, criteria in documenting their behavior, exempt of the usual
social niceties; or, if inclusive of such niceties, he is always eager to contex-
tualize them in the broader scope of the individual’s daily activities, good or
ill as judged by the larger society. In doing so it is hoped that he will, through
unexpected connections, provide some greater and intuitive insight on the
nature of the phenomena he encounters (Kristeva 1993: 290). To do this he, as
both writer and through his narrator, affects an opaque, ambivalent persona
whose true motives, and indeed identity, are unclear to those he encounters in
social interactions. He is, in short, much like a detached naturalist, exploring
humanity as though it were some alien species, and he its detached cataloguer
(Bloom 1987: 34).

An example of how Proust utilizes style, in the form of thematic analogy,
and the precision of his characterization, to examine the taboo might be found
in the manner in which his work analogizes the bigoted belief in his society that
the act of being a homosexual passing as a heterosexual is equivalent to being a
Jew passing as a gentile. Large descriptions are found of the manner in which a
Jew might hope to pass as “normal,” just as might a homosexual:
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Marcel also wishes to claim that Dreyfusism is easier to conceal than inver-
sion, which, in Charlus’s case, is evident despite his considerable efforts to
hide it. Marcel asserts that the signs of Charlus’s effeminacy emerge directly
and, as it were, irresistibly from the secret of his homosexuality, whereas
the secret of one’s political opinions may, in his view, be kept concealed.
(Carlston 2002)

Proust’s willing analogy, one formed on the subject of the twin taboos of Jewish-
ness and homosexuality, effectively allows his narrator to look longer, and more
intently, than decorum would seem to permit, at the tiny quirks of behavior
that reveal the social stain—by the standards of his era—which these condi-
tions represent.

What these elements in the construction of Proust’s masterwork In Search of
Lost Time represent are complex shifts in perspective and in the narrative fram-
ing of events. While Proust himself rejected the notion that his writing found
an easy corollary with the cinema, it is arguable that this focus on perspective
and the framing of events and characters from a complex authorial perspective
is a method that fits comparison to the similarly anthropological and naturalist
designs of Imamura.

Imamura’s style in The Pornographers is visual rather than novelistic, but his
unusual framing choices, counterintuitive uses of screen space and blocking,
radical point-of-view shots, and master shots create a world in which the behav-
ior of his characters may be more easily scrutinized. To process the film’s visual
storytelling involves navigating this unusual style, one sufficiently striking that
it forces the viewer to watch more intently in order to appreciate fully what the
film is revealing. Equally, the narrative focus on pornography, in its production,
consumption, and influence on sexual and social attitudes, gives permission to
look for longer than propriety might permit. In fact, more than to look, the film
gives permission to actually study.

Imamura, too, is an anthropologist, a naturalist, both cataloguing Japa-
neseness and reducing his subjects to the human animals they are, transfixed
like experimental subjects through his stylistic gifts of framing, lighting, edit-
ing, and eliciting performances entirely sui generis to Imamura’s sociologi-
cal and narrative milieu. In preparing for his films, Imamura does extensive
anthropological research. Imamura “wants to engage in filmmaking itself as
an instance of anthropological research” (Quandt 1997: 96). Hence morality
does not censor or intervene in his aestheticizing of human experience. Imam-
ura is neither an exploiter of smut nor a high moralist. All acts are observed
and catalogued, no detail too graphic to prompt his recusing himself. When
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they are captured, however, Imamura’s editing choices, and framing, are key
to the explicit nature of the scene being thematic rather than visually effusive.
Imamura does not shy away from the profession of his title characters, the film
populated with their shooting, watching, and editing their work—pornogra-
phy—often speaking in direct terms of the money they will make, colleagues
too jaded in their cynical cash grabs to pretend their work is anything other
than pure commerce. Equally, Imamura’s choice to focus on the behind-the-
scenes nature of the film is explicit from the start, the men loading multiple
cameras—so they can get multiple copies of the same sex act—in the first
scene’s foreground, while bored adult performers lounge in the background.
Very much like the nondescript country setting of Vengeance Is Mine, so key
to the context of the frazzled killer in the foreground, here the urgent loading
of film is the director’s focus, and with it his explicit intent to frame his the-
sis: These pornographers may be men on the margins, but they are the most
willing flesh-peddlers, turning every frame of their creations into a stream
of money. No cameras, no sex, no pay. The performers, and the nondescript,
urban park setting, are the essential context that allows for Imamura’s expert
observation. This may be nothing more than a porn shoot, but the protago-
nists of the film are as serious and driven as they might possibly be in their
professions. This carried over into Imamura’s editorial choices, framing the
men’s reaction shots to the porn loops they have assembled, their concentra-
tion and professionalism the ironic focus of the scene. Yet, once again, context
is everything, and through these loop-cutting scenes the audience is persis-
tently reminded, through the dialogue and sound of the projector, that the
men are pornographers watching their creations. Yet, like any good naturalist,
Imamura treats this as not a behavior to be ashamed of, but one of a number
of activities the men engage in.

But, the question must be asked, is this really so significant? Is Imamura’s
act of editorially making the focus of the first scene on the point of view of
the pornographers, his favoring the worker bees of the scene, such an unusual
departure? Yes. Godard’s famous saying that all that is needed for cinema is
a girl and a gun is essentially disavowed, as Imamura is stating that the act
of the making of the film, the balance of commerce, personality, technology,
and the grinding reality of logistics, is what his camera and cutting focus on.
The “gir]l” in this case, the presumably attractive adult performers, seen in the
background as a slender, youthful woman and a tall, athletic young man, is to
Imamura the context wherein these more pressing concerns are brought into
literal focus, with them in turn relegated to the contextualizing frame of the
business at hand.
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The visual metaphor established, that of the business of the shooting of sex
in the background, the harried producers of the pornography in the foreground,
allows us to take the necessary steps to conceive of the place of pornography in
the 1960s of Japan. In the pornified era in which we live it is difficult to con-
ceive of the status of pornography through much of the twentieth century. In a
world where males peek at hardcore sex scenes on their iPhones while on public
transport, or perhaps on their computers at work, only shielded by their cubi-
cles, the notion of pornography as a subset of prostitution seems bizarre. But
indeed it was, and Imamura’s The Pornographers is the depiction of a man who
is both a pornographer and a pimp. Imamura’s naturalist eye allowed him, in
the mid-1960s, to survey this and other burgeoning taboo trends in modern,
urban, postwar Japan. But other than it being an expression of his willingness
to reduce humans to anthropological/naturalist specimens, the inevitable ques-
tion would become “Why pornography?”

What is most surprising about the debates that surround pornography is
how much the various sides agree upon. Pornography is banal, predictable, con-
voluted, and fundamentally impoverished intellectually. By and large it requires
little talent, as many of the performers themselves admit. The goal of pornog-
raphy is to temporarily relieve the consumer of the pornography of their sexual
desire. The desire will return, and with it the need to consume even more. Catha-
rine MacKinnon’s definition of pornography, that as a discourse it is invested in
the exploitation of women and depictions of violence against women, certainly
holds true for much of the content found. She goes so far as to state that the
roots of this mistreatment, of which pornography is symptomatic, are found in
the patriarchal nature of our society:

Women and men are divided by gender, made into the sexes as we know
them, by the requirements of its dominant form, heterosexuality, which
institutionalizes male sexual dominance and female sexual submission. If
this is true, sexuality is the linchpin of gender inequality. (1989)

This is certainly a dominant feature of many of Imamura’s films, and The Por-
nographers is no exception. Caught in the glare of male entitlement, Imamura’s
females suffer sexually, but do so with a knowingness of the give-and-take of
sexual politics and dominance that never allows them to become true victims.
The very notion of sexual congress, and its depiction, effectively places women
in a position of subservience. Gail Dines reinforces this idea, in turn repudi-
ating the idea that any other interpretation of pornography’s role or influ-
ence other than to reinforce white male hegemony is moot. “While [pro-sex]
research sheds light on the various sectors of the industry, it cannot stand in
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for a critical macro-level approach that explores how capitalism, patriarchy, rac-
ism and first-world economic domination provides the economic and cultural
space for international, mass-scale pornography production” (1998: 62). This
in turn is very much in line with Imamura’s chosen depiction of the business
of the film’s title characters. Men who compulsively objectify women, in both
their business and private lives, are adept pornographers because the mecha-
nism of its production is a simple extension of their patriarchal psyches. Yet,
to stop there would be to undersell the extent of Imamura’s inquiry. Sexual
desire is a crucible the men must endure, their facility with their own libidos
eventually enslaving them, like masturbating primates fascinated by their own
genitals. In short, the experience of capturing the production of pornography
gives Imamura not only access to the sexual selves of his characters, but also to
their primal psyches.

Such a notion is not unprecedented. Marxist critiques on gender have long
maintained that the study of an individual’s sexual practices and peccadillos will
also lead to the heart of their political identity:

In spite of the elaborate discourses and analyses devoted to it, and the con-
tinual stress on its centrality to human reality, this modern concept of sexu-
ality remains difficult to define . . . what the ideologists of sexuality describe,
in fact, are only the supposed spheres of its operation: gender, reproduction,
the family, and socialization; love and intercourse. (Parker and Aggleton
2007:18)

Collectively, these define sexuality’s place in society and, in turn, clearly describe
a vast array of components of our modern life. Imamura’s cinema is of course
concerned with this broadly and expressly. “Imamura shows how people relate
to their surroundings, how they relate to the other ... to desire ... In doing
so he reveals a chain of connections, a series of links, between human beings
and things within or beyond their grasp” (Quandt 1997: cx). In the case of The
Pornographers, this concern allows for a stylistic and thematic focus on the
minutiae of life, simultaneously a panopticon generated through the unique
lens of the enveloping, biological paradigm pornography addresses, the need to
procreate and copulate.

Imamura told critic Koichi Yamada that he was most interested “in the rela-
tionship of the lower part of the human body and the lower part of the social
structure” because this is where “the reality of daily Japanese life supports
itself” (Richie 1997: 17). Just as the genitals are the basis of the person, so
the “lower classes” are the makers of the nation. And, as the genitals and their
functions are hidden, so are these classes of society ignored. This represents the
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social, economic location of the narrative of Imamura’s film. Adapted in 1966
from Akiyuki Nozaka’s prizewinning bestseller, the film The Pornographers is set
in Osaka. The central figure is Subuyan Ogata, a producer/distributor of 8-mm
porn films. Ogata believes that he and his fellow pornographers perform a use-
ful social function: to provide solace for the lonely. It is also worth noting that
he is a part-time pimp. In creating a central narrative figure with few inhibi-
tions, and a taste for the transgressive, it makes thematic and narrative sense
that Ogata enjoy a vivid, unconventional sex life and sexual fantasies. The mae-
stro—as he is pretentiously known by his assistants—lives with the widowed
Haru. His prime interaction with her, and she with him, is indeed character-
ized by “the genitals.” His seduction of her is seen in flashback, a spontane-
ous act of absurdist lust, the loved-up pair sinking below the frame to do who
knows what. Imamura is in full command of his frame, blocking the scene for
maximum objectivity in a wide master. Ogata’s gesticulations, accompanying his
ardent confession of desire, seem desperate, frenzied, the man’s exhortations
theatrical in Imamura’s wide proscenium. These observations are not unique.
Donald Richie observes the manner in which the characterization and framing
in Imamura’s films commingle:

Imamura’s people inhabit a world so filled with vitality that their energy
is visible—everything in the scene (and outside it) belongs to them. The
Imamura view is packed with movement, the screen is so full that parts of
the people are cut off. This exclusion of part (tops of heads, sides of bodies)
is important. It implies a burgeoning, something growing outside what the
director is showing. (2009: 48)

In short, in the psychology of the moment is found the manner in which Imam-
ura makes the viewer acutely aware of the scene’s blocking with respect to the
camera, and the explicit movement of his characters’ bodies into and out of what
would be the conventional frame. Just as her suitor’s ardor is rendered theat-
rically, thus bringing to the audience’s attention the scene’s unique blocking,
Haru'’s response is coy but also frazzled. She is doubtless already aware of her
suitor’s interest, but the wider frame reveals her being overwhelmed, comically
flustered, as his gesticulations are complemented by her flinches. The two end-
ing in a sweaty mess below the bottom of the frame is Imamura’s great “button”
on the sequence, allowing for the sleaze of the scenario, the awkwardness of
the physicality, and naturalist’s remove found in the wide, somewhat eccentric
framing, to create offscreen carnality entirely specific to the film’s milieu, style,
and expository nature. It is also a style highly aware of the relative response of
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female to male in a sexual situation, eager to highlight the bodily experience of the
characters, and further emphasized by how their bodies are supremely autono-
mous, eagerly diving beneath the frame of the proscenium. This choice is very
much in line with Imamura’s thematic preoccupations, symbolically and literally.

Ogata and Haru seduce one another and make love on the floor because their
social paradigm allows for it. There is little in Ogata’s background to suggest
decorum would forbid him from such a spontaneous expression of desire, par-
ticularly given the conditioning of his work. Equally, Haru, as the kind of woman
Imamura is so expert at portraying, is sufficiently libidinous:

Imamura once described the real Japanese woman he intended to portray.
“Medium height and weight, light coloring, smooth skin. Maternal . . . good
genitals. Juicy.” The sexual emphasis is strong. Her genitals are in good work-
ing order (juicy) and at the same time she is described as maternal. (Richie
2009: 46)

In being libidinous she is both receptive to Ogata’s admission of lust that is so
disruptive to the established social paradigm of their landlady-tenant relation-
ship, as well as capable of normalizing such desire with her innately maternal
nature. But, greater than any of this, based on Imamura’s anthropological bent,
is the acquiescence of the scene to both their mutual animal nature/attraction as
well as the sacrifice of need for significant decorum when occupying the nether
regions of the Japanese social order. “The inference is that in such a natural situ-
ation it is only the female who, despite her undignified position, enjoys herself.
Further, any dignity or lack of it is far from her thoughts. Sex and its various
positions are natural to her—natural to us all, would but men realize it” (Richie
2009: 46). Haru accepts Ogata and accepts the awkwardness of his lust. In turn,
Imamura’s audience accepts it, in its own edifying way.

Imamura’s scenario allows for such a comic, absurd, sex-centric scene.
The setup is both clichéd, the stuff of cheap pornographic fantasies, and the
broader necessities of farce. His characters are predetermined in their erotic
collision by social factors such as age, personal history, and philosophical pre-
disposition. Finally, his style bolsters such a specific model of flaying social
observation. Their desire is pathetic, but it is fitting of their social context,
and Imamura’s scientific remove spares them the condescension of his obvious
editorializing. But one thing is certain, both Haru and Ogata cannot govern
their unruly libidos. This quirk of biology in turn allows Imamura to reveal
the simplicity, the ironic harmony of their coupling, and the specific social
cul-de-sac that facilitates it.
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Ogata is used to looking at sex and is an orchestrator of scenarios involving
cheap seduction. His choice of the same with his landlady is appropriately pushed
to the level of farce. The proximity of pornography, and the kinds of attitudes
expressed by MacKinnon and Dines, coupled with the farce, allows this most awk-
ward of seductions to be stylistically appropriate to the sexualized world Imamura
has created. His framing, an epic of negative space at the scene’s end, with sex
happening beneath the camera, is his directorial hand directing us, through the
striking, atypical nature of the framing and blocking, not to look away from the
embarrassing middle-age copulation which is the scene’s raison d’étre.

This same approach allows us to see many other images that most cameras,
and directors, would shy away from. We spy, from Ogata’s sideways point of view
from his hiding place, Keiko, Haru’s teenage daughter, in her underwear. We, the
audience, know that this chosen point of view means that the act is forbidden,
that he is seeing her in sexual terms. Yet the striking nature of the composition,
arguably, does not allow us to look away. Our surprise at Imamura’s boldness
holds our attention for the editorial duration of this forbidden moment. The
style holds our gaze, and allows us, for a moment, to identify with the taboo
desire of a middle-aged man for what is effectively his step-daughter.

The specific shot echoes one found in Alfred Hitchcock’s Psycho. There the
shot is essentially an iris. Here is it is a double frame, a double proscenium,
as Ogata stares through a door frame, and in turn within this “frame within
a frame” the rice paper screens are parted such that they symmetrically form
another frame within the parted doors. This composition is so striking as

Figure 8.1 Ogata spies on Keiko through multiple frames-within-frames.

Due to the inclusion of his head within the frame, we stare
with him at the teen girl.
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Figure 8.2 In a similar “peeping tom” shot from Psycho, we first engage
with the taboo of voyeurism in an establishing shot of star Anthony
Perkins, as the character Norman Bates. The audience effectively
catches him in the act and is not implicated in the act.

Figure 8.3 Following this less invasive introduction to a character

engaging in voyeurism, Hitchcock then allows the camera to adopt
the perspective of Norman as we now spy on an undressing
Janet Leigh/Marion Crane.
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to center the audience’s gaze on the near-nude Keiko, and in doing so acknowl-
edge Ogata’s taboo, near-incestuous lust.

Desire apart, sex acts are often carefully framed to engage the audience’s
imagination. In an early scene the camera is resting beside Ogata and Haru’s
bed as he attempts to engage her in morning sex. The camera then moves ninety
degrees to the head of the bed as the screen doors open and Haru’s adult son
piles into the bed with them. The “subjective” camera created by the framing
emphasizes their surprise and shock to be interrupted, mid-congress, by the
young man who is behaving as might a young child. Ogata twists his body
around, away from the son, in this moment, as the adult son squeezes between
them. The implication is clear. He does not wish for his erection to be obvious
to Haru’s son. Nothing is shown, but the scene, via framing and specific cuts,
emphasizes the sex act occurring beneath the covers, and the attendant social
shame found in its discovery. In a later scene Haru shaves her lover. He repeat-
edly fondles her throughout, and yet it is via the careful framing of a barber’s
chair such that it obscures his ambling arm that the audience is both spared and
invited to imagine his wandering hands. To classify Imamura’s style as “sugges-
tive” would be a disservice. He is hiding nothing, more occluding actions, inten-
tions, desires, such that we, as the viewer, may feel permitted to keep looking.
Our own shame is spared by his mature, clinical style.

This style was not only the result of discretion on the part of Imamura. It
was also a stringent factor in the screen culture of Japan at the time, involving
the laws regarding the portrayal of sex in the mass media of Japan where it was
illegal (and still pretty much is) to depict or show genitalia. This was true in the
1960s in terms of movies, TV, photographs, anime, and manga. While certain
aspects have changed from the 1960s, Imamura could not have shown hard-
core sex even if he had wanted to. Nudity entered Japanese cinema with Satoru
Kobayashi’s independent production Flesh Market (Nikutai no Ichiba, 1962). This
film is considered the first pink film (Weisser 1998: 21). Thus, the “discreet” por-
trayal of sex, things left to our imagination, was also a matter of law, not just
style. The Japanese film ethics board Eirin has long enforced a specific ban: geni-
tals would not be displayed, nor would pubic hair. Donald Richie noted that this
meant that filmmakers went to extremes to avoid displaying the “working parts”
of their actors (1987: 156). Japanese directors often positioned props in such a
way that they would obscure the genitals, or any activity surrounding the geni-
tals. In this period director Tetsuji Takechi made the earliest mainstream “pink
films” (along with Seijun Suzuki’s Gate of Flesh/Nikutai no mon, made at Nikkat-
stu which helped produce The Pornographers). Daydreams/Hakujitsumu and Black
Snow/Kuroi yuki were both controversial and the subject of government lawsuits
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and forced censorship—the former tried to show pubic hair, but ended up with a
“cloud” over the area. Imamura’s films, in their implicit depiction of raw sexuality,
are found at the inception of the “pink films” era, and in context his depictions of
sex are very much prototypical of that period, be it in mainstream film or inde-
pendents by the likes of Koji Wakamatsu.

Style is a tool in Imamura’s brand of naturalism. It is an instrument in service
of elemental thematic concerns. There are two major scenes in which Imamura’s
vision of a world as permissive as that of porn production, coupled with his incisive
style, allows for a truly unflinching glimpse of the human animal. Let us examine
the first. In a scene in which Keiko seduces Ogata, she offers to let him kiss her. Like
his earlier frenzied seduction of Haru, this scene sees Ogata in a state of fevered and
confused desire. Yet, in the earlier scene he is aware of how there is some degree to
which a sexual union with Haru would be socially sanctioned. She is a widow, of his
age, of his class. In sociological terms the seduction makes sense. In the later scene
Keiko offers to let him kiss her. There is a counterintuitive cut from a two-shot of
the two of them crouched on the floor to a wider, higher shot peeking through the
windows of the apartment at the scene. In this wider shot, Ogata and his desire
are dwarfed, and it is in this shot that he resolves to act on his desire. However, by
shooting from outside of the apartment, so far back, Imamura ensures that this
pivotal moment in which the protagonist of the film will act on his desire is framed
in the wider context of the world and society they inhabit, the audience placed like
the world peeking in on this transgressive moment.

Figure 8.4 Ogata is briefly tempted by young Keiko. Imamura’s choice to
frame this moment from that of the outside world looking in, utilizing a long
lens and a high angle, pushing his desperate characters down to the bottom of

the frame, highlights the extreme sensitivity of Ogata to his predicament.
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True to form, Imamura interrupts this transgressive cinch with a knock on the
door from a visitor, the police arriving to arrest Ogata for another infraction relat-
ing to his work, symbolic of the world intruding on this illicit moment. Consider
similar scenes in the Oscar-winning Best Picture of 2000, American Beauty. This a
similar tale of forbidden middle-aged lust for a teen visitor to the hero’s house, but
here the hero’s lust is rendered pure fantasy for the first three-quarters of the film.

The director, Sam Mendes, is even cited as evoking the framing of classic
westerns in the hero’s final seduction of his teenage dream girl (DVD com-
mentary, 2000). Such an approach is antithetical to Imamura’s and speaks to
the entirely oppositional priorities of the Mendes film. In American Beauty
fantasy is the desired destination, the final seduction of the teen girl a com-
plete inversion of Imamura’s Keiko. In Mendes’ film the attraction is mutual.
The audience is never forced to deal with the uncomfortable possibility Lester
might be a lecherous patsy, as is Ogata. There is little of sociological value in
this film. We acknowledge Lester Burnham’s desire as pathetic, but also lyrical,
and by the film’s end the audience is presumably seduced by the fantasy, urged
on by the film’s famed cinematography, to will this child and middle-aged man

Figure 8.5 Thirty years later director Sam Mendes approached the same

taboo from a completely different aesthetic point of view in his film
American Beauty. Kevin Spacey’s Lester Burnham invests in a complex
erotic fantasy life, peopled only by himself and the object of his
desire, Mena Suvari’s Angela Hayes.
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Figure 8.6 Angela is eroticized not only for Burnham in this image,
but also for the audience. She faces the camera boldly and directly,
the gloss of the Hollywood aestheticization of taboo desire
inviting us to gaze at Angela’s youthful erotic charms.

Figure 8.7 The final seeming consummation of Burnham’s desire is framed

classically and romantically. Angela attempts to surrender her virginity
to him in a moment of emotional vulnerability, a far cry from
Keiko’s casual attempt at seduction in The Pornographers.
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to have sex. Imamura places the desire mid-frame, in the middle of a dingy,
poor flat, in a claustrophobic society where strangers can and do barge in at a
moment’s notice. Ogata never has the wherewithal to make his fantasy a real-
ity, specifically because Imamura as a filmmaker denies him this.

The second scene is undeniably the most disturbing of the film. In the preced-
ing scene the pornographers have discovered, mid-shoot, that a male performer
is in fact the father of a seemingly mentally impaired daughter. The scene is
shot from alternately low and high angles, their combination emphasizing the
cramped, awkward nature of the shoot, and the guilty discovery of the incestu-
ous father, shot from an incriminating low angle, his face lit harshly. In a bril-
liant cut the father of the girl attempts to calm her due to her being manic, in
doing so referring to himself as “Daddy.” In a flash he realizes his mistake, as a
look of guilt, wariness, and a sickening double-take passes across his face.

All this occurs in a matter of seconds, and then Imamura executes a time
shift. On a zoom lens, we see the pornographers through the windows of a spa,
relaxing. The sound is synced to their immediate proximity, but we, the audience,
are dozens of yards away from them, again perceiving them though a widow,
the society looking in. Remarkably, with Imamura’s frame, he reemphasizes the
presence of humanity with the left corner of the frame capturing the foot traffic
on a nearby street. The conversation of the pornographers is entirely seen in its
wider social context, the surge of humanity literally and figuratively sitting on
their shoulder. Then, while we cannot see their faces clearly we listen to what is
a wholly transgressive conversation in which the men speak in nonjudgmental,

Figure 8.8 A father’s incestuous relationship with his own biological
(and mentally challenged) daughter is discovered in a blackly comic
moment in The Pornographers.
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Figure 8.9 The titular characters engage in a semi-absurd, and again blackly
comic, exchange on the relative virtues of incest. Very much like the scene

in which Ogata’s desire for Keiko is nakedly revealed, this candid exchange
on the ultimate taboo is framed utilizing a long lens and, juxtaposed,
the hustle and bustle of urban life at the margins of the frame.

justifying terms about the impulse of incest, going so far as to speak of how such
events were common at the dawn of humanity. The only protest is raised when
one of the men points out that in their modern era such customs have been
abandoned. The conversation is expressly about sex. The pornographers, given
their work, perceive the shocking nature of what they have seen in animal and
social terms. Similarly, Imamura’s framing, and collusive cut to the scene, place
this appalling conversation in its wider social context. Imamura wants his audi-
ence to be aware that the words, these attitudes, this seemingly obvious trans-
gression of social and sexual norms, are a part of the persistent fabric of society,
and the possessors of these opinions, the titular pornographers, incorporate it
into their worldview such that they might debate it while engaging in something
as banal as a spa treatment.

Imamura offers a vision of society wherein the taboo is as much a part of
the fabric of society as any other element, such as families, the law, the intel-
ligentsia, the working classes. Imamura does not revel in smut, does not seek
to shock his audience. Nor does he precisely normalize what he depicts. The
work of the title characters of The Pornographers is not “normal,” and Imamura
the scenarist is constantly reminding us of this fact. Yet in this scene I have
discussed, and those previous to it, Imamura’s approach to style is such that
these forbidden or subversive moments cannot exist outside the experience of
the film. They are not asymptomatic of its overall style. Equally, they are not
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demarcated fantasy. They exist within the fabric of everyday life for his charac-
ters, and represent the obstacles of economics and class, plus the lodestone of
desire, that his characters must contend with in their daily dealings within both
their personal lives and their work. Like Proust, Imamura successfully conflates
the socially stigmatized practices of a minority (Jews, pornographers) with their
sexual peccadillos (inversion, incest/pornification/hypersexuality), and in so
doing permits a window to open on the wider society. His stylistic lens of choice
for this window is sufficiently arresting to produce audience identification with
a portrait of the underclass. To be certain, such a project is bold, and it would
be rare indeed for a single film to realize such an ambitious project, but in frag-
mentary snatches of narrative and imagery Imamura achieves his goal of being
a naturalist of the human animal.
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Chapter 9

Shohei Imamura’s Profound Desire
for Japan'’s Cultural Roots: Critical
Approaches to Profound Desires

of the Gods

Mats Karlsson

Introduction

An intense, whitish sun rises above the clouds on a bright orange sky. With no
establishing shot in between, there is a sudden cut to a tracking shot follow-
ing a snake swimming in crystal clear water over bright sand. Next, close-ups
from above of a sea cucumber, shellfish, fish, and an extreme frontal close-up
of another fish puffing its cheeks. The style appears documentary—despite the
haunting nondiegetic music on the sound track—somehow foreshadowing that
the film to ensue will be deploying the same kind of observational mode; that
it will subject humans to the same intense objective scrutiny. With the next

Figure 9.1 Star Rentaro Mikuni as an islander with his own ideas
in The Profound Desires of the Gods.
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cut to a young man struggling to pull a straw basket laden with stones toward
a beach, the music gives way to diegetic sound. The man catches an octopus
that he happens to spot and starts to suck at a live fish caught together with it.
Next, there is a cut to a tracking shot following a young woman from behind.
She is carrying an earthenware pot of water on her head, which she hands over
to an old man who uses it to water the small plot that he is tilling. We are still
in an observational, documentary mode that matches the atmosphere of the
introduction.

Yet the next few shots suddenly undermine the initial impression, indicating
that the film about to unfold will be a narrative film after all. The woman catches
a rat with her bare hand and proudly holds it up for the old man to see. There
is a rack-focus shift to a couple of huts and a huge rock in the background. The
ensuing shot from above features another man who is toiling hard in a pool of
water that has gathered in a deep hole next to the rock. The man, who is fettered
to a tree with a chain, dives underwater to remove rocks from the bottom of the
pool. The young man we saw earlier returns with his straw basket to hoist up
the stones with a winch. This had been his task, to transport the stones to the
seashore. Even without any prior knowledge of the plot of the film, the associa-
tion with Sisyphean labor is immediately evoked in the viewer. Furthermore,
the sheer absurdity of the situation indicates that the unfolding film should not
be read within a realistic paradigm after all.

The setting is Kurage, a fictitious island in the Okinawa archipelago. The
mise-en-scéne, dominated by the magnificent natural setting, is vividly captured
by the cinematography in bright, crisp tones. Constantly sweating characters in
the glaring sunlight accompanied by the omnipresent sound of cicadas signal

Figure 9.2 Nekichi’s Sisyphean labor.
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the tropical south. Early on in the film the crippled village storyteller introduces
what is to become a kind of theme song of the film. Facing a circle of small chil-
dren in the shade of a Malayan banyan tree, he recites the island’s foundational
myth while playing a simple tune on his snakeskin samisen:

Long, long ago, very long ago there came to the Kurage Sea a brother and a
sister, a god and a goddess. Together, they created an island, this is their tale.
The tale of how the island began . . .

In the leafy shade of the tree, the silhouette of his face suddenly takes on a clear
green hue. There is a cut to a frontal close-up of him looking straight into the
camera while repeating the refrain of the tune. The left side of his face turns
reddish, reflecting the sunlight, whilst the right side keeps its green tone. There
is a new cut displaying the silhouette of his face, now against the setting sun.
As he finishes his tale the haunting, nondiegetic score returns while the title
and credits appear against the sun. Through the exaggerated color scheme the
viewer is yet again cued to expect something beyond realism from the film. This
weaving together of believable realism and blatantly unrealistic features—con-
cerning both style and story—will turn out to be the defining mode of the film.!
Moreover, its fictitious setting—a unique feature in Imamura’s oeuvre—signals
a leap from his trademark realism.

Incest and Taboos

Whether they embrace it or not, most critics tend to agree that The Profound
Desires of the Gods is a problematic, troublesome film. Yet, as it is arguably
Imamura’s most ambitious project in terms of scope of themes, an examination
of these various critical perspectives will contribute to a deeper appreciation
of his art in general.” Yakichi Shinada, for instance, in his review for Kinema
junpo—the most influential film journal in Japan, which awarded the film
its prestigious Best One award—touched on these problematic features even
though he considered it the most rewarding Japanese film premiering in 1968.
From its release Profound Desires had been discussed in terms of a compilation
(shutaisei) of all of Imamura’s art so far, but according to Shinada this charac-
terization was not really to the point. In his view, the film does not amount to
an answer or conclusion to “Imamura folklore” as a total system. Lacking the
consistence or coherence (matomari) of a compilation, it thematically overflows
and spreads out in various directions, rendering it difficult to grasp the film’s
contours (Shinada 1969: 128).
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Another commentator, Masashi Shimizu, who to my knowledge has con-
ducted the closest reading of the film yet, doubts whether Profound Desires
succeeds in its attempt to blend reality and mythology. The problem is not the
blending as such, but that the two paradigms do not engage with each other
appropriately (Shimizu 2001: 462). Shimizu deconstructs the plot of the film at
great length to show his point. In his reading, it is Imamura’s ambivalent treat-
ment of the theme of sin versus punishment that takes precedence.

Early in the film, Yamamori (Kanjuro Arashi), the family patriarch and vil-
lage elder, gives a synopsis of the narrative background in the form of a prayer
in front of the kamidana home altar:

We, the Futori family, are the oldest family on the island. In recent years,
our transgressions have caused trouble on the island, therefore, I now
promise the gods, that the Futori family will never go out to sea, and I will
keep Nekichi in shackles. We will topple the rock and restore the paddy
fields of the gods. Once we have made good our promises, please let us
associate with the islanders again, please let us go out to sea again, and
please let us participate in the Dongama Festival. Please let us restore the
way things were.

Both Nekichi (Rentaré6 Mikuni), the protagonist, and his younger sister
Uma (Yasuko Matsui) have been conceived as the result of incest between
Yamamori and his biological daughter. Shimizu, however, observes that
Yamamori counts neither his own nor his offspring’s incestuous acts among
the disgraceful deeds to atone for, but restricts these to Nekichi’s betrayal of
the islanders’ code of behavior after returning from the war. So why did the
rock appear in the first place, Shimizu asks. A tsunami big enough to carry a
rock like that would surely have swallowed the whole island, people and all.
This would be the realistic way of reasoning. The fact that the rock appeared
in the paddy field is in itself an unrealistic contrivance. Consequently, the film
incorporates the unreal (higenjitsu) from its very inception: the film’s setup is
unrealistic in itself. Therefore, in order to bestow reality onto the unreal there
is a necessity to convince the audience about the cause of the appearance of
the rock. Shimizu argues that the inevitability of the arrival of the rock is
weak. If its appearance is due to divine retribution, then there must be a sin
that corresponds to that punishment. In that case, what kind of sin is it that
members of the Futori family have committed? Remember that incest is not
recognized as a sin by either Yamamori or Nekichi. The only other thinkable
sins are the various transgressions perpetrated by Nekichi, although these
do not feel grave enough to warrant divine retribution (Shimizu 2001: 436).>
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Likewise, the film would have had to convince the spectator of the reason why
Nekichi had to be slain toward the end of the film by establishing inherent
inevitability. More specifically, why is it that Nekichi, who fiercely resists the
modernization of the community, must be killed in the name of the antimod-
ern indigenous gods (Shimizu 2001: 475)?

Shimizu goes on to deconstruct various story elements in response to
their perceived lack of persuasiveness. Indeed, there seems to be something
about the film that makes it susceptible to various (perhaps irrelevant) types
of objections. Ryuzo Saki, for instance, in his review of Profound Desires on its
release, points to an ambivalence in Imamura’s treatment of the incest theme.*
Since Imamura purposely raises incest—which is not such an exceptional phe-
nomenon that it would necessarily warrant thematic treatment—you would
expect him to deliver some kind of new anthropological discovery on the topic,
he argues. He cites the Chikuho zone of abandoned mines in Kyushu where
inhabitants unreservedly have testified to incest becoming more prevalent
as their communities became alienated from the rest of society. In Profound
Desires, though, we are dealing with the opposite scenario: the Futori family
has become estranged because they are suspected of inbreeding within the fam-
ily. Saki’s argument runs as follows:

Nekichi fondles Uma’s breasts. Kametar6 covers Toriko [both being Nekichi’s
offspring] with his body. Imamura is telling us “these males and females are
siblings, this amounts to incest!” But, watching the screen, what come across
are only beautiful love scenes. Is this a feat or due to a slip on Imamura’s
part? The drama unfolds without the audience being able to tell how this
point should be understood. (Saki 1969: 218)

Tadao Satd, the doyen of Japanese film criticism, also finds the incest theme
problematic. As he explains, the tourism development plans of the island can
only go ahead over the dead bodies of the members of the Futori family of unde-
sirables, who refuse to sell their land. Nekichi’s persistence in digging the hole
year after year is also a display of intent to sink their roots even deeper in the
ancestral land. Interpreting incest is, however, problematic according to Sato.
From the anthropological perspective, which holds that even the most primi-
tive tribes have a taboo against incest, this theme intends to emphasize the
backwardness of the island. However, the case of Nekichi and Uma is different.
Sato tentatively understands their incestuous relationship as something caused
by their persecuted and isolated circumstances: it is the abnormal form that
their resistance takes against the dismantling of the family structure required
by modernization (Saté 1997: 126).
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Although the “intentional fallacy” should perhaps be avoided, it is interest-
ing to note how Imamura has commented on the role of incest in the film:

The idea came from Kojiki [the foundational history, A Record of Ancient
Matters, c. 700], one of the oldest surviving texts in Japan. It’s a collection
of creation myths and legends, and one of the stories is about incestu-
ous gods, a brother and sister. It’s cited directly in the film, when the old
disabled man teaches the children about the island’s legends. The point
is that incest is bad—in fact, immoral—because it’s something that only
the gods are supposed to do. Before I made the film, I had the impression
that incest might be common on such isolated islands. But when I did my
research and travelled around the southern islands, I came across only one
account of incest. It turned out that geographical isolation doesn’t engen-
der incest; it’s seen as a taboo, even on these islands. Interestingly, there
are more cases of incest in a big city like Tokyo, where individuals are
emotionally stressed and sometimes feel repressed by society. (Imamura
2011: 37-38)

Imamura’s point of view is made clear in a dialogue between Nekichi and
his son Kametaro (Choichiro Kawarasaki). When Kametaro asks Nekichi if the
rumors of him repeating the incestuous sins of Yamamori are true and that
he and Uma are a pair, the father vehemently retorts: “Human beings aren’t
allowed to do such things. Man must not imitate the gods.” The point might
be that incest is immoral, something reserved for the gods, but Imamura is
not a filmmaker prone to subject his characters to moral judgement.’ Shimizu
concludes his long treatment of the film on this theme. He argues that all
main characters in the film have something incomplete, something ambiva-
lent about them, but that Imamura does not adopt a position of passing severe
judgment on them. Accordingly, he is not inquiring into sin and retribution
in the Christian sense of these terms. On the contrary, his gaze observes and
unconditionally accepts all petty humans carrying on their ambivalent lives;
it accepts them in their entirety, with all that involves in terms of meanness,
pettiness, deceit, and treachery (Shimizu 2001: 480).

The Tale of How the Island Ended

Saki reads Profound Desires in a sociocultural vein as a critique of the concur-
rent phenomena of modernization and rationalization. In his review he lays
stress on a line from film studio Nikkatsu’s promotional leaflet for the film:
“The culmination of Imamura’s art, a film uncovering the roots of the Japanese
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through a fight by islanders against the wave of modernisation unfolding in
the setting of a solitary island in the southern sea still steeped in mythical
tradition.” As he points out, the setting with its sugar cane fields covering the
island is an unambiguous sign of modernization. Conflict is introduced when
Kariya (Kazuo Kitamura), son-in-law of the owner of the Tokyo-based sugar
company and its chief engineer, comes to the island on a mission to rationalize
the sugar cane enterprise and to secure a fresh water source for the factory.
The irrational villagers sabotage his efforts to find water, spurred on by their
superstitious beliefs. He finally discovers a well only to learn that it is situated
in a grove dedicated to the gods and therefore off-limits for the company. This
merely confirms for him the view of the island head and sugar factory manager
Ryu Ryuagen (Yoshi Kato) that the island lags fifty years behind the mainland.
Kariya, whose very demeanor—to borrow a phrase from Saki—personifies
rationalization, is initially appalled by the backwardness of the place. But he
soon shows signs of following in the footsteps of his predecessor, the previ-
ously dispatched engineer, who has adopted the islanders’ lifestyle, married
one of their widows, and ceased reporting back to the head office. Steadfast to
his ethical principles, Kariya initially rebuffs attempts at seduction by the nym-
phomaniac half-wit Toriko (Kazuko Okiyama), but gradually relents to end up
making love on the beach in a pivotal scene. Tempted by Toriko and the lure of
a life more in harmony with nature, Kariya thereafter sets his inhibited natural
impulses free and “goes native.”

While repairing thatched roofs ripped off in a storm, Yamamori has acci-
dently slipped and fallen to his death. In another pivotal scene, the head sha-
man-priestess Uma invokes Yamamori’s spirit from the other world. Appearing

Figure 9.3 Kariya goes native.
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Figure 9.4 The Rock appears to budge.

as a huge phantom illusion, Yamamori uses Toriko as a medium to admonish
his family: “Everyone on Kurage is kin with each other, do not break apart!”
However, as Saki pertinently observes of this scene, Kurage is already break-
ing apart: Rytugen has moved the sacred grove in order to develop its water
resource, while the apathetic-looking youngsters put their energies into the
only thing they know well: “night crawling” (yobai, or sneaking into a wom-
an’s bed under cover of darkness). When Nekichi finally succeeds in burying
the rock to restore the sacred paddy field, it is too late. Ryugen is scheming
to acquire the plot to turn it into an airfield. For this purpose, he coaxes Uma
into appealing to Nekichi to let go of the ancestral land. It is at this point, Saki
argues, that it becomes clear to the audience that the island god is none other
than Ryugen himself, who answers to mainland capital as a god of superior
rank. In his reading the film turns out to be, in a sense, “The tale of how the
island ended,” in ironic contrast to the foundational myth that is featured as
a sort of theme song for the film. His summing up of the film’s message runs
in a metaphorical vein: “We Japanese are unmistakably islanders even if we
happen to live in Tokyo or Fukuoka. But the reality is that we have exerted
ourselves willingly, one hundred million people with one mind, to destroy the
island within us” (Saki 1969: 219-20).

Messages and Interpretations

Other critics have also struggled with explicating the film’s multiple meanings.
On the day of its Dongama festival—a combination of coming-of-age festival for
the young men on the island and a festival to pray for a rich harvest—Ryugen
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Figure 9.5 The masked villagers closing in for the kill.

dies in the act of making love to Uma. Nekichi, who is secretly witnessing the
scene, is spotted by Ryugen’s wife, who mistakenly believes he has killed her
husband. With Ryagen dead, Nekichi and Uma can reunite freely after an inter-
val of twenty years. Reminiscent of the story of Noah’s ark—as pointed out by
Sato, Saki, and others—Nekichi and Uma set out in search of the new promised
land in a small boat loaded with pigs and hens and other necessities for start-
ing a new life all on their own on the uninhabited Western Island. Meanwhile,
Ryugen’s wife has alerted the villagers to Ryugen’s death and the young men tak-
ing part in the festival, including Kametaro, set out in pursuit of the pair in long
canoes. They finally catch up with Nekichi and Uma toward dusk after an engine
failure. The young men don their festival masks as disguise and attack Nekichi
with their oars. Nekichi dives into the water but, bleeding profusely from the
head, immediately attracts sharks that complete the killing.® The pursuers leave
the boat to the mercy of the waves after tying Uma to the mast.

For Sato this slaughter sequence, combined with the feverish coloration of
the subtropical sea and sky at sunset, comes across with an almost mythical
forcefulness and cruelty laden with symbolic meaning. The orange luminance
of the sunset clouds over the blue ocean, in his reading, alludes to mankind’s
forbidden and suppressed original desire. So what is this original human
desire? The film appears to hint that it is total freedom to live an unrestrained
life, according to Sat6.” In an act that repeats the island’s foundational myth,
brother and sister flee the existing community that has come to shackle them
in search of a new world where the two of them can live in total freedom.
Within the myth the image of this basic human desire is tolerated, but civiliza-
tion does not sanction such selfish individual behavior. The Dongama festival
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masks that Nekichi’s slayers don, by way of allusion to Greek tragedy and Noh
theater—theatrical forms with strong mythical implications where fate plays
an important role—have them embody a community bound together by a com-
mon fate that transcends the individual, in Satd’s reading.

In the film’s epilogue, set five years later, an airplane with a load of tourists
lands on the airstrip now built on the island. Among the passengers are Kariya
the engineer and his wife. Kametard, who has been positioned as a character
longing to escape the backwardness and superstition of the island in favour of
modernity on the mainland, has returned from working for the company in
Tokyo. He is now the engine driver of the narrow-gauge train that used to trans-
port sugar cane and now carries tourists. As they set off, Toriko (who has died
in the intervening period) appears to Kametaré as a vision, running on the track
ahead of the steam engine. When he shouts out her name she laughingly stops
to face the train. Kametaro pulls on the brakes but too late, he fears. He jumps
down to look for her body beneath the engine, but she is no longer anywhere to
be found. He apologizes to his passengers for having created the commotion and
sets the train in motion again. There is a cut to an extreme long shot taken from
the air of Nekichi and Uma’s boat with its red sail set against the blue ocean. As
the nondiegetic music builds up, the three-hour film abruptly ends. To return to
Sato, he reads the red sail still lingering on the ocean five years after the event
as a symbolic expression, the apparition of the primitive spirit that modern
Japanese have expelled from their consciousness.®

What is it, then, that Profound Desires communicates to us in the final analy-
sis? Sato argues that while the film brings us intense images and strong impres-
sions, like myths their meanings are elusive. Is the film trying to convey the kind
of passionate love, faith, and simple spirit that the Japanese have lost in the pro-
cess of modernization? Yes, but that is probably not all. The film has the power of
myth, but not its simplicity. Rather, through its analytical way of grappling with
social structure, the film presents highly intellectual scientific observations. So is
it trying to make us reflect on the distortions and imbalances brought about by
sudden modernization? No, the film contains too strong a tragic passion for it to
encourage intellectual self-examination. Just as with myths, the film is a riddle,
Sato concludes. Its true appeal is that—presenting a powerful riddle—it sets the
audience on a quest for the meaning of that riddle (Sato 1997: 134-35).

Myths and Allegories

Sato’s reflection that Profound Desires presents intellectual observations based
on an analytical approach to social structure leads on, in a wider sense, to a
feature of the film that in my view amounts to a certain ambiguity that can be
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seen as contributing to what many critics identify as the “problematic” nature
of the film. In this context, there is merit in turning to Hiroshi Teshigahara’s
Suna no onna/Woman in the Dunes (1964) for comparison. Thematically, the two
films have many points in common—Sisyphean labor and attachment to one’s
community, for instance—but those are not of immediate concern here. What
attracts our attention is the way in which Woman in the Dunes invites symbolic
or metaphorical interpretations regarding its “meaning.” To be sure, there is
no need to switch on the interpretive faculties to enjoy it. Still, the film invites
analytical speculation as it quickly becomes obvious that one cannot read it
within a realistic paradigm. In other words, from early on the film appears as
some sort of allegory or metaphor. Moreover, to the very end the film does not
deviate from this narrative mode. As such, it is a film that can easily bear the
weight of various types of interpretations, philosophical ones included. Niki
Junpei, the protagonist, could for instance be understood as an embodiment
of Albert Camus’ “absurd man,” and the argument can be fashioned so that the
film logically holds up to such a reading. It is obvious that the plot of Woman in
the Dunes signifies something beyond what it depicts. It begs to be interpreted
figuratively.

When it comes to Profound Desires the situation is arguably different. The
film does seem to signify something wider than what it tells. But in this case it
somehow does not hold up as a coherent system of significations that makes
sense.’ Not only is it a difficult task to pinpoint exactly what is signified, as
argued by Saté above, it is also hard to come up with any particular reading
that is sustained by the various elements of the plot."” Perhaps this problem
could be brushed aside with a claim that Profound Desires is a more open film
than Woman in the Dunes and that it lacks closure. But that does not appear
to be the point here. What is essential is rather that Imamura’s film incor-
porates both literal story elements (though in a fictional context) and other
elements that carry metaphorical implications as opposed to purely narra-
tive ones. The subplot surrounding the rock in the paddy field, for instance,
is obviously a story element not to be taken at its face value. The audience is
not likely to ask themselves whether they would have continued digging the
hole for twenty years if they were put in Nekichi’s situation. But Kariya, the
engineer, does arrive on the scene literally, dispatched to the island from the
Tokyo head office. The audience can identify with him and ask themselves how
they would have acted if they were suddenly thrust into a totally new environ-
ment."”" Would they be likely to set professional and marital obligations aside
and go native like the engineer? The subplot of the development of the island
for tourism is another narrative thread meant to be read literally. Conversely,
when Niki Junpei arrives at the dunes and is hoisted down to the woman in
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the sand pit, we are already in the realm of allegory. We are prone to ask what
the filmic situation has to say allegorically or metaphorically about the condi-
tion of modern man, or some such question. The question of what we would
have done in Niki’s situation does not occur to us because the situation is too
absurd to begin with. Hence the two films trigger different readerly responses.
While Woman in the Dunes sticks to its mode throughout, Profound Desires in
this respect appears more as a hybrid creature, featuring different layers of
signification.

Interestingly, Imamura himself has touched on this dual aspect of the film
in a journal article:

Even reflecting on it now, from my point of view, it’s a film that does not
really relate enough of what I feel . . . Watching it a second time, which is
unusual for me with my own films, [ don’t necessarily think it’s a successful
work . . . I doubt how thoroughly my intention with the film was realised,
the intention to invite the audience to a temporal and spatial borderline
site between an everyday feel of human life and mythology understood as
our racial sub-consciousness, and to plunge them into a state where they
can’t really tell whether any of this really happened or not. (qtd. in Katori
2004: 246)

Imamura has made several elucidative comments elsewhere on his treat-
ment of mythology in relation to Profound Desires. For instance, he stresses that
we should not mistake allegory (gawa) for mythology, that mythology in his
understanding is something that displays in a refined form one of a people’s
orientations, in other words the subconscious of a whole race.’ If we want to
know what a member of a certain race really aspires to, there is nowhere better
to look than in the myths of that race, he has said. Moreover, since the state and
the race are closely aligned in the case of the Yamato race, his intention was to
treat mythology as an amalgam of the state, the emperor system, and the orien-
tation of the race all linked together (qtd. in Imamura 1971: n.p.; Katori 2004:
245-46). In response to an assessment that he had abandoned the city in favor
of the countryside in the film, he has commented: “If we understand the myths
of a certain race as the craving for freedom that lies dormant within a race, in
that case Profound Desires relates myths, it is not an allegory. The wish to recount
mythology with a certain sense of reality probably made me turn to the country-
side” (Imamura and Baba 1969: 20).

In his review of the film for Eiga hyoron, Hideo Osabe attempts a largely
metaphorical reading. From the final sequence he thus reads an antimodern
stance on the part of the filmmaker. Here, it appears as though nature itself
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on Kurage is at any moment going to swallow the small toy-like train running
through the cane fields. Osabe understands this from Imamura’s cynical gaze,
which implies that, in the final analysis, all the rationality acquired by man-
kind amounts to nothing more than this toy train. For Osabe, the epilogue
constitutes a highly elucidative sequence in an otherwise somewhat impen-
etrable film. But this does not prevent him from speculating, for instance,
about the pit that Nekichi is digging, whose water is said to be connected
to the ocean via its bottom. In Osabe’s reading this becomes a metaphor for
Imamura’s belief that if you keep digging away at the irrational bedrock you
will all of a sudden strike through and catch sight of the horizon of rational
enlightenment. The motif also recalls for him the notion that it is only by
descending to the bottom of nationalism that you will be able to glimpse the
wide horizon of internationalism (Osabe 1969: 38-39). Yet at other times
he also applies a literal reading in a way that illustrates my point about the
film’s dual aspect. Referencing certain villages in a mountainous region in
northeast Japan where marriage between blood relatives is still (in 1969)
being practiced, he wonders when incest became a taboo on Okinawa. He
remonstrates with Imamura for having permitted the rationalist within him,
his modern consciousness, to interfere with his judgment. If there were no
taboo against incest somewhere deep down in the consciousness of Kurage
villagers, then Imamura would only be tilting at windmills like another Don
Quixote (Osabe 1969: 40). Osabe is here evincing a literal reading of the
incest theme, in contrast with for instance Satd’s reading, mentioned above,
where incest in the film signifies something wider, perhaps some errant resis-
tance against modernization.

In a 1977 lecture Imamura explicated his underlying motivations for Pro-
found Desires. What prompted him to make the film in the first place was a
desire to locate the features in which the fundamental origins of Japanese cul-
ture were to be found. But he felt that relying on historical sources would not
suit his purpose, as those could not provide the gut feeling needed to start the
creative process. Instead, he realized that he needed to embrace the corporeal
history of the Japanese people found in the repetitive pattern of the common
person’s existence. His original intention with the film was thus to search for
the cultural archetypes of the naked Japanese, stripped of their fashionable
surface (Imamura 2010a: 140). As he argues, religious beliefs (shinko) linger on
in the daily life of the Japanese, as an afterimage of ancient times within their
consciousness. In general, he concludes, he is striving to use the human heart
(kokoro) still present as a remnant in traditional Japanese communities as a
resource in the creative process of his filmmaking (Imamura 2010a: 148,151)."
Even though, as we have seen, Profound Desires is a problematic film in terms
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of interpretation, Imamura’s basic stance, as related in this lecture, appears to
have struck a chord with the reviewer for Kinema junpo, who likened the film to
a persistent excavation of the structure of the Japanese people’s consciousness.
He defined the film’s basic idea—an idea that runs through Imamura’s whole
production—as a way to understand gods as real, workable entities in daily life
for the Japanese. The gods are a means of maintaining communal order; they
are believed in, respected, and then utilized (Shinada 1969: 128).

Conclusion

Imamura’s comments at the above occasion tie in well with Tony Rayns’
observation that Profound Desires “stands as a major testament to his [Imam-
ura’s] belief that the fundamental truths of Japanese life are found not in
modern society but in pre-civilised, ‘primitive’ attitudes and behaviour”;
and that Imamura moreover argued through his films for the primitive “as
a truthful state of being. For Imamura, nostalgie de la boue was a positive,
virtually a necessity.” In agreement with Imamura’s own manifesto, Rayns
identifies that search for the primitive in terms of creative method: “Imam-
ura’s determination to dig out ‘primitive’ roots licensed him to confront pre-
civilized behavior in the raw, as the material for naked, visceral drama, and
he was quite ready to embrace irrationality if that was what emerged” (Rayns
2010: 5, 7, 18). Imamura himself has referred to Profound Desires as a story
about irrationality (Imamura 2011: 36). It is perhaps this feature of the film
that best explains the divergence of its narrative mode from an allegory like
Woman in the Dunes. To continue with Rayns, “The film’s approach is any-
thing but scientific. Imamura’s basic strategy is to plunge the viewer into a
miasma of seemingly irrational behaviour and incomprehensible relation-
ships” (Rayns 2010: 13).

As regards approaches to appreciating Imamura’s filmmaking, Rayns
touches on something essential with his observation that Imamura’s excava-
tion of primitive roots licensed him to confront pre-civilized behavior as the
material for visceral drama. One is reminded of Siegfried Kracauer’s dichot-
omy of reasoning versus sense impressions. In a discussion of film’s impact
on the senses, Kracauer argues that film “can be expected to influence the
spectator in a manner denied to other media.” He proposes that, “unlike the
other types of pictures, film images affect primarily the spectator’s senses,
engaging him physiologically before he is in a position to respond intellectu-
ally.” For him this assumption finds support in, for instance, the argument
that film not only records physical reality but also reveals otherwise hidden
provinces of it:



Imamura’s Profound Desire 173

The salient point here is that these discoveries mean an increased demand on
the spectator’s physiological make-up. The unknown shapes he encounters
involve not so much his power of reasoning as his visceral faculties. Arousing
his innate curiosity, they lure him into dimensions where sense impressions
are all-important. (Kracauer 1997: 157-59)™

Although Kracauer is here interested in the characteristics of the film
medium in general, his arguments lend themselves as a manifesto for Imamura’s
particular art of filmmaking. Even though, as we have seen, Profound Desires
of the Gods has given rise to considerable intellectual speculation, not least by
Imamura himself, it appears as though the film does not respond well to such
approaches. Therefore, it is when we subject it to rational intellectual analysis
that the film’s “problematic” aspects appear. Might it not be the case that the
film is intended to be enjoyed viscerally, first and foremost, before we pull it
apart logically?

Notes

1. Tony Rayns has noted that “any Japanese viewer will immediately recognize
Kurage as both real and unreal,” and that “the unreal element springs from Imam-
ura’s conceit that Kurage represents an older, messier Japan—a Japan still in
touch with its own creation myths,” with a further conceit being that the Futori
family behaves very much like the mythical gods did (Rayns 2010: 12). Conceit or
not, Shunsuke Katori has pointed out that Imamura reached the understanding
that the most basic parts of the Japanese remained in their most pronounced
form on Okinawa and the Southwest Islands while doing folklore fieldwork in
the region (Katori 2004: 243). Aaron Gerow has suggested that Profound Desires
offered a critique of Japan’s pursuit of high economic growth, “yet treated Oki-
nawa as the primitive object of an ethnographic gaze.” He continues: “Imamura’s
ethnographic perspective on Okinawa . . . is reminiscent of that of prewar eth-
nologists like Yanagita Kunio and Origuchi Shinobu who located Okinawa at the
beginning of a narrative of Japanese origins. This cultural nostalgia always posed
the danger of rendering Okinawa in a Japanese version of an Orientalist palette,
and in Imamura’s case, the Okinawan self is rendered more natural, more origi-
nal than the Japan of the high-economic growth era, often in order to imagine
a Japanese self in opposition to Western modernity” (Gerow 2013: 277). Inter-
estingly, this point of critical perspective is totally lacking in the contemporary
reviews and later discourse on the film discussed in this essay. Indeed, Gerow’s
valid point is probably more in line with more recent trends of sociocultural aca-
demic critique. On the other hand, Imamura recalled how the project was met
with a protest campaign from a local newspaper on the grounds that the script for
the film contained insulting portrayals that emphasized the primitiveness of the
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10.

island, such as incest and half-naked islanders. In this context Imamura is clear
about applying the ethnology of the abovementioned Yanagita Kunio to investi-
gate Japan in the film (Imamura 2010b: 109).

In 1969 Imamura elaborated on his motivations for making the film: “I wanted to try
to fix my gaze on the pantheistic climate of Japan just as it is. It felt like something
would emerge from there. In this sense, since several years back this film was the
one I just had to make no matter what. Perhaps you can call it the final settlement of
accounts of all the films I've made until now” (qtd. in Imamura 2001: 57).
Shunsuke Katori, for his part, argues that there are many parts of the film that are
difficult to understand because too much has been left out in terms of providing
motivation to the characters and that there is therefore a tendency for authorial
intentions not to come across as strongly compelling to the audience (Katori 2004:
245). In fact, some plot elements explained in the official leaflet for the film cannot
be discerned from the film alone.

Ryuzo Saki is the author of Vengeance Is Mine (Fukushii suru wa ware ni ari, 1976), the
novel on which Imamura based his film of that title.

In his review of Profound Desires for Eiga hyoron, Hideo Osabe claims that Imamura
is someone who interprets the world but does not really attempt to change it; more-
over, that his stance is to not deny anything. On the contrary, he accepts everything.
Osabe is, however, looking forward to a film from Imamura that will not only deny
the modern and affirm the primitive but affirm unconditionally a present Japan of
indeterminate form where the premodern, the modern, and the contemporary coex-
ist in a disorderly fashion (Osabe 1969: 41).

Early in the film—in a scene that appears sudden and gratuitous to the plot—a pig
falls off a ferryboat leaving the island and is devoured by sharks.

This reading would seem to be endorsed by Imamura, who has spoken of the film in
terms of a myth that relates the orientation of a race, a wish that courses down the
riverbed of that race to live freely Imamura and Baba 1969: 26).

Imamura has explained the epilogue of the film, including the sailboat with its red
sail, in terms of a narrative device—the threshold between myth and present—with
the function of elevating the preceding story to a myth-like five years past (Imamura
and Baba 1969: 26).

Tony Rayns has observed that “the film doesn’t feel at all like a political allegory,” in
response to Tadao Saté’s idea that the island kingpin Ryu Ryugen should be read as
an emperor figure (Rayns 2011: 12-13). To this I would add that it doesn’t feel like
an allegory of any kind, but somehow must be taken for real.

This feature of the film has not prevented commentators from interpreting vari-
ous story elements in terms of their significations. Shunsuke Katori, for instance,
argues that the fictitious Kurage represents an essence of Japanese society that is
very much alive in various contemporary Japanese settings. Even if you will not
literally be tortured to death, as Nekichi and Uma are at the end of the film, the way
in which people who break the social code are excluded according to group logic
is reminiscent of situations often observed among salarymen (Katori 2004: 243).
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For a roundtable talk that presents a veritable plethora of suggestive readings and
interpretations of a whole range of themes and motifs from the film, see Ishido
(1969).

11. The poet Shiroyasu Suzuki asked himself this very question in a long musing about
the film for the journal Shinario (Suzuki 1969: 34). This is a rare article in that it
tries to explicate the film’s implications for the daily lives of contemporary Japanese,
even though he concedes it is a difficult task to read the implied meanings of the
images into the milieus of our everyday life (Suzuki 1969: 29).

12. Imamura uses the word minzoku throughout, a word variously translated as race,
people, or nation.

13. For an article that treats the film in relation to the anthropology of Okinawa, see
the 1969 discussion between the anthropologist Kin'ichi Ogo and Keiji Hasebe,
Imamura’s co-scriptwriter for Profound Desires.

14. Kracauer restricts his argument to films that conform to what he calls the
“cinematic approach,” which he argues materializes in all films that follow the
realistic tendency: “Creative efforts are in keeping with the cinematic approach
as long as they benefit, in some way or other, the medium’s substantive concern
with our visible world” (Kracauer 1997: 39).
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Chapter 10

“Products of Japan”: Karayuki-san,
The Making of a Prostitute

Joan Mellen

“About two years ago,” a man says matter-of-factly in voiceover, “I went to Malay-
sia.” He is on a boat plowing through dirty, grey-blue water. “By chance,” the

' “T had always wanted to

nameless man continues, he met some karayuki-san.
hear their story,” he adds. These women were the “untold story of the common
people’s history.” His tone is that of a professional journalist, even as his subject
bespeaks high emotion, the Japanese state’s exploitation of young women sold
into slavery as prostitutes and taken by force or guile into the far-flung corners
of Asia, the outer limits of Japan’s “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere.”
The speaker is soon replaced by a fellow narrator, a woman. “I am seventy-three
years old,” she says. “I was the youngest of eight children.”

You would not know that this pudgy man in a short-sleeved blue shirt with
white stripes and gray pants is an accomplished Japanese film director named
Shohei Imamura, because he has the gift of making himself seem invisible. He
is an ordinary-looking man in horn-rimmed sunglasses, in his late forties, with
a small mustache and black hair. We are entering a nondescript harbor some-
where east of Suez. Imamura’s personality is muted. Clutching a microphone,
he is recording the words of his subject, an elderly karayuki-san named Kikuyo
Zendo who had worked in Malaya, today’s Malaysia.

When Iinterviewed Imamura at his studio in the outskirts of Tokyo in 1975,
the first thing he said to me was, “Do you know what ‘satori’ means?”” He was
referring to the Zen ideal of sudden spiritual awareness, the enlightenment that
in the case of cinema arises from the confluence of images and sound. His films
illuminate and penetrate truths too uncomfortable for mainstream dramatic
films to express.

Imamura’s focus is simultaneously spiritual and historical and his perspec-
tive clear: Japan’s historical and cultural identity is best dramatized by focus-
ing on its victims. The story of the thousands of Japanese women forced into
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prostitution unfolds through Imamura’s gentle probing of his protagonist. She
is a small, shrunken, elderly woman who is missing a number of teeth. Her skin
is leathery and wrinkled, her smile ready.

Entering Waseda University at the end of World War II, Imamura majored
in Western History, although his quintessential subject is Japan. He is an art-
ist uneasy with the perspective of the official culture with which Ozu, his first
teacher, was so strong a proponent. Donald Richie claimed that Imamura told
him that Ozu was “one of the two strongest influences on his work” (Richie
1997: 39). Imamura said elsewhere, “Ozu barely acknowledged my existence.”
“I got into filmmaking because I wanted to be like Kurosawa,” he told Toichi
Nakata (1997: 115).

This seems more plausible since Imamura shares with Kurosawa an abid-
ing opposition to injustice. Like Kurosawa, in his youth Imamura was involved
with the Communist movement (Nakata 1997: 111). Of Kurosawa, Imamura
said, “This is someone [ idolized” (Phillips 2000). Imamura has recounted that
he found Ozu, for whom he worked as “fifth assistant” on three films, cold and
unapproachable (Nakata 1997: 112). On the day of his mother’s funeral—while
they were working on Tokyo Story—Ozu, who rarely spoke to Imamura, sud-
denly addressed him during a chance meeting in the urinal. “Mr. Imamura, is
that what a cerebral hemorrhage looks like? Have I got it right?” Ozu said. The
question chilled Imamura. He had gone to work at the Ofuna studio of Shochiku
only because the year he applied to enter the film industry, Toho, Kurosawa’s
studio, was on strike and had suspended its entrance examinations.

At the age of thirty, Imamura became interested in social anthropology. All
his films spring from a documentary impulse, the dramatic films no less than
the formal documentaries. He even termed Eijanaika (1981), his recreation of
the fall of the Tokugawa shogunate, a “documentary period film.” His charac-
ters are people who spring from the landscape of their circumstances. He was
interested not in the conventional middle-class Japanese of the Ozu pantheon,
but in working people, “strong, greedy, humorous, deceitful people who are very
human in their quality and their failings.” He focuses on women, uneducated,
vulgar, lusty, strongly affectionate and heroic when confronting their suffering
(Nakata 1997:117).

Imamura became acquainted with such people in the aftermath of World
War II when, alone as a college student in Tokyo, his parents not yet repatri-
ated from Hokkaido, he survived by participating in the black market (Nakata
1997: 111). In the chaos of the postwar moment, son of a doctor though he
was, Imamura sold liquor and cigarettes to his professors at Waseda University,
commodities he bought from soldiers of the American occupation. Meanwhile,
as a student who had strongly leftist views, he opposed the Imperial system
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and debated with classmates the extent of Emperor Hirohito’s personal respon-
sibility for the war.

People exploited and undervalued by official Japanese society, those whose
survival is always in question and with no one to support or speak for them,
are Imamura’s subjects. Imamura has recounted how a scriptwriter friend
once said to him, “Oh, you are still writing about beggars and all those drop-
outs from the mainstream of society” (Phillips 2000). In fact, the values of the
mainstream, buttressing the Imperial system and nourishing Japan’s march to
conquest in the 1930s, held no charm for Imamura. Of his characters, he said,
“They are human beings and even though they may be at the bottom of society,
what they say is true ... I want to enter the character’s heart” (Imamura
1997a: 126).

Feeling like as an outsider himself, not offered employment by the big stu-
dios, he turned away, vowing to “only write about oppressed people all my life.”
His people may not be rational or prosperous, but they are robust with a strong
capacity for survival. He treats them as equals, no matter that they were not
“successful” in a conventional sense.

“There are few films made today,” Imamura said in the year 2000, “which
indicate that their directors have a strong grip on the situation facing ordinary
people. They don’t seem to be able to look squarely at the real situation.” He
made his films not to entertain but to convey these harsh realities. “I have
always insisted that I would never tell lies in my movies, to only tell the truth.
This is a big principle for me.” Further: “It’s a lot easier to be obedient and
stay within the establishment,” he has said. “But this is not my way of life. I
always try to change society with my films. Of course, filmmaking is not like
catch. You can throw the ball but there is no guarantee that it will be caught”
(Phillips).

Among the truths Imamura penetrates in Eijanaika is that the amulets
falling from heaven at the moment of the demise of the bakumatsu were in
fact planted by a group of lesser samurai grappling for power with others.
Their aim was to throw the populace into disarray, as the mobs cried, “Isn’t
it good!” (eija nai ka). They are all too willing to embrace the turbulence of
this moment of profound change in Japanese history as common people were
seduced into dissipating their energy in support of a new establishment that
would replace the Shogunate. The memorable scenes of carnival energy in
this film are heartrending.

In Karayuki-san, Imamura is personally present throughout the film; he
appears as a character to encourage his people, and to make it clear that that he
is no different from them. His very presence conveys sympathy, a reassurance
to the former karayuki-san that however Japan may have abandoned them, they
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are not alone. He does not condescend to his characters; that would amount
to a sentimentality that would be an affront to the quiet magnificence of their
capacity to endure.

Karayuki-san was not the first of Imamura’s documentaries about women
abandoned by Japan in its rush toward prosperity. It forms a companion to
A History of Postwar Japan as Told by a Bar Hostess (1970) (Nippon Sengoshi:
Madame Onboro No Seikatsu) (1970), a film Imamura called “semi-fiction,” and
the actual story of a woman very much like Kikuyo Zendo (Imamura 130).
Both Etsuko Akaza, proprietress of the Onboro bar in Yokosuka, site of an
American base, and Kikuyo Zendo were born burakumin, or eta, people whose
families were in the business of slaughtering animals, outcasts from respect-
able Japanese society.

By birth, both women were rendered lifetime victims of discrimination and
hardship, outcasts unlikely to marry respectable Japanese men. With resources
of energy and fortitude, Etsuko works in a brothel catering to Americans; she
saves up enough to open her own bar frequented by American sailors, mar-
ries one of them, and moves to America. Kikuyo survives in the outposts of
Japanese imperialism amid the red light districts of Malaysia and Singapore.

Like all the woman in Imamura’s documentaries, Etsuko and Kikuyo wel-
come him, perceiving his affection for them. “Ilove all the characters in my films,
even the loutish and frivolous ones. I want every one of my shots to express this
love”, he has declared (Imamura 1997a: 126). He is on their side, unforgiving
of those who caused them pain, whether callous individual men or Japan as a
culture and a society. “I don’t want you to look at my characters and say they are
all oppressed or that they are at the bottom of society.” His abiding premise is
opposition to “the way these people have been treated” (Phillips 2000).

“Onboro” paved the way for Karayuki-san: The Making of a Prostitute (1975),
the culmination of Shohei Imamura’s nine-year excursion into documentary
filmmaking. The direct link between these two films is that neither woman can
forge a satisfactory life in Japan. Both films offer unforgettable characters in the
course of the director’s investigation into Japanese history. Karayuki-san is more
poignant. Through Kikuyo, and then through several other karayuki-san whom
he and Kikuyo meet and interview together, Imamura presents the horrific
story of women he has called the “shock troops” of Japan’s ascension to power
and military predominance, Japan’s foray into imperialism. Kikuyo becomes
Imamura’s assistant, reassuring the elderly broken former karayuki-san that it
is safe to tell him their story. She asks them the same questions that earlier he
had put to her. With Imamura’s guidance, she has become the author of her own
life, free to express herself in a way she never has experienced, embodying the
ideal of freedom that Imamura described as the foundation of his filmmaking.
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By the 1930s, Japan was bent on establishing a political, economic, and cul-
tural union in greater East Asia in the service of a Japanese empire. Its slogan
was “The eight corners of the world beneath one roof,” its project a holy war of
Japanese aggression. Annexing the weaker countries of Asia, from China and
Korea to Borneo, Japan considered itself their natural ruler by virtue of its more
developed industrial base. Japan’s rulers contended that there was a common
racial and religious affinity between Japan, Korea, and China in particular that
justified Japanese expansion and the appropriation of their resources (OSS).

An important component of this crusade, the Greater East-Asia Co-Prosper-
ity Sphere, was blotting out the influence of Anglo-American culture in East
Asia, thereby acting for the good of all Asians (OSS). Western notions of individ-
ualism would be dispelled as Japan, in a symbiotic relationship with the other
countries of Asia, would pursue its “world historical mission.” There would be
“co-prosperity” between the countries in question, mutual cooperative develop-
ment, solidarity, and coexistence. Western values, individualism in particular,
would dissipate.

In reality, its economy stretched thin, Japan enslaved local populations
into forced labor and starved the workers mercilessly (see, for instance, Masaki
Kobayashi’s Ningen no Joken,1959-1961, a three-part film released in English
as The Human Condition). Japan promised countries under colonial domination,
like Indochina, that they would grant them their independence, which never
occurred. There was little effort to develop local economies.

As it geared up for war, Japan sought essential natural resources, such as
oil and rubber, which were unavailable in the homeland. There was oil to be
had in the Dutch East Indies, iron and coal in Manchuria and rubber in French
Indochina. The situation was exacerbated when the United States embargoed
oil and steel shipments to Japan. All these economies soon came under the
sway of Japan.

In the service of the “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere,” Japan treated
its most vulnerable citizens as expendable. In a culture that had always devalued
and exploited women and that had institutionalized prostitution, the concept of
“karayuki-san” was not unthinkable. The term itself meant “going to Kara,” which
first referred to China, and was later extended to include all of Southeast Asia.

The system of karayuki-san or “comfort women” actually began in 1868 with
the fall of the Tokugawa dynasty when Chinese merchants in Japan sent their
Japanese house servants to China. The first two decades of the twentieth century
saw thousands of young women leaving Japan for lives as prostitutes in neigh-
boring Asian countries. With the Japanese invasion of China in the early 1930s,
karayuki-san were sent to the far-flung corners of the “Co-Prosperity sphere” that
came to include Korea, Thailand, Indonesia, Borneo, Malaysia, Burma, French
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Indochina, New Guinea, and the Philippines. There had been such frequent rape
of local women by Japanese soldiers that karayuki-san were enlisted to tamper
the frustration and discontent of the soldiers that the authorities feared might
otherwise precipitate revolt. As Japanese historian Yoshiaki Yoshimi put it, “The
Japanese Imperial Army feared most that the simmering discontentment of the
soldiers could explode into a riot and revolt” (Yoshimi 2000).

Sometimes a woman’s parents, or siblings, sold her to brokers who ranged
over Japan in search of poor women with no resources. Sometimes girls as young
as nine and ten years old were carried off to ships without knowing where they
were going. Sometimes the pimp promised the woman a respectable job in a fac-
tory or a restaurant, or as a maid, and the woman did not discover until it was
too late that her fate was to be a prostitute. Always she was treated as a virtual
slave and was told that to escape she would have to pay off a considerable debt.

Thousands of women were herded into military brothels. Members of the
Japanese military were instructed on how to manage comfort stations, includ-
ing how to determine the actuarial “durability or perishability of the women we
procure.” Army doctors ostensibly conducted tests for venereal disease. Lacking
microscopes, they used “simple visual checks.” There was an instrument inserted
into the vagina that made it pop open so you could see inside.

Well into the millennium the Japanese government denied that the insti-
tutionalized sexual enslavement of thousands of Japanese women had taken
place. Yet there were between 300,000 and 400,000 women and girls impressed
into this service. Later there were apologies issued by officials; in 1994, the
Japanese prime minister Tomiichi Murayama apologized “to all the women
who underwent immeasurable and painful experiences and suffered incurable
physical and psychological wounds as comfort women.” In July 1995, Prime
Minister Murayama repeated: “I offer my profound apology to all those who,
as wartime comfort women, suffered emotional and physical wounds that can
never be closed.”

Yet in 2007 Prime Minister Shinzo Abe declared, “There was no evidence that
the Japanese government had kept sex slaves.” The Yomiuri Shimbun newspaper
insisted that the women voluntarily provided “comfort” to the frontline troops
and accused the rival Asahi Shimbun of helping to fuel anti-Japan sentiment in
South Korea and “misperception of Japan throughout the world.” The flurry of
apologies and denials were referred to as Japan’s “apology diplomacy” for its
wartime misdeeds. Coming twenty years earlier, Imamura’s film deepened the
political debate. Karayuki-san is a historical act as much as it is a work of art.

“I want to make really human, Japanese, unsettling films,” Imamura told
poet and film critic Heiichi Sugiyama (Richie 1997: 31). There could be no more
“unsettling” subject than the war-time karayuki-san, a subject perfectly suited to
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a director who in all his films challenged official Japan, from the bakumatsu to
the Japanese war of the thirties and forties to the postwar moment where little
had changed for those outside the burgeoning economy. Into the twenty-first
century, Imamura depicted people who remained as expendable as they always
had been throughout Japan’s history.

For Imamura these are the people who built Japan, contributing their energy
to the struggle for progress. “I am interested in the relationship of the lower
part of the human body and the lower part of the social structure on which the
reality of daily Japanese life supports itself,” he told critic Koichi Yamada (Richie
1997: 17). Whatever vitality Japan has found, it is through such people.

Kikuyo Zendo, the central character of Karayuki-san, is a prime example.
She responds to Imamura’s appreciation of her; he has called her “a gentle old
lady of seventy” who was “tolerant” of his crew. She laughs at some of Imamu-
ra’s questions, particularly whether she enjoyed the sex, not out of embarrass-
ment, but recognizing the irony. He was the one who was uneasy: “I was less
and less sure that I could justify asking her such questions as how many men
she had to sleep with every night” or “Did you enjoy sex with your clients?”
(Nakata 1997:120).

“I had to ask myself,” Imamura added, “whether or not I was exploiting her,
whether or not I had good enough reasons to expose her past in public, and
whether or not I really understood her feelings.” He also asked himself whether
documentary was “really the best way to approach these matters,” aware as he
was that the very presence of the camera “could materially change people’s lives.”

All the “old ladies” he interviews try to help him understand what had hap-
pened to them, perceiving that his aim is to render the truth of their lives. For
him, they are willing to remember their pain, the hardships and the loneliness.
Unaccustomed to being looked at for themselves, unaccustomed to being taken
seriously, in exchange for the respect Imamura offers, they are willing to tell
their stories. Imaginative and lucid, they help him to create the illusion that
we are actually viewing them at the time of their lives as karayuki-san, lives for
which, of course, no footage exists. Yet, whenever possible, Imamura intercuts
rare photographs of the karayuki-san in their innocent youth, posing stiffly in
kimono. Their expressions are stoical, bereft of false hope. Most of the women
were illiterate. Kikuyo went up to the fourth grade.

“Iunderstood,” Imamura told Toichi Nakata, interviewing him in Edinburgh
in 1994, “that my filmmaking would only be truly international if it was derived
from a Japanese cultural and ideological struggle” (Imamura 1997b: 129). Like
all his films, Karayuki-san, he has said, is “like myself, very Japanese” (Imamura
1997b: 129). His films appeal to Western audiences precisely because they are
rooted in Japanese values, modes of perceiving, and historical understanding.
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Kikuyo Zendo attempts to piece together her past, as Imamura unfolds the
realities of twentieth-century Japanese history, of which Kikuyo is an emblem.
“Tricked” by a woman named Tomiko, who worked with Kikuyo’s sister weav-
ing straw mats, at the age of nineteen (she is not certain whether she was born
in 1898 or 1899) Kikuyo was promised that she would be working at a hotel in
Kobe. Instead, she was kidnapped and hidden at the bottom of a dilapidated boat,
where in darkness and in space so tight the five or six girls imprisoned there could
scarcely move; they were then sent to Kelang, the shabby outpost of civilization in
Malaysia where she and Imamura have traveled together to make this film.

It must have been a Japanese boat since they were brought Japanese meals,
Kikuyo reflects. Imamura intercuts old photographs of the harbor at the time
she arrived, a shabby impoverished port studded with industrial refuse. There
are no shots of blue sea exoticism, the vulgarities of orientalism. The streets of
Kelang are filled with the poor and the idle, with leering male passersby staring
at Imamura and at this elderly woman in a brown and gold patterned house
dress, who pointedly ignores them. Later Imamura remarks, “One of these men
around here might have known you from back then.” Kikuyo laughs out loud,
the first of many such moments, all coming as a surprise. She finds the ironies
of her life, the absurdities, a source of humor. All the former karayuki-san are
beyond anger.

When women appear in the mise-en-scéne of the present, they are middle-
aged prostitutes, sitting around waiting for customers. Their tight, revealing
shorts and low-cut tops make them seem desperate and unappealing. These
images suggest that the situation of poor Asian women has not altered substan-
tially over the past century.

The odd couple, Imamura and Kikuyo Zendo, climb a set of rickety very
steep stairs to the wharf. A shaky hand-held camera records their movements,
reflecting the precariousness of what would be Kikuyo’s future. Imamura car-
ries the microphone, its cord awkwardly trailing behind, bending down to her
level. “Couldn’t you have refused?” he asks. “I see how hopeless you were, but
couldn’t you have fought with him more?” This seems callous. It isn’t. Imamura
has offered Kikuyo the opportunity to recount how trapped she was. “Once
you're in that kind of situation, you're helpless,” she explains, without emotion.
She tells how she had agreed to appear at a court to “register” to work. “I had to
lie and say I was over twenty,” she explains. Imamura’s sympathy is expressed in
voiceover as he murmurs, “The heat was so intense it made me dizzy.” It was into
a debilitating climate that the young Kikuyo was thrust.

Imamura wants to know about her first client, who was a policeman. He
wants to know how much she charged. He learns that she preferred the “short
timers,” who paid only two dollars, because they would be gone fast.
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When Imamura asks why a woman like Tomiko would bully her, Kikuyo
laughs. “Was she pretty?” Imamura wants to know. When she remarks that
Tomiko was a beauty, Imamura says, “You must have been a beauty too.” Kikuyo
laughs and contradicts the filmmaker in whose project, offscreen, she has
already enlisted whole-heartedly. “I was always like this,” she says firmly. Every
detail of her life is important. “It didn’t help if we fought or cried,” she explains.
“They wouldn’t let us go home.”

When Imamura asks whether it is true that women can’t forget their first,
Kikuyo laughs again. They laugh together, fellow Japanese, collaborating.

The first half of the film is shot in half-darkness as Kikuyo tells her story;
even the exteriors are devoid of illumination. The place was not lit during the
day, and so the shots reflect this darkness. Imamura remarks that Kelang “must
have changed,” but Kikuyo, her face in shadow, corrects him here too. The cam-
era situates itself on the ground floor looking up at Imamura and Kikuyo, it pans
and moves attempting to discover the world in which she was once enslaved, a
world almost unchanged, now populated by half-dressed idle prostitutes.

That in the first part of the film Kikuyo’s face is in darkness provides a kind
of privacy as Kikuyo reveals the secrets of her history. The takes are long because
everything she says is worth pondering, as she considers the motives of the
woman who betrayed her. Maybe “money.”

Nothing has changed, even as Japan has not made amends for its brutality,
and the number “20” is just as it was the day she arrived fifty years earlier, high
on the wall. Did the place have a name? She explains that “20 Malay Street” was
quite famous. Imamura requests that Kikuyo recount her daily routine, “we put
on our makeup and got to work,” because she is important to him. When she
explains that she worked during the day as well as at night, Imamura protests:
“but it is so hot.” Kikuyo laughs. The heat was the least of it.

It is part of Imamura’s determination to impart dignity to the karayuki-san
that Kikuyo never complains, not about the heat, and not about how many
men she serviced (on her worst day, thirty). On busy days, there were seven or
eight clients. She was forbidden by the “master” to write letters back to Japan.
Marriage did not work out for her. As for the sex, she doesn’t hesitate. “You
hated it?” he asks. “Yes, I hated it,” she says.

Kikuyo has no particular memories of the Japanese war, and so Imamura uses
voiceover narration at intervals to introduce historical facts of Japan’s pursuit of
the Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity Sphere. After World War I the light manu-
facturing industries of China and Japan were in competition; karayuki-san were
shunned as “‘Japanese products.” They became an embarrassment at a time Japan
was suffering great poverty because they earned foreign currency. After Japan
sent its military into Asia, all Japanese products were burned.
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These women were now expected to contribute to the economy of the home-
land, as was the case with O-Saki in a book by Tomoko Yamazaki originally
published in 1972 (and which appeared in English in 1999) about the karayuki-
san called Sandakan Brothel No.8.® The main character is “Yamakawa Saki,” or
“O-Saki,” the pseudonym for a woman who was shipped to North Borneo at
the age of ten. Abandoned by her mother, she agreed to remain abroad to earn
money so that her brother might buy farmland, build a house, and secure a wife.
When O-Saki returns home to Amakusa as an old woman, she is shunned by her
family because it was shameful to have been a karayuki-san.

As the late Donald Richie elegantly noted, Imamura foregoes “the conso-
lations of plot.” He wants nothing to do with the “well-made film.” His films
are sometimes “messy,” Imamura admitted, and Karayuki-san proceeds by the
accretion of episodes. There is no rising action, no climactic moment. There is,
instead, an accumulation of information. So we are told the system was enforced
by “ex-convict abductors.” A sepia photograph of a very rough character is inter-
polated. These enforcers told the women it was “their duty” to send money
home. In the first-person plural, Imamura assumes full responsibility for Japan:
“Our homeland sucked up their profits.”

Awkwardly, Imamura suddenly says, “Let’s go back to Kikuyo’s story.” He
lights a cigarette for his subject (they are both heavy smokers), and the narra-
tive resumes. Kikuyo too, we learn, sent currency back to Japan when her sister
sent letters begging for money. She sent what she could, Kikuyo says without
bitterness. She talks about how she had a regular client, who came on a ship that
she went to the harbor to meet. “You were like a local wife?” Imamura says, and
Kikuyo laughs, laughter not out of mirth but in acknowledgment of the absurd.
She never enjoyed the rights and privileges of a wife.

“Did you ever fall in love?” Imamura wants to know. Kikuyo suggests that
she did, with Tadokoro, the manager of a rubber plantation, whose wife had died
and who wanted to marry her. “I just couldn’t,” she says. “I had no education so
I could not marry him.” She was a woman who never put herself first, and who
expressed a natural solidarity with others suffering the same plight. The pathos
of her story accelerates.

“I'wanted to marry him, but I said no to him and he went back to Japan,” she
reveals. It was the turning point of her life when she said farewell to Tadokoro at
the Miyako Hotel. Did you cry when you said goodbye to him? Imamura wants
to know. Kikuyo laughs out loud, then replies: “No, I didn’t cry, but I was sad.”
She is laughing, this time, at the pointlessness of tears.

As a staunch documentary filmmaker, Imamura tries to locate the Miyako
Hotel, so critical a location for Kikuyo’s story. It was a place where auctions of
karayuki-san were held, the location of a slave trade. The building is gone. He
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finds only old sepia photographs showing a sea of self-satisfied men, “masters”
and “pimps” with a few karayuki-san sprinkled among them. One girl’s face is
twisted in agony as a man clutches her arm.

There are other old photographs. “This is me,” Kikuyo says simply, glancing
at an old photograph of herself in her youth, a plain woman in an unembellished
kimono. The photos were taken when she took up with an Indian who worked in
a photo studio. She married him, but he quit his job and became a dry cleaner. “I
didn’t like his decision, so I left him,” she says, without emotion, that commod-
ity no karayuki-san can afford.

Kikuyo married a man who worked on the railroads and had a son, now a
doctor, but he visits only occasionally and only then gives her money. All their
money went for his medical training, and so when her husband died she sold
the house and paid the debts of his son’s education. The life of this woman who
became Imamura’s subject “by chance” was without luck, and was so grim that to
survive she chose to accept everything that happened to her as her “fate.”

When the Second World War began, she was placed in a prison camp run by
Indians. Imamura interviews a man who was a Singapore newspaper editor at
the time, and so learns that the interned Japanese hung pictures of the emperor
and empress. Imamura offers no comment. There were two types of Japanese
there, those who supported the war and those who didn’t, even as for these
outcasts whether Japan won or lost the war made no difference to their lives.
The Indians shot one karayuki-san who refused to believe that Japan had lost
the war.

There is a freeze-frame of Kikuyo, a signature Imamura technique, a punc-
tuation mark on her story and its brutality, its finality. The action resumes as
she begins to talk. Does she miss Japan? Imamura asks. She says that she would
like to visit once. As the camera picks her up through a barred window, we see
how Kikuyo lives, as a servant doing chores from sunrise to sundown for her
son’s mother-in-law. “I don’t just live here doing nothing,” she remarks. “They
don’t have a maid so I do everything for them.” Imamura films a typical day in
Kikuyo’s life. We observe her servitude in horror even as Kikuyo says, “As long
as I can smoke my cigarettes, I'm fine.”

What would await her in Japan is revealed when, abruptly, Imamura inter-
cuts a visit he made to Japan. In one scene he interviews Mrs. Nishimura, the
wife of a Sumitomo Company businessman for whom Kikuyo worked as a maid
for six months in Singapore. “She lives with her in-laws, whom she loathes,”
Mrs. Nishimura reveals. Her grandchildren say terrible things to her every day.
She does not ask for money, and is paid for her work only in cigarettes and soap.

“I'm impressed by her,” Mrs. Nishimura says. After fifty years of hardship,
she never insists on any rights, never asks for anything for herself, and is
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resolved to help others. (Kikuyo has written to Imamura that she is worried
about his film, troubled that she hasn’t provided enough documentation.) All
that suffering must have made her what she is: tough, strong, and resilient. Only
from Mrs. Nishimura do we learn that Kikuyo, more than once, has had to beg
her son’s in-laws to allow her to stay.

“I was moved by her generosity,” Mrs. Nishimura says. In Kikuyo Zendo,
Imamura has discovered an essential Japanese spirit, rural in its origins, free
of material desires, free of bitterness, without guile. She may be uneducated, he
reveals, but she is intelligent. Kikuyo requested as her farewell gift from Mrs.
Nishimura a kimono to be spread over her when she died, and we see her in this
kimono—it’s purple with flowers—in the penultimate scene when she places
flowers on the graves of the karayuki-san.

On Imamura’s visit to Kikuyo’s ancestral village near Hiroshima he gath-
ers information that Kikuyo has not revealed. He locates two elders and when
he shows them old photos, they remember her from grade school. “Was this
a buraku village?” Imamura asks. The elementary school went up only to the
fourth grade, after which many of the children went to work at a spinning
mill. Her family owned no land and were hired as day laborers. Not all were
burakumin, but those who were left the village. The camera is placed high,
looking down on these poor, powerless people as two men describe Kikuyo's
brother Tsuichi as “a nice gentle person” who was picked on and harassed; he
sold fish and bean curd from a cart and because he had a disability in his right
hand, the villagers in their rural cruelty demanded that he not touch the food
he was selling, but to use chopsticks. Kikuyo had grown up in a house with
one room and a small kitchen.

They describe how a local girl was rejected by her boyfriend’s parents and was
“so devastated that she killed herself.” Injustice and cruelty remain embedded
in the fabric of Japanese culture. Imamura and his subjects share this view. Has
that changed now? Imamura persists. “It still exists,” the elder says, as “marital
discrimination.” This happened only two years earlier.

“Poor thing,” one of the elderly men says, speaking of Kikuyo. “I think she
should come home once before she dies.” Now Imamura does interpolate his
own feelings: “I was deeply affected by the gentle words of the discriminated
(people), taken advantage of by Japan’s prosperity.” In voiceover he explains
that he now knows why their opinion about the war, about Japan, was so nega-
tive. “The bruises on their hearts are profound,” he notes.

It remains only for Imamura, back in South Asia, to interview other aged
karayuki-san, the better to reveal that the life experiences of all these women fol-
lowed a similar pattern. Kikuyo is now part of Imamura’s crew. “This man wants
to interview us about when we were working in the houses in Malaya,” she says,
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encouraging other karayuki-san. Imamura places himself first on the left, three-
quarters out of frame, and then on the right. He is inconsequential to their sto-
ries. Tora, born in Shimabara, came to Kelang at sixteen and married a Chinese
policeman a year later so he might help find her sister. He failed. Yae was sold off
by her mother, “tricked.”
she explains. As for going back to Japan, she says, “What would I do there?”

I cried all the time at first, but I had to go on living,”

There was no place in Japan for her as a young woman and there is none now.

When Yae brings out her photo album, we see that the opening pages are
occupied by photographs of the emperor and the empress. The imperial system
is embedded in this culture, as much in its victims as in those who prospered.
Another karayuki-san, a very weak old lady, her face ravaged and wrinkled, tells
Imamura that her parents “sold her.” Imamura interpolates a shot of an uniden-
tified young girl, perhaps a grandchild, listening to the tale in horror.

The last of the karayuki-san resides at the National Nursing Home in Kuala
Lumpur. There is a long line of shabby cots. Konnichiwa, hello, Imamura says
shyly to Matsu. He notes in voiceover that Matsu and Kikuyo seem like old
friends, although they have just met. This karayuki-san from Amakusa, the home
of many karayuki-san, is deeply bent over and walks with a stick, as she tells the
same story. “I had no choice.” There was no food in Japan back then, she says.
The director sits on the edge of a bed observing a circle of four karayuki-san. “I
see what you mean,” he says, and then he listens while Kikuyo questions Matsu,
as once Imamura questioned her. Where are you from? What kind of ship? Were
the men Japanese? For a final time Imamura intercuts more shots of the middle-
aged prostitutes in Kelang’s darkened rooms and stairwells, waiting for men.
The connection is thematic, the technique “messy,” but by now we have been
converted to Imamura’s aesthetic Imamura 1997b: 129). Each of the elderly
women says the same thing: they felt nothing for the men who deceived them
and purchased their services, not even hatred. Does Matsu hate Mr. Iwata?
Imamura presses. “I don’t feel anything for him,” she says, and Imamura and
Kikuyo laugh. As they depart, Kikuyo remarks, “I hope I die before I have to live
here. It'll be a lot easier to die early.”

At a cemetery, dressed in her best purple-flowered kimono, Kikuyo pauses at
the grave of a young woman who died for one yen. “Poor thing,” she says, echo-
ing her neighbor’s words for her. Many graves have no names, only numbers,
no stones, only blocks of wood. The music is Japanese, the samisen respectful
as silently Kikuyo places a large flower on as many graves as she can. The sky is
blue and the palm trees sway in the breeze in sharp contrast to the misfortunes
depicted in this narrative.

Most of the women died in the first two decades of the twentieth cen-
tury. These were Japan’s first troops, Imamura says, paving the way for tens
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of thousands of women to follow. When author Tomoko Yamazaki visited the
cemetery of the karayuki-san in Borneo, she noticed that all the graves faced in
one direction, away from Japan. It is a sentiment with which Imamura would
concur. Imamura underlines that Japan’s forays into Asia have not ceased,
that the most recent Japanese cast out into the world, latter-day karayuki-san,
male and female, are sent by corporations.

From the tranquility of the cemetery, Imamura overlaps the roar of a
jet plane, then cuts abruptly to a bustling airport, where Kikuyo has arrived
back in Japan, hosted by the Burakumin League against Discrimination. Mrs.
Nishimura is at her elbow. There is a date, May 23, 1973. Kikuyo does not utter
another word in the film.

Imamura sums up: the karayuki-san were the front-line troops to build the
economy. The shaky, hand-held camera records, by way of comment, Kikuyo’s facial
expressions, startled, confused, distracted, bewildered at having been thrust into
an alien world, half-smiling. In voiceover, Imamura adds that this is her chance
to see whether Japan has changed, even as everything he has shown points to
nothing having improved. Japanese women of the lower class remain victims of
Japan’s thirst for wealth, burakumin the objects of discrimination and abuse.

Karayuki-san ends abruptly, as if Imamura has run out of film. Having
remarked that it’s not a simple story, Imamura departs with the implication that
Kikuyo, in her seventies, is being exploited by the Burakumin League just as she
had been by her family, by the slave traders who sold her, by the men who used
her—and by Japan.

His voice is as gruff and unemotional as it was at the moment the film began.
This is a documentary and he is here to state facts, the images sufficing for inter-
pretation. His goal has been to make the spectator feel deeply for these aban-
doned women and their ruined lives, and that purpose has been accomplished
triumphantly.

Notes

1. Karayuki-san is the form, in the Japanese mode, for both the singular and the plural.

2. linterviewed Imamura at his studios in a suburb of Tokyo. He was the only director
of the many I interviewed who had me sit on the tatami across from him. He also
invited me back to view his documentaries, and so one evening I found myself in a
very unfamiliar part of Tokyo watching Karayuki-san for the first time.

3. The novel was adapted into a successful film by Kei Kumai in 1974.
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Chapter 11

The Female Body as Transgressor of
National Boundaries: The History of
Postwar Japan as Told by a Bar Hostess

Bianca Briciu

Imamura’s films are famous for capturing the irrational, bodily aspects of
human existence giving a voice to people marginalized or excluded from official
discourses. While his fiction films have received a lot of critical attention, his
documentaries made in a transition period of his career in the 1970s are less
well known, but they nevertheless epitomize, through a self-reflexive cinematic
style, Imamura’s concern with marginal experiences. Two of his documentaries,
Nippon sengoshi: Madamu Onboro no seikatsu/The History of Postwar Japan as
Told by a Bar Hostess (1970) and Karayuki-san, The Making of a Prostitute (1975),
describe the embodied experiences of low-status women, unpacking gender and
class-power relations. Both films critique the nation-state discourse that erases
and abjects subordinate groups, and they suggest an ironic parallel between
women’s experiences and Japan-US relations situating the female body as the
symbolic sexual boundary of the nation. Isolde Standish suggested that “these
films center on a dialectic in which historiography is juxtaposed to the physical
embodiment of history through consciousness” (2011: 116). Both documenta-
ries explore a marginalized version of history inscribed on the female body. This
essay analyzes the points of contrast and convergence between female embod-
ied history and Japan’s postwar official history in The History of Postwar Japan as
Told by a Bar Hostess. My central questions are concerned with the relationship
between national official discourse and female-embodied experience and the
documentary-style articulation of the personal-as-political in a manner close to
feminist oral history.

The History of Postwar Japan traces the course of Etsuko Akaza’s (Madame
Onboro) life in terms of Japan’s experiences of defeat and occupation, critiquing
her oppression as a woman and a burakumin.' Her testimony reconstitutes her
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own experiences of Japan’s modernization, defeat, and occupation, revealing
the intricate connections between the nation and the female body. Japanese
national identity has been constructed through the close policing of female bod-
ies, while the bodies of low-class prostitutes have been marginalized serving at
the end of World War II as buffer zones between the occupied nation and the
occupiers. These low-class prostitutes came to symbolize the sexual boundary
of the nation, and many intellectuals in the post-defeat period used the repre-
sentation of prostitutes catering to Americans as metaphors for a feminized,
sexualized Japan.

The film is an interventional documentary structured like a cinema verité
interview. Imamura parallels the national discourse presented through news-
reel footage with Etsuko Akaza’s embodied presence, creating an ironic con-
trast between voice and images. He deconstructs official discourses through the
ironic juxtaposition of sets of binaries: national versus individual, the male dis-
embodied national discourse versus female embodied experience, Japan versus
US, image versus voice.

Official discourse is portrayed in the film through newsreels, pictures, and
Imamura’s own commentary. Newsreels are visible both for us as spectators and
for Akaza, while other documentary inserts are only made available to us as spec-
tators. She is a tireless interlocutor, with a passion for speaking and an excellent
memory. She mediates spectators’ viewing of news footage as she appears next
to the images in the frame, and instead of confirming them in the manner a tra-
ditional voice-of-god commentary would do, she interrogates and defies them. As
Standish points out, “The voice of a burakumin woman throws into uncertainty
the tones of authority that a male voice over would do” (2011: 128). Her marginal
position in society in terms of her gender and class places her at the boundary
of the nation, where she ironically finds empowerment through Japan’s defeat
and disempowerment. National discourse contains female sexuality within the
marriage system and abjects the body of the prostitute, but Akaza is a survivor
who learned how to use her sexual body to claim her own place in the world by
transgressing national boundaries.

Akaza (or Madame Onboro) used to be the owner of a bar catering to
Americans. At the time of Imamura’s interviews, she is getting ready to
move to the United States with her American lover. Imamura discovered her
in Yokosuka and made her the character of his film in an effort to under-
stand her rejection of Japanese identity. Her burakumin family managed to
rise above the poverty level through illegal dealings on the black market. She
was married to a Japanese policeman, but as their relationship grew stale
due to his violence and infidelities, she started working in a brothel serving
Americans. After earning some money, she opened her own bar and started
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having affairs with her American clients. The film describes her life experi-
ences against the backdrop of Japan’s tumultuous postwar events, such as
the US occupation, the repatriation of Japanese soldiers, the Vietnam War,
and public protests.

Cinematic Ironies: Kokutai and Nikutai Discourses

The film employs Eisensteinian montage techniques, proposing many sub-
tle meanings from the juxtaposition of newsreel footage with Akaza’s com-
mentary. Joan Mellen observes that Imamura does not judge Akaza but uses
instead “cinematic ironies” that contrast her experience with that of the
nation (1976: 236). The film critiques both Akaza’s perspective limited to the
body and the national discourse limited to ideology. The newsreel footage rep-
resents national events whereas Akaza’s discourse represents embodied expe-
rience. While the newsreels show how Japanese people suffer because of the
Occupation, Akaza states that Americans gave her a sense of freedom. As she
flips through pictures of atrocities from the war in Vietnam, she states that
Americans are not like that; they have been good to her. The ironic montage
invites spectators to question the notion of historical truth that is fragmented
and at times contradictory. It shows that Akaza’s limitation to personal
bodily experiences makes her fail to grasp the larger cultural implications of
American occupation and the influence of various policies upon her own life.
She prefers American men because their presence freed her from the racism
and poverty she experienced among her own people, as well as the violence of
her two former Japanese partners. Alternately, national discourse, although
claiming to represent the truth through the visual weight of newsreels and the
voice-of-god commentary, proves to be fragmentary, contradictory and favor-
ing certain perspectives. I analyze more closely three scenes that punctuate
with irony the gap between Akaza’s personal experiences of embodied encoun-
ter with American GIs and Japan’s experience of defeat. The newsreel footage
shows the occupation as the source of national shame and suffering whereas
for Akaza it represents opportunity. A closer analysis of these scenes reveals
the relationship between the nation and the female body; in other words,
between kokutai and nikutai.

Douglas Slaymaker offers an interesting etymological analysis of the dif-
ferences between kokutai and nikutai (2004: 8). He explains the kokutai as the
national body close to a state religion with the emperor at its apex and the peo-
ple as part of a body space. While this concept was used in the wartime years
for establishing Japanese uniqueness and masculine domination, after defeat
Japan was feminized and turned into a colonial Other (Igarashi 2000: 35). To
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Figure 11.1 Akaza and her daughter are walking arm in arm with GIs,
a ubiquitous scene in the occupation years but nevertheless one
that provoked a great deal of national anxiety.

what extent is national discourse a kokutai discourse and what are the connec-
tions between kokutai (collective, public, national) and nikutai (personal, private,
material)? Kokutai ideology disappeared only to return from repression as the
feminized body of the nation. This metaphoric expression of the nation as an ide-
ological body subordinated the will of individuals to the larger will of the nation
in the wartime period, sublimating the materiality of nikutai. It is for this reason,
Slaymaker argues, that there was a strong preoccupation in the post-defeat years
with the material body, the nikutai, as a form of liberation from the constraints
imposed by the wartime regime (2004: 11). The body liberated from state ide-
ology starts to be defined through its instinctual drives: survival and sexuality.
Many Japanese writers and filmmakers in the postwar period celebrated sexual-
ity as a strong mark of the liberated body, as a material energy that defies the
ideology of state control.

The film juxtaposes the breaching, the wounding of the national body by
the arrival of occupation forces with Akaza’s celebration of the pleasures of the
flesh. The female body and the national body come together metaphorically
under the sign of US military politics and strategies in Asia. The national body
is now in the female position of subordination and lack of agency while the
female body marginalized from kokutai discourse is now empowered through
sexual pleasure and direct access to the power of the occupiers. For Japanese
women of lower caste, Americans offer the promise (no matter how illusory)
of a better life. Their gender and class marginality allow them to embrace
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Figure 11.2 Newsreel footage shows General MacArthur descending from a
plane and occupation troops marching on Japanese soil.

the Occupation, transgressing national boundaries. They do not experience
the shame and humiliation of Japan’s defeat because they did not partake
of national ideology in the first place. They were preoccupied with immedi-
ate bodily survival at a time when the national ideology was strong, and they
are preoccupied with immediate bodily survival when that ideology crum-
bles. Their marginalization makes it easier to transgress national boundaries
becoming emotionally and sexually involved with “the enemy.”

To a certain extent Akaza’s words echo the vision of occupation that Amer-
icans themselves had, as a form of gentlemanly liberation. “They were all kind
and gentlemanly ... They brought soap and chocolate. There was nothing
to worry about. People calmed down.” While she and her mother talk about
their social position as burakumin, newsreel images of poverty and suffering
are inserted. “The conquered Japan suffers,” the commentator says against
images of the homeless, vagabonds, orphans, and bodies sprayed with DDT.
Madam Onboro’s relationship with Gls structures her response to occupa-
tion in general, as she has vicarious access to America’s idealized power and
bounty as many impoverished Japanese saw it, including Akaza. She is free
from the national ideology that makes Japanese men experience defeat in
shame and suffering. Through her sexual body and emotional availability
she enters a world of apparent freedom through consumerism.” Unlike the
underlying meaning of US occupation as subjugation for Japan, for Akaza it
means freedom and agency.? Imamura shows newsreel footage of massive pro-
tests against the presence of US bases and the trespassing of the Sunagawa
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Figure 11.3 Newsreels of violent protests show the divided nation
and the public opposition to occupation in contrast to the discourse
of peaceful democratization.

military base while the voiceover of the newsreel comments that farmers in
Japan regarded the pillars used to demarcate the bases as “planted in their
hearts.” The despair and suffering of the nation as seen in newsreels is con-
trasted with Akaza’s commentary about the opportunities she had once the
Americans set foot in Japan.

The newsreels of the large demonstration at Yokosuka base on May 30, 1966,
show the embittered protests against the docking of a nuclear submarine. In
contrast to these images of national subjugation and the suppression of dissent,
Akaza muses that she relied on the presence of Gls for her livelihood. The pro-
tests of Japanese people against occupation and especially against the renewed
Anpo treaty are futile due to the nation’s subordinated position. In contrast,
Akaza finds agency by catering to GIs. The first level of her agency is economic,
her ability to make her own money instead of relying on an abusive husband.
The second level of agency happens when she becomes a bar owner and has the
emotional freedom to start affairs with Americans instead of the transactional
act of prostitution. Her transgressive body marks the volatile boundaries of an
imagined nation.

The second contrasting editing occurs when Imamura asks about her
experience of occupation. The newsreels show ordered rows of people listen-
ing to the emperor’s announcement of defeat, some of them crying. Akaza
retorts that in her experience nobody cried, but, on the contrary, they were
all relieved. They didn’t say anything out of fear but deep down in their
hearts they were relieved. Mellen reads Akaza’s reaction as an example of
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il v avait I'hymne natio

Figure 11.4 Akaza is watching documentary footage showing people’s
reaction to the emperor’s announcement of defeat.

how the Japanese really felt, a demystification of defeat (1976: 237). What
I see in this scene is not an example of the real experience pitted against a
myth, but rather the presence of the fractured nation into groups with vari-
ous experiences. The ideology of kokutai crashes down with the experience
of defeat, revealing its fragmented, contradictory nature. The male ideology
that shored up kokutai is destroyed, placing Japanese men in an effeminized
position. The only truth that remains after defeat is the pragmatic nature of
immediate bodily survival and sexuality, a truth that women have also expe-
rienced under kokutai.

Another ironic juxtaposition is the newsreel showing the wedding of the
Crown Prince with Princess Michiko edited together with images of poor, starv-
ing Japanese citizens. Akaza laments the mottainai, the waste of huge amounts
of money, spent for the wedding and the reconstruction of the Imperial palace,
arguing that with all that money they could have built an orphanage. Her egali-
tarian views offer a powerful critique of the Imperial system, a critique paralleled
visually by the newsreel where a bystander throws a stone at the royal couple. As
Imamura stated, “I thought I should describe from Madam Onboro’s perspective
the collapse of the Japanese family and its connection with the collapse of the
Emperor system” (Imamura 2004, 63-64). As the newsreels show, the emperor
system continues, raising doubts about the official discourse of occupation as a
democratizing process. Akaza’s voice echoes the frustration of marginal people
with the inequalities and unfair structure of the nation based in ideologies that
support domination.
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Figure 11.5 In contrast to the images of the sumptuous wedding of the
crown prince, Akaza tells how she explained to her American lovers that the
imperial family are not gods: “They’re Japan’s shop window decorations.”

The last scene of cinematic irony highlighting the gap between female
embodied experience and transnational politics is the moment Imam-
ura shows Akaza pictures of atrocities committed by American soldiers in
Vietnam. The pictures are enlarged as close-up images of mutilated corpses
while Akaza verbally defends the Americans. “Maybe this is a mise-en-scéne.
I know the Americans. They are nice and gentle. I believe in what I see and
what I touch.” This immediacy of perception limited to embodied experience
puts under question the notion of historical truth. What is relevant about
this scene is the coexistence of radically different perspectives, both of them
equally valid. Akaza did experience American men who were gentler with her
than Japanese men, but also the American men were US soldiers, embodi-
ments of America’s colonial domination. This scene epitomizes a collision of
perspectives where Imamura himself regards American soldiers as represen-
tatives of imperialist domination, whereas for Akaza they are representatives
of a better life and free sexuality.

These instances of irony not only deconstruct documentary as a cinematic
mode that reveals the truth about historical subjects, but they also work in
the way suggested by feminist historian Chizuko Ueno (2004) to critique the
documenting of history itself. Official history was documented through the
exclusion of embodied, sensual, and sexual experiences. As Mellen notes,
“Madame Onboro remains unaware that through the newsreels Imamura
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Figure 11.6 Imamura shows her pictures of atrocities committed
by the Americans in the Vietnam War, but she denies their reality,
stating that the Americans she knows are not evil.

is contrasting her praise of Americans with the harsh realities of Korea and
Vietnam” (1976: 236). Is the purpose of the irony to criticize Akaza and her
experientially limited view that overlooks the realities of the American impe-
rial involvement in Asia? The irony works on multiple levels. Akaza’s bodily
immersion in her sexual adventures, her cheerful amorality and lack of any
interest in politics, all suggest a limited view dominated by immediate, sen-
sual bodily experiences. National discourse and the failure of democracy are
also criticized through the pragmatic policies implemented by the Japanese
government in collaboration with US imperialist expansion. US imperial-
ism is criticized through the contrast between war atrocities, unscrupulous
policies of intervention that change according to the shifting interests in
Asia, and the official discourse of US as a marker of democracy and freedom.
Imamura’s irony saves him from taking sides with any of these partial truths,
instead presenting them as a detached observer.

If the cinematic ironies highlight the contrast between newsreel as national
discourse and Akaza’s embodied experiences, visual metaphors and freeze-
frames bring them together. Akaza’s survival strategies and her reliance on
foreigners are used to parallel the Japanese nation that adopts the same strate-
gies. For David Desser the metaphor of Akaza-as-nation is a critique of loss
of values. “Her reliance on American soldiers is a loss of moral values just as
Japan’s reliance on US is a loss of something deep within the Japanese spirit”
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(1998: 126). The film highlights the fact that disempowered people have no
moral values because their identity was not formed through affiliation with
national identity. Lack of principles and survival through subjection and con-
sumerism bring the nation and Akaza together in a metaphor that haunts
many Japanese postwar films.

In the post-defeat years Japan as a nation experiences for the first time
the embodied female condition marked by control by an outside power. Isolde
Standish observes that Imamura focuses on prostitutes to critique “the eco-
nomic recovery based on Japan’s seemingly subservient role as provider of logis-
tics support to American military campaigns in Asia” (2011: 129). The kokutai is
now experiencing the subordinate position of female nikutai. Newsreel footage
of red purges and the crackdown on communist factions in Japan are edited
together with US bombing in Korea and with Akaza’s experiences, suggesting
that the enormous political unrest in Japan is the result of transnational poli-
tics of military strategy. The parallel between the nation and the female body
is interesting for Imamura and for other Japanese New Wave filmmakers, who
pursue the politicized relationship between bodies and a subordinate, disem-
powered nation. Akaza regards the American soldiers as a source of freedom
from all the oppressive elements in Japanese society: racism, abusive husbands,
poverty, marginalization. However, America is ultimately not turning Japan
into a peaceful, democratic country, a bitter realization of the 1960s and a tre-
mendous source of social unrest. After the militaristic period Japanese citizens
realized they were being again used for imperialist purposes, a second crisis of
truth that crushed the hopes for democratic freedom. The film ends with Akaza
joining her husband in the US, so we do not have the opportunity to see whether
her hopes for liberation became a reality or not.

The freeze-frames used three times in the film highlight Akaza’s role as wit-
ness of historical events. The camera freezes on a bystander of a train wreck or
a demonstrator and then zooms in on Akaza’s face, thus visually linking her
presence to the making of Japan’s history. What is important for this visual
compression of time and space is the suggestion that Akaza is not an agent of
historical change but is nevertheless a witness that interprets events from a
double marginal perspective as a burakumin woman. The documentary shows
that historical change impacts people of different social positions differently.
The ironic montage and the contrast between images of newsreel as national,
official history and Akaza’s voice testifying to her experiences performs a dou-
ble critique—of national, homogenizing history and its authority to express
truth as well as of the female embodied experience unaware of the extent of the
political construction of the personal.
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The film deconstructs the ability of the documentary to represent historical
truth visually by introducing conflicting perspectives. It highlights the conflict
between the value of images as objective, indexical recordings of historical truth
and the female voice that reconstructs personal memories at times in conflict
with the images. The thematic dichotomy the film enacts between national his-
torical discourse and female embodied experience is replicated at a cinematic
level by the dichotomy between the official authority of images and the female
voice. The same problem has been raised by feminist historians in Japan. Ueno
has shown that “the greatest challenge facing women’s history is finding ways
to allow the silenced voices to speak. This is why women’s history turned to oral
history” (2004: 123). Imamura’s documentaries open up the space for women’s
voices that reconstitute their embodied experience of history.

However, the writing of women’s history as oral history is not without prob-
lems, as Ueno points out. Testimonies are characterized by lapses of memory,
selective memory, inconsistencies, and the intervention of the present in the
narratives about the past (Ueno 2004: 123-24). The subjective version of his-
tory filtered through the emotional consciousness of women raises questions
of objectivity, value, and truth that are also valid for national discourses. The
truth about Japan’s postwar years is a highly contested terrain divided along
subjective views. In that sense, the film does not necessarily confer authority
to the woman’s voice as being the representative of truth, but rather it decon-
structs the highly contested notion of historical truth. Although the movie is a
predominantly visual representation of a woman’s testimony, the focus is more
on the sound track and the oral reconstitution of experience. Kaja Silverman has
related the sound track to the preoccupation with authenticity and interiority
(1998: 42). The voice is always connected to the expression of inner feelings or
thoughts, and it is anchored in its embodied source. As Robert Stam has argued,
when attention moves from predominantly visual expression to a space of the
vocal, it becomes a way of restoring voice to the voiceless. He suggests that the
voice is a metaphor of seepage across boundaries, in contrast with the “visual
with its limits and boundaries and border police” (1994: 214). Akaza’s voice
reveals female embodiment as the blind spot of history in contrast to official
national discourse. The female voice challenges both the power of the nation-
state and the power of visual images, performing a critique of historical truth
and of visual representation.

Freeze-frames and metaphoric suggestions bring together the female body
and the body of the nation under the sign of American domination manifested
through military strategies and the embodied presence of GIs on Japanese soil.
In the following part I analyze the racial and sexual politics that place Akaza as
transgressor of national boundaries.
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Madame Onboro’s Body: Performing Sexual and
Racial Politics

Madame Onboro’s resilience is the result of her ability to use her sexual body in
order to enter the world of pleasure and consumption offered by the Americans.
She started as a sex worker catering to their pleasure but as she rose in status
she started experiencing sexual agency through more involved relationships with
Americans in which she claimed her own pleasure. Her body stands at the bor-
derline between prostitution and female sexual freedom. As Moira Gatens has
pointed out, “The body politic was established through the exclusion of women”
(1996: 49). The policing of national boundaries was closely related to the policing
of the female body (Pettman 2005: 132). Women’s bodies signified the reproduc-
tion of the family unit (the good women) or the abjected experience of sexuality
(the bad women). The body politic in the wartime era was constructed through
the close policing of female sexuality as the respectable norm of domestic
reproduction and its opposite, the deviant marginalized body of the prostitute.
Japan’s experience of defeat in World War II shows the dismantling of the body
politic and the emergence of the carnal body ruled by norms of survival and plea-
sure rather than state ideology. Akaza found sexual agency, thus moving away
from the survival mode of many low-class prostitutes, by accessing the world of
pleasure.

Slaymaker observes how in the post-defeat context, “sex workers (especially
pan-pan)* obtained singular representational power as a locus of possibility and
autonomy in the despair that characterized postwar society. They marked a
site for protest against the preceding militaristic era” (2004: 40). Many writers
of the so-called “flesh school” (nikutai-ha) celebrated the physical carnality of
these women as a site of freedom and excess. Not only writers but filmmakers
too were fascinated by these women’s bodies, most famously Mizoguchi and
Imamura. Prostitutes sexualized the American experience of occupation since
they entered bodily relationships with Americans. At the end of the war the
Japanese government invited lower-class Japanese women to work as prosti-
tutes serving American soldiers in the belief that this would reduce the inci-
dence of rape of “respectable” women. In her work on prostitution in postwar
Japan, Yuki Fujime (2006) has shown that its legal status lasted only one
year, from the end of the war to 1946 when the occupation forces abolished
it because of the widespread STD cases among Americans. Women could still
sell sexual services on their own, but this system exposed them to mistreat-
ment by American customers and by police. Lower-class women marginalized
by the nation found it easier to enter the world that America signified. Imamura
explicitly stated that he wanted to interview people abandoned by their country
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but became interested in Madame Onboro because she abandoned hers. As he
did in Karayuki-san, Imamura explores how the nation marginalizes low-status
women. Kikuyo Zendo, the trafficked woman he interviews in Karayuki-san,
lived her life in loneliness and isolation whereas Akaza finds agency through
that abandonment. Imamura mentioned that he was fascinated by “the strong,
dark feeling of someone who abandoned her village and was about to abandon
Japan (Nihon wo suteru)” (Imamura 2004: 118). He tries to understand Akaza’s
lack of commitment to Japanese identity. In contrast to the artistic fascination,
national discourses projected these women as a threat to national respectability
and to the pure Japanese body, further marginalizing and stigmatizing them
(Koikari 1999: 328). The bodies of women involved with American soldiers were
the objects of conflicting discourses of fascination and abjection. Writers and
filmmakers see the prostitutes’ bodies as markers of sexual freedom, whereas
they are a threat and a source of shame for official discourses. They are a threat
to the idea of racial and ethnic purity, embodying the perils of miscegenation.
Although women involved with American soldiers depended on them finan-
cially, they also had the opportunity to experience sensual pleasure and the
pleasures of consumerism in a time of scarcity and despair.

Akaza’s body is excessive both in her sexual presence and in her vitality. Her
body shown in medium close-up with a slightly erotic cleavage is beaming with
sensuality while her voice is tirelessly recounting personal experiences in vivid
details. Her sexual body is both an object and a subject since she started tak-
ing lovers among the Americans once she became the owner of the bar and her
favors were not paid directly in money. She embodies the ambiguous border
between prostitution and free love. After her experiences with two abusive Jap-
anese partners, Akaza has a series of American lovers. She marries one of them,
Harry, who is considerably younger than her and travels to America with him,
planning to open a bar there in case he deserts her.

While the occupation was hailed for the introduction of women into the pub-
lic sphere through the new constitution, occupation policies were complicated
by conflicting sexual policies. Mire Koikari has shown in her interesting article
that the liberation of women from “Oriental male chauvinism” has been a cen-
tral project in Japan’s “reorientation” (1999: 313). This rhetoric projected gen-
der relations in the US as equal in order to claim superiority over the repressive
sexual politics in Japan. While the pan-pans were vulnerable to both sexual and
legal violence, hostesses managed to have a certain degree of agency by choosing
whom they bedded. The film shows newsreels representing the prohibition of
prostitution and the rounding up of streetwalkers together with the comments
of women themselves. As many scholars have shown, the sexual politics of the
occupation were just as contradictory as the strategies of involving Japan in
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imperial war in Asia. “The meaning assigned to Japanese women’s bodies was
fundamentally linked to the sexual, racial, class and ultimately nationalistic pol-
itics developing between the two countries” (Koikari 1999: 326).

The occupation actively repressed manifestations of “masculinity,” robbing
Japanese men not only of their warrior identity but also problematizing their
access to women. The pan-pan was a fascinating figure, but also a sore spot on
Japanese male identity. Her body marks the boundaries of the nation that have
now been transgressed. Akaza’s body finds agency through the transgression
of national boundaries in a manner different from the pan-pan. She is a per-
former of sexuality, taking advantage of transnational politics and she is aware
of the power of her female body to survive through changing circumstances. She
uses her sexuality to secure the emotional and financial commitment of her
American lovers rather than experiencing the more abjected bodily transaction
of a disempowered prostitute.

The film shows how agency was possible for Akaza in the postwar years. Her
family benefited from the meat trade in the black market, which allowed them
to rise above the poverty level and allowed her to buy a club. She manifests her
agency by using other women’s bodies for prostitution and she thus participates
in their marginalization. The first shots of the film use a disturbing montage
of the slaughtering of cows edited together with shots of the horrors in the
Vietnam War. The montage is Eisensteinian, creating powerful metaphors.
Standish argues that it creates the link between butchering and war (2011: 117).
It also shows the link between violence and power through the management
of death and of bodies. The slaughtering of cows shows the empowerment of
Akaza’s family, while the atrocities in Vietnam are the marker of US imperial-
ism causing death in order to achieve political and economic power. The film
portrays a vision of a dog-eat-dog world in which people survive using and abus-
ing others. Marginalized people are not more innocent than their oppressors,
a vision Imamura returned to again and again in many of his films, refusing to
sentimentalize people on the fringes of society.

Akaza is aware of the potential of her sexual female body to secure a
place for herself in the context of occupation. Although the occupation was a
source of national humiliation and American military strategies in Asia sub-
jected Japan to unwanted policies, she was able to perform successfully the
sexual politics of interracial relationships. She is in a doubly inferior position
in relation to her American lovers, as a woman and as representative of a
defeated nation, but at least for her American lovers she is not an abjected
burakumin. Her financial independence allows her to have a certain level of
self-expression and choice. Whereas pan-pan women bore the brunt of abjec-
tion both on American and on Japanese side, her sexuality is an instrument
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of status change. Emotional involvement in the unequal sexual transaction
between Japanese women and Americans becomes possible only in a context
of relative financial independence.

The Ethic versus the Erotic Image

Documentary codes and conventions are essential for understanding the poli-
tics of embodied representations. There are two formal aspects of the film that
create an ethically engaged representation of women’s reality. The first aspect is
the visual embodied presence of the filmmaker, a taboo of the cinematic appa-
ratus in fiction film (unless the filmmaker is an actor). The embodied presence
of the director brings together the structure of the face-to-face interview with
the distancing presence of the camera, successfully combining the gaze as a form
of power and the look as mutual negotiation and dialogue. The second aspect is
the interplay between the visual power of images as markers of verisimilitude
and the sound of the female voice as testimony of personal experiences. The film
performs a critique of the predominance of the visual as part of the dominant
national discourse.

Paraphrasing Mulvey’s argument that through the manipulation of space
and time fiction film produces “an illusion cut to the measure of desire,”
Nichols argues that the documentary produces “an argument cut to ethical,
political and ideological measure” (Nichols 1991: 77). While fiction films pro-
duce an eroticism (regardless of the presence or absence of erotic images per
se) of the image meant to give pleasure to spectators, documentaries aim to
produce knowledge about the historical world. The desire to know is far from
innocent, being just as anchored in power relations as eroticism. However, in
the dichotomy outlined above, documentaries represent the desire to under-
stand reality and to grasp difference, negotiating and even abdicating power.
Imamura’s political and ethical agenda is to offer a counter-narrative to
Japan’s official discourses of history by recording a doubly marginalized dis-
course: that of women and of bodily experiences that have been long absent
from the rational discourse of official history.

The visual construction of the movie juxtaposes classic interview scenes
with newsreel footage accompanied by the sound track of Akaza’s voice or
Imamura’s own commentary. Returning to Nichols’s paraphrase, the film
involves ethical and ideological commitment rather than the desire to offer
visual pleasure. Imamura tries to represent women’s real lives without impos-
ing a certain meaning on them and he critiques the homogenizing concept
of the nation. I start with an analysis of ethical representation since it is
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essential for grasping the gendered relationships between the male director
and the filmed woman.

E. Ann Kaplan formulates a definition of ethics as an intersubjective rela-
tion not governed by power. She highlights the difference between the look and
the gaze. The look is governed by curiosity about the other, by closeness and
intimacy, while the gaze is a one-way subjective vision governed by anxiety or
desire and constructed as “an attempt not to know, to deny even” (1997: xvi). For
Nichols, “Ethics can be said to be an ideological mechanism by which those with
power propose to regulate their own conduct” (1991: 103). The film was made
with private funding, an aspect that reveals the director’s personal commitment.
As he states in an interview with Nakata Toichi, “Documentary seemed a better
vehicle for my unending desire to get close to people’s true natures” (1997: 119).
Rather than portraying how people interact with society as in his fiction films, he
is trying to understand how women lived their own lives through the constraints
imposed on them by social systems. In other words, there is a time lag of life
experiences that can only be described from memory. This aspect of documen-
taries raises a series of questions about the effort to structure the absence of
women’s real embodied experiences through personal memories. Unlike impor-
tant historical and social events that were registered in official documents or the
visual images of the newsreels, women’s personal, intimate events could only be
reconstituted from personal memories. The reconstitution shows that even the
most intimate aspects of their lives for these women were implicated in larger,
social events. Through the recall of events as memories, the film articulates mate-
rial, real bodies into a “literal embodiment of social practices,” revealing the con-
structed nature of embodied subjectivity (Nichols 1991: 255). Both definitions
suggest an equal dimension of encounter and communication of open subjectivi-
ties not articulated through power.

Imamura was aware of the power of the camera to control the subjects
within its gaze. This awareness of his power position lies at the center of
his documentaries, taking us back to Nichols’s definition of ethics as a
mechanism through which those in power are ready to regulate their power.
Although the documentary did not in any way empower Imamura since it
was not funded by an institution and did not bring him financial or artistic
success, the very fact that he is the one holding the camera and formulat-
ing the questions structures his dialogue with Akaza in a problematic way.
The filmmaker’s intention to construct the film as a dialogue governed by
the look is accompanied by the presence of the technological apparatus that
structures his ethical intentions in terms of gaze. Imamura turned the gaze
of the camera into a scientific object for exploring women’s reality, while the
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look entailed by the film is one of openness and respect. The director nego-
tiates his power position versus women with his desire to open a space for
their own experiences. The documentary is an expression of the negotiation
among the objective gaze of the camera, the male gaze, and the look. Nichols
has pointed out the dual dimension of camera, as a machine that produces
indexical images and as an anthropomorphic extension of the operator’s
worldview and values. All films are haunted by this duality, but few of them
problematize it in their diegesis like this documentary. Imamura’s own pres-
ence entails a look at the woman, curiosity about her life, and the desire to
open a space for her marginalized subjectivity, while the presence of the cam-
era entails a gaze, a one-dimensional mode of knowledge close to Foucault’s
notion of the confessional. The gaze of the camera “supports an epistemology
based on scientific principles of mechanical reproduction” counterbalanced
by Imamura’s empathetic approach that abandons the conditions of distance
and unidirectionality through his embodied presence (Foucault 1977: 89). As
a male embodied presence he has a form of authority over Akaza close to the
male gaze, but he negotiates it through his desire to let her represent herself.
The documentary performs a double function: it critiques the homogenizing
official discourse of the nation and it creates a space that represents how the
most intimate bodily aspects of women’s experiences were related to larger
social transformations.

Conclusion

I have argued that the film reconstitutes the history of postwar Japan through
the embodied experience of a marginalized burakumin woman. Akaza’s marginal
position as a woman and as a burakumin made possible her postwar experience
of freedom through the transgression of national boundaries. The disempower-
ment of a defeated nation ironically made possible the empowerment of women
marginalized from national discourse. The marginalized, low-caste female body
celebrates the world of consumerism signified by the United States, finding
agency through sexual expression.

Through its representation of embodied experience, the film offers a cri-
tique of historical discourse, ironically juxtaposing conflicting discourses about
national suffering and unrest, American occupation, and interracial sexual
encounters. The radical reality of the body freed from ideological constraints is
survival and sensual pleasure, an aspect that fascinates Imamura in many of his
fiction films. Akaza signifies the vitality of the body free from national ideology
and moral principles but nonetheless caught in the process of historical change.
The film also problematizes the power of visual representation to contain and
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subordinate the female body through its self-reflexive style that pits images of
official historical representation against the authority of the female voice. The
documentary style constructs a representation of female-embodied experience
close to feminist oral history bringing to the forefront the experiences of a low-
caste woman. Through the presence of conflicting views, the contrast between
image and voice, between newsreel events and personal memories, national dis-
course and the female body, the film articulates the definition of historical truth
as perspectival and contingent. At the same time, it creates a space for repre-
senting experiences marginalized from history, politicizing the body.

Notes

1. Member of the low caste in Japan.

2. I am not arguing that she is free but that she experiences her relationships with
American soldiers as liberation. It could be argued that she exits one power regime
(Japanese national ideology) and enters another.

3. Her agency is problematic because it is based on her exploitation of other women
who work as prostitutes catering to American soldiers.

4. Pan-pan was a generic name given to prostitutes who served Americans.
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Chapter 12

Better Off Being Bacteria: Adaptation
and Allegory in Dr. Akagi

Lauri Kitsnik

Towards the end of the Pacific War, there’s an old doctor nicknamed Kanzo
Sensei who diagnoses everyone suffering from hepatitis. The Japanese army
accuses him of squandering precious resources when he prescribes glucose
injections for all his patients, believing all of them to be malnourished. It
tells the story of his exploits in those chaotic months when Japan was losing
the war. (Nakata and Imamura 1997: 123)

This is how the director Shohei Imamura succinctly describes his penulti-
mate (and what he thought at the time to be his last) feature film, Kanzo
sensei/Dr. Akagi (1998). There seems to be a consensus that after the some-
what sedate Unagi/Eel (1997), Dr. Akagi was a welcome return to the more
typically Imamurian “messy” filmmaking, despite the film being arguably
less consistent in artistic terms and failing to garner the critical acclaim of
its immediate predecessor. However, prompted by Eel’s success there the
year before, Dr. Akagi was screened (out of competition) at the Cannes Film
Festival and domestically placed at the fourth position in the Kinema junpo
annual critics’ poll.!

This chapter looks at how certain alterations and shifts in emphases to the
short story by Ango Sakaguchi (1906-1955) on which Dr. Akagi is based shaped
it into a film dealing with a number of issues that Imamura has made central to
his oeuvre. Looking at the production process and the main themes and motifs
of this adaptation enables us to detect allusions both public and private, with
the depiction of a war-torn rural community extending to Imamura’s own fam-
ily and professional background. By presenting allegories of state-induced vio-
lence and perseverance of common people, Dr. Akagi readily relates to a number
of concerns that permeate his work while quite deliberately adding finishing
touches to a long career in filmmaking.
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Adaptation

Adapting literary works to the screen commonly causes grievances vis-a-vis
fidelity to its source, especially in the case of filmmakers with a distinctive
cinematic style and established aesthetic or ideological agenda. It might seem
surprising, then, that Imamura’s version of Masuji Ibuse’s (1898-1993) novel
Kuroi Ame/Black Rain (1989) has conversely been criticized for being exces-
sively faithful to its source and uncharacteristically conventional in cinematic
style. Audie Bock suggests that this might have been

a case of being overwhelmed by the original story, one that many a first-rate
director before him had wanted to adapt for the screen, Naruse and Kuro-
sawa among them. Moreover, the author of the original . . . was still alive to
approve or disapprove. (Bock 1997: 153)

In comparison, Dr. Liver (Kanzé sensei),” a little-known short story by the
long-deceased Ango Sakaguchi, seems by default more suitable for Imamu-
ra’s vision and working mode that tends to prefer loosely connected scenes
to an overarching plot (Richie 1997: 31). First published in the monthly
Bungakukai (Literary World) in January 1950, Dr. Liver is markedly fragmen-
tary and merges different modes of writing by the inclusion of a frame story
and a free-verse poem that concludes it. Ango,* best known for his polemical
essay Discourse on Decadence (Darakuron, 1946), is often aligned with Osamu
Dazai (1909-1948) and Sakunosuke Oda (1913-1947), and, as such, a notable
proponent of the Burai-ha (Decadent School), a notorious group of writers who
shared certain stylistic preoccupations and philosophical concerns that were
audaciously played out against the backdrop of the immediate postwar con-
fusion and search for new societal values. However, it could be precisely this
fragmentary and essayistic character of Ango’s work that has all but kept it
away from the silver screen: before Dr. Akagi there had been only three film
adaptations.®

Imamura has admitted to having read and liked Ango’s story when it first
came out just before his joining the Shochiku studios as an assistant in 1951.
However, it was only after winning at Cannes with Eel that sufficient funds
suddenly became available to realize this “material long warmed” (nagaku
atatamete ita sozai) by the director (Katori 2004: 463). Unlike the bestselling
Black Rain, this somewhat obscure piece by an author whose work has only
rarely been adapted at once refuted the danger of being inundated by its ear-
lier reception, arguably allowing the filmmaker to treat it with considerable
freedom.’
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Ango’s Dr. Liver employs an extended frame story that takes up about one-
third of its entire length. The narrator is invited by a sculptor friend to visit a
fishing town in the Izu Peninsula where he meets a local fisherman called Tka
Tora (Squid Tiger) who then proceeds to tell the story of the life and death of the
eponymous doctor. In the denouement, the narrator composes a poem commis-
sioned to be etched into a liver-shaped stone sculpture for his commemoration.
The frame story describes local life and people; the physical appearance of the
fishermen is given in terms of their well-developed upper bodies in contrast to
the regressed lower ones (Ango 1990: 331). Such an emphasis on portraying
rural communities is something also closely associated with Imamura (bearing
in mind his infamous claim about the relationship between the lower half of the
body and the lower strata of Japanese society). All villagers seem to have nick-
names that derive from particular marine species with a place in their respective
family histories in fishing; it is within this context of nicknaming that Fui Akagi
becomes Doctor Liver for the villagers due to his penchant for diagnosing all his
patients with hepatitis.”

In the film adaptation, the time of main action remains unaltered, while the
location has been moved from Izu to a fishing village in Okayama Prefecture by
the Inland Sea. Notably, though, Imamura has discarded the frame story and
the layers of narrators. The setup of the story is instead attained by the first
scene in the skies with a group of American pilots talking to each other over
radio. This sequence is reminiscent of so many awkward depictions of seemingly
dim-witted foreigners in Japanese cinema, in this case complete with gesturing
a Hitler mustache to indicate Germany’s recent defeat, which effectively func-
tions to set the story in the final months of the war. Meanwhile, by a rundown
shack in a village below, a boy is trying to make love to a girl (later revealed to
be the female lead). They are interrupted by a middle-aged man in a white suit
running frantically about the village roads. Rising from their embrace, the boy
explains to the girl about the doctor and his nickname. After this (s)exposition,
the tired and sweating doctor sits down by a field, plucks a huge white radish out
of the ground, and greedily munches it down.

This comic tone set in the very beginning of the film is taken further by the
introduction of an array of additional characters, all profoundly flawed in their
particular ways. The doctor himself, as we shall later see, incessantly navigates
between truth and delusion. Then there is a Buddhist priest Umemoto (Juro
Kara), with a serious drinking problem whose fourth and current wife, Tomiko
(Keiko Matsuzaka), is a former prostitute. A notable addition from another
story by Ango, Drifting Clouds, Flowing Water (Koun ryusui, 1949), is Sonoko
(the newcomer Kumiko Aso), a teenage village whore turned into the doctor’s
assistant and housekeeper (her dying father’s last wish). In a flashback set in a
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Figure 12.1 Dr. Akagi (Akira Emoto) running through streets
to meet another patient.

red-light district, both hilarious and disturbing, her prostitute mother instructs
young Sonoko never to give away tadaman (an abbreviation of tada manko, liter-
ally: free vagina), except to one’s true love. It is only when a mother of a con-
scripted youth comes to beg Sonoko to make love to her son that she strays from
this path. In the final scene of the film, Sonoko states her willingness to do the
same for the doctor, allowing (or forcing) the film to develop something of a
perverse romantic plotline.
Donald Richie has noted that

Imamura’s characters certainly do not admire each other or the state in which
they find themselves. It is their creator, their director who admires them.
He does not feel himself to be one of them and here Imamura resembles an
intellectual looking at the unlettered masses and envying them. He admires,
precisely, their wholeness—for it is this which gives them their strength and
ambition, saves them from the fragmentation that the intellectual (being
intelligent) often suffers. That Imamura does not himself experience this
wholeness is perhaps one of the reasons for his interest and consequently
his films. It is also perhaps the reason for the distance from which he views
his characters. He is never one of them. (Richie 1997: 20)

In the doctor who takes on a very creator-like stance as a sympathetic and
benevolent albeit deeply troubled overseer, Imamura might finally have found
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a character to whom he might have been tempted to relate to. Admittedly,
Imamura’s own role as film director and the ambiguity of being a self-pro-
claimed observer has been displayed in his earlier works and characters such as
himself in A Man Vanishes (Ningen johatsu, 1967) and engineer Mr Kariya in The
Profound Desire of the Gods (Kamigami no fukaki yokubé, 1968). However, in the
case of Dr. Akagi, Imamura’s identification with the protagonist even affected
the production process and the tone of its outcome.

Kazuo Kitamura (1927-2007) was Imamura’s first choice to play the doctor
but had to bow out due to having to undergo an operation. His initial replace-
ment was another Imamura regular, Rentaré Mikuni (1923-2013). However,
a week into shooting Mikuni, too, stepped down and Akira Emoto (b. 1948),
who had initially been cast in a smaller role, was promoted to the lead. The
exact reason for this reshuffling has remained unclear. Imamura claimed that
Mikuni could not memorize his lines while the actor himself complained
about the pain in his knees that made it impossible to depict a doctor who is
“all feet,” always on the run from one patient to another (Muramatsu 2003:
244-45). It seems more likely, though, that there were artistic disagreements
about which course the film should take. Thinking back to his involvement,
Mikuni has noted that

it is true that my knees got bad but there was this weird homage inside
[the character]. [Imamura] was obsessed with an homage to his own blood
relative. I couldn’t help but to notice this. He'd have the portrait of his own
father hanging on the set. I first thought of quitting when Imamura said
that “My father’s didn’t do things like that.” I felt that this was not an act
I could go through with. (Katori 2004: 466)

Mikuni who had already played father figures in Imamura’s films before, nota-
bly in Vengeance Is Mine (Fukushu suru wa ware ni are, 1979), had enough of
the director’s excessive identification of the character with his own father
who had been a general practitioner. Interestingly, Kitamura, first cast in
the role, had actually suggested that Imamura himself should play the part
(Katori 2004: 464).

In his review of the film, Hide Murakawa has speculated whether a version
starring Mikuni would have been more energetic as comedy (Murakawa 1998:
100). Indeed, by eventually casting the much younger Emoto, Dr. Akagi arguably
became a film different from how it was originally conceived. The result lacks
certain dynamics and immediacy that would have emerged from a contrast of a
septuagenarian endlessly on move despite his advanced age. It is also the final
scene of the film (discussed below), which, due to the (relatively) reduced age
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gap between the doctor and Sonoko, comes through not quite as grotesque as it
might have been intended and fails to provide a parallel to the infamous apple
tree scene in The Insect Woman (Nippon konchiiki, 1963), in which the young pro-
tagonist offers her breast to a senile old man.?

In addition to creating an homage to his own doctor father, something
he has emphasized in subsequent interviews (Kakii and Imamura 1998: 95),
Imamura’s adaptation of Ango (itself an example of anxiety of influence) is
imbued with several layers of father-son relationships.’ As we shall see, there
is an additional character, Akagi’s son, also a doctor, who is forced to take an
altogether different path in his medical career during the war. Last but not least,
the story was adapted by none other than Imamura’s own son, screenwriter and
director Daisuke Tengan (born Daisuke Imamura in 1959). He is also responsible
for co-writing Eel and Imamura’s final film, Warm Water under a Red Bridge (Akai
hashi no shita no nurui mizu, 2001), as well as the Maiku Hama trilogy directed
by Kaizé Hayashi (b. 1957)'° and Takashi Miike’s (b. 1960) notorious Audition
(Odishon, 1999). This web of homosocial relationships might come as a surprise
within the context of Imamura’s oeuvre, which is commonly celebrated for
its masterful portrayal of strong female (and weak male) characters. Conversely,
Dr. Akagi takes place in a markedly masculine world, with Japan’s failing war
effort serving as an inextricable backdrop to this allegorical story.

Allegories

Donald Richie has noted that “allegory, the narrative description of a sub-
ject under the guise of another suggestively similar, is never obvious in the
Imamura film, but neither is it ever entirely absent” (Richie 1997: 29). In the
case of Dr. Akagi, such themes rather seem to be worn on the sleeve: it is all
too apparent to which phenomenon the widespread malaise is alluding to. The
same could be said about Ango’s story on which it is based. In a scene where
the doctor goes to Tokyo to attend a banquet to celebrate his mentor’s birth-
day he delivers a speech where he addresses his medical colleagues by present-
ing the preliminary results of his research on the liver disease that he got his
nickname from.

Following the Manchurian Incident in 1932 [sic], there were a few patients
of jaundice in whom hypertrophy of the liver was noted. Back then I only
thought of it as a little strange and didn’t pay much attention. However, since
about 1937 seeing such patients became more frequent very rapidly . . . Thave
treated two thousand or more and concluding from this I suggest that the
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Figure 12.2 Dr. Akagi presenting the results of his research on liver disease.

disease should be called epidemic inflammation of the liver [ryukései kanzoen]
or influenzic hepatitis [ryakansei kanzoen). I think that this might be related
to the flu brought back from the Chinese continent [Shina tairiku]. (Ango
1990: 343-44)

The same dates appear over and over again in the story as the doctor keeps
pondering over the cause of the disease. He makes parallels both to syphilis-
causing spirochete brought from the Americas by Columbus, which reached
Japan last due to its isolation from the rest of the world, and Spanish Flu
that killed millions at the end of the First World War. Akagi even gives it a
nickname, tairiku kaze (Continental Flu), according to its speculated source
(Ango 1990: 337).

Such precise temporal and geographical coordinates leave little doubt
about what this allegory of a disease that has gradually overwhelmed Japan
is targeting. First detected around 1931 and substantially spread since 1937,
this version of hepatitis neatly parallels Japan’s military campaign in China.
The hitherto-secluded country that has come to embrace colonial aspirations
is suddenly contaminated by something that originates back to the Asian
mainland. On the one hand, this is the vengeance of a microorganism, a ter-
rifying and invisible Other (by way of analogy, syphilis has been thought of
being precisely that for the European invaders of the Americas). On the other
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hand, Japanese militarism itself was something akin to the wind (kaze, a hom-
onym of flu in Japanese) sweeping the continent. Either way, the allegory of
a national malady that fails to find official recognition functions as a critique
of Japan’s military adventures and atrocities and, by extension, people’s state
of mind.

In the film, upon his return from the banquet, the doctor finds out that Sonoko,
his assistant, is hiding a wounded Dutch soldier, Piet, in his house. The Dutch-
man has been wrongly accused of being a spy and subsequently has managed to
escape. The doctor decides against returning him to the military authorities and
instead treats his wounds. The two quickly establish a bond, speaking in German
(lingua franca of the Japanese medical profession), and when Piet turns out to be
a film projectionist by trade he offers his help for setting up relevant instruments
for the doctor’s study of the bacteria in question. Unfortunately, after a turn of
events they are discovered and Piet is beaten to death by the soldiers. It is shortly
before expiring that he shouts to his murderers that they must have hepatitis of
the brain. This presents another example of how the disease has become synony-
mous to military thinking. War is the symptom, ideology the illness.

While helping an enemy soldier could be seen as part of the Hippocratic
Oath, the doctor’s attitude toward military authorities and the state is mostly
that of distrust. After all, it is his successive confrontations with the army
that first get the narrative going and then contribute to its conclusion. In the
beginning of the film, the doctor makes a visit to a brothel frequented by sol-
diers that has been closed by the authorities due to an outburst of typhus;
unsurprisingly, he gives a diagnosis of hepatitis instead. In the course of the
film, there is a deepening conflict with the army that accuses him of overusing
the limited stock of glycose for treating his patients. On the other hand, when
Akagi talks with a fellow doctor critically about the war, he still brings up the
need to protect Asia from the West, a familiar argument in militarist rhetoric.
Tellingly, after this outburst he halts and falls silent as if lost in belief, real-
izing the futility of it all.

In a way, Dr. Akagi is also a story of how his professional oath and loyalty
to the state are becoming increasingly incompatible. Even when toward the
end of the film he suddenly rushes to the town hall to announce his wish to
be sent to the front in the name of the emperor, this is just a disguise, coming
as it does at the moment when he finally realizes what being a doctor is all
about: helping anyone in need—not the war effort, but people. This unabash-
edly idealistic portrayal is also contrasted with that of his own son. Ichiro
(Minoru Tanaka), one of the characters added to the film adaptation, is a
doctor stationed in Manchuria. While he helps his father by sending further
evidence about the disease, we see in a brief dream sequence how he has been
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Figure 12.3 A dream sequence about Dr. Akagi’s son in Unit 731.

involved in more than dubious activities. This is an allusion to the infamous
Unit 731 of the Imperial Japanese Army based in Harbin, which conducted
medical human experimentation on war prisoners.™

While the doings of Unit 731 certainly represent the most radical viola-
tion of the medical code imaginable, the doctor’s dilemma in Dr. Akagi could
also be considered within the context of Imamura’s self-proclaimed observa-
tionist filmmaking. Parallels could be drawn between Dr. Akagi and Mr Kariya
in The Profound Desire of the Gods, both coming from the city and outsiders
to the local community. While the stance of an anthropologist as detached
observer is ambiguous to say the least, it is the doctor, constantly obliged
to intervene with people’s very existence, who appears to be effectively shut
out from being a mere observer. At best, he is a selfless, benevolent, God-like
presence who descends to help and educate the amorphous masses, viewing
them with a clinically detached eye, not even as humans but rather as vessels
of disease.

Aside from the malady that is a militaristic mindset, there is also a posi-
tive side to the same image of the widespread disease in Dr. Akagi. This part
of the allegory is closely associated (and perhaps equated) with Sonoko, the
female protagonist of the film, who at one point tells the doctor that “people
are better off being bacteria,” a declaration that seems to strike at the heart
of what Imamura must have seen as the main motif of the film. On a number
of occasions, it is bacteria that becomes a metaphor for common people who
survive the societal calamities despite (or precisely because of) their general
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ignorance. This is an image of people as irrepressible as bacteria, hard to see
by the naked eye but no less potent, always persevering and spreading. Tadao
Sato has noted that it is through female characters that Imamura tends to dis-
play the condition of the masses (Sato 1982: 81-82), and it is highly informa-
tive that in a film untypically (for Imamura) male-centered, it is still a woman
who gets the final word.

Employing bacteria as an image for common people, both miserable and
persistent, Imamura stays true but at the same time falls back on some of his
more recognizable tropes on human existence and identity of the Japanese in
particular. What adds a certain freshness to this is the fact that it is played out
against the backdrop of a rural community at wartime with an implied ques-
tion of the people’s exact role in and attitude toward the state that Japan had
drifted into since the outset of its expansionist policies. However, ridding the
people of critical faculties by comparing them to swarming single-cell organ-
isms simply suggests masses who were not even in a position to know or care.
At any rate, Imamura’s arc of allegories seems to have moved from insects to
include bacteria toward the very end of his career. In effect, an anthropologist-
as-entomologist now becomes microbiologist, taking human existence to the
cellular level.

The doctor’s own stance as the locus of reason amid the swarming masses
also relates to the quest for unattainable truth, another persistent motif of
Imamura’s. However, this time the “truth” has a decidedly pragmatic dimension:
to alleviate the suffering of people while turning a critical eye toward the official
truth. This is turn seems to make such an effort appear not quite as vain as in
many other films. While Akagi fights the ignorance of superstitious common
people and the army in equal measure, he paradoxically mystifies the disease
that perhaps does not even exist apart from his wish to help his patients by how-
ever meager means. This quixotic quest for bacteria, invisible to the eye much
like the imaginary giants (windmills) for its most famous antecedent, poses a
question about a man whose heart might be in the right place, but his mind is
no longer there. Perhaps what Imamura suggests is that at such desperate times,
madness is the last retreat to sustain humanity.

In a metatextual twist, cinema itself has a part in this search for truth. In
his ambition to study the hepatitis bacteria more closely, the doctor obtains
a microscope that he then augments with a light source taken from the local
cinema’s projection room. The film running at the time is Kato’s Falcon Fighters
(Kato hayabusa sentotai, 1944, Kajird Yamamoto), a biopic of a pilot killed in
combat two years earlier. This seems to suggest that now that films are only
good for propaganda purposes, the projection light can be put to better use. In
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Figure 12.4 Dr. Akagi and war prisoner Piet (Jacques Gamblin)
setting up research equipment.

other words, it takes an apparatus from cinema and a foreign projectionist to
have a shot at truth, or at least enlightenment.

Endings and Conclusions

While themes such as the resilience of common people are not difficult to detect
in Dr. Akagi, Imamura has created more links that tie it with both his own oeu-
vre and that of others. In this context, it is significant that Imamura consid-
ered and approached this, rather than the subsequent Warm Water under a Red
Bridge, as his final film (Quandt 1997: 1). In September 1998, a month before
the release of Dr. Akagi, Akira Kurosawa (1910-1998) passed away. In his last
feature, Madadayo (1993), based on the later years of the writer Hyakken Uchida
(1889-1971), a notable sequence takes place during the Allied air strikes on
Tokyo in the final months of the war, with Hyakken’s house burning down and
him moving into a shack. Imamura’s decision to adapt a story about another old
man facing the end of the war is only one thread that connects the two direc-
tors. Imamura has admitted that it was only after being greatly impressed by
Kurosawa's Drunken Angel (Yoidorl tenshi, 1948) that he first thought of entering
filmmaking; he had initially aspired to become an assistant to Kurosawa but
ended up at Shochiku instead, working with Yasujiré Ozu (1903-1963), whose
style he soon came to detest (Nakata and Imamura 1997: 111). Dr. Akagi, which
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seems to operate in a mode more nostalgic than is common to Imamura, also
harks back to his beginnings as a filmmaker.

This private dimension is further underlined by the inclusion in the adapta-
tion of Akagi’s friend and colleague, an anesthesiologist. He also happens to be
a morphine addict and unwittingly meets his end during an attack on an army
warehouse where he hopes to obtain another shot. His final words ring: “Life
is but farewell!” (Sayonara dake ga jinsei da). Those more familiar with Imamura
will instantly recognize an allusion to his mentor, the director Yuzo Kawashima
(1918-1963), who had a notorious drinking problem that contributed to his
early death.” Kawashima liked this phrase from a Chinese poem translated by
Masuji Ibuse so much that he included it in several of his films." In Dr. Akagi,
which is partly homage to his general practitioner father, Imamura has also
made sure to include a nod to his father-figure in cinema. Further attesting to
this attempt of tying ends together, one should recall that in Imamura’s third
feature, Hateshi naki yokubé/Endless Desire (1958), all characters meet their early
demise due to pursuing a hidden stack of morphine.

This sense of an ending, not only because the film depicts an end of an era,
relating as it does to the last days of the war, is also part of the gesture of mak-
ing one last picture and a quest for one final image that might encapsulate one’s
entire career. The doctor’s final assignment is to a faraway island, taking Sonoko
along. On the way back, they notice a whale swimming nearby. It is then that
Sonoko remembers her promise to hunt one for the doctor (there is a family leg-
end that her father had singlehandedly caught one) from an earlier scene where
she first confessed her love. She harpoons the creature and jumps out of the
boat only to be dragged under water at the end of the rope, losing most of her
clothes in the process. In the ensuing confusion, the doctor, too, falls out of the
boat and ends up in water.

In Ango’s story, this is when the doctor drowns, followed by the narrator
composing a poem that retells the whole story in different form, a tale remi-
niscent of the end of Kafu Nagai’s (1879-1959) A Strange Story from East of the
River (Bokuté kidan, 1937). Imamura lets him live, fished out by Sonoko. Emoto,
who played the doctor, has noted that he in fact considered this outcome of
surviving beyond Japan’s and his own defeat far crueler than death (Kanazawa
and Emoto 1998: 99). The lead actor also mentions that it was in this particular
late work by Imamura that the director’s sakkasei (auteurship) had once more
become visible. As if to emphasize this, there is a link to the element of water
that often concludes Imamura’s films, with the characters meeting their destiny
on water (Endless Desire, The Pornographers, The Profound Desire of the Gods). In
comparison to these earlier works, the denouement of Dr. Akagi seems more
life-affirming but no less ironic.
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Figure 12.5 Witnessing the end of the war.

Saved from their certain death in the waves, the half-naked Sonoko stands
up and proclaims: “I am bacteria. Doctor, please spank me.” As the two embrace,
a sudden flash in the distance is reflected on their faces. It now makes sense
that in the beginning of the scene the date was marked as August 6 as a mush-
room cloud starts forming in the sky over the sea. Akagi, once again seeing
nothing but hypertrophied liver in its shape, comments that this might be the
ire of a man whose body they had exhumed for experiments, or then maybe the
wrath of all people tired and disgusted of war.™ The fact that the doctor sur-
vives, cruel as it may be, can also be seen in a moralistic contrast to the demise
of his own son who strayed from the path of medical professionalism. This final
scene, filled with hope and irony, hints at the ambiguities of postwar, so well
displayed in both Ango’s and Imamura’s work, that were soon to follow.

Notes

1. The distributor of the film, T6ho, made Imamura cut it down substantially into a
more audience-friendly length of 129 minutes; the director claims that the origi-
nal three-hour version was far more interesting than the eventual release (Imamura
2004: 152).

2. Thetitles of the novel and the film are distinguished by the use of Chinese characters
and katakana for denoting the word kanzo (liver), respectively.

3. Suitably published shortly after the abolishing of the Civil Censorship Detachment
(CCD) in November 1949, Dr. Liver includes depictions of enemy attacks and critical
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10.

11.

12.
13.

14.

remarks that would certainly have been erased only months earlier on the basis of
avoiding resentment toward the Allied occupation.

Ango, much like his older colleagues Soseki Natsume, Ogai Mori, or Kafa Nagai, is
commonly known by his nom de plume rather than surname; his given name was
Heigo.

These include I Won't Give Up, Not Before Winning (Makeraremasen katsumadewa,
1958, Shiro Toyoda), Under the Cherry Blossoms (Sakura no mori no mankai no shita,
1975, Masahiro Shinoda), and Nonconsecutive Cases of Murder (Furenzoku satsujin
jiken, 1977, Chusei Sone). In addition, Tenmei Taré (1951, Tadao Ikeda) was based
on a radio drama to which Ango contributed an episode. Subsequent adaptations
include The Idiot (Hakuchi, 1999, Makoto Tezuka), One Woman and the War (Senso
to hitori no onna, 2013, Jun’ichi Inoue), and an anime series Un-Go (2011, Seiji
Mizushima).

. According to film credits, Dr. Akagi has also drawn from two other texts by Ango,

Discourse on Decadence and Drifting Clouds, Flowing Water. While the character of
Sonoko clearly originates in the latter, the influence of the former can at best be
detected in terms of its general tone.

. The doctor’s given name Fuu (literally, wind and rain) is an allusion to Kenji

Miyazawa’s (1896-1933) universally known poem “Ame ni mo makezu” (Be not
defeated by the rain), which is mentioned on several occasions in relation to how
the doctor perceives his own profession.

Subsequently, an older Emoto has been cast in similar roles such as in Kaneto
Shindo’s final feature Ichimai no hagaki/A Postcard (2011), where he is the father who
hangs himself after both his sons are killed in combat.

David Desser has pointed out a stronger thread of such issues, an “anxiety of influ-
ence [with] Oedipal overtones” at the very core of Imamura’s filmmaking, which
from the very beginning has sought to reject his initial training at Shochiku. In the
director’s words: “I wouldn’t just say I wasn’t influenced by [Yasujiro] Ozu. I would
say I didn’t want to be influenced by him” (Desser 1988: 44).

The trilogy includes The Most Terrible Time in My Life (Waga jinsei saiaku no toki,
1994), Stairway to the Distant Past (Harukana jidai no kaidan o, 1995) and The Trap
(Wana, 1996).

Unit 731 has been captured on the screen in several horror films that include Men
behind the Sun (Hei taiyang 731, 1988, Tun Fei Mou) and Philosophy of a Knife (2008,
Andrey Iskanov).

For more on Imamura’s relationship with Kawashima, see Imamura 1997: 133-44.
The same words are used for the title of Imamura’s book-length tribute to
Kawashima, Sayonara dake ga jinsei da: Eiga kantoku Kawashima Yizo no shogai (Life
Is But Farewell: The Life of Film Director Yuz6 Kawashima), 1969.

Although action was moved from Izu Peninsula to the Inland Sea, apparently to
make the ending possible, Imamura admits that the mushroom cloud of Hiroshima
would not have been visible from as far as Okayama prefecture (Kakii and Imamura

1998: 96).
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Chapter 13

Time Out of Joint: Shohei Imamura and
the Search for an “Other” Japan

Bill Mihalopoulos

In memory of Peter Williams (1953-2015)

From the release of Kami gami no fukaki yokubo/The Profound Desires of the Gods
(1968) until his return to feature filmmaking with Fukushu suru wa ware ni ari/
Vengeance Is Mine (1979), Shohei Imamura spent nine years primarily mak-
ing documentaries. During this period, he made three documentaries for Tokyo
Channel 12 that are the focus of this essay: Mikikanhei o otte: Marei-hen/In Search
of the Unreturned Soldiers in Malaysia (1971); Mikikanhei o otte: Tai-hen/ In Search of
the Unreturned Soldiers in Thailand (1971); and Muhématsu kokyé ni kaeru/Outlaw
Matsu Returns (1973). The documentaries were made at a great personal financial
sacrifice for the Imamura household; all were bankrolled by his wife’s production
company that created artwork for animation films (Nakata 1999: 120).

All three documentaries were made for a Japanese audience and were framed
by the politics of Beheiren—the Citizens’ League for Peace in Vietnam (Betonamu
Ni Heiwa O! Shimin Rengo). The broad historical context that provided the frame-
work for the documentaries was: (1) Japanese involvement in the Vietnam War;
and (2) concern by Japanese citizens that cooperation with American Cold War
conflicts in Asia provided the foundation for Japan’s postwar affluence. From
February 1965, when Lyndon Johnson approved of Operation Rolling Thunder,
the US military was dependent on the unrestricted use of its 148 bases across
the Japanese archipelago for their sustained bombing campaign against North
Vietnam. Moreover, most of the 400,000 tons of monthly supplies needed to
sustain the US military presence in Vietnam passed through the US bases sta-
tioned at Yokosuka, Sasebo, and Naha (Havens 1987: 85-87).

Many Japanese citizens saw their government’s cooperation in allowing
Japan to be used as a base for US war-making in Vietnam as unlawful and a viola-
tion of Japanese sovereignty. US bombing raids originating in Japan were a pro-
hibited contravention of Japan’s 1947 postwar constitution, which renounced
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Japan’s right to use force in settling international disputes (Article 9) on the
premise that demilitarization was essential for the rehabilitation and reentry of
Japan as a peaceful member of the community of nations (de Bary, Gluck, and
Tiedemann 2005: 1029-36). Moreover, Articles IV and VI of the 1960 Treaty of
Cooperation and Security between the United States and Japan explicitly stated
that the Japanese government had to be consulted before US troops based in
Japan were to be sent into combat.

Antiwar movements such as Beheiren led by the writer Makoto Oda and philos-
opher-historian Shunsuke Tsurumi did not buy into the fiction peddled by Prime
Minister Eisaku Sat6 that US troops received their combat orders once they were
outside Japanese territory (Havens 1987: 12-13). Instead, student and citizen
antiwar groups saw the collaboration of the Japanese government elite with US
war objectives in Vietnam as a violation of popular sovereign will. From mid-1967
to 1970, 18.7 million Japanese took to the streets to demonstrate their disap-
proval (Havens 1987: 133). The demonstrations acted as a tribunal of public opin-
ion, the streets becoming the theater for the mass denunciation of the ruling elite,
with an attempt by citizens to reinstate democratic rule over a government that
saw itself above the will of the people (Havens 1987; Marotti 2009).

Fiscally, however, the Vietnam War was a boon for the Japanese economy.
Japanese manufacturers supplied the everyday commodity goods demanded by
the enlisted men of the Allied forces and the necessary equipment and materials
for the US war effort against enemies of South Vietnam. It was estimated that
one billion American dollars per year entered the Japanese economy because of
the Vietnam War from 1966 to 1971. Moreover, between 1965 to 1968 Japanese
exports to Southeast Asia increased 18 percent annually. By 1970, Japan had sur-
passed the United States as the leading trading power in Southeast Asia (Halliday
& McCormack 1973: 54-56). Prominent Beheiren activists produced a series of
exposés uncovering a list of “Hyena Corporations” feeding off American military
involvement in Vietnam with fixed plans to heavily invest in South Vietnam’s
postwar economy. The most prominent names of corporate Japan made up the
list: Mitsui Bussan, Mitsubishi Shoji, Marubeni, Toyota, and Sony, to name a few
(Avenell 2010: 143-44). To the antiwar activists, the support and indirect par-
ticipation of the Japanese government in the Vietnam War and the rise to prom-
inence of Japanese companies in Southeast Asia felt uncannily familiar. They
took the Japanese businessmen who started to appear in the cities of Southeast
Asia in the 1960s as representing the shock troops of Japan’s new imperial-
ism (Kaji 1973; Shimizu 1973; Imamura 2001: 236). The Imperial Army may
no longer be marching through Asia, but it seemed that the actions of corpo-
rate Japan in the region were driven by the same will to dominate that drove
Japanese imperial ambitions in the first half of the twentieth century.
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Beheiren activists drew attention to the fact that Japanese rapid economic
growth and the Vietnam War were inseparable. Makoto Oda and Yoshiyuki
Tsurumi in particular claimed that under the Japan-US Security treaty, Japan
was a client state of the United States. They pointed to the fact that the supply
of special procurements for the Vietnam War by corporate Japan was a perma-
nent and institutionalized feature of the Japanese economy and made possi-
ble the prosperity and material comforts enjoyed by most Japanese (Avenell
2010: 143). Beheiren spokespeople urged Japanese citizens to critically address
the fact that Japan was once again perpetrating aggression against an Asian
nation—this time by logistically supporting the US military in Vietnam.

In Search of the Unreturned Soldiers in Malaysia, In Search of the Unreturned
Soldiers in Thailand, and Outlaw Matsu Returns are framed by the politics of the
Beheiren movement in three distinct ways. First, the narrative of the documen-
taries subscribes to an anti-state agenda. The documentaries adhere to the idea
that the workings of power are secret and hidden, concealed by the scenery of
public appearances, and that the state and agents of political power are to be
treated critically and with caution.

Second, each of the three documentaries interrogates how Japan’s contem-
porary relations with its Asian neighbors were malformed by the unfinished his-
tory of the Pacific War: a war that is not a problem of yesterday but of today." In
the documentaries, Imamura investigates how the specter of the war lies heavy
on the present, not only for the Japanese people, but also for the peoples who
inhabited the regions occupied by Japan that became the bloody battlefields of
the Pacific War.

Third, following the cues of Beheiren activists, Imamura incorporated a vic-
tim-aggressor dynamic in his documentaries based on the critique that for Japan
to find peace with its Asian neighbors, individual Japanese needed to resist the
state locked into supporting the US war in Southeast Asia; otherwise they would
remain victims of the state while simultaneously the victimizers of fellow Asians
(Avenell 2010: 106-47). In his documentaries, Imamura attempts to locate the
origin of this victim-aggressor dynamic in the actualization of belief; the emo-
tional investment and leaps of faith that infused and affirmed the lived present
with possibility and an agenda of action. Belief for Imamura was bound up with
choices in a mode of existence, and a notion of self that could not be understood
in isolation from its social and relational contexts. Politics and culture were
inseparable. In the unreturned soldiers Imamura sought to find an untapped
embodied experience of the Pacific War, a knowledge and memory that moved
beyond the retelling of events. The documentaries begin with a simple supposi-
tion that challenges the dominant place-bound formation of Japanese identity,
which chains culture, community, and ethnicity to the delimited territory of
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the Japanese state. Namely, why did soldiers who sacrificed all for the emperor
choose to remain in Southeast Asia rather than return to Japan? In his search to
find what motivated unreturned soldiers to turn their back on Japan, Imamura
hoped to unearth the beliefs that gave meaning and direction to their lives, and
in the process have his audience actively relive an unalloyed experience of the
Pacific War in order to understand the real-life uncertainties confronting Japan
in the present (Imamura 2001: 234-38).

Imamura and Documentary Style in Fiction Film

Japanese studios of the 1950s and 1960s organized film production around
the motto “quickly, cheaply, and lucratively” (Tachibana 1988: 1-2). As a result,
directors had little say in the films the studios would allocate them, which were a
mixture of genre fare and star vehicles. The director’s main role was to maintain
production schedules, manage costs under budget, and to make popular films
for a general audience. This was especially true for Nikkatsu film studios, which
Imamura joined in 1954. Nikkatsu production was tailored around its stars, not
its directors, and was renowned in the sixties for releasing low budget double
features every week (Schilling 2007).

The film studios gave directors little artistic choice in genre. Imamura chafed
at the narrative structures imposed by Nikkatsu and the demands to work on
vehicles for studio stars. He thought the emphasis on stories built around the
expectation of resolution and closure produced a heavily clichéd, stagnant cin-
ema that bored rather than captivated. From early on his career, Imamura was
keenly aware that the power of cinema lay in making the visual images on the
flat screen more tangible, real, and believable via its composition, acting, set,
sound, and lighting (Imamura 2004: 60). Inspired by the work and theories of
avant-garde documentary filmmakers Toshio Matsumoto (Raine 2012; Matsu-
moto 2012) and Susumu Hani (Mellen 1975: 179-97), Imamura embraced doc-
umentary film methods to give his work a sense of “reality.” Imamura quickly
broke from the dictates of Nikkatsu studio production. He insisted on shoot-
ing the majority of Nianchan/My Second Brother (1959), his fourth feature film
for Nikkatsu, outside the confines of the film studio. This saw Imamura and his
production crew experimenting with the latest technological advances in audio
recording and film cameras to shoot outdoors on location. Imamura’s produc-
tion crew proved highly innovative. Nippon konchuki/The Insect Woman (1963)
was the first Japanese feature film to be entirely produced on location since the
advent of the talkies Imamura 2004: 40; Sato 1997: 70-73). Imamura departed
fully from studio practice and chose not to record the sound track of The Insect
Woman on Nikkatsu’s soundstages. Instead, he had the actors fitted with wireless
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microphones and synchronized sound recording with filming (Imamura 2004:
118; Sato 1997: 74).

Imamura also broke studio procedure with his preference to work with non-
professional actors rather than studio stars. He valued the “raw” performances
of untrained novices as a way of shredding the artifice of the actor. He valued
the unconscious and accidental elements that penetrated the performance of
untrained actors because it enabled subjective representations that exceed
expectation to be captured by the camera (Imamura 2004: 100).

Imamura’s experimental and documentary style fiction filmmaking was ill
suited to the high-volume, low-budget production regime of Nikkatsu studios,
however. He always insisted on conducting intensive, time-consuming back-
ground research. Imamura placed great value in understanding the time, place,
cultural context, and beliefs (point of view). He saw background research as pro-
viding the raw material from which to build the narrative arc and character devel-
opments that would give a film its singularity and keep the audience engaged
(Sato 2012: 3). Moreover, he preferred to work by rehearsing each scene exten-
sively, and would use substantial amount of film by shooting multiple takes for
one scene. This way of shooting went against the frugality demanded by the
studio, where production costs were calculated to be about one-third of all film-
related expenses. Imamura soon became renowned within the upper echelons of
Nikkatsu for not working to budget. In fact, as punishment for willfully exceed-
ing production costs for his 1961 feature Buta to gunkan/Pigs and Battleships,
the studio forbade Imamura from directing another feature film for two years.”

Imamura’s move from fiction films to documentaries is well documented
(Mes and Sharp 2005: 28-30). No longer willing to work within the regimented
production values of Nikkatsu studios, he set up his own production company
in 1965. Being a producer found Imamura becoming entangled in the everyday
administrative side of film production. He learned that overseeing production
and budget added another layer of complexity in his relationship with crew and
actors. Imamura discovered that balancing the needs of each actor and crew
with his overall vision for a project undermined his ability to work with them as
collaborators (Imamura 2001: 235-36).

The pivotal moment in Imamura’s career arguably was the financially disas-
trous Kamigami no fukaki yokubo/Profound Desires of the Gods (1968). Production
difficulties and the film’s poor box office return encouraged Imamura to turn his
back on mainstream cinema and commercial distribution companies. Shot on
location in Okinawa, consistent bad weather delayed production. The eighteen-
month protracted shooting schedule gave rise to frustration and conflict among
Imamura and his cast and crew. While waiting for the weather to clear, Imamura
was happy to immerse himself in the beliefs of the local Okinawan culture. The
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actors, however, reportedly had little interest in using the delay in production
to explore and experience the culture and values of local inhabitants in order to
give authenticity to their performance. This indifference immensely frustrated
Imamura, who wanted his actors to go beyond affectation and surface expres-
sion and seek the subconscious, unseen forces that motivate action.® Imamura
put down the actors’ indifference as a product of their vocation. The primary
concern of an actor was their screen presence. Success lay in pleasing an audi-
ence and not on any criteria of authenticity. As a result, Imamura felt they were
nihilistically fixated on the surface expressions of their performance and the
superficiality of their public persona with little interest in the world “as it was”
(Imamura 2001: 236).

Imamura’s interest in local customs and beliefs was motivated by the desire
to engage with the actuality of belief which infused and affirmed the lived pres-
ent with possibility and an agenda of action. For Imamura, the leaps of faith that
individuals took in the game of life revealed the essential relations at work even
though they were not found in the world of anterior facts. He expanded on this
topic in a conversation with Audie Bock. Imamura noted that to understand the
whole of contemporary Japanese life, one needed to notice the rooftop shrines
or household altars (kamidana) dedicated to the local tutelary deities that sat
atop all the high-rise buildings of large Japanese conglomerates and the smaller
factories that pock the landscape of urban Japan. For Imamura, these “little
shrines” embodied the belief that pervade “the Japanese consciousness under
the veneer of business suits and advanced technology.” Custom, practice, and
faith self-assured the mighty Japanese conglomerates and imbued them with
the conviction to invest resources and manpower in business ventures (Bock
1978: 287).

Embittered by the commercial failure of Profound Desires of the Gods and
his experience with actors during shooting on location in Okinawa, Imamura
retreated to documentary filmmaking and his aesthetic quest to capture on
camera the connectedness between the inner mental state of the protagonist
and the world they inhabited—that is, a cinema that would dissolve the binary
between objective and subjective truth, between fact and fiction.

In Search of the Unreturned Soldiers

The two companion-piece documentaries In Search of the Unreturned Soldiers
typify Imamura’s new direction. Imamura frames the lived experience of the
unreturned soldiers as a counterpoint to postwar Japanese narratives of sta-
bility and economic development that effectively tied Japan’s prosperity to the
United States’ global strategic policy of containing communism via military



234 Bill Mihalopoulos

involvement in East and Southeast Asia. This included, among other things,
trade arrangements enabling Japanese firms to export manufactured commodi-
ties and industrial resources to a less economically developed Southeast Asia,
while US military forces selectively bombed them.

With In Search of the Unreturned Soldiers, Imamura attempts to locate the
possibility of an alternative Japan that does not play handmaiden to the
United States and does not seek to dominate the rest of Asia economically.
The consciousness of the marginalized unreturned soldiers was appropri-
ated and utilized to produce a critique of the moral and cultural trajectory
of postwar Japan. The unreturned soldiers embodied a disjunction of time
and history; the difference of today with respect to yesterday in terms of
the transformations in Japanese character and sociability. For Imamura, the
lived history of the unreturned soldiers held the possibility of a recoverable
“reality” with the potential to offer the values and template for a Japan that
could live together with other Asian countries without being the cause of war
or economic and political friction.

Despite the passing of twenty-five years, the unreturned soldiers continued
to live out the Pacific War. In the documentaries, Imamura takes the embod-
ied experience of the former soldiers to reveal a world of multiple pasts and
a present where time has literally come off its hinges. The content of soldiers’
lives was a fork in time that diverged from the experience of a postwar Japan,
crystallized around dominant public narratives stressing economic growth, con-
sumerism, and postwar prosperity while eschewing any responsibility for the
Pacific War and the bloody civil conflicts and wars of independence that erupted
across Asia in the wake of Japanese defeat. In the contemporary national nar-
ratives of postwar Japan, Japanese public memory was selective. The dominant
narratives of the Pacific War crystallized around suffering and victimhood: the
trauma of American fire-bombing Japan’s major cities, the nuclear holocausts
of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the shock of surrender, and the struggle to find
food and rudimentary consumer goods in the wake of defeat. In contrast, in the
lived experience of the unreturned soldiers the Pacific War never ended. Their
direct experience fighting as Japanese Imperial soldiers in Southeast Asia was
the moorings that gave meaning and purpose to the lives they led in Malaysia
and Thailand, away from their homeland and ethnic community.

Imamura brilliantly presents to the audience the disjunctive nonsynchronic
present by unchaining and separating the visual from the audial. The dissonance
between sight and sound make visible the gap in time between the lived present
of the unreturned soldiers where the Pacific War never ended and a postwar
generation of Japanese who have little to no memory of Japanese aggression in
Southeast Asia. By cutting the direct association between image and language,
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Imamura challenged the audience to go beyond the clichéd stories of the atomic
bomb and Japanese victimization, occupation, recovery, economic growth, and
stability, and to engage directly with the unresolved and still unfolding conse-
quences of Japanese actions and choices in the Pacific War.

In Search of the Unreturned Soldiers in Malaysia focuses on Imamura’s search
to find Japanese soldiers who chose to remain in Southeast Asia after Japan’s
surrender. The narrative and dramatic arc of the documentary is organized
around the following question: Why would a soldier of the Japanese Imperial
Army choose not to return to his homeland after Japan’s formal surrender in
September 1945? Imamura’s search for such an individual unfolds via the use
of interviews and carefully choreographed visuals. In Search of the Unreturned
Soldiers in Malaysia is both a riveting exposé that unearths the silenced and over-
looked events of the Pacific War and a powerful reflection-cum-investigation
into the inconstancy embedded in the history, memory, and lived experience of
the Pacific War.

The documentary exhumes a series of discomforting facts about the war for
its intended Japanese audience. In his investigations, Imamura uncovers that
some of the fiercest resistance to the Japanese invasion in February 1942 was
by the 1,500 communist political prisoners, released by the British authorities
in the final days before the fall of Singapore, who fought the invading Japanese
army to the last man. This is a jarring revelation if juxtaposed with the facts
presented in standard textbooks that write that General Arthur Percival, the
British commander in Singapore, arranged for the surrender of 100,000 Com-
monwealth troops, or the factual digression found in the footnotes of accounts
covering the fall of Singapore that chronicle the commander of the Australian
forces, Lieutenant General Henry Bennet, escaping under cover of darkness
while instructing the 15,000 men under his command to remain at their post.

Imamura’s odyssey also revealed that for many Japanese soldiers stationed
in Singapore and Malaysia, the war did not end in with the official surrender
of Japanese forces to Lord Mountbatten, the Supreme Allied Commander of
the Southeast Asian Command, on September 12, 1945, in Singapore. Ken-
ichi Sasaki, whom Imamura found working as a travel guide, did not put down
his weapon with Japan’s surrender. Instead he fled deep into the mountains
of Malaysia’s interior with 300 other Japanese soldiers and kept fighting. They
aligned themselves with Japan’s former enemy—the communist-led Malayan
People’s Anti-Japanese Army, which had transformed itself into the Malayan
National Liberation Army—in armed resistance against British colonial con-
trol.* However, after three and a half years of fighting, Sasaki came to realize
that the Malayan National Liberation Army cause did not benefit Japan, and
he ceased being a guerrilla fighter. Other Japanese soldiers chose to remain,
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however. Sasaki literally bristled at the thought that many in Japan regarded
him an army deserter (dassohei) who chose to remain in Southeast Asia rather
than return home and face punishment. The Japanese government classified
the many unreturned soldiers that Sasaki represented as traitors who put down
their weapons and absconded in the final stages of the war, denying them mili-
tary pensions and humiliating their families in the process. In response, Sasaki
squarely faces the camera and with a steely glare fervidly pronounces that he
was first and foremost a patriot; all his actions were motivated by his love and
willingness to risk all for his country.

The documentary also captures the consternation of the local Japanese
population who felt that, by asking Singaporeans about their experience dur-
ing Japan’s military occupation, Imamura and his film crew were raising the
war dead. While long-term Japanese residents wanted to lay their collabora-
tion with the Japanese military to rest, the lived memory of the systematic
liquidation of predominantly Chinese men between the ages of eighteen and
fifty by the Japanese kempeitai (military security force) continued to disturb
the present.® The memory of the massacre haunted every nook and cranny of
the city. In front of one of the main spots where the killing occurred, Mr. Won,
Imamura’s Chinese informant and guide, recalls to the camera in inarticulate,
broken Japanese the horror of seeing the beheaded bodies of family, friends,
and acquaintances littering the squares, beaches, and main thoroughfares of
Singapore. For a Japanese audience in the 1970s, this would be a shocking rev-
elation as the details of such events were erased from the Japanese collective
memory of the Pacific War.

Imamura’s odyssey ends with the discovery of Akeem, a former Japanese
soldier wholly integrated into a close-knit Muslim community. Akeem provided
Imamura with the voice he has been searching for to critique the “false pro-
gress” and “empty democracy” of postwar Japan (Imamura 2004: 158-59). Fac-
ing the camera, Akeem says that he feels pity for the “disadvantaged people” of
Japan who work long, hard hours for shallow economic success. The Japanese
had indeed developed economically faster than the “materially poor Malays” not
because they were superior, but because they lacked any moral bearings. Eco-
nomic success came easily to the Japanese because Japanese society was organ-
ized around satisfying base desires void of any higher calling or sense of “virtue
or justice.” For Akeem, it was the ignoble values of greed and instant gratifica-
tion that underpinned the Japanese economic miracle.

Imamura, however, found Akeem’s ire unsatisfactory. It did not account
for the passions and forces that brought Akeem to the Malaysian peninsula to
kill others. For Imamura, Akeem’s adopted faith lacked “conviction” (Imamura
2001: 236). The trauma of the war and Japanese surrender left Akeem without
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Figure 13.1 Akeem (left), a former Japanese soldier who converted

to Islam and lives in a close-knit Muslim community in Malaysia.
(Photo courtesy of Icarus Films.)

belief and isolated. He was without identity and community. He was literally
saved by the local Muslim community, which took him in and treated him as
one of their own. In return, Akeem uninstalled one system of prescriptions in
the name of the Divine merely to install another. His need for certitude drove
him to replace the glory and divine quality of the Japanese Emperor/Living Sun
God with another set of religious convictions. However, the quality and force of
his belief remained unchanged. The name of the Divine may have changed, but
his want and need for an ordained natural order, a language of illumination and
righteousness, and access to a wrath for any worldly deviation that strayed from
the Divine plan remained the same.

Imamura continued his quest to find out what drove ordinary Japanese to
war and how the unreturned soldiers coped with the trauma and memory of
their actions in the companion documentary In Search of the Unreturned Soldiers
in Thailand. The documentary was constructed around a meandering conversa-
tion, sustained by a healthy intake of alcohol, between three unreturned sol-
diers of differing background and temperament. Despite lacking any narrative
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arc, the documentary is a fascinating study on how morality has its own psycho-
logical faculty that outstrips rational thought.

Each of the three men found themselves fighting in Southeast Asia as a
direct result of the prevalent “race war” discourse that played a significant role in
informing and shaping Japanese imperialism, namely the political historicism of
Japanese pan-Asianism, which stressed the 300 years of injustice the Europeans
had inflicted on the peoples of Asia, and lionized the Japanese presence in China
and the Pacific as the means for righting these long-inflicted wrongs (Hotta 2007;
Saaler and Szpilman 2001). The rhetoric of Japanese Pan-Asianism found its cre-
scendo on August 1, 1940, when Foreign Minister Yosuke Matsuoka announced
the Japanese government’s policy to build a “Greater East Asia Co-Prosperity
Sphere” (Dai ToaKyoeiken) that would liberate the “Asiatic” people from the
colonial yoke of “White” domination (Dower 1986: 203-90). The term “Greater
East Asia” implied that in addition to Japan, Manchukuo, and China, regional
“co-prosperity” would include Southeast Asia. Clad in the language of “liberation,”
the new policy to expand the boundaries of Japan’s empire beyond East Asia was
an attempt by the Japanese leaders to seize the opportunity offered to them after
France and the Netherlands fell to Nazi Germany in late spring 1940, thus forfeit-
ing their colonies in Southeast Asia. Japan subsequently advanced into French
Indochina in June 1940. When diplomacy proved futile in lifting economic sanc-
tions imposed by the United States and British colonies and domains in the
Pacific, Japan attacked Pearl Harbor on December 7, 1941. At the same time the
Japanese invaded the Malaysia peninsular. Many Japanese were convinced their
actions were freeing fellow Asians from European domination.

At its most potent, In Search of the Unreturned Soldiers in Thailand traces how
the Pacific War was still being lived out by the three unreturned soldiers. In
the documentary Namio Nakayama, a wealthy doctor, refuses to talk about the
war or criticize the Emperor/Living Sun God.® Yet the trauma of the war was
inscribed directly upon his body. Tattooed on his back were a series of Buddhist-
related blessings and protective spells.

Matsukichi Fujita, a small land-holding peasant farmer near the Thai-Burma
border, remained wholly invested in his identity as an Imperial liberation fighter.
With joyful abandon, Fujita retells bloated stories of atrocities he carried out in the
name of the emperor, the kill-or-be-killed theater of war still giving his life mean-
ing and dignity thirty years after it ended. In contrast, Ginzaburo Toshida served
the local poor as a lay doctor, his profoundly personal way of making amends
for the violence Japan inflicted upon the region. Only Toshida speaks about the
Pacific War as an exercise in futility and a waste of human life, while simultane-
ously condemning the Japanese emperor and his military cronies for demanding
blind compulsion and obligation to a cause he did not and could not believe in.
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Figure 13.2 The “wild boy” from Nagasaki, Fujita Matsukichi.
(Photo courtesy of Icarus Films.)

Imamura never hints to the audience which account of the Pacific War he
favors. Each man stands steadfast by his subjective version of reality and the
truth about the war. Yet they do share a commonality. Each refuses to assume
any burden of responsibility for his actions during the war. Toshida blames his
involvement on a war-mongering emperor; Fujita excuses all his actions by
saying he was a loyal soldier simply following orders; Nakayama deflects any
accountability by enigmatically remaining silent.

The documentary ends with an unresolved question: How did a reckless
youth from Nagasaki, a poor farmer from Ibaraki,” and a tinsmith from Osaka
become the agents of brutal atrocities? The viewer is challenged to take up
the vexing question: What are the Japanese youths who do not have direct
experience of the war becoming? The final shot reveals a plane window fram-
ing a panorama of the Japanese landscape through cloudy skies. The voiceover
factually states: “The sky over Japan is cloudy.”

Outlaw Matsu Returns

The emperor-loving “wild boy” Matsukichi Fujita’s return to Japan thirty years
after the war is the focus of Outlaw Matsu Returns. The documentary conceptually
and aesthetically differs subtly from the In Search of the Unreturned Soldiers series.
Conceptually, Imamura frames Fyjita as a metonym for “the discarded” (kimin):
Japanese people who gave valuable service to the state only to be discarded by the
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government in the processes of “reforming” and “rationalizing” postwar Japan.®
Fujita stands in for the sacrifice extracted from the rural poor as objects of state
manipulation. Postwar Japan is conceptualized as a political power obsessed with
economic progress that favors the interests of the political and commercial elite
at the expense of the true interests of the ordinary individual such as Fujita. The
narrative and characterological emphasis of the documentary falls heavily on the
tragedy of Fujita caught in circumstances beyond his control or understanding.
Aesthetically, the documentary reverts to the practices of Ningen johatsu/A Man
Vanishes (1967). While employing many of the “fly on the wall” techniques associ-
ated with cinéma vérité to deliver a sense of authenticity, Outlaw Matsu Returns
is anything but neutral. Imamura stages footage and shamelessly manipulates
Fujita, manufacturing conflicts with his brother and attempts at a clumsy, cringe-
worthy romantic subplot by introducing Fujita’s youthful crush to heighten the
dramatic arc of the documentary. In many ways, Outlaw Matsu Returns is the
harbinger of Reality TV programming, which blends the aspiration to document
events occurring before the camera as they happen with the tendency to imagine

Figure 13.3 Thirty years since he was dispatched abroad as an Imperial

Japanese solider, “Outlaw Matsu” returns to Japan.
(Photo courtesy of Icarus Films).
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reality because of the necessity of a coherent narrative structure to produce effects
such as suspense and drama for the viewing audience.

Outlaw Matsu Returns is organized around two narrative strands. One strand
is the domestic drama between Fujita and his brother Fujio on his return to his
native home. Through a juxtaposition of the psychological makeup of Fujita and
his brother, Imamura aims to convey the whole experience of Japan’s postwar
transformation into an economic power. On the one hand, Fujita embodies the
Japan of yesteryear: honest, fiercely loyal, and driven by a strong sense of obli-
gation and duty to family. His grief at the cemetery for his parents and brother’s
family who died in the nuclear holocaust unleashed on Nagasaki is sincere. His
concern for his younger sister Fujiko, divorced from an abusive husband and
neglected by Fujio, is heartfelt. Fujio, on the other hand, represents the changes
in personality and sociability of the Japanese during the two decades of postwar
recovery and economic growth. He embodies the impersonal historical forces
that give shape to Japan’s economic miracle—a love of money, the language of
self-promotion, and the transformative power of an economy that robs things
of their innate value and distinction by making everything interchangeable with
money. The documentary strongly links Fujio’s love of money with his decision
to abandon his younger sister to destitution, and his “conspiracy” with Fujita’s
childhood friend to have Fujita pronounced dead so that he did not have to
share his parents’ inheritance.

The other narrative strand of the documentary is Fujita’s growing awareness
that he no longer has a place in the land of his birth despite his fierce loyalty to
the emperor and willingness to die for his country.” He literally does not exist.
His country has proclaimed him dead, a victim of the Pacific War, his uncultured
Japanese and outdated notions of loyalty and obligation treated with contempt.
His visit to Yasukuni Shrine, one of the iconic symbols of Japanese nationalism
built in 1869 to commemorate all who died in the service of the emperor, leaves
him underwhelmed. He has no investment in the nationalist trappings and
imperial myths associated with the shrine. They are the symbols of an aristo-
cratic and military elite. The imperial narratives proclaiming the glory of Japan
are not meant for, nor do they include, a simple “wild boy” from Nagasaki. The
only time Fujita feels at home in Japan is when he meets his superior officer.
Their friendship is one forged by the heat of battle and, for a moment, as he
hears his officer’s voice again over the phone, time forks and Fujita’s fanatical
loyalty to the emperor returns to take over the workings of his body, the passion
ripping a pledge from his lips to “join the Third Operation again to once more
kill the British and Chinese.”

The climax of the documentary is Fujita taking a guided tour of the impe-
rial palace with Imamura and his film crew. The imposing size surprises Fujita,
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as does the guide’s revelation of the expense to build and maintain the impe-
rial palace. The camera captures the feelings of betrayal that erupt from Fujita.
How could the emperor live in such opulence when loyal subjects such as he
lived in poverty abroad? Infuriated and confused, Fujita wildly speculates that
the emperor started the Pacific War for money, too. The realization that he
has been used and abandoned by the emperor, sacrificed for the sake of vulgar
material accumulation, cuts Fujita to the bone, leaving him staring dazed into
the camera. Fujita’s nationalist fervor can no longer hide from him that his
personal sacrifices in the name of the emperor have no home in postwar Japan.
He is an example of “the discarded”—Japanese who loyally served the emperor
and Japanese state only to have both turn their backs on them in their time of
need—par excellence.

Imamura’s History Lesson

At the heart of Imamura’s three documentaries for Tokyo Channel 12 is a curios-
ity about the changing nature of the present in its own right. The documentaries
expose the history of postwar Japan by juxtaposing what the Japanese are ceas-
ing to be with what they are becoming via an exploration into the “reality” of the
Pacific War and the subjective self that finds itself enmeshed in the questions of
identity and history. Imamura’s analysis begins with the “what is” and proceeds
to deduce the conditions out of which the real developed.

At the heart of Imamura’s quest is a deep-seated skepticism for any politics
of transcendence. The promise of universal peace under the providence of the
emperor encapsulated in the wartime slogan hakko-ichiu (eight corners of the
world under one roof) led the Japanese people to sacrifice their present, only
to be repaid by the Imperial Japanese state in the currency of war, death, and
destruction. Imamura also sees the postwar calls for the Japanese to surrender
themselves to the higher values of free market democracy as fatally compro-
mised. In the process he gives a diagnosis of the “economic animal” the Japanese
have become by tracing how individual and communal relations were trans-
formed, from associations founded on emotional attachments and reciprocal
obligation to social relations based on calculations and tradeoffs with exclusive
reference to the means/ends of making money.

The power of the three documentaries lies in the way they disorient the con-
temporary audience by telling a history of the present that is not narrated from
the fixed viewpoint of the Japanese state. They confront the audience not with
one single history but with many, each with its own duration, speed, evolution,
and “truth.” Imamura uses the power of cinema to render visible the way the
human body of the unreturned soldier, via the associations it made with its
environment and other bodies, was a site of multiple temporalities incompatible
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with chronological time/history organized around a series of linear events that

solidify the Japanese nation-state. Imamura entrusts the visual medium of cin-

ema to capture the authentic “moment” of postwar Japan, bringing the audience

into contact with a whole new unconscious optics that would reveal the true situ-

ation of the present and, in the process, lead the audience away from their zone

of passive entertainment to a space of critical enjoyment.

Notes

1.

The Japanese entered what later became the Second World War in 1937 with
hostilities against the Republic of China. Some Japanese historians date Japanese
involvement in the Second World War even earlier, with Japan’s invasion of
Manchuria in September 1931.

Imamura fared better than the producer who was sacked.

Imamura has articulated this point further: “In my work . . . Iwant to enter a char-
acter’s heart. I want to capture the smallest action, the finest nuance, the most
intimate psychological expression because filmmakers must concern themselves
with much more than facades” (Imamura 1999: 126).

These events are remembered as the Malayan Emergency (1948-1960). The conflict
was between predominantly Malayan Chinese communist guerrillas and British
Commonwealth forces. The term “Emergency” describes the events from the British
colonial government’s perspective. British authorities declared a State of Emergency
in the newly created Federation of Malaya on June 18, 1948, after guerrillas assas-
sinated three European plantation managers in the northern state of Perak.

The Japanese are estimated to have killed between 6,000 and 40,000 Chinese civil-
ians in the Sook Ching Massacre carried out in the first month of the occupation.
The Japanese emperor is believed to be the direct descendent of the celestial sun
goddess Amaterasu-6mikami (Great Divinity Illuminating Heaven).

Ibaraki prefecture is located to the northeast of Tokyo along the Pacific coast. Once
farm land, many of the major cities of Ibaraki prefecture are now part of the Greater
Tokyo Area.

. In contemporary academic circles, the term kimin is usually associated with Japanese

immigrants who were mostly neglected by the Japanese government and left to fend
for themselves. Here Imamura seems to have appropriated this term as it was used
to represent people callously discarded once they no longer had a role to play in the
Japanese state’s ambition to turn the nation into a leading power in Asia and the
Western Pacific. Imamura’s other documentary dealing with kimin is Karayuki-san,
The Making of a Prostitute (1975), where he discovers that Kikuyo Zendd, a former
karayuki-san, chose not to return to Japan because of the prejudice she faced coming
from a discriminated community (tokushu burakumin).

. Fujita’s experience may well have inspired the ending of Zegen (1987), where

the patriotic Theij Muraoka has set up his own Japanese colony in Malaysia by
surrounding himself with a throng of submissive offspring, only to be brushed aside
in his efforts to greet the invading Japanese troops as another “simple native.”



244  Bill Mihalopoulos

Works Cited

Avenell, Simon (2010). Minding Japanese Citizens: Civil Society and the Mythology of the
Shimin in Postwar Japan. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Bock, Audie (1978). Japanese Film Directors. New York: Kodansha International.

de Bary, Wm. Theodore, Carol Gluck, and Arthur L. Tiedemann, eds. (2005). Sources
of Japanese Tradition, Volume 2, 2nd ed. New York: Columbia University Press,
1029-36.

Dower, John (1986). War without Mercy: Race and Power in the Pacific War. New York:
Pantheon Books.

Halliday, Jon, and Gavan McCormack (1973). Japanese Imperialism Today: Co-prosperity in
Greater East Asia. New York: Monthly Review Press.

Havens, Thomas R.H. (1987). Fire across the Sea: The Vietnam War and Japan, 1965-1975.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.

Hotta, Eri (2007). Pan-Asianism and Japan’s War, 1931-1945. New York: Palgrave
Macmillan.

Igarashi, Yoshikuni (1998). “The Bomb, Hirohito, and History: The Foundational Narrative
of United States-Japan Postwar Relations.” Positions 6, no. 2: 261-302.

Imamura, Shohei (1999). “My Approach to Filmmaking.” Trans. S. Erviel and M. Cousins.
In Shohei Imamura, ed. James Quandt. Toronto: Toronto International Film Festival
Group, 125-28.

Imamura, Shéhei (2001). Kannu kara Yamiichi e, Toru [Take: From Cannes to the Black
Market]. Tokyo: Kosakusha.

Imamura, Shohei (2004). Eigawa Kyoki no Tabi de aru: Watakushi no Rirekisho [Film Is a
Crazy Journey: My Personal History]. Tokyo: Nihon Keizai Shinbunsha.

Kaji, Etsuko (1973). “The Aftermath: Japan in Southeast Asia.” AMPO: Japan-Asia
Quarterly Review 16: 11-18.

Marotti, William (2009). “Japan 1968: The Performance of Violence and the Theater of
Protest.” American Historical Review 114, no. 1: 97-135.

Matsumoto Toshio (2012). “A Theory of Avant-Garde Documentary.” Trans. Michael
Raine. Cinema Journal 5, no. 4: 148-54.

Mellen, Joan (1975). Voices from the Japanese Cinema. New York: Liveright.

Mes, Tom, and Jasper Sharp (2005). The Midnight Eye Guide to New Japanese Film. Berkeley:
Stone Bridge Press.

Nakata, Toichi (1999). “Shohei Imamura Interview.” In Shohei Imamura, ed. James
Quandt, 107-24. Toronto: Toronto International Film Festival Group.

Raine, Michael (2012). “Introduction to Matsumoto Toshio: A Theory of Avant-Garde
Documentary.” Cinema Journal 5, no. 4: 144-47.

Saaler, Sven, and Christopher W.A. Szpilman, eds. (2011). Pan-Asianism: A Documentary
History, Volumes 1-2. Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield.

Sato, Tadao (1997). Imamura Shéhei no Sekai [The World of Imamura Shéhei]. Tokyo:
Gakuyo Shobo.

Sato, Tadao (2012). “The Documentaries of Shohei Imamura.” Trans. J. Winters
Carpenter. Icarus Films, 1-4. http://icarusfilms.com/other/filmmaker/ima.html.
Accessed September 9, 2017.



Time Out of Joint 245

Schilling, Mark (2007). No Borders, No Limits: Nikkatsu Action Cinema. Godalming:
FAB Press.

Shimizu, Tomohisa (1973). “Nippon Koei: Engineering Colonialism from Korea to Vietnam.”
AMPO: Japan-Asia Quarterly Review 19, pp. 35-38.

Tachibana, Takeshi (1988). “Imamura Shohei to Watanabe Kunio.” In Kéza Nihon Eiga
8: Nihon Eiga no Tenbo [Lectures on Japanese Cinema 8: Perspectives on Japanese
Cinema],” ed. Shohei Imamura et al., 1-2. Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten.



Chapter 14

Promotional Discourses and the
Meanings of The Ballad of Narayama

Rayna Denison

After Narayama Bushiko/The Ballad of Narayama received the Palme d’Or at
the Cannes Film Festival in 1983, Cahiers du Cinéma critic Charles Tesson
declared, “The Ballad of Narayama places us in the presence of a physical
Imamura, a filmmaker characterised by consumption, by excess. Excess of
project, excess of filming, excess of construction” (1983: 159, emphasis in
original). Part of a comparison between the “cerebral” Nagisa Oshima and
the more “physical” Shohei Imamura, Tesson’s account of Imamura situates
the director as an early example of extreme filmmaking from Japan. This tac-
tic, which equates Imamura’s excesses as a filmmaker with his aesthetic and
thematic concerns, shows how tightly defined and understood Imamura’s
authorship became as he entered the global stage in the 1980s. Imamura
himself played a significant role in this process, famously self-identifying his
cinema as “messy” (Quandt 1997: 3) and claiming to “force a union between
questions of the lower half of the body and the daily culture of Japan’s lower
class” (Standish 2011, citing Matsushita 1964: 7). These proclamations,
and others like them, have shaped much of the discussion about Imamura
and his cinema.

The latter quotation, for example, is provided on the inside cover of James
Quandt’s (1997) edited collection on Imamura, and it also acts as an epigraph to
the fourth chapter in Isolde Standish’s more recent book on Japan’s avant-garde
cinema. [ argue that this immediate and insistent relay between the director and
his critics means that many of the debates that could have been had in relation
to Imamura’s filmmaking practices and processes are underexplored and worthy
of revisiting.

In the broadest terms, Standish argues that we “should not ignore the
socio-political and economic conditions that at times impact on practice”
in filmmaking (2011: 128). Standish’s work is perhaps the most critical
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reappraisal of Imamura’s relationship to the critical community, and, through
her analysis, she questions his proclamations about the links between class,
gender, and ethnographic filmmaking methods. Standish’s attention to the
contextual details of production enable her to challenge the existing impres-
sion of The Ballad of Narayama as straightforwardly exemplary cinema. Instead,
she argues that the film “feeds into conservative discourses on nihonjinron
(discussion of Japanese identity) which became increasingly popular in the
1970s and 1980s. This would in part explain the exotic appeal of The Ballad
of Narayama to the audience at Cannes in 1983” (2011: loc. 2244). Following
Standish’s example, in this chapter, I revisit the construction of Imamura’s
authorship by taking an alternative look at his working practices. Through an
examination of the promotional discourses around The Ballad of Narayama,
I inquire into how the contemporary promotional media in Japan worked
to exaggerate, qualify, and even challenge our existing understandings of
Imamura’s major themes and concerns.

The Ballad of Narayama is used here because of the way it has come to
act as a shorthand for Imamura’s directorial acumen. Standish’s contention
is all the more remarkable because elsewhere, as in Dave Kehr’s (1983) and
Allan Casebier’s (1983) contemporary assessments of Imamura’s authorial
presence, The Ballad of Narayama’s success on the international film festi-
val scene was previously used to assert his significance as a director in more
general terms. By contrast, The Ballad of Narayama is useful here because it
sits awkwardly within discourses about Imamura’s authorship, most obvi-
ously because it was an adaptation that had been filmed once before. Shichiro
Fukazawa’s 1956 novella, about a remote village where poverty has become
so extreme that the elderly are abandoned on the top of a nearby moun-
tain to help everyone avoid starvation, was immediately recognized artisti-
cally on its release (Hung 2003), and was first adapted into film by Keisuke
Kinoshita in 1958. Lee Wood Hung (2003) has produced a detailed analysis of
Imamura’s version of The Ballad of Narayama in which he focuses on Imam-
ura’s originality as an adapter. Hung notes that Imamura amalgamated two
Fukazawa stories within his film version of The Ballad of Narayama, and that
it was Imamura’s addition of other new materials that helped to exaggerate
his own concerns about class, women’s place in Japanese society, and nature-
informed allegories within his adaptation.

By comparison, this chapter is more concerned with how Imamura’s adap-
tation process was discussed at the time of its release and how those discus-
sions might confirm or challenge the perceptions of The Ballad of Narayama
and Imamura that developed after the fact. I focus on how these discus-
sions can help to clarify both Imamura’s primary roles as a filmmaker and
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his approach to his thematic concerns. I argue that promotional discourse,
particularly behind-the-scenes coverage, has the potential to reveal a more
nuanced account of Imamura-as-filmmaker.

Analyzing the processes and products of filmmaking in this instance
requires a methodology that compares the production and promotional dis-
courses with textual analysis of the finished film. Furthermore, reconsidering
Imamura’s process requires a reflexive stance toward discourse analysis and
especially toward the often optimistic accounts of filmmaking seen in promo-
tional material. To this end, I adopt a reception studies method, viewing the
release of The Ballad of Narayama as an event, rather than as a text, and con-
sidering how the promotional materials reveal the construction of Imamura
as auteur director, including those aspects of production that are disguised or
elided (Klinger 1997; Staiger 2000).

Discussing the usefulness of promotional discourse to a project like this one,
Barbara Klinger has argued:

Films circulate as products, not in a semantic vacuum, but in a mass cultural
environment teeming with related commercial significations. Epiphenom-
ena constitute this adjacent territory, creating not only a commercial life-
support system for a film, but also a socially meaningful network of relations
that enter into the arena of reception around it. Promotion thus represents
a sphere of intertextual discourse that helps explain the complex relation
between commodity discourses and reception. (1989: 5)

The extensive coverage of The Ballad of Narayama in Kinema Junpo, Japan’s
foremost film magazine, will be used to establish part of the “sphere of inter-
textual discourse” that positioned Imamura’s film for the Japanese market-
place. I use this source both because of the wide range of coverage it devoted
to The Ballad of Narayama, but also because I am interested in how Imamura
was regarded within his own industry and Kinema Junpo tends to act as an
analytical trade-oriented publication for the Japanese film industry. In May
1983, Imamura appeared on the cover of Kinema Junpo, and the issue provided
audiences with a copy of Imamura’s screenplay for The Ballad of Narayama,
along with his synopsis of the production (Imamura 1983). Additionally, they
produced a roundtable “symposium” discussion by the film’s stars and a pro-
duction diary, as well as more generalized reporting (Anon 1983a; 1983b).
This extensive coverage of the film, alongside the trailers used to promote its
release, form the basis of the interrogation of Imamura’s creative methods in
this chapter. These commodity discourses enable a comparative analysis with
the finished text, revealing the myths built up around The Ballad of Narayama,
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but also showing how carefully constructed the image of Imamura’s cinema
had become by the 1980s.

Understanding Imamura: The Ballad of Narayama and
Academic Discourse

Although the win for The Ballad of Narayama at Cannes provided Imamura with
a cache of international success, bolstering his reputation within critical circles,
surprisingly little academic attention has been paid to this seemingly pivotal
film in his career. Indeed, the auteur approach to Imamura has been so domi-
nant that relatively few of his films have received detailed analysis, certainly
when compared to the numbers of scholarly texts detailing Imamura’s themes
and providing commentaries on his body of work (for examples, see Desser
1988; Richie 2005; Standish 2005). In this section I analyze the wider scholar-
ship on Imamura in order to identify clusters of academic scholarship around
his filmmaking practices. These key concepts are then used to form the starting
points for the sections that follow.

Perhaps the most influential of these has been David Desser’s structural-
ist analysis. In one significant summary, Desser extends Allan Casebier’s earlier
assessment of Imamura’s themes:

Casebier has isolated a series of oppositions which characterize Imamura’s
work: irrational vs. rational; primitive vs. civilized; spontaneous vs. conven-
tional; the lower classes vs. the upper classes; authentic vs. contrived. To these
we might add documentary vs. fiction. (1988: 82)

Casebier and Desser’s interpretations of Imamura’s themes sit neatly along-
side the director’s own declarations about his desire to reveal the “real” Japan
(Nakata 1997), rather than the “traditional” view of Japanese culture usually
depicted in Japanese cinema. They also align with Imamura’s proclamations
about the messiness of his cinema and his desire to reveal the untainted sensu-
ality of Japan’s lower classes.

Desser’s work thereby feeds into discussions of Imamura’s representation
of “naturalism.” The concept of “natural culturalism” is also the focus of Hung’s
analysis of The Ballad of Narayama, one of the few academic studies of the film
to date. Hung defines natural culturalism as “the natural characteristics of the
Japanese culture, as portrayed by Imamura” (2003: 147), arguing that Imamura’s
most significant adaptive additions to The Ballad of Narayama are those he made
in order to “paint his vision of Japanese culture, using points of symbolic detail
to clearly demonstrate structural features of Japanese culture” (2003: 160).
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Naturalism is thereby read through Imamura’s representations of people and
Japanese culture in relation to the natural world. Similarly, Standish argues that
“Imamura’s approach is underscored by a ‘naturalist’ viewpoint derived from the
study of the natural sciences and ethnography” (2011: 176). However, Hung’s
assessment complicates the idea of Imamura-as-ethnographer by asserting that
Imamura makes symbolic uses of the natural world. Through these means, Hung
suggests that Imamura’s filmmaking practice contrives connections between
the natural and the cultural.

Hung’s concept of “natural culturalism” is reflected elsewhere in the criti-
cal reception of Imamura’s filmmaking. In relation to other films, most par-
ticularly Kamigami no Fukaki Yokubo/Profound Desire of the Gods (1968), critics
have argued that Imamura’s representations of animals parallel the behavior
and plights of his human characters. For example, Antoine de Baecque argues
that the animals “replay the fable of humans” ([1990] 1997: 155). Scott
Nygren goes so far as to claim that “Imamura’s animals, from pig to insect
to carp, work to deterritorialize nationalist narratives of history founded on
primitive origins and generate counter-histories of [modern Japan] next to
official versions” (2007: 185). Like Standish, then, Nygren sees artificiality in
Imamura’s use of the natural world, or at very least the incursion of culture
into Imamura’s well-documented ethnographic sensibilities (Standish 2011).
These observations suggest a useful set of debates that will be evaluated
further in relation to The Ballad of Narayama: from the ways natural imag-
ery, location shooting, and documentary aesthetics are deployed, to the ways
those images and techniques relate to Imamura’s deeper thematic concerns
about how to reveal hidden aspects of Japanese society.

In this respect, Desser’s observations about documentary stylistics within
Imamura’s filmmaking sit in useful contradistinction to the director’s allegori-
cal uses of animals and location spaces. Documentary and ethnography within
Imamura’s cinema have been highlighted repeatedly as an ongoing challenge for
those attempting to unpack Imamura’s meanings. Alastair Phillips (2007: 232),
for example, argues that Imamura’s cinema blurs the lines between documen-
tary and fiction techniques, something to which Isolde Standish also attests. She
argues that Imamura’s “documentary-styled films represent an alternative and an
altogether more effective challenge to mainstream history by narrating a view of
the past from the memories of female characters on the margins of society” (2011:
loc. 2248). In this analysis, Standish unites the debates around Imamura’s fluctu-
ating use of documentary aesthetics (noting the blurred line between documen-
tary and fiction) with another important theme, his perceived feminist stance.

Several other scholars have investigated Imamura as a champion of Japanese
women, even citing Imamura as a feminisuto (feminist) director (Desser 1988:
122; Richie 1997: 11; Standish 2011). However, none of the previous studies
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have investigated how Imamura’s actresses talked about working with him. In
this chapter, therefore, I analyze the discussion of Imamura by the stars of The
Ballad of Narayama in order to reevaluate these claims in relation to off- as well
as onscreen treatment of women. These concepts—naturalism in production,
feminism, and Imamura’s uses of documentary aesthetics—are used hereafter
as the investigative starting points for my analysis of the promotional discourses
circulating around The Ballad of Narayama and the ways they can be arraigned to
make sense of the finished film. I argue that these commodity discourses can
challenge our perception of Imamura’s major themes, and that a closer exami-
nation of his working practices as depicted in these various materials has the
potential to reveal a more complex, and more contradictory, filmmaker.

From Up on the Mountain: Discourses of Extremity and the
Production of Realism

The director himself is writing the screenplay and his stated aspiration is to
“not tell a simple story of illusion, but to have complete realism, and to freely
depict severe physical labour and sex.” (Anon 1983a: 12)

Imamura’s declaration about his search for “complete realism” was enthusias-
tically seized upon within the promotional coverage of The Ballad of Narayama.
Different to the idea of “naturalism” highlighted by scholars, which refers to the
depictions of the natural world, here Imamura foregrounds the aesthetics of “real-
ism,” in this context invoking his desire to capture action of all kinds using an
unfettered documentary aesthetic. Informing that discourse on realism, however,
is another about extremity that returns us to the opening quotation from Tesson.
Consequently, within the commodity discourse around The Ballad of Narayama,
Imamura’s authorship became closely conjoined to discussions of his working
practices in relation to both realism and the lengths Imamura was willing to go to
achieve it. For The Ballad of Narayama, Imamura’s insistence upon location shoot-
ing in a mountainous portion of the Tohoku region of Japan became the nexus
point for debates about his extreme search for realism versus his heroic author-
ship—directing The Ballad of Narayama in the face of unseasonable weather and
local resistance. In this section, therefore, I focus on the film’s theatrical and tele-
vision trailers, and Kinema Junpo’s production diary for The Ballad of Narayama.
Within this commercial intertext, the admixture of commercial and avant-
garde aspects of the filmmaking became the core of the promotional campaign
for The Ballad of Narayama. An explanatory trailer details how filmmaking was
undertaken: “On a closed set in an abandoned village at 1000m, amidst both
the warmth and hardship of nature,” and it later lingers on a freeze-frame of the
village taken from a helicopter as the credits appear onscreen." Similarly, earlier
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Figure 14.1 Location shooting.

“Explanatory Notices” for The Ballad of Narayama emphasize Imamura’s behind-
the-scenes presence by including shots of him directing actors. In addition, they
include information about its three-year filming duration as evidence for the
film’s quality. One of these “Explanatory Notices” goes as far as to cite Imamura
as a “genius” (tensai) director, using him as a legitimating presence for this new
adaptation of The Ballad of Narayama. The direct promotion of the film thereby
selectively promotes Imamura as an authorial presence whose use of location
shooting is part of a discourse of “genius.” Moreover, by emphasizing the dura-
tion and hardships, the trailers collapse the discourses from the production into
the text itself to heighten Imamura’s proclamations of “complete realism.”

For example, within the production diary in Kinema Junpo, journalist Yasuo
Yamamoto relates his visit to the location shoot near Minami Kotani in 1982,
emphasizing hardship:’

When we alighted in an unthinkable mass at the small station, sunset was
drawing near on December 3rd. In our party were lots of people who looked
like the stars I see a lot on television, but no-one thought it possible that
Ken Ogata and Tonpei Hidari would travel with us . . . But, before long those
people started climbing the mountain just like ordinary people, in the midst
of a blizzard of snow. (1983: 52)

Thrown together, the journalist journeyed up the mountain accompanied by the
film’s male stars, Ogata and Hidari, with the worsening weather conditions play-
ing up the seemingly fantastic elements of his production story. Yamamoto’s
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commentary thereby plays up Imamura’s reputation for immersive and extreme
filmmaking, indicating that even the stars had to walk up the mountain with
everyone else. Moreover, Yamamoto’s presentation of the events also takes on
a mythologizing tone as he describes the extremity and harshness of the work-
ing environment, with the blizzard conditions taking on contradictory notes of
realism and fable.

Jir6 Tomoda, the co-author of the production diary, recounts the trip’s logis-
tics in a similarly mythologizing fashion. In the introductory statement below,
Tomoda’s language suggests how the remote and previously abandoned location
shoot served to mythologize The Ballad of Narayama’s production:

Alight at Minami Kotani station, then go up a steep slope for one hour and
forty minutes. In this place, there used to be about ten households, but the
villagers left this place one after another because the location is so remote,
and now the place has become a ghost town. Of course, you travel by road
from the station for about four kilometres, but it’s not a road as such, and
cars can’t reach the high ground. (1983: 52)

Tomoda’s account of the remoteness of the main location is phrased in lan-
guage that echoes Fukuzawa’s short story, and character dialogue from the film,
about traveling up the mountain on a road that is not really a road. Tomoda
thereby links the original to the new adaptation through his own journey to
the shooting location. Additionally, in Tomoda’s account, the location’s actual
historical abandonment is used to create an impression of authenticity around
the production, while also signaling Imamura’s ability to overcome the hard-
ships that had driven away the original community. The loss of the “real” vil-
lage to history is also significant for the way it allows Imamura’s version of
The Ballad of Narayama to occupy a position outside of contemporary Japanese
culture, becoming part of the location’s “ghost town” environment. In these
ways, both production diary accounts of the location for The Ballad of Narayama
work to separate the film from normal Japanese filmmaking, mythologizing it
and, with this mythologization, suggesting reasons why Imamura should be
recognized as an auteur-style director.

This is a feature of Imamura’s filmmaking that Yamamoto aligns with
Imamura’s ethnographic sensibilities. Yamamoto states:

The director enjoys investigations by his nature. When he was moving house,
he took the opportunity to talk with them about the reality of being a real
estate agent. Helping with a friend’s funeral, he did behind-the-scenes
research at a funeral home . .. This time, The Ballad of Narayama has this
kind of tone. (1983: 51)
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The use of “tone” is interesting in this account, implying that Imamura’s
ethnographic research complexly informs his approach to filmmaking. These
production commentaries invoke the ethnographic work Imamura had been
undertaking in the previous decade, which resulted in documentaries like
In Search of the Unreturned Solidiers in Malaysia (Mikikan-hei o otte: Marei-hen,
1970) and his 1975 film Karayuki-san: The Making of a Prostitute. Additionally,
the everyday ethnographer described as lurking within Imamura in this produc-
tion account is used here to authenticate his authorial vision, and to explain his
insistence upon a search for “complete realism.”

However, the production diary also brings Imamura’s filming problems to
the fore. In doing so, Yamamoto and Tomoda demonstrate that The Ballad of
Narayama’s production was not as “authentic” as Imamura had intended, nor
was his search for “complete realism” without its drawbacks. Tomoda reveals
that before the filming began tensions arose with the landowner for the loca-
tion: “Right away, the landowner began discussions, really opposing them [the
filmmakers], saying, ‘In this village, we won’t cooperate with a film about aban-
doning parents™ (1983: 52). However, Imamura is shown to have taken on a
strong personal leadership role in response to this confrontation. Tomoda con-
tinues by saying that “the director strongly persevered, holding a town meeting,
and was able to persuade them as a matter of course, just managing to get their
consent” (1983: 52). Nevertheless, Imamura was forced to compromise, with
the production being required to use far fewer of the original local buildings
than he had hoped for, and instead having to construct an extra two buildings
in which to film scenes. This incident suggests that Tesson’s observations about
Imamura’s excessive production process has merit. However, this is not an
uncontrolled version of extremity; rather, Imamura’s desire for “complete real-
ism” is here presented as the impetus behind his efforts to personally overcome
obstacles to production. The director thereby becomes the star or hero of the
production-process narrative.

Other difficulties faced by the production also work to nuance this presenta-
tion of Imamura as the hero behind the production of The Ballad of Narayama.
One of the more significant difficulties the production faced were continual
unexpected and extreme weather events. Weather was of paramount impor-
tance to the production, with Yamamoto relating, “Everything that appears in
this film is real. The spring is spring, and they continued filming in the middle
of the natural summer for summer” (1983: 51). This idea, that “everything that
appears in this film is real,” reinforces the discourse of “complete realism” begun
by Imamura. But it is also framed as a problem throughout the production of
The Ballad of Narayama, with inclement weather repeatedly affecting the produc-
tion schedule. Most significantly, an initial lack of snow into the winter of 1982,
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followed by an unseasonably late and lingering snowfall, reached a staggering
depth during the spring of 1983.
Yamamoto relates about the initial lack of snow:

When films are made, they normally use fake man-made snow, but Imamura’s
insistence on realism would not accept that. Until the end, they were on alert
until it snowed. However, ironically, there was an unusually warm winter in
the Northern provinces. They normally had fine weather every day, when in
an average year it would have snowed. (1983: 54)

This meant that Imamura had to continue filming long after he had intended,
getting pick-up shots well into the time he had planned for editing. His response
was extreme and included taking two bulldozers, in pieces, up to the mountain
by helicopter and reassembling them so that they could move snow to and from
the location sets. These accounts help to reinforce the impression of Imamura
as both extreme and as the protagonist in a tale about overcoming adversity.
Yamamoto and Tomoda’s descriptions of such challenges are used to generate
an image not of failure, but of determination and commitment to an authorial
vision. Imamura is, in this account, a director whose search for realism cannot
be forestalled even by natural disasters.

Viewed from one perspective, this kind of discourse suggests a filmmaker
at the avant-garde end of the auteur spectrum, an artist whose obsessive desire
for a particular aesthetic drives him to extreme working practices. Viewed from
a more pragmatic perspective, however, Imamura’s ability to overcome these
obstacles is also suggestive of a filmmaker whose budget was large enough to
extend to a lengthy production schedule with unexpected cost—the latter indi-
cating an otherwise undiscussed commercial aspect to the production of The
Ballad of Narayama. The production diary, consequently, begins to show how
Imamura’s authorship was understood at the time of The Ballad of Narayama’s
release, as both an artistic endeavour and a commercial, highly mediated, and
promoted one.

Imamura’s authorial vision, and his search for realism, goes essentially unques-
tioned in The Ballad of Narayama’s commodity discourse. More importantly, much
of the promotion supports and even exaggerates the image of Imamura as avant-
garde filmmaker. This can be seen, for example, when Tomoda declares that The
Ballad of Narayama is “a film that was made with sweat and tears and heart by a
director who was in the midst of it with his staff and crew who banded together in
a common cause and a common destiny, thoroughly breathinglife into the strange
sorrows and joys of people, desiring to sing a paean to life” (1983: 54). Once again,
here, Imamura’s presence is made physical, his body becoming the spark behind
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Figure 14.2 Imamura as the exaggerated center of The Ballad of Narayama

in teaser trailer, framed by cast and crew.

The Ballad of Narayama’s soul, indeed becoming something he sings into life while
trying to describe the essence of human existence.

This imagery, based as it is on the film’s title, has the potential to disguise the
industrial processes that were also involved in realizing Imamura’s adaptation.
For one thing, the discourse around the difficulties overcome by Imamura, which
function as the presentation of Imamura as a heroic figure holding his produc-
tion together, is something seen not just for avant-garde auteurs, but also for
directors who work in more mainstream cinema (see, for example, Kapsis 1992).
For another, Imamura’s choice to film on location in a remote area was the cause
of many of the problems the production would face, making him less a hero than
the villain of the piece, though Kinema Junpo’s coverage does tend to celebrate
his achievements, rather than dwelling on Imamura’s risk-taking. In the end, by
creating and then solving these problems, Imamura is discursively transformed
into both the genius behind, and arch publicist for, his film.

The Performance of “Unconscious” Acting: Imamura’s
Feminism

If the discussions of Imamura’s approach to location shooting helped to affirm
his status as an avant-garde filmmaker, his treatment of actors was a more quali-
fied success. Fujio Tokita (who plays Jinsaku) describes Imamura’s approach to
acting as unmannered and naturalistic, beginning a debate among the actors
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in Kinema Junpo’s symposium with the film’s stars: “Tokita: As for Imamura,
he really sees the difference between conscious and unconscious acting. We
were aiming for unconscious performance” (Anon 1983b: 45). Unconscious
acting is something that Tonpei Hidari (Risuke) defines by saying that when
“acting, there are unconscious moments, and there is acting without calcula-
tion. Those would be good cases” (1983b: 46). Additionally, the actors all men-
tioned Imamura’s tendency for multiple takes before letting them move on. In
this sense, “unconscious acting” was something achieved through repetitive re-
performances to engender naturalistic acting. These techniques were praised by
the actors themselves for running contrary to their perceptions of more usual,
mannered styles of acting.

Within these discussions of repetition and a search for a more naturalis-
tic performance style, however, come revelations about Imamura’s treatment
of actors that run contrary to claims made about his feminist depictions of
women onscreen. For example, the actresses involved in the symposium discuss
the attempts at generating a naturalistic approach to sex scenes. Discussing
her sex scene with protagonist Orin’s (Sumiko Sakamoto) smelly and sexually
frustrated son, Risuke, Kiyokawa states:

When we did that [sex] scene a lot of mass media reporters seemed to
show up. They came and tried to watch on the set because we said that
only staff would be allowed for this scene. However, I declared that “I'm
not going to cover up, because I'm going to be unashamed. I'm not past-
ing thin, undignified patches over my private parts.” But, at the cut when
people were staring at me there, it was intolerable and I shouted, “Stick
the covers on me!” (46)

This frank discussion of the impact of outsiders on the filming process is inter-
esting because it suggests the limits of Imamura’s instance upon the free depic-
tion of sex within The Ballad of Narayama, and the kinds of pragmatic decisions
that layered artifice upon the naturalism of the acting style he sought. On one
hand, this example provides evidence for the collaborative nature of filmmaking
and for actors’ agency within that process. On the other, it describes a situation
in which a sex scene was used to draw journalists to the location shoot, thereby
creating tensions between the commercial and artistic aims of the production.
The exploitation of Kiyokawa, then, is at odds with the Imamura’s feminist aes-
thetic onscreen, making it important to allow such alternative voices into the
debates around Imamura’s filmmaking.

Imamura’s feminist legacy is also qualified by his treatment of the actresses
playing Orin. While Sumiko Sakamoto, a singer turned actress, is given full credit



258 Rayna Denison

for the role, she was not Imamura’s first choice. The production diary reveals that
“Sanae Futaba, playing Orin, collapsed [on set in the summer of 1982]. Afterwards,
clearly it was hard for her to return to the location. They held a quick staff meet-
ing and started to work through the selection of candidates for this important
role” (Yamamoto 1983: 52). Viewed positively, this behind-the-scenes informa-
tion illustrates further the collaborative approach to the production of The Ballad
of Narayama, and a flexible approach to scheduling. Viewed negatively, this is the
only time Futaba’s name is mentioned, and her withdrawal from the production is
discussed only inasmuch as it impacted on the overall filming schedule, rendering
her almost invisible within the film’s production history.

Further to this report, the production diary also relates another on-set
collapse on September 6, 1982:

Sumiko Sakamoto was brought down the mountain on a stretcher and was
admitted at once to the hospital in Omachi. It was the second time an acci-
dent had been visited on Imamura’s troupe. In the end, they weren’t able to
film in September, and the staff spent the time filming animals at the next
location. (Yamamoto 1983: 53)

These on-set collapses add more weight to the discourse about the difficul-
ties faced by Imamura within the production diary, but they also highlight the
extreme working conditions and the varying levels of commitment from the
central actresses. Interestingly, neither incident is mentioned in the cast sym-
posium, with the attention focused instead on other extreme aspects of the
filmmaking.

The most obvious example of “extreme” commitment to The Ballad of Nara-
yama once more comes through narratives about Sakamoto’s transformation
for the role of Orin, especially her decision to have her four front teeth pulled.
Tomoda writes that “because there weren’t any people of the actual age of her
predecessor . . . the 46-year-old Sakamoto Sumiko had to become a 70-year-old,
and so she did dozens of make-up tests, and had four of her teeth pulled and,
above all that, she started on a diet to lose 10 kilos” (1983: 52). Artifice once
again creeps into the acting discourse here, with Sakamoto’s age exaggerated by
makeup, weight loss, and cosmetic dentistry in order for her to undertake the
role. Sakamoto, in the actor symposium, comments:

Because I'm a fool, when I was told they [my teeth] would be pulled out
I forgot that people would be able to see that they had been pulled . . . All of
my friends have said that only I would do something like this. But, myself,
I think that I am not that extreme a woman. But I'm not someone who is
filled with common sense. (1983b: 44)
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Sakamoto frames her decision as an impulsive, but not extreme one in these
comments. Thus, she resists the discourse of extremity around Imamura,
while also suggesting her commitment to the role of Orin. If the illnesses on
set suggest an approach to acting that punished his actors, Sakamoto’s com-
ments suggest that the actors were keen adherents to Imamura’s strict regime
of realism.

The presentation of The Ballad of Narayama through its promotional cam-
paign also does little to draw attention to potential feminist aspects of Imam-
ura’s filmmaking process, despite academic claims that Imamura was one of
the most feminist directors of the era (Desser 1988). Women’s voices are
heard less frequently than men’s throughout the campaign, which is perhaps
surprising given the centrality of Orin to the narrative. The first of the film’s
two trailers is perhaps the most explicit about the possibilities for feminist
content in the film, with intertitles over the top of footage from the film
explaining that Orin has decided to go up the mountain and is passing her
last days with her family. The trailer then asks, “What does it mean to be a
woman, still full of zest for life, living in strict accordance with their laws?”
This sequence of titles plays out over the top of the murder of a whole fam-
ily of villagers, and a woman’s voice (Matsuyan, played by Junko Takada) is
high in the sound mix. It ends on a shot of Orin and Tatsuhei in front of
the tree Tatsuhei buried his father under, with the sound of wind blowing
as the tree sways unnaturally (an effect produced by the use of a helicopter’s
downdraft). This is the most overt feminist question asked within the pro-
motional discourse, and it remains unanswered by the trailer. In one respect,

Figure 14.3 Tatsuhei and Orin in helicopter downdraft.
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this trailer simply draws attention to Orin’s centrality to the narrative, but a
more holistic reading would suggest that a generalized feminist discourse can
be seen in the contemporary epiphenomena, a discourse that seems to have
been embraced in later scholarship.

Sakamoto’s presence is also important in the second of two trailers for the
film, in which she is seen and heard singing one of the film’s central ballads,
and then narrating significant plot points, including Orin’s desire to leave the
village for the mountain in the winter. Sakamoto’s performance fragments
here work to generate the impression of naturalism sought by Imamura.
However, from this point onward, the trailer’s focus shifts to documentary
imagery shot during the filming, including a shot of a helicopter flying up the
mountain in the snow, and another of the main cast bundled up in snow gear
getting on board the same helicopter. These final images of the trailer are espe-
cially interesting in the way they contradict the consistent messages in the
production discourse about the cast and crew being required to walk up the
mountain, even in blizzard conditions. It challenges the idea of a cast and crew
living and working together within the remote location site and indicates that
some of the details of the production (the less difficult and challenging) may
have been omitted.

Nevertheless, the actors’ comments about unconscious acting commingle
with other aspects of production that work to exaggerate and enhance the per-
ception of realism, even as they are constructed through artificial or extreme
means. Hung notes that the characterizations are themselves non-naturalistic,
with Orin becoming an extreme portrayal of the village’s traditional culture and
Tatsuhei becoming an exaggeration of the sentimentality and weakness of man-
kind (Hung 2003). The filmmaking process accords with, and qualifies, some
of Hung’s observations, showing how artifice crept into the production culture
through the stars’ performances.

Imamura’s contradictory directorial persona comes through in the actors’
symposium, which offers evidence of the way he both encouraged and pres-
sured his actors during production, and it is perhaps in these instances that
Imamura’s extreme filmmaking is most obvious. However, it was an extremity
that the stars claim to have been prepared for, despite the need for everything
from explicit sex scenes to surgery. Nor was Imamura’s extreme treatment
limited to the actresses; Ken Ogata is reported to have suffered from frost-
bite while filming external scenes during the winter months on the location
shoot (Yamamoto 1983). In these ways, the unconscious acting desired by
Imamura was frequently enacted through the real-life suffering of his actors.
While this pain is in evidence for both sexes, it is interesting to note that none
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of his actors discussed the importance of feminism to his filmmaking style,
preferring instead to call attention to their suffering and commitment on the
director’s behalf.

Documentary, Realism, and the Use of Animals

The human actors were only part of the production story on The Ballad of
Narayama, with animals playing important, often symbolic, roles. Hung
relates that the scenes featuring animals were one of Imamura’s main addi-
tions to his version of the story (2003), while Standish is clear that “the many
scenes of animals mating and nature link the social world of the village and
rules governing familial relations to primitive needs for survival” (2011: loc.
1729). By contrast, I argue, that Imamura’s presentation of nature is in many
respects the least natural aspect of his ilmmaking style. It is in his need for
symbolic images of nature that Imamura most blurs the line between docu-
mentary, realism, and artifice.

Even the briefest glance at the production of The Ballad of Narayama attests
to Imamura’s constructed depiction of animals. Two separate animal handling
and training companies are cited in the end credits for the film: Otake Anima-
tion Productions and a more specific citation for crow handler and keeper,
Tsuguo Kuroda. The involvement of these companies makes the construction
of the film’s animal images plain, not least the inclusion of the many crows
that appear at the top of the mountain at the climax. The crows flutter and
call in large numbers around the rocks surrounding Orin, suggesting that she
will die and be devoured by nature. These unnaturally inserted animals take on
the burden of visual metaphor and become symbolic of death’s repercussions,
extending Hung’s observations about the use of exaggeration of character
within Imamura’s version of The Ballad of Narayama. However, the non-natural
insertions of animals into the film are never mentioned in the promotional
discourses, nor do they feature in the academic scholarship around The Ballad
of Narayama. Therefore, they begin to create what Janet Staiger calls a “struc-
turing absence” within the film’s commercial discourses; a purposefully con-
cealed aspect of production that is used to exaggerate the seeming naturalism
and documentary aesthetics at its heart (2000: 163). Consequently, I would
argue that the blurring of lines between documentary footage of animals and
their aestheticization presents a challenge to Imamura’s professed search for
“complete realism.”

In particular, there are obvious joins between documentary footage of birds
of prey and sequences like the one in which an owl watches Orin and Tatsuhei
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leave for the mountain. This relatively long take, using racking focus to shoot
from behind the owl’s perch and over its shoulder, frames the departure of
Orin and Tatsuhei. This indicates a complex staging of action that would have
required pre-planning. The owl’s presence had to be predicted, offering just one
example of the symbolic and non-documentary use of animal imagery. The fact
that neither the actors, production diary, nor Imamura’s own comments within
Kinema Junpo mention these sequences suggest that the audience is meant to
assume that they were part of the documentary filming undertaken by the crew
during delays and cast illnesses. In this way, the emphatic presence of animals
contradicts their lack of discussion by Kinema Junpo and the cast and crew,
generating an absence that appears all the more significant for being purpose-
fully elided.

Further evidence for the symbolic and purposeful use of animals in The
Ballad of Narayama can be found in Imamura’s screenplay, which was very
specific about the kinds of animal images he wanted. For example, near the
start of the film, Imamura’s screenplay describes the following images at
the protagonist’s home:

Japanese rat snakes hibernate under the floor in a hole, two or three tangled
together.
A brown rat approaches, sniffing the smells. (Imamura 1983: 55)

The requirement for specific, rather than generic, animal imagery would have
necessitated the inclusion of tamed, or at least purposefully positioned, ani-
mals during filming. It is this specificity in the face of the unpredictability of
animals that lends greater weight to the idea that Imamura’s animal imagery
was as much staged as it was documentary-style footage. But within the pro-
motion for the film, this is never made clear. In one of the few mentions of
their animal co-stars, Sakamoto argues during the cast symposium that there
is “no distinction drawn between human sexual activity and animal mating
and birth . .. Fukazawa did seem to discuss this, but his was not a work which
captures the divinity of humans and animals to the same extent” (1983b: 46).
Her comments show the embedded and symbolic uses to which The Ballad of
Narayama puts its animal stars, but remains silent on how these images were
obtained.

Animals were also significant and symbolically used within the trailer cam-
paign, which heavily features animal imagery, as when, in the second of the
two trailers, the opening image of the green mountainside cuts to a shot of
a hare running, only to be caught by a bird of prey. An intertitle proclaims
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moments later that the story takes place “amidst the warmth and hardship of
nature,” over the top of a long take of nesting house martins. Following the
film’s title, Tatsuhei is shown trying to convince his new wife to sleep with
his brother, a conversation interrupted by an image of mating mantis and a
subsequent shot of crabs at a riverside, both of which work to link the con-
versation to the natural order. This is immediately followed by shots of two
birds of prey which act as a visual buffer between Tatsuhei pleading with his
wife and Orin’s appearance singing a ballad. As she sings, the film cuts to a
sequence of shots—a snake giving birth, a tanuki at night, an owl in flight
and a spider whose long legs are illuminated by seeming-moonlight—matched
to invocations to the audience to recognize the fragility of mankind. In this
trailer, then, the use of animal imagery is distinct and repurposed from its
appearance within the film. Animals are used to punctuate, to provide intel-
lectual gaps between disparate concepts dealt with by the film. At other times,
their presence seems intended to augment a sense of revulsion, as when the
mantis appear.

The final montage is perhaps the most closely aligned with the use of the
imagery within The Ballad of Narayama itself, with these nocturnal images
appearing in connection with the film’s central thematic concerns. The insertion
of animal images in the trailer, however, are typically jarring and do not always
act in obviously symbolic ways. In this regard, the commodity discourse of the
film suggests that The Ballad of Narayama may be most artificial when depicting
its most “natural” animal stars.

Conclusion

Even the highly specific view of the production-side discourses attempted here
shows how major themes like naturalism, documentary, and feminism can be
reevaluated when analyzed through the documents that surround film pro-
duction. Starting with three of the central themes that have been associated
with Imamura’s version of The Ballad of Narayama, 1 have explored how the
presentation of the film to audiences in the 1980s worked to exaggerate his
role as author but can add nuance to perceptions of his feminism and can even
challenge thematic concerns like naturalism and documentary in his aesthet-
ics. Using these sources, we can see how there tends to be resonance between
academic accounts about Imamura, Imamura’s own proclamations, and the
commodity discourse that surrounds his films. Sometimes, however, there is
more ambivalence in the presentation of the themes. Through the elements
that are exaggerated by promotional discourses but, equally, by the discursive
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absences in promotion, the aspects of production hidden from view and from
critical notice can be brought into focus.

Consequently, there is more to Imamura’s cinema, and more to his version
of The Ballad of Narayama, than has previously been acknowledged. He is shown
in this instance to have been a contradictory filmmaker—kind but pressurising,
consistent in vision but inconsistent in execution of filming, highly idealistic
about complete realism but completely pragmatic when the weather and other
challenges are presented. This is a version of Shohei Imamura that deserves far
greater attention, and one whose significance to Japanese film culture can be
heightened by the addition of further contextualizing analysis of his filmmak-
ing process.

The Ballad of Narayama has provided a useful lens through which to begin
to reexamine the debates around Imamura and his central thematic concerns.
The promotional materials produced for the film’s release usefully demon-
strate that Imamura played an important role in setting the central terms
of the debates that have subsequently positioned him within the history of Jap-
anese filmmaking. However, this film’s promotional discourse also reveals the
tensions around those crucial terms—that in Imamura’s documentary aesthetic
there was necessary artifice; that his control over his productions was not abso-
lute, but was generously supported by industry, that his treatment of women
onscreen was almost completely separate from his treatment of actors during
production. These adjustments to our understanding of Imamura are significant
for the way they outline his negotiation of the complex industrial landscape of
filmmaking in Japan in the 1980s. More contextualizing evidence might also
reveal further tensions and qualifications of our understanding of Imamura as
auteur. For example, the post-production recording of sound, the addition of
musical score, the special effects sequences, and the art design for the film all
deserve a closer look. In this way, The Ballad of Narayama is less an exception
to Imamura’s filmmaking than it is representative of his constant attempts to
negotiate his status as an avant-garde figure within the Japanese film industry.

Notes

1. All the trailers analyzed herein are provided on the Eureka! Masters of Cinema DVD
and Blu-ray release of The Ballad of Narayama.

2. This production diary was recently translated into English by Craig Keller for the
Eureka! Masters of Cinema distribution label, but it seems that he is taking his trans-
lation from the French version published in Positif, which was apparently abridged,
and the translation therefore does not contain some of the passages translated
herein. All translations are the authors own, but my thanks to Sachiko Shikoda for
her guidance and help.
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Chapter 15

Boundary Play: Truth, Fiction, and
Performance in A Man Vanishes

Diane Wei Lewis

Shohei Imamura’s documentary Ningen johatsu/A Man Vanishes (1967) follows
thirty-two-year-old Yoshie Hayakawa (nicknamed “Nezumi,” or mouse) on her
quest to locate her missing fiancé, Tadashi Oshima. The actor Shigeru Tsu-
yuguchi accompanies Yoshie and assists her with her interviews. Imamura’s
planning meetings with cast and crew are also incorporated into the film. One-
third of the way into A Man Vanishes, the filmmakers have tracked Oshima to
his last known position but are no closer to determining Oshima’s fate, nor
the reasons for his disappearance. From this point on, the film focuses increas-
ingly on Yoshie and her sister Sayo (whom the crew nicknamed “Usagi,” or rab-
bit; Imamura 2004: 136) while Imamura begins to question the nature of the
“reality” documented by the film.

A Man Vanishes generated public outrage on the eve of its release when
it became known that Imamura used hidden cameras and sound recording
equipment without the sisters’ knowledge. Surreptitious recordings exposed
the women’s actual attitudes toward the investigation. In particular, Imamura
went out of his way to show that Yoshie was putting on a “performance” for the
cameras and fancied herself an “actress” in the film (Imamura 2004: 135-36).
Yoshie was filmed confessing her love for Tsuyuguchi and throwing temper
tantrums, while Tsuyuguchi is shown cozying up to Sayo in a bar. By the sec-
ond half of A Man Vanishes, the search for Oshima appears to be a pretense for
exploring how the Hayakawa sisters react to being filmed. The longtime enmity
between the sisters supersedes the hunt for Yoshie’s missing fiancé. Imamura
gives a performance of his own, deceiving the sisters in the name of “truth.”
His pronouncements in the film link the deliberately unflattering footage of
the sisters to the central theme: What we think is reality is often actually fic-
tion. However, many commentators argued that this critical project was not
sufficient justification for including damaging depictions of the Hayakawas and
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Figure 15.1 An ad for A Man Vanishes in the August 1967
issue of Eiga hyoron.
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violating their privacy. Imamura’s gambit fueled debates among Japanese
critics about documentary filmmaking ethics. Many journalists argued that
Imamura crossed the line in exploiting the women’s excitement to be involved
in a film. They asked whether Imamura hadn’t tricked these “amateurs” with
promises of stardom, exposing them to cruel scrutiny and ridicule that beloved
celebrities are usually shielded from.

In the discussion that follows, I examine how A Man Vanishes takes Imam-
ura’s longstanding fascination with realism and human psychology to new
extremes. In A Man Vanishes, Imamura tests his subjects, their assertions, and
their motivations—and even reality itself—using interviews, mock situations,
and covert observation. These experimental tactics showcase Imamura’s inter-
ests in sociology and ethnology, which was sparked by his discovery of folklorist
Kunio Yanagita (1875-1962) in the early 1960s (Imamura 2004: 105). The film
also exemplifies the mixture of fiction and documentary found in much late-
1960s and early-1970s Japanese independent filmmaking, which was strongly
influenced by direct cinema, cinéma vérité, and, as Yuriko Furuhata has shown,
postwar Japanese theoretical discourse on “actuality.” This discourse was influ-
enced by the rise of television and mass media journalism and defined above all
by a critical engagement with reality. As Furuhata describes in Cinema of Actual-
ity, medium-specific concepts of cinema came under scrutiny with the growing
ubiquity of television, which became the primary site of moving-image actual-
ity in the 1960s. Televised demonstrations against the ANPO treaty, militant
student activism, and police standoffs and hostage crises strengthened televi-
sion’s associations with reportage, liveness, and contingency. Thus, Furuhata
writes, “The proximity between cinema and journalism became a focal point of
discussions precisely around the time when television began to threaten cinema
with its strong appeal to actuality” (Furuhata 2013: 65). Responding to this cri-
sis of the cinematic image, political filmmakers used methods borrowed from
documentary, television, and investigative reporting, testing and contesting
the mainstream news media’s claims to actuality. Furuhata’s analysis focuses on
modernist filmmakers and the “mediatization of politics” (Furuhata 2013: 56),
but it is fair to say that the critical debates and oppositional practices that she
discusses were part of a more general trend in 1960s-1970s Japanese filmmak-
ing and global cinema.

In addition to thinking about A Man Vanishes and experimental documen-
tary form, this chapter also explores how the notion of the “auteur” shaped
critical responses to Imamura’s film. As early as the 1920s, discourse on film
authorship in Japan was firmly centered on the film director as the driving
creative force behind a film. As an auteur, Imamura (like any other prominent
film director) was viewed as creating a persona through his films, which were



270 Diane Wei Lewis

not only marked by common stylistic features and common themes, but also
seemed to be driven by a specific subjectivity—by the director and his orienta-
tion toward the world. Critics viewed Imamura’s film style as an extension of
his individualistic personality and uncompromising worldview. This emphasis
on kosei or “individuality” in Imamura criticism is typical of how many new,
young postwar directors were discussed by film journalists in the 1960s. This
emphasis can in part be related to the postwar political-philosophical dis-
course on shutaisei (subjectivity) (Koschmann 1996; Standish 2011; Raine
2012a), which featured prominently in influential leftist film journals such as
Kiroku eiga and Eiga hihyo.

Yet, just like the discourse on actuality, Japanese discourse on the auteur
was also shaped by television and mass media. Some film critics—including
renowned critic Akira Iwasaki—were circumspect about the emphasis being
placed on kosei, shutaisei, and persona, which they viewed as a product of masu
komi (mass communications) and mass media celebrity, and less a sign of
political engagement. Michael Raine observes that even filmmaker and critic
Toshio Matsumoto believed that “shutaisei, a term central to the debate on
postwar subjectivity among occupation-era literary critics and echoed by later
filmmakers such as Oshima Nagisa and Yoshida Kiju . . . had been reduced by
repetition to a mere ‘attitude” (Raine 2012a: 147). This dilution of shutaisei
was a problem for Matsumoto, who argued that “the task is to engage with
the world as taisho, the active thing in the world . . . set in opposition to the
subjective existence of the filmmaker” (Raine 2012a: 146). Similarly, director
Nagisa Oshima demanded that filmmakers engage directly with social reality
and ask difficult questions about real conditions: “only the maintenance of a
state of tension with reality and the discovery of a new method of perpetual
active involvement will enable [the filmmaker] to make works that are a true
expression of himself. Thus the filmmaker must always seek a new tension
with reality and constantly negate himself in order to continue to create a new
artistic involvement” (Oshima [1960] 1993: 48). However, as Raine points
out, Oshima maintained his cultural relevance long after his emergence as one
of the leading directors of the New Wave by becoming “a public intellectual,
writing a column for the prestigious Asahi newspaper and appearing regularly
on television in the 1980s and 1990s” (Raine 2012b: 147). Raine argues that
this public visibility and collaborations with other celebrities are what made
Oshima successful as a “cultural provocateur” (Raine 2012b: 148). Similarly,
my chapter on A Man Vanishes will examine Imamura’s public persona and ana-
lyze the conflation of Imamura’s critical project with his bad boy celebrity in
the reception of the film.
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In Search of the New: Mixing Documentary
and Fiction

In a two-part article “Documentary and Fiction” published in 1967, Jun
Watanabe noted a remarkable rise in the use of reportage and documentary
strategies in film, television, and literature. Commenting on the popular-
ity of the Italian “cruel film” (zankokumono) or mondo film, the “documen-
tary dramas” of playwrights Heinar Kipphardt and Jean Vilar, and the rise
of cinéma vérité, Watanabe suggested that documentary works had become
a major current in contemporary culture. For Watanabe, this trend appeared
to signify a crisis in art, as art usually derives its power from fiction, and the
new documentary works were not simply concerned with “fact” or “truth” but
attempted to ground fiction in documentary and create new, hybrid forms of
fiction. His essay suggested that a moribund Japanese cinema endangered by
the rise of television would be enlivened by new genres that combined fiction
and documentary (Watanabe 1967a; 1967b).

“Documentary and Fiction” was published in the mainstream, mass-
circulated film magazine Kinema junpé, which remains a popular venue for
film criticism for a general audience today. In the 1960s and 1970s, new
experiments with documentary realism were widespread and not limited to
oppositional and avant-garde cinema, but also found in Japanese box office
smashes such as Mondo Cane (Paolo Cavara, Franco Prosperi, and Gualt-
iero Jacopetti, 1962) and, later, jitsuroku (true record) yakuza films such as
Battles without Honor or Humanity (Kinji Fukasaku, 1973). Although A Man
Vanishes is often treated as a very experimental documentary, it reflects
broad trends in 1960s Japanese cinema—in particular, the search for alter-
native models of film production, distribution, and narration in the era of
television, which led to declining theater attendance and drastic cutbacks in
mainstream commercial studio production.

Co-produced by Imamura Productions and the Art Theatre Guild (ATG), A
Man Vanishes was among the first films to be co-financed by ATG, which was
established as a theater chain and foreign film distributor in 1962. ATG played
a major role in the exploration of new modes of film production, distribution,
and exhibition in the 1960s (Domenig 2004, 2012; Furuhata 2013; Hirasawa
2012; Yomota 2003; Zahlten 2017). In the first years of its existence, ATG
distributed such major European and Soviet art films as Umberto D (Vittorio
de Sica, 1952), Wild Strawberries (Ingmar Bergman, 1957), Cleo from 5 to 7
(Agnes Varda, 1962), Shoot the Piano Player (Francois Truffaut, 1960), Andrei
Rublev (Andrei Tarkovsky, 1966), The Seventh Seal (Bergman, 1957), Last Year at
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Marienbad (Alain Resnais, 1961), 8 % (Federico Fellini, 1965) and Pierrot le fou
(Jean-Luc Godard, 1965). However, in 1964, when as part of trade liberaliza-
tion, the ceiling on profits made from foreign films was lifted, driving up the
bidding on non-Japanese films, ATG determined it would be cheaper to go into
domestic production than to distribute foreign films (Domenig 2012: n.p.).

Go Hirasawa has suggested that A Man Vanishes is “difficult to classify as an
ATG production as it was planned completely by the director and then shown
at Nikkatsu-run theaters after only a short run at ATG” (Hirasawa 2012: n.p.).
Death by Hanging (Nagisa Oshima, 1968), made the following year, is usually
treated as the first ATG production, since it was the first film made as part of
an ATG initiative to co-produce Japanese independent films on a meager ten-
million-yen budget (approximately 28,000 USD at that time). ATG put up half
the funds for the “ten-million-yen films,” and each production received a guar-
anteed four-week run in ATG theaters (Ogawa 2015: 306). Since it has not been
grouped with these productions, A Man Vanishes has perhaps not received the
attention it deserves, despite being an important forerunner of many indepen-
dent productions, including later ATG films, that to varying degrees mix fiction
with real-life events and utilize a documentary film style. For instance, like A
Man Vanishes, films such as Three Resurrected Drunkards (Oshima, 1968), Funeral
Parade of Roses (Matsumoto, 1969), Diary of a Shinjuku Thief (Oshima, 1969),
and Throw Out Your Books and Go into the Streets (Shuji Terayama, 1971) include
interview segments that were common in cinéma vérité and seen increasingly on
Japanese television programs, such as in the award-winning TBS documentary
program Anatawa.. . .

In planning A Man Vanishes, Imamura searched through a list of 80,000
missing persons and found himself drawn to case of missing person Tadashi
Oshima, who struck Imamura as an utterly unremarkable person. It was the era
of high economic growth, and young people like Oshima flocked to metropoli-
tan areas from their rural farming village hometowns, hoping to find happiness
while contributing to Japan’s economic miracle. Many of these youths later
mysteriously disappeared. Imamura wondered, where had they disappeared to
and how did this impact the rural communities where they were from (Imamura
2004: 134)? Filming A Man Vanishes took the form of an open-ended investiga-
tion that deliberately eschewed the conventions of the fictional narrative film.
Director and screenwriter Kirio Urayama, one of Imamura’s collaborators on
A Man Vanishes, notes that few of the production’s crew had experience work-
ing on fiction films. Cinematographer Kenji Ishiguro was a still photographer
who specialized in depictions of youth. He was assisted by Masaki Mizuno,
a young Nichiei technician with a background in documentary film. Sound
recorder Kunio Takeshige was self-taught, and his three assistants were Waseda
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University students. The filmmaking was a collaborative process that evolved
daily with the crew’s ongoing research and new developments, giving rise to
an ever-changing understanding of the film’s subject matter. Nightly planning
meetings in the one-room office of Imamura Productions went on until consen-
sus was reached among all staff and crew, including the most junior members,
typically at around 2:00 am (Urayama 1967: n.p.).

Despite being Imamura’s first full-fledged documentary, A Man Vanishes is
not unlike earlier Imamura films such as The Insect Woman and The Pornogra-
phers, which bring fictional drama into close proximity with unstaged reality.
In these earlier films, Imamura delights in transgressing the boundary between
fiction and reality. For instance, street scenes in The Insect Woman are shot with
hidden cameras, and unsuspecting bystanders react to the staged drama with-
out realizing that the strange interactions they are witnessing are not real. We
delight in their candid shocked expressions, which are not unlike the credulous
reactions of unwitting victims on hidden camera shows. In this sense, The Insect
Woman creates what we might call “performance situations” using one of the
definitions of performance proposed by Richard Schechner, who suggests that
what we understand as performance involves reality in the subjunctive and
may also involve bringing together or overlaying “different orders of experi-
ence” (Schechner 1985: 97). Imamura excels in creating performance situations.
He uses diverse cinematic strategies (freeze frames, voiceover, news footage,
intertextual citations and more) to demarcate different registers of reality in
his films.

In essays on A Man Vanishes in Kinema junpé and Eiga hyoron, critic and
novelist Hideo Osabe postulated that Imamura’s dialectical explorations of
the tensions between the urban and the rural, the modern and the premod-
ern, and fact and fiction were influenced by the minzokugaku (folklore stud-
ies) of Kunio Yanagita, the philosophy of Kiyoteru Hanada, and the plays of
Pirandello. Osabe argued that beginning with The Insect Woman, Imamura

», o«

put into practice Hanada’s method of “sur-documentarism”: “Using the con-
ventional documentary as a negating medium, Imamura attempts to sur-
pass modern drama (fiction); using fiction as a negating medium, Imamura
attempts to surpass documentary” (Osabe 1967: 58). Osabe observed that in
A Man Vanishes, as the extent of Imamura’s intervention in the reality before
the camera becomes increasingly unclear and the film becomes increasingly
focused on Yoshie Hayakawa’s posturing, “the lie (uso) appears to be truth
(honto rashiku) and the truth (honto) appears to be a lie (uso rashiku)” (Osabe
and Sato 1967: 20).

Indeed, the reality represented in A Man Vanishes is incredibly layered and
unstable. Midway through A Man Vanishes, Yoshie confesses her feelings for
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Shigeru Tsuyuguchi, feelings that weaken her resolve to find her fiancé while
perversely strengthening her commitment to the film. Later, during a heated
confrontation between Yoshie and Sayo, whom Yoshie suspects of having had
an affair with Oshima, Imamura breaks down the set to reveal that the argu-
ment is not taking place in a private room (as it seemed) but on a soundstage
in a Nikkatsu studio. By the end of the film, Yoshie is convinced that her sister
is hiding something from her and may have been involved in Oshima’s disap-
pearance. A scattering of mysterious, foreboding scenes suggests the irratio-
nal, supernatural power of Yoshie’s suspicions. For instance, the crew visits
a spiritual medium who channels Oshima’s spirit and asserts that he is three
months dead but refuses to answer any other questions. Yoshie describes a
dream in which she chased two cats, slashing them with a knife, capturing
them in a crate, nailing it shut, and piercing their eyes. In the second half
of the film, Imamura inserts several dramatic shots of the medium dancing
with fans in front of an altar in a pitch-black space. Strong overhead lighting
creates deep, crawling shadows over the medium’s white robes and around
her feet. The film becomes increasingly surreal. Yoshie begins to investigate
Sayo, taking the filmmakers to neighborhood businesses that Sayo frequented
around the time of Oshima’s disappearance. While Yoshie questions a stylist
at the Asakusabashi Pear] Beauty Salon, one of Imamura’s cameramen liter-
ally pushes his way into the shop, squeezing through the doorway between
Yoshie and Tsuyuguchi, and pushing them out of the frame. In a subsequent
shot, three crewmembers, including a soundman wearing headphones, are
seen crammed into the doorway behind Yoshie and Tsuyuguchi. The cinematic
interrogation of reality and Yoshie’s emotions now take precedence over
Oshima as the subject of the film.

Toward the end of A Man Vanishes, several locals report seeing Oshima
with Sayo at the apartment where the sisters used to live. A fishmonger claims
that he saw them walking together. In the last scene, Imamura shoots their
old neighborhood as Yoshie and eyewitnesses attempt to reconstruct the hotly
disputed incident in which Sayo and Oshima were allegedly spotted together.
Imamura, Tsuyuguchi, and a battery of camera operators and sound techni-
cians mill about the scene, collecting film footage and sound, while Yoshie
supervises a reenactment of the disputed incident. Throughout A Man Vanishes,
Imamura and Tsuyuguchi have continually debated who is in command of the
production: Is it the filmmakers or their subject? In this scene, Yoshie liter-
ally becomes a metteur-en-scéne who tries to produce meaning by overseeing
the reenactment of the alleged tryst. However, competing with Yoshie’s efforts
to assert authority over the proceedings, nearly every shot in this sequence
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reveals the haphazard recording activities of camera operators, sound techni-
cians, and assistants, with Imamura looking on. Crew can be seen gathering
coverage from all distances and angles. They stand at street level, on rooftops,
and on objects in between. The audio track includes the audible whirr of film-
ing cameras and the repeated sound of clapboards clacking. The multiplicity of
viewpoints conveyed in this scene is not limited to those of the feuding par-
ticipants in the reenactment; with the use of editing and disjunctive sound,
Imamura also makes us conscious of the production and post-production
manipulation of the film’s “reality.” This is a clearly a synthetic reality, made
up of multiple visual and aural points of view, with a sound track that con-
tains both sync and wild sound, recorded on location as well as after the fact.
As a result of these techniques, our understanding of who is directing (who is
in control), what is under investigation, and which layer of “truth” is primary
becomes hopelessly confused. The proliferation of frames within frames within
this scene underscores a multiplicity of competing viewpoints, which remain
unresolved even as the film draws to a close.

This is not the first Imamura film to use such reflexive framing. In The Insect
Woman, in addition to using documentary film tactics such as on-location sound
recording, handheld cameras, hidden cameras, high-power telephoto lenses,
and wireless microphones, Imamura uses frames within frames, or aperture
framing, in order to create competing areas of interest and strong visual con-
trasts. Aperture framing refers to the use of architecture, interposing objects or
other elements to literally frame actors in the image (Bordwell 2005: 104-5). In
The Insect Woman this technique is used frequently, though not exclusively, in
rural scenes. Windows and doorways that open onto bright sunlit spaces only
increase the sense of darkness and enclosure in rustic interiors. Used repeti-
tively and conspicuously, aperture framing is self-reflexive: it makes us aware
of the camera and the composition of the image, thus drawing our attention to
both the literal and rhetorical framing of the material.

In The Pornographers, Imamura’s first independent film production, aperture
framing underlines the theme of voyeurism, which is narrativized through the
main character Ogawa’s business of making and distributing stag films, as well
as his furtive sexual interest in his live-in lover’s daughter. Within this narra-
tive, aperture framing makes the film viewer conscious of their own as well as
the characters’ desire to see into other worlds. Frames within frames also sug-
gest how characters are hemmed in by their situations and must operate within
a restricted set of social relations. For instance, when Ogawa visits an office
building to peddle pornography to male managerial workers, Imamura films the
scene from the roof of a nearby building through a telephoto lens. Two distinct
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spaces within the company are visible through the windows: a well-appointed
sitting room in which Ogawa passes around his wares and an adjacent office in
which rows of female clerical workers are absorbed in their work. Here, aperture
framing provides a commentary on the (not entirely successful) containment of
sexuality in the modern workplace and its redirection toward consumption dur-
ing the period of high economic growth.

Imamura’s use of aperture framing contributes to the creation of perfor-
mance situations. In his films, noticeably strong compositional elements serve
to remind us that these are fictional cinematic worlds, worlds that have been
posited by the filmmaker. Using reflexive framing, Imamura self-consciously
shows reality in the subjunctive. Even when Imamura films in a documentary
style that is characterized by the use of “all-location” shooting, hidden cam-
eras, and amateur actors, the strong formal qualities of Imamura’s mise-en-scéne
remind us that these images are representations of reality and not simply an
objective recording of the world. A Man Vanishes continues Imamura’s explora-
tion of frames within frames, going even further than The Insect Woman and The
Pornographers in its use of framing as a reflection on the activity of filmmaking.
For in A Man Vanishes, Imamura films his own crew filming and has filmmaking
increasingly become the subject of the film itself.

This use of reflexive framing and blending of fiction and nonfiction could
be compared to classic documentaries that impose “an acting frame around
a nonacting circumstance,” such as Edward Curtis’s In the Land of the Head
Hunters (1914) and Robert Flaherty’s Nanook of the North (1922). These films
“combine people sometimes going about their ordinary tasks, sometimes
restoring behaviors of a recent past, and sometimes acting for pay in fictive
situations in an ‘on-location’ set wearing costumes and saying lines written
for the occasion” (Schechner 1985: 97). However, A Man Vanishes deliberately
foregrounds the use of staging, fictionalization, and other forms of interven-
tion. Imamura’s film is self-conscious and self-reflexive in a way that Curtis’s
and Flaherty’s films are not. For instance, at the outset of the last scene,
Imamura describes A Man Vanishes as a “dramatic film” (geki eiga) and a work
of “fiction” (fikushon). His assertions draw our attention to the problem of
reenactment in documentary films. As Bill Nichols points out, reenactments
are often used as an “attempt to resurrect people and lives no longer avail-
able to the camera” (Nichols 2008: 74). Reenactment “complicates the literal,
linear, and binary logic . . . that sets out to determine what really happened”
(Nichols 2008: 78). In order for a reenactment to be legible as such, the viewer
must understand that the reenactment is not identical with the original, irre-
trievable event, and as a result,
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the reenacted event introduces a fantasmatic element that an initial rep-
resentation of the same event lacks. Put simply, history does not repeat
itself, except in mediated transformations such as memory, representation,
reenactment, fantasy—categories that coil around each other in complex
patterns. (Nichols 2008: 73)

Rather than simply reconstructing what really happened, reenactments fore-
ground desire, imagination, and loss.

The culmination of A Man Vanishes in an inconclusive reenactment is cru-
cial. In its critical examination of “actuality,” A Man Vanishes combines ele-
ments of documentary and fiction, and although it is not an expressly political
film, it uses many of the techniques found in films examined by Furuhata in
Cinema of Actuality. It foregrounds form and the medium, using artifice to
break the viewer’s absorption and encourage active spectatorship. Of the var-
ious kinds of reenactment that Nichols identifies, the type most applicable
here is “Brechtian Distanciation,” which “greatly increases the separation of
the reenactment from the specific historical moment that it reenacts, giving
greater likelihood that the fantasmatic effect will come into play” (Nichols
2008: 85). Imamura asks us to examine seemingly self-apparent, obvious
truths, including the realism of the cinematic image, playing with the bound-
ary between event and representation. As Osabe wrote, Imamura is an artist
much like Pirandello whose work is situated in the space between truth and
fiction (Osabe and Sat6 1967: 21).

Though Imamura does not think of his work as overtly political (Imamura
2004: 105), Stephen Heath’s analysis of Nagisa Oshima’s films could also apply
to A Man Vanishes:

The intensity of Oshima’s work lies in a “going beyond” of content that con-
stantly breaks available articulations of “form” and “content” and poses the
film in the hollow of those breaks . .. Split in the narrativisation, the films
are thus out of true with—out of “the truth” of—any single address: the
subject divided in complexes of representation and their contradictory rela-
tions. (Heath 1976: 109)

However, whereas Oshima uses modernist strategies that trouble realist rep-
resentation and foreground form in order to critique state ideology and exam-
ine the legacy of Japanese imperialism, Imamura uses similar techniques to get
at the dark unknowability of human desire. (In Oshima’s films, sexuality and
desire tend to be the vehicle rather than the object of analysis.)



278 Diane Wei Lewis

Examining the film’s themes and documentary methods, contemporary crit-
ics readily situated A Man Vanishes in relation to Imamura’s oeuvre as well as
global trends in modernism, documentary, and documentary-influenced film-
making. However, they asked, was Imamura’s artistic ambition just cause for
deceiving the Hayakawa sisters?

The Ethics of A Man Vanishes: Critics Respond

A Man Vanishes can be related to postwar Japanese auteur discourse on two lev-
els. First and most obviously, critics understood the film within an auteurist
framework: they related A Man Vanishes to previous Imamura films and empha-
sized the appearance of typical Imamura themes and methods, even when exam-
ining the ethics of the film. This auteurist understanding of Imamura’s oeuvre
became the basis for interpreting his use of documentary technique and self-
reflexive cinematic form to analyze human behavior. However, there is another,
more crucial sense in which the film can be tied to debates on the film director as
a creative intelligence and public figure. A Man Vanishes does not simply confirm
and reinforce Imamura’s public image as a maverick director with specific pre-
occupations; A Man Vanishes also explores the creation of media personalities.
The film was widely discussed as a self-reflexive examination of how the mass
media creates personas, blurring the boundaries between public and private and
confusing what is authentic with what is a performance. This aspect of the film
is most obvious in the Hayakawa sisters’ transformation in front of the camera
and their participation in reenacting and sometimes even faking events for the
film. In addition, Imamura’s ability to engage the sisters in this way, to deceive
them and even be celebrated for it, reflected Imamura’s own celebrity. In many
ways, A Man Vanishes and its reception allow us to explore the thorny connec-
tions between auteurship, self-presentation, and the mass media.

The auteurist understanding of Imamura’s oeuvre is well established by the
time of The Insect Woman. Imamura was known for firmly grounding his charac-
ters within richly described physical and social environments. Films such as Sto-
len Desire (1958), Endless Desire (1958), and Pigs and Battleships seemed to regard
their characters’ wild urges and foibles with a dry and analytical yet humorous
perspective. Michizo Toida’s 1963 analysis, published in Kinema junpé in antici-
pation of The Insect Woman, is typical in its description of Imamura’s methods,
tone, and themes. Toida writes that Imamura affirms desire and celebrates the
primitive robustness of human beings who openly express their needs. His films
imply that “there exist things of such impenetrable darkness that they cannot
be logically explained, which are rooted in depths that cannot be illuminated
by the light of human reason” (Toida 1963: 68). Imamura fixes his gaze on the
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dark underbelly of humanity and history. His characters are essentially irratio-
nal but also powerfully shaped by social and historical circumstances. Despite
Imamura’s preoccupation with dark instincts and desires, however, Toida also
understood Imamura’s films as characteristically “postwar,” because they were
“light and dry” and characterized by a distanced, analytical perspective. This
contrasted with the “damp,” wallowing, emotional introspection of prewar films
and literature (Toida 1963: 67).

When it came to A Man Vanishes, critics were both fascinated and disturbed
by Imamura’s treatment of the Hayakawa sisters, whom they perceived as typical
Imamura heroines. A Man Vanishes seemed to revel in a very troubling relation-
ship between the filmmaker and his cast. In his memoir, Imamura reveals that
he never got along with Yoshie, whom he found “egotistical and self-centered.”
She infuriated Imamura by impeaching him with shrill accusations, questioning
his real motivations for looking for her fiancé. Imamura insists that he always
intended to find Oshima. However, “While having these conversations with
Nezumi [Yoshie], I thought that if for some reason I couldn’t hunt down Oshima,
I'd make a film investigating this woman’s interiority, and without giving her any
warning, I'd begin by insinuating myself into her day-to-day life, in order to rip
off Nezumi’s mask” (Imamura 2004: 135). When Yoshie quit her job at a Tokyo
hospital before filming started, Imamura sent one cameraman to the farewell
party and put one camera on the roof of a nearby building with a telephoto lens.
Without warning Yoshie, Imamura had Tsuyuguchi enter the party unannounced.
His entrance created a huge disturbance among Yoshie’s flabbergasted cowork-
ers, who had no idea she would be shooting a movie with a famous actor and
director. Imamura kept the cameras rolling as Yoshie burst into tears, enraged,
waiting for Yoshie to betray her true self (Imamura 2004: 135). To Imamura’s
dismay, as filming continued, the presence of the cameras seemed to transform
Yoshie into an actress rather than destroy her facade. Imamura became “hellbent
on baring Yoshie, the human being” (Imamura 2004: 136). This motivated him to
“take the film to another level, an emotional level.” If Yoshie intended to become
an actress, there were strategies—hidden cameras and hidden microphones—for
dealing with that (Imamura 2004: 136).

Controversy over Imamura’s methods first erupted after a test screening in
which the Hayakawa sisters viewed the complete film for the first time. Yoshie
was shocked to learn that her private meetings with Tsuyuguchi had been
secretly recorded (Sat6 1980: 110). The Hayakawas’ complaint was reported to
newspapers, which then widely publicized the sisters’ objections to the film,
leading to calls to ban the movie. Nikkatsu’s publicity department fanned the
controversy, hoping the furor would make the film an even greater sensation
(Sato 1980: 108-9). It was even reported that Yoshie destroyed the film by
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setting it on fire, while critics debated whether this was a PR stunt (Osabe and
Sato 1967: 27-28).

The debates over A Man Vanishes took up legal and ethical questions about
art, privacy, journalism, and “the people’s right to know” (Okamoto 1967: 33).
The film magazines Kinema junpé (August 1, 1967), Eiga hyoron (September
1967), and Eiga geijutsu (September 1967) all ran special sections on A Man Van-
ishes, but the Kinema junpoé articles paid especially close attention to the relation-
ship between A Man Vanishes and its contemporary media context. In this issue,
Yoshio Shirai wrote that the film seemed aimed at “the destruction of the privacy
of a certain kind of petit bourgeois” and described A Man Vanishes as “a film that
experiments on live human subjects.” He wrote, “After the film is over, one is left
with an awful, hollow aftertaste. One senses that what the film captures, the
treacherousness of the characteristic Japanese environment (Nihon-teki na fudo
no inshitsusa), is a trait of the film itself” (Shirai 1967: 35). Media critic and phi-
losopher Sadayoshi Fukuda was both fascinated by how the relationship between
Imamura and Yoshie was portrayed as well as deeply critical of the film, which he
found “unethical.” He believed that while Imamura’s tactics were indefensible,
the film opened up a necessary debate on the ethics of filmmaking. For Fukuda,
the problem at the center of A Man Vanishes was essentially a question of the
relationship between Imamura as a film professional and Yoshie as an amateur
participant (Fukuda 1967: 31-32). In his article, Akira Iwasaki regretted that the
Hayakawa sisters did not pursue a lawsuit, which he believed would have set an
important precedent for how civil rights issues are handled in film. Nonetheless,
he was fascinated by Imamura’s extremism. His palms broke out in a sweat dur-
ing the riveting confrontation between Yoshie and Sayo that was later revealed
to have been staged in a Nikkatsu studio. He was shocked when the studio lights
went up, revealing the space to be an illusion. He suggested that Imamura’s pro-
nouncements that what appears to be reality is actually fiction were an “extremely
ingenious alibi” that surely helped protect Imamura against legal action (Iwasaki
1967: 37). Shirai suggested something similar when he referred to Imamura’s
philosophical musings as the “director’s excuse” (Shirai 1967: 35). In this climac-
tic moment, as the set is being struck, Imamura gives this speech:

When you think you're telling the truth, everything looks real to you . . . For
instance, this is a set. No ceiling, no roof. But we've been talking as if in a real
room. You probably felt like it was a real room . .. Looks can be deceiving.
This is fiction. This drama developed because Oshima went missing. It didn’t
occur spontaneously. It evolved as we planned . .. The camera is trying to
film you, and you know it. Tomorrow, another fabricated film drama will play
out here. But it’s not necessarily that fiction is false, and non-fiction is true.
This is fiction, too. (Imamura [1967] 2012)
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Although this speech initially gave Iwasaki the shocking impression that the film
was not in fact a documentary but that the Hayakawa sisters were “starring” in a
“fiction” by Imamura and playing along with his games, the sisters’ accusations
gave him pause: “In the words of Hayakawa [Yoshie], this is a ‘human guinea pig’
problem. The question is whether this guinea pig gave consent, of her own will,
within limits that she herself set” (Iwasaki 1967: 37).

Finally, for Sadayoshi Fukuda, A Man Vanishes showed how filming trans-
forms the reality in front of the camera. However, his problem with the film
was that only the “amateurs,” or the ordinary people who are in front of the
camera, seem to change. The “professionals,” the specialists who work in front
of and behind the cameras, emerge from the film unscathed. For Fukuda, this
discrepancy reflected the unbalanced relationship between the mass media
and the average individual. The presence of Imamura’s camera prompted per-
formances from ordinary people who were highly conscious of being filmed,
making legible a quotidian kind of artificial self-presentation that often goes
unnoticed in everyday life. At the same time, once raised to the status of
public figures, these amateurs became subject to the derision of film viewers
who could no longer imagine the film’s participants as part of their ordinary
world. Wasn’t this an ethical problem? he asked. The real importance of A Man
Vanishes, Fukuda argued, was its potential to make spectators think about
their relationship to media. Accordingly, he wrote, “We can re-specify that the
central problem of the film is not simply ‘What is film?’ but ‘What is film for
us?” (Fukuda 1967: 32).

Several essays on A Man Vanishes in Kinema junpé focused on the practice
of journalism and the power of weekly magazines. The following month, in the
August 15 issue, journalist Hiroshi Okamoto described how his sense of profes-
sional duty was the only thing that kept him from leaving a screening of A Man
Vanishes in disgust. His obligation as a reporter overrode his shame at being
party to the treatment of the interview subjects. As the screening continued,
he grew increasingly angry that viewers around him, whom he assumed were
free of his professional obligations, were somehow able to sit silently and tol-
erate its injustices. At the same time, Okamoto felt exposed, for what he saw
in the film was not so different from what he and other newspaper reporter
friends did on the job. Okamoto thought the film was phenomenal in the way
it held up the darkest, most loathsome aspects of the media to public scrutiny
(Okamoto 1967: 32).

Similar concerns were raised in other publications. In Eiga geijutsu (Novem-
ber 1967), Nagisa Oshima issued a warning to Japanese film directors and
film critics in the article “Those Who Only Discourse on Method Are Corrupt.”
Although not directly addressed to Imamura or A Man Vanishes, Oshima harshly
criticized the normalization of brutality on television and the complicity of
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television directors who, simply documenting without questioning developing
events, act as accomplices. He criticized attitudes such as “while we’re filming
something will happen” and “while we’re investigating something will come
up” as “anti-subjectivity, anti-critical, and an affirmation of the status quo”
(Oshima 1967: 24). According to Oshima, this trend was most evident in the
work of mediocre television directors who got their ideas from newspapers and
weekly magazines. They passively filmed, feeling self-satisfied and revolution-
ary, indulging the notion they had pioneered “a televisual manifestation of the
happening.” Oshima sneered, “The documentary weeps, the happening weeps—
there is nothing revolutionary here at all” (Oshima 1967: 24)." Whether or
not Oshima was covertly criticizing A Man Vanishes, he added his voice to the
growing uproar against documentary filmmakers drawing from mass media and
using mass media as a platform, acting irresponsibly toward their subject matter
as well as the public.

In Kinema junpo, despite general condemnation of Imamura’s ethics, the
criticism of A Man Vanishes was ultimately tempered by the contributors’ inter-
est in situating A Man Vanishes within Imamura’s oeuvre. After all, Imamura
had already achieved acclaim for the very qualities that made A Man Vanishes
problematic: he was famous for his unique perception of reality, his quasi-
ethnographic or sociological perspective, and his wry view of the instinctual
drives, which were vividly embodied by lusty, uninhibited protagonists. His
films were already associated with a documentary sensibility that contributed
to the investigative quality of his films. These characterizations are made so
emphatically, repeatedly and early on in Imamura’s career, that it is difficult
not to view A Man Vanishes as deliberately playing upon Imamura’s established
public persona. As early as 1962, one even finds discussion of Imamura’s work
in terms of “truth” and “actuality.” Heiichi Sugiyama observed that Imamura’s
films reveal the unintentional comedy of the darkest, most terrifying aspects of
humanity with humor that borders on the macabre. He noted that Imamura’s
“natural, somewhat strong sense of humor derives from a new, exceptional
sense for reality (genjitsu kankaku) ... From this sense for reality, he arrives
at a truth (shinjitsu) that goes beyond ‘actuality’ (jijitsu)” (Sugiyama 1962: 44).
Similarly, essays on Imamura in Kinema junpd’s 1963 “New Director Studies”
series underscored the strong anthropological flavor of his work and its role in
producing the probing, investigative quality of his films. Michizé Toida used
terms such as Nihon fido and Nihon fuzoku—“Japanese climate” and “Japanese
customs”—to characterize Imamura’s rough, folksy, and matter-of-fact real-
ism (Toida 1963: 69). For Toida, what distinguished Imamura from other film-
makers was his dedication to analyzing human desire in relation to historically
and geographically situated forms of social organization. Toida argued that
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Imamura’s films were also rooted in the director’s own subjectivity and his
relationship to contemporary Japan.

Customs are the appearance of the age, but they are not the age. A descrip-
tion of customs is surely not sufficient if we want to grasp the age. The age
is deeply rooted in the existence of the creator himself, in this case the
existence of director Shohei Imamura himself, and it is through the pro-
cess of grasping the creator himself, and in the process of how we describe
him, that the age is revealed. Scenes that reveal his personality, where his
personality is active, are scenes where the age is active and is revealed.

(Toida 1963: 69)

In this type of criticism, Imamura’s persona and his cinematic style were
inextricable.

The powerful influence of the media on Imamura’s work and his reception—
in particular, the media’s role in shaping Imamura’s image as an auteur who
reveals his worldview through a critical engagement with reality, as mediated by
the camera—has not been given enough attention. This form of celebrity was
examined critically in Kinema junpé long before A Man Vanishes was made. In
1962, Kinema junpé ran a special collection of articles on Nagisa Oshima, Susumu
Hani, and Shohei Imamura as three new directors who promised to overturn the
old conventions of Japanese filmmaking. Contributor Iwasaki Akira offered a
sober assessment of their fame, suggesting that their ability to remain in the
spotlight would depend heavily on the whims of the market. He noted that masu
komi (mass communications) had made Oshima, Hani, and Imamura stars, and
it was possible that the rollercoaster of fame would cast them down into obscu-
rity as fast as it had lifted them up. Iwasaki suggested their success could be
attributed to the public’s thirst for novelty as much as anything else. One thing
these directors all had in common, he wrote, was a natural ability to strike well-
timed dramatic poses for the news cameras. He warned that if they didn’t move
fast enough, they would be mugging in the dark (Iwasaki 1962).

Iwasaki’s essay anticipates the media frenzy surrounding A Man Vanishes. The
film itself is a study of the rollercoaster of fame and the impact of the mass media
on self-presentation. Iwasaki may have been mistaken to suggest that Oshima,
Hani, and Imamura were just a passing fad, but he was correct in identifying
a special relationship between new Japanese filmmakers who operated outside
the Japanese studio system and postwar masu komi. The A Man Vanishes contro-
versy illuminates the connection between New Wave-era iconoclasts and the
news media. In the film and subsequent controversy, Imamura plays the role of
sociological filmmaker and gadfly to the hilt, actively courting public controversy,
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reinforcing his auteurist image by taking his public persona to ridiculous, even
ethically questionable, extremes. The film and the controversy are revealing for
what they suggest about the seductive power of celebrity, for the famous film-
maker iconoclast as well as for the unsuspecting amateur.

The early critical reception of Imamura’s films—in particular, the terms in
which his authorship was defined in the 1960s—allowed critics to emphasize
continuities between his fiction productions and his first documentary feature
film, sometimes at the cost of fully exploring the ethical and legal questions at
the heart of A Man Vanishes. The director’s interrogation of Yoshie’s persona
only confirmed his artistic reputation and shielded him from the repercussions
of making an unethical film. As Iwasaki Akira suggests, Imamura was protected
by the alibi of an auteurist modus operandi. A Man Vanishes shows how the inter-
action between New Wave directors and the mass media contributed to new
ideas of authorship—and exonerated new directorial extremes.

Note

1. My thanks to Roland Domenig for pointing me to Oshima’s article in Eiga geijutsu
and suggesting the connection between Oshima’s criticism and the controversy
surrounding A Man Vanishes.
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Chapter 16

Why Not2 Imamura, Nietzsche,
and the Untimely

David Deamer

I show true things using fictional techniques but maintaining truthful-
ness . .. I'd like to destroy this premise that cinema is fiction. (Imamura
1997b: 130)

Insofar as it stands in the service of life, history stands in the service of an
unhistorical power. (Nietzsche 2006: 67)

A Cinematic Encounter with the Untimely

They come, dancing, singing: women and men of East Ryogoku. Hundreds
upon hundreds of people, in crazy costume and outlandish makeup: filthy
beggars careering, lustful demons carousing, men dressed as clowns and as
women, women dressed as men or bare-breasted. From all corners of the
entertainment district of Edo: show-folk, thieves, pimps, whores, laborers,
vagabonds. They chant the refrain “ee ja nai ka” (“Why not?” or “We don’t
care!” or even “What the hell!”). This exhortation comes in response to sung
calls: “What if we take our clothes off?” / “What if we are all fools?” / “What if
we were to die?” The crowd confronts the newly established Japanese infantry,
who—upon command—shoulder their rifles. The people fall silent, become
still. A few of the showgirls push their way to the front. They form a line, turn
their backs upon the riflemen, hike up their kimonos, bare their asses, and piss
hot piss on to the ground. Laughter from the crowd, the dance begins again,
the singing again commences, and the carnival surges forward. The soldiers
retreat. . .

Such is the image of anarchy at the climax of Shohei Imamura’s cinematic
period epic Eijanaika/Why Not? (1981). Set over the summer and autumn of
1866 and the winter and spring of 1867, the film explores an escalating crisis
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within Japanese society, a fundamental ungrounding of a highly stratified cul-
ture. This crisis comes in the wake of the opening of Japan in 1853: an event
that led to the end of sakoku (the country’s centuries-old isolationist policy)
and the collapse of a way of life that had endured for over 250 years. This
is the milieu of Why Not?—the situation that Imamura will explore through
the events of the film and its characters. Yet Imamura would appear less con-
cerned with a descriptive historiography of this moment from Japan’s past
than attempting to seize the sensations of the rupture: capturing and express-
ing the effects of anarchy. To do so, Imamura employs a disruptive cinematic
praxis at every level of the film: image, narration, and narrative. Imamura
creates discordant images, composes a disjunctive narration, and produces a
dissonant narrative.

Imamura will create discordant images: wide shots aslong takes or sequences
that encompass the crowd as a cacophonous multitude, with action dispersed
across each of the planes that take us from mid-ground to background. The mise-
en-scéne will be obscured by obstructing structures; interiors will remain unlit
and in darkness concealing characters, their faces, and actions. Imamura will
fashion shots that trouble recognition. Such images compose a cinematic col-
lage. The film is replete with spontaneous events. Sometimes it is as if Imamura
allows the narration to meander, to wander and lose itself. Or disparate instants
along a staccato trajectory succeed one another helter-skelter. Elisions efface
days, weeks, or perhaps months; stymying any conclusion to a series of images;
jumping the tracks and orientating us in a new direction. Such a disjunctive nar-
ration produces a dissonant narrative—an ambiguous, equivocal, and oblique
story world necessitating active interpretation. Imamura gives us a dizzying
array of characters, encompassing all strata of society captured through and
capturing up multiple perspectives: the stories of farmers, fishermen, samu-
rai, gangsters, whores, show-folk, merchants, politicians, military, and domain
lords. These characters inhabit and traverse a series of diverse locations: vibrant
Edo (the capital, seat of the government or bakufu, controlled by the Tokugawa
Shogunate); demure Kyoto (where the spiritual figurehead of the emperor and
resurgent court reside); cosmopolitan Yokohama (the seaport opened to the
Americans and international trade); and the ramshackle villages of the country-
side in between (where the peasantry eke out their meagre existence). Why Not?
is alive with multiplicity, riven with ellipses and opacities; the film is allusive,
elusive, and illusive.

And it is the eijanaika procession that is the consummation of such disrup-
tive cinematics. Wide shots capture the swarming mass crossing the river over
Ryogoku Bridge and in dozens of small boats; pushing onward across the mar-
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ketplace, structures collapsing in their advance. Among the people, a mobile
camera weaves between bodies, body upon body, bodies dancing, in movement,
overwhelming the frame. Frontal reverse tracking shots of the carnivalesque
insurgency are given from multiple disparate perspectives. Imamura positions
these anarchic images of the Japanese crisis as the concluding salvo of the narra-
tion; joyous rebellion ascends to become the dominant narrative theme. Order,
however, will return. The troops fire into the air, over the heads of the people.
And the eijanaika event is over. The procession begins to disperse, to fall back,
and return to the East Ryogoku enclave. Even so, the Tokugawa officials com-
mand the infantry to shoot into the retreating crowd. People begin to fall. Blood
soaks the earth. This is the devastating finale to the eijanaika uprising of Why
Not? Yet this event never happened.

Accordingly, the eijanaika procession is the disruptive event par excellence
of Why Not? Imamura fundamentally ungrounds the historiography of the film,
undermines the historical veracity of the movie, weakening the link of image,
narration, and narrative with the Japanese past: the end of sakoku and the con-
sequent and escalating conflict between Shogunate bakufu and the emperor’s
court. Thus the purpose of this chapter: to interrogate Imamura’s cinematic
exploitation of the past in the context of his disruptive filmic praxis. To do so,
I employ Friedrich Nietzsche’s philosophy of history.

Turning to the philosophical thought of Nietzsche in a consideration of
the cinematic art of Imamura may seem immediately problematic, and for
any number of reasons. Imamura is a postwar twentieth-century Japanese
filmmaker, Nietzsche a late nineteenth-century German philosopher. In the
first instance, we encounter the problem of deploying cinema as exemplar,
the film becoming a passive event for the mere illustration of a philosophical
system or concept. More troubling still, there are the differences that times,
spaces, and subjectivities throw up: committing the crime and conjuring the
specter of a Eurocentrism, using a European philosophy to explore an Asian
cinema, a reification of sociopolitical power and domination. However, nei-
ther of these problems are conclusive, in theory. Liucia Nagib responds to the
latter in “Towards a Positive Definition of World Cinema” (2006). The cinema
of the world must be considered as having no center. Cinema is an acentered
multiplicity that will cohere as an assemblage according to the approach of any
theoretical perspective that resists othering and affirms collaboration (Nagib
2006: 35). Furthermore, with Nietzsche the problem may not be as acute as
it first appears, for the philosopher has long been known to the Japanese.
The first essay on Nietzsche was published as early as 1898 and translations
of his books soon followed, beginning with the first of five versions of
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Thus Spoke Zarathustra (1883-1891) in 1911 (Parkes 2008: xxxiii). A little
later, the novelist Natsume declared the text—complicating matters still
further—to be fundamentally un-European; and in 1913 the philosopher
Watsuji Tetsurd published a seminal study of Nietzsche that remained influ-
ential with Japanese philosophers, including the prominent Kyoto School,
for many years (Parkes 2008: xxxiii). We do not know if Imamura read
Nietzsche. However, we do know the director studied Western history at
Waseda University and was fascinated by existentialism—a philosophy that
took inspirations from and would be unthinkable without Nietzsche (Kim
2003). No doubt, the complexities of cultural power relations can never and
should never be shrugged off; but neither should transcultural collabora-
tion and affirmation be silenced. Indeed, the very problematic nature of such
encounters can be productive: would not such an approach appear fitting when
exploring discord, disjunction, and dissonance?

Yet, in truth, we discover many resonances, correspondences, and correla-
tions between Imamura’s filmic praxis and Nietzsche’s philosophy, and per-
haps nowhere more so than in the question of the capturing and release of the
past through history. In an early foundational essay entitled “On the Uses and
Abuses of History for Life” (1874)—the second of his four Untimely Medita-
tions (1873-76)—Nietzsche analyzes, as the title suggests, the purpose of his-
tory, its benefits and ills for the individual and society, and how such ills can be
ameliorated and benefits accentuated. Historical research and historiographic
knowledge are essential for producing an image, narration, and narrative of
the past, present, and future as a continuum, delimiting and demarcating a
geographical space, and determining cohesive subjectivities (the emotions,
acts, and thoughts of people and peoples). Yet—according to Nietzsche’s anal-
ysis—such a capture concomitantly fossilizes the past, preserves but does not
engender, inspires repetitions of the same, encourages seductive nationalisms
and fanaticisms, cements and exceptionalizes values, culture, and society,
fosters and provokes ressentiment and revenge. And this is Nietzsche’s still-
controversial conclusion: the past must necessarily be transformed, shaped,
and exploited. Accordingly, the historian must embrace transformation, shap-
ing, and exploitation and become an artist. For the fundamental purpose of
art is not to represent (re-present) but to create. Art creates and in so doing
problematizes: the most beautiful and eternal of artworks complicates, chal-
lenges, confronts—these disruptive processes engendering thought. And
this was Nietzsche’s wider project: to unground philosophy through art.
Nietzsche’s philosophy and philosophical method in toto is itself problema-
tizing. Nietzsche’s writing is elliptical and opaque. Nietzsche’s philosophy
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affirms discord, disjunction, and dissonance pre-echoing Imamura’s disrup-
tive cinematic praxis; and Nietzsche’s philosophy of history—so I claim—will
thus allow an interrogation of the eijanaika event in Why Not? While cinema
needs not philosophy, and philosophy needs not cinema, when allowed to res-
onate these two disciplines can collaborate to produce, together, an adventure
in thought. And such an adventure occurs between Nietzsche and Imamura
through the ungrounding of history—the untimely.

Imamura and Disruptive Cinematics

With Why Not? and Imamura (as with all filmmakers and films), the encoun-
ter begins with cinematic technique: with the form and function of images and
their coalescence as narration—framing, the shot, montage, color, and sound.
For the narrative (the story and story world) is emergent. Screen images are
sensed by bodies and thought through minds. To explore and reflect upon cin-
ematic technique (the creation and coalescence of images) is thus to theorize in
the wake of an empirical encounter. Yet the director immediately challenges us:
“the techniques which I use cannot be theorised” (Imamura 1997a: 125).
Why this disavowal? Disingenuously, Imamura explains “my films are messy”
(Imamura 1997b: 131). The context of such a statement is essential to under-
standing Imamura’s cinematic approach.

Imamura will tell of the time he was apprenticed as assistant director
under Yasujiro Ozu. Ozu began as a filmmaker during the 1920s and became
famous for creating cinematic masterpieces from the banalities of everyday
Japanese family life. Working at first in the black and white silent cinema,
Ozu developed a unique visual method that he consolidated and refined even
as he resisted, adapted to, and then adopted (later than most directors) sound
and color. Ozu’s most celebrated images concern the suspension of movement,
action, and human presence and have been named variously by Paul Schrader
as “cases of stasis,” Donald Richie as “still lifes,” and Noél Burch as “pillow
shots” (see Deamer 2018: 261-63). These images can be seen as having two
essential coordinates. In the first place, a sequence will be bookended with a
number of emptied-spaces such as landscapes, townscapes, street scenes, or
interiors; in the second place, there will be a singularity within this sequence,
a moment focusing upon an object or event, a vase, a clock, rain on a roof,
falling blossoms, a table set for a meal. These two asynchronous processes,
one centrifugal, the other centripetal, act at the level of narration. A succes-
sion of images is separated into a delimited sequence that coheres around and
is overwhelmed by an amorphous affect, and these sequences form a series
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that structure the film. In other words, emptied spaces and singularities are
disruptive images—but in tandem are productive of a flow, a continuum. “My
early, shocking discovery when I worked with Ozu,” writes Imamura, “was
that a director could give disparate scenes continuity” (Imamura 1997a: 127).
This composition of narration is but the most palpable of Ozu’s processes. The
director would reset the camera for each individual shot, even for the simplest
of procedures such as a back and forth between two people in conversation;
there was no reliance upon the repetition of framing. Or, the camera would be
positioned low, seizing the characters and the world in a perception that does
not cohere to naturalized human vision. Bodies would be captured in frontal-
ity with characters looking into the camera—troubling the fourth wall. Eye-
line matches would not match, dissimilar objects graphic match. There was
the use of 360 degrees, cinematic space consequently difficult to trace. And
dialogue could be of imprecise topics, full of repetitions and silences. Famous
examples of Ozu’s disjunctive continuum include the opening shots of Floating
Weeds/Ukikusa (1959) with the lighthouse in the background and the bottle
in the foreground, the two shapes of the structure and object different but
echoing one another. Or the false continuity in Early Summer/Bakushi (1951),
when the woman leaves the main room of a restaurant and there is a cut to a
corridor where she then appears, which we soon realize to be in another space
and time entirely.

Ozu’s disjunctive continuum is very different from the organic laws estab-
lished through classical cinematic continuity. In the latter, the spectator is
captured in the flow of images, in the flow of movement. Chronological time
across comprehensive spaces constitute coherent subjectivities: spatiotempo-
ral and sensorimotor continuity. And it is from this narration that the spec-
tator encounters a rational and logical narrative as story world and plot. As
Brian Henderson summarizes: classical cinematic techniques create images
and compose narration “in order to reconstitute” the narrative “in highly
organized, synthetic emotional and intellectual patterns” (Henderson 2004:
58). Against this conception of the cinema of recognition Henderson identi-
fies another procedure: collage. “Collage does not do this”; rather, “it collects
or sticks its fragments together in a way that does not entirely overcome
their fragmentation” (Henderson 2004: 58). Chronological time is disturbed
to problematize individual and collective memories and histories; compre-
hensive space is displaced to unground and question the links between bod-
ies, and between bodies and the world; coherent subjectivities are challenged
and identities contested. This is the shock Imamura encountered in the cin-
ema of Ozu.
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Yet at the same moment, Imamura will critique Ozu’s method. Ozu’s films
explore but do not sustain discordance, disjunction, and dissonance. Ozu’s
techniques—the sequence-shots (with their emptied-spaces and singularities),
the resonating of forms, the aberrations of perception, and so on—are “well
conceived and beautifully detailed” (Imamura 1997a: 126). Ozu employs a dis-
ruptive cinematic praxis to establish a sublime mastery, presenting the glori-
ous triumph of cosmos over chaos, permanence over crisis, order over anarchy.
Despite exploring the fragmentation of the family, a husband and wife, soci-
ety, the everyday is transcended—everything is as it is and as it ever was and
will be. A “cinematic nirvana” in Imamura’s words: Ozu “wanted to make film
more aesthetic,” the director continues, whereas “I want to make it more real”
(Imamura 1997b: 130). Accordingly, Imamura does not follow Ozu, nor even
accentuate his teacher’s method. We could say, after Henderson, Ozu’s collage
tends toward mosaic, while Imamura’s collage tends toward abstract expres-
sionism. Imamura reverses the procedure: order is always under attack from
anarchy. Imamura fragments the image, explodes the narration, and disperses
the narrative. This is what Imamura means when he says his films are messy:
“When I look at life through my viewfinder, I choose long shot when I want
long shot, and close-up when I want close-up”; “I freely observe human beings”
(Imamura 1997a: 125-26). This is what Imamura means when he says his cin-
ematic techniques cannot be theorized: the rejection of a preestablished and a
priori procedure for creating an image, composing the narration and producing
the narrative. Imamura’s techniques resist codification. Of course, that is not
to say the director has no theoretical paradigm. Imamura’s films are a cinema of
disruptive forces: image, narration, and narrative are an assemblage of sponta-
neous, diverse, and anarchic drives.

Disruptive cinematics ungrounds the frame, the shot, montage, and even
sound and color; and in Why Not? Imamura employs such disruption from the
very beginning of the film. For instance, the opening sequence begins with a
series of images capturing the bawdy wonders of a carnival before venturing
out into the dangerous and tumultuous streets of East Ryogoku to then capture
a bizarre event on the vast bridge that spans the river separating the show dis-
trict from downtown Edo. This sequence is thus divided into three differential
passages: the first a staccato serialism in static framing; the second a snaking
long take with a mobile camera; the third a succession of shots along a linear
trajectory.

The first passage of the film sees Imamura frame a series of tableaux
vivant: a wrestling match, a snake eater, a long-necked woman, an eye-
popping man, and a fire-eater. We pass from tent to tent, from scene to scene,
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each moment an event in itself. An old man in a mawashi (loincloth) and a
heavy bare-breasted woman wrestle while a demon dances around them and
a hawker cajoles the drunken audience. Imamura shoots the spectacle with a
static camera from a high angle, the people filling the frame and surrounding
a rough dohyoé (circle for sumo matches) marked in the dirt. There is erratic
movement everywhere: the wrestlers moving clockwise, the demon counter-
clockwise, the hawker confronting the spectators, these people (some sitting,
some standing) a mass of disparate bodies. There is a cacophony of sound—
the grunting of wrestlers, the laughing of the demon, the shouting of the
showman, and the jeering of the crowd. Imamura throws us into this scene
with a brutal cut from a sustained moment of pre-filmic silence on a blackened
screen. And before we can even begin to take in this tableau, Imamura cuts
from the colorful exterior to a dark enclosed interior, as a woman in front of
a black curtain slashes the head from a snake, then sucks upon its decapitated
form while drinking down its blood. Then on to a woman who is plucking the
strings of a biwa; as we watch, her neck extends, and Imamura zooms his cam-
era in upon her head as it shoots upward, out of and away from her body. Then
a man holds his breath, his face goes red, and his eyes pop out of his face on
long stalks. Then a woman takes a swig of some flammable liquid and breathes
fire toward the camera. This series of five static staccato images are immedi-
ately and deliberately disorientating.

The second passage—very different from the first—is once again disorien-
tating, but in its own way. Imamura begins in the street: the camera from on
high frames a crowded thoroughfare in intense summer daylight, tumble-down
wooden buildings tower in upon one another, and the scene is overwhelmed
by people moving in every direction and swarming every space. Action occurs
on every plane through an active depth of field. Eventually, Imamura will pan
the camera. What appears as an unmotivated movement will, however, reveal
itself to be a loose framing of a man as he pushes through the people and inter-
acts with various hawkers. Suddenly there is a commotion, a chase through the
street. Imamura leaves the man behind to follow the action—the camera now
tracking laterally along a side street. A beggar is being pressganged into the Sho-
gunate’s army, beaten, slapped, and strangled into acquiescence. Then a group
of gangsters moves across this scene, and Imamura tracks the camera back as
they talk about having purchased a young woman for their brothel. A pickpocket
is pursued through their little coterie, interrupting the conversation, before a
throng of onlookers follows in their wake. Imamura pans and tracks the camera
this way and that, eventually following in the direction of and overtaking this
mass movement, tilting to frame Ryogoku Bridge in portrait framed between
the sides of two buildings. Something is happening over there. . .
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Once again—as in the first passage—Imamura has created discordant
images, this time through the long take, a moving camera, depth of field and an
overloaded mise-en-scéne. The third and final passage of this opening sequence
is of more traditional composition—a succession of interrelated shots focused
upon a unitary center; nonetheless, Imamura will discover ways to unground
the image. For at the center is an animal, a camel, a beast never before seen in
Japan and thus the cause of some commotion. As the camel is led from Ryogoku
Bridge into the show district by its Arab handlers, Imamura uses a succession
of shots with a fixed camera, each panning from right to left to keep the animal
in the center of the frame. However, these shots come from deep within the
crowd, and the center becomes obscured and lost in the sea of bodies that sur-
round it. This third passage concludes the opening sequence of Why Not? and
while this sequence serves as an establishing shot (just as in classical cinema
or Ozu’s emptied spaces), it functions not to orient the viewer but to disorient.
And while Ozu would compose the image as a suspension of movement, action,
and human presence, Imamura foregrounds and overwhelms the screen with
such forces of life.

Disruptive cinematics ungrounds the frame, the shot, montage, sound, and
color. Not the representation of spatiotemporal order nor bringing a sublime
order to chaos; but presenting anarchy—the assemblage of spontaneous, diverse,
and fragmented images. Imamura’s films are concerned with fundamental forces,
drives, desires—all-pervading and immanent—that lie beneath and engender,
that are corralled and dominated to create the seemingly serene surface of
Japanese behavior, values, culture, and society. “The omnipresent and general
principles of life,” as Charles Tesson sees it, embodied through the “swarm of
characters” where the “forces come from below (from the lower classes and from
the genitals)” (Tesson 1997: 160). And, as Gilles Laprévotte, after Tesson, echoes,
“From the people but also from the body, from sex” (Laprévotte 1997: 102). Per-
haps Imamura puts it best of all: natural, animal drives. “Animals and humans are
similar in the sense that they are born, they excrete, reproduce and die” (Imamura
in Laprévotte 1997: 101). “Nevertheless,” Imamura continues, “I ask myself what
differentiates humans from other animals” (Laprévotte 1997: 101). The director
has studied—he tells filmmaker Nakata Toichi—sociology and social anthropol-
ogy, “which took me a lot further in my understanding of human beings” (Toichi
1997: 116). However, “all scientific approaches” for Imamura “have their limits”
(Toichi 1997: 116). “What is a human being?” asks the director, and he responds,
“I don’t think I have found the answer . . . Ilook for the answer by continuing to
make films” (Laprévotte 1996: 101).

Imamura emerged as director at the beginning of the symbiosis of main-
stream and avant-garde cinema during the 1960s known as the Japanese
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nuberu bagu (New Wave), and his films must be seen in the context of the
heady postwar radical, progressive, anarchistic, and revolutionary political
scene. Such diverse political coordinates inspired activists, artists, and the
young alike. This was a time of riots and confrontations with the state. David
Desser writes that “open rebellion was a blow against the facade of peaceful-
ness, against the picture of placidity and homogeneity the Japanese like to
project” (Desser 1988: 77; emphasis in the original). Exploring humans and
the human world through the forces, drives, and desires of bodies becomes—
for Imamura—not simply a way of disrupting the coordinates of traditional
cinematic practices, but expressing the irrational forces that motivate life.
Imamura’s irrational—according to Allan Casebier—should not be understood
in the negative, as a “pejorative” term, but in a “positive way,” as “intuition,
instinct, emotional response, where life itself . . . is ultimately mysterious and
incapable of explanation by any mode of rational activity” (Casebier 1997:
90). “You may think all that is real,” Imamura says to Audie Bock, surveying
a Japanese cityscape, “but to me it’s all illusion”; rather, “the reality is . . . the
irrationality that pervade[s] the Japanese consciousness under the veneer”
of the permanence of order and cosmos (Kim 2003). Imamura’s disruptive
cinematics discovers vital, anarchic forces. And in Why Not? Imamura will
bring his disruptive cinematics to historiography: to the image, narration, and
narrative of history.

The past is composed of an infinity of heterogeneous forces that are made to
cohere as history, as homogenous anthropocentric space-time. “Historical knowl-
edge streams in unceasingly from inexhaustible wells, the strange and incoherent
forces its way forward” writes Nietzsche; and such forces “are in conflict with
one another and it seems necessary to constrain and control them if one is not
oneself to perish in their conflict” (Nietzsche 2006: 78). Nietzsche’s analysis of
history—writes Gilles Deleuze in The Movement-Image (1983)—“seems to us
still valid today and applies in particular to a whole category of historical films”
(Deleuze 2002: 237n10). Classical historiography—just like classical cinematic
continuity—attempts to render the image, narration, and narrative of the past
in the present and for the future as a continuum, cohering geographical space,
and capturing up unified and unifying subjectivities. Imamura responds to such
an idea of history with Why Not?

In the Wake of the Black Ships

Black ships on the horizon, framed between sea and sky. Masts with sails lashed
down, at anchor upon the calm dawn waters. A longboat ploughs its way toward
the shoreline, straining at the oars half a dozen or so American sailors. Waiting
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on the beach there is a contingent of Japanese officials, dressed in the robes of
the Tokugawa elite. Before the boat hits land, one of the passengers leaps into
the surf. This Japanese man, wearing a similar uniform to the American sailors,
splashes clumsily through the shallow waters and throws himself to the ground.
He crawls and rolls in the sand as if overwhelmed by an instinctual need to bury
himself in the earth of the land that has long been lost to him. The captain of the
American ship steps with poise from the now beached longboat and approaches
the officials—who are doing their best to ignore the antics of their countryman.
Greetings are exchanged, a polite address to the Japanese officials who bow in
response. The captain explains: this man is Genji, a Japanese sailor lost at sea
some five years previous, rescued by the Americans, taken to the USA in their
homeward-bound vessel, and who signed on as crew in order to make the jour-
ney home. After the Americans leave, Genji is immediately arrested and thrown
into jail. So begins Why Not?

This opening scene refers to the crisis of the kurofune, the beginning of the
end of feudal Japan. As Marius B. Jansen puts it in his rightly renowned The
Making of Modern Japan (2000): “It was the crisis of the foreign presence that
provided the explosives for the bakufu’s demise” (Jansen 2002: 332). On July
2, 1853, four black ships—the kurofune—appeared in Japan over the horizon,
anchoring in Edo Bay. The American ships were under the command of Commo-
dore Matthew Perry, and were so named by the Japanese in part due to previous
encounters with Western vessels. In 1543 the Portuguese had arrived in car-
racks with hulls painted black with pitch, a first contact that led to the extension
of European and Asian trade routes. The term kurofune thus came to refer to all
European vessels, a reference reinforced by the later coal-fired steam engines
from which black smoke billowed.

The arrival of the American ships under the command of Perry at the capi-
tal was immediately seen as it was meant: as provocation and threat. In the
seventeenth century the Tokugawa Shogunate had implemented sakoku—the
locked state, a policy of isolationism. When the Portuguese first began to trade
with the Japanese, Catholic missionaries had tagged along for the ride, and
within a few decades Christianity began to take root in the southern islands
and lands. However, a local rebellion in 1637-1638 near Nagasaki, during the
early days of the Tokugawa Shogunate, was blamed on the spread of Christian-
ity that had first been ruled against in 1587 (Jansen 2002: 75-77). Such rulings
eventually fed into the five principle decrees that underpinned sakoku (1633-
1639). Jansen summarizes: “The first ... forbade the sending of Japanese
ships overseas ... decreed death for Japanese who, having been overseas,
returned . . . ordered the reporting, and offered rewards for identification of
kirishitan” (Jansen 2002: 78). The subsequent decrees only strengthened such
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measures and led to the violent expulsion of proselytizing Catholic European
nations and ambivalence toward the more ambivalent Protestant European
countries. Within a short time, only a small outpost belonging to the Dutch
remained (more from habit than profit), restricted to Dejima Island at Naga-
saki. Fast-forward 200 years: the Americans arrive with four vessels filled with
a thousand men and mounted with over sixty cannons. Perry sends a mes-
sage to Edo outlining America’s demands (at this point simply the right to use
Japan for safe harbor and the replenishment of ships, although during negotia-
tions trade will enter the dialogue). The letter is accompanied with a clutch of
white flags. Refusal “would bring upon a war that Japan would most assuredly
lose, and in that case the white flags of surrender would be useful” (in Jansen
2002: 277). A treaty was—eventually—signed (the following year). It was this
event of the kurofune that brought to an end to sakoku. However, two centuries
of isolation meant that the sakoku feeling continued to permeate society long
after official decrees were superseded by events.

In Why Not? accordingly, when Genji returns to Japan after his sojourn
with the Americans he is treated with suspicion and jailed. This sequence sub-
tly captures the spatiotemporal and sensorimotor coordinates of the period
which the film will explore. At the surface of the actual image: the mise-en-
scéne of the Japanese seascape, shoreline, and ocean with the American ships
and longboat, the ceremonial dress worn by the various characters, the tone
of the dialogue between the captain and the officials. Yet the image is also
an allusive rendering of the past as history: the black ship on the horizon,
the meeting of the Americans and the Japanese, the imprisoned sailor. In the
dark, uterine cell in which he finds himself, Genji tells a fellow prisoner that
the bureaucrats suppose he is now a Christian. Imamura’s actual images at the
beginning of the film thus beautifully capture and express this moment of the
Japanese crisis: the portent of the black ships, the opening of Japan, the deep
retention of the sakoku feeling. The heart of this problem concerned the treaty
that had been negotiated with the Americans. Acquiescence was seen as inevi-
table, a pragmatic reaction by the Shogunate bakufu at Edo. The secluded and
idealistic emperor’s court at Kyoto, however, saw the signing of the treaty as
the ultimate betrayal of Japan. Over the next fifteen years the peaceful state
imploded and entered into an ongoing and escalating crisis.

It is into this crisis that Imamura throws Genji in Why Not? Escaping from
his Yokohama prison, the returnee sets out for Kawanishi Village in Joshu.
It is revealed, in this way, that Genji has returned to Japan to find Ine, his
wife. Upon reaching home, however, he discovers she was long ago sold into
prostitution by her family to the gang boss of East Ryogoku. So Genji travels
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to Edo. Ine, meanwhile, has worked out her contract and is enjoying her life
in the big city, now famous among the show-folk of the enclave as having
found a niche with a ribald spectacle named “tickling the goddess.” The wife
is as pleased to see her long-lost and presumed-dead husband as he is her;
and they share stories—over sake and sex—with Genji telling of the United
States, where farmers can make a good living without feudal domination, and
where the country has now freed the slaves. Asking his wife to go to America
with him and awaiting her decision, Genji is left to explore Edo, now riven by
the conflict between bakufu and court—the creation of the Shogunate army
with infantry and rifles replacing samurai and swords; the machinations of
Choshu and Satsuma agents in a not-so-secret alliance with the emperor at
Kyoto. It is in this way that Imamura captures and releases the Japanese past
through the images, narration, and narrative of Why Not? The film appears
grounded upon the dual center and founding duel between court and bakufu
as historiography.

History is a capturing of the past, of what has passed. In this way, the
past when captured will always be released as history. The essential question
is thus never “What is history?”—the answer to which is simple. Rather, it is
a question of praxis. Or such is Nietzsche’s contention in “On the Uses and
Abuses of History for Life.” Nietzsche isolates what he sees as three modes
of such praxis: antiquarian history, monumental history, and critical history.
Antiquarian history sustains cultural traditions; monumental history expli-
cates great events; and critical history appraises past values. These three types
of history interweave, cohere time, space, and humanity to allow an image of
the past in the present for future; of territories, states, and cultural values;
of the affects, acts, and thoughts of the people and their figureheads. This is
universal history: chronological time across comprehensive space for coherent
subjectivities.

In the first place, universal history concerns temporality: the antiquar-
ian, the monumental, and the critical are three ways of capturing the past in
the present for the future; and each approach is marked by the ascendancy
of what we might name pastness, presentness, or futureness. Antiquarian
history foregrounds pastness. The present is the present due to the satura-
tion of past traditions, behaviors, landscapes, architecture, cuisine, drink,
dress, customs—specific species of archival affects. The past is in the blood,
of the body, felt in every breath, in the air that is breathed. Nietzsche writes
“by tending with care to that which has existed from of old,” the antiquar-
ian “wants to preserve for those who shall come into existence after him
the conditions under which he himself came into existence” (2006: 72-73).
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Monumental history foregrounds presentness. It empowers the human to
escape the mundane, trivial, habitual reality of the present in the present.
The deeds of the great of the past are exemplars. The reward is a place in the
future pantheon of heroes, a place where the act in the present can one day
inspire others who come after. This is history as struggle. Struggle against, as
Nietzsche puts it, the “apathetic,” the world resistant to change where “every-
thing else that lives cries No” (2006: 68). Again and again, glorious bodies will
arise and triumph, or die trying. Critical history foregrounds futureness. It
sanctions the past in the present for the future. The past—every past, imme-
diate or remote—is brutal, horrific, barbaric. Nietzsche writes that critical
history has the aim and purpose of bringing the past “before a tribunal, scru-
pulously examining it and finally condemning it” (2006: 76). Critical history
is an analytic; it performs an autopsy on the corpse of the past. The traditions
and actions of the past are accentuated, brought into relief, highlighted, and
used to attack a culture, its values and behaviors, its beliefs. The present is
thus the stage upon which critical reflection takes place and where the condi-
tions are created for a more vital future.

In the second place, universal history concerns spatiality: antiquarian,
monumental, and critical history are three ways of capturing space—“This is
a universal law: a living thing can be healthy, strong and fruitful only when
bounded by a horizon” (2006: 63). This horizon has three features: a space
becomes geography (lands of the tribe, the nation, the people); a space coheres
upon a center (the state, the capital, the figurehead); a space refines its spirit
(the essence of the tribe, the nation, the people embodied in an earthly cen-
ter that is a representation of an ideal). It is only through the coherence of
these three aspects of space that history does not disperse. The territory
expands over distance; the center gives the territory depth; and the spirit
binds territory and center through intensity. Antiquarian history captures the
territory through race and its artifacts. Monumental history sustains the cen-
ter through a continual renewal. Critical history coheres the actual territory
and its center with respect to the always pure (and thus always unobtainable,
but always utopian) idea.

In the third place, universal history concerns humanity, people, con-
sciousness organized through the sensorimotor trajectory: affect — action —
thought. Antiquarian history captures up the affects of the past; it is a feeling,
a belonging, a homeliness. Monumental history inspires actions that renew
the nation. Critical history reflects upon the affects and actions of the past.
“Only through the power of employing the past for the purposes of life and
of again introducing into history that which has been done and gone,” writes
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Nietzsche, “did man become man” (2006: 64). History creates and sustains the
coherent subject.

The crucial point is this: the past is composed of diverse heterogeneous
forces that cohere in history as homogenous anthropocentric space-time. The
name of universal history names the taming of the raging past. And the more
the past rages, the more necessary the need for it to be tamed. Our recounting
of the Japanese past as a conflict between Shogunate and court can thus be
seen as just such a marshaling of antiquarian, monumental, and critical func-
tions composing universal history. We have had the constitution of a chrono-
logical timeline (albeit with—nondisruptive—flashbacks and flash-forwards)
emerging from prehistory to the modern period. Antiquarian history privi-
leges traditions and is enshrined in sakoku, while monumental history divides
into the ongoing duel between court and bakufu, emperor and shogun; and
each in turn will employ a critical history upon the other to foreground their
own ideas on the future of Japan. This history similarly describes the coales-
cence of the space of Japan, the lands becoming organized and the control of a
center at Edo, with the court in Kyoto as spiritual ideal, while the affects of the
Japanese past sustain the present, the actions of great figureheads and reflec-
tions upon the political forces that determine the very nature of the Japanese
project for the future.

Yet in Why Not? Imamura immediately problematizes such historio-
graphic praxis. While the confrontation between the Shogunate bakufu and
the Chosha and Satsuma rebellion permeates the atmosphere of the film,
inspiring the mise-en-scéne through which the characters move, Imamura is
not concerned with a cinematic description of the past in order to resolve
the crisis. Genji—awaiting Ine’s decision—becomes acquainted with the
East Ryogoku gang boss, Kinzo. Seen as being useful due to his knowledge
of the Americans and his ability to speak English, the returnee is put on
Kinzo’s payroll. Kinzo is being handsomely paid and promised a great future
for ongoing political interventions. On the one hand, the gang members
have been ordered by representatives of the Shogunate to quell unrest on
the streets; on the other hand, agents from Choshu and Satsuma want the
gangs to foment dissent amongst the peasants. Kinzo takes money from
both sides: “Who cares!” He orders his crew to agitate and ferment uprisings
but at the same time keep the rioters from doing any real damage. Kinzo’s
gangsters are confused: “But that’s the opposite!” Kinzo is nonchalant: “So
what?” So what?—Who cares! Such would appear to be Imamura’s response
to the given coordinates that inspire a universal history of Japan. Why
Not? refuses to foreground the functions of antiquarian, monumental, and
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critical historiography to explicate the crisis in order to describe its resolu-
tion. There is little nostalgia for the past, there are no heroes to save the
nation, and the people do not even need saving. The historicist dimensions
of the film rather seem to be the ground for an ungrounding. In this way
Imamura will explode the narration: through Genji and Ine we encounter
not only Kinzo, but Itoman and Furukawa: the former a fisherman from the
southern islands bent upon revenge against the Choshu and Satsuma armies
that have ravaged his homeland and killed his family, the latter a now mas-
terless and disgraced samurai become ronin. We encounter the madam and
aging prostitute Oko, and Omatsu, a young woman sold into prostitution
(continually) by her peasant family. Imamura takes these characters—and
many others—and disperses them across Japan: to Kyoto, to Yokahama, to
Joshu. Why Not? is composed of forking pathways; it is a maze, a carnival
funhouse of distorted mirrors, a labyrinth.

Such an ungrounding—for Nietzsche—is necessary to avoid the harms of
universal history, one harm corresponding to each of the functions. The harm
of antiquarian history: the encircling of the past is restrictive, it will sustain
but a mere portion of the past, and does so with only retroactive understand-
ing. It will also overvalue one set of artifacts at the expense of others. In this
way “the historical sense no longer conserves life but mummifies it . . . Man
is encased in the stench of must and mould . . . it knows only how to preserve
life, not how to engender it . . . it always undervalues that which is becoming”
(2006: 74, 75; emphasis in the original). The harm of monumental history: the
patterns of the past have all differences annulled and are seen as dialectical
repetitions of the same. “How much of the past would have to be overlooked,”
comments Nietzsche, “how violently what is individual in it would have to be
forced into a universal mould and all its sharp corners and hard outlines broken
up in the interest of conformity!” (2006: 69). Monumental history is deceptive;
it requires analogies and can have horrific outcomes: “With seductive similari-
ties it inspires the courageous to foolhardiness and the inspired to fanaticism”
(2006: 71). The harms of critical history: we—from our lofty standpoint in the
present—see the whole of the past as horror. Every past, writes Nietzsche,
“is worthy to be condemned,—for that is the nature of human things: human
violence and weakness have always played a mighty role in them. It is not jus-
tice which here sits in judgement . . . it is life alone, that dark, driving power”
(2006: 76). Ressentiment, revenge, the belief that we are somehow more moral,
more refined, more worthy of life—in the now.

Accordingly, the use of universal history reveals the abuse of antiquarian,
monumental, and critical functions. Nietzsche’s solution is the unhistori-
cal. As Craig Lundy asks and responds, “How is one to escape the suffocating
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power and attraction of history and historical knowledge? Nietzsche offers
two antidotes” (Lundy 2009: 192). These are the two moments of the unhis-
torical, the untimely. First, history emerges out of the night, out of the fog
of our animality. Nietzsche asks us to consider the cattle in the field and how
simple their lives appear to us, how we can become jealous of not having to
drag the past after us like trailing distended, expelled, and rotten innards.
The animal is the master of forgetting, and it is forgetting we need to mas-
ter within ourselves. This is seen by Nietzsche “as being more vital and more
fundamental, inasmuch as it constitutes the foundation upon which alone
anything sound, healthy and great, anything truly human, can grow” (2006:
63). Forgetting (the ahistorical) must, however, be augmented by the supra-
historical (2006:65). Nietzsche writes: “We may use the word ‘suprahistori-
cal’ because the viewer from this vantage point . . . would have recognized the
essential condition of all happenings—this blindness and injustice in the soul
of him who acts” (2006: 65). The past is all accident, contingency, serendipity,
chance. Humans do not make history—history is what happens to humans.
As John Gray writes of Nietzsche’s position: “If you believe that humans are
animals, there can be no such thing as the history of humanity”; accordingly,
“Looking for meaning in history is like looking for patterns in clouds” (Gray
2003: 48). All historiography is founded upon the ahistorical (the animal)—
the forgetting of aspects of the past. Universal history, however, effaces this
forgetting in order to create chronological time across comprehensive space
for coherent subjectivities. The suprahistorical—in distinction—actively uses
and abuses history. It resists the linearity of chorological time, the creation of
comprehensive space and the determinations of coherent subjectivities. The
suprahistorical is disruptive of history.

Nietzsche’s suprahistorical is an antidote to historiography, the historian as
convalescent “cured for ever of taking history too seriously” (2006: 65). Cured
for ever of taking history too seriously—surely here we discover as essential fea-
ture of Imamura’s Why Not?—the endeavour being to create discordant images,
compose a disjunctive narration, and produce a dissonant narrative. Why Not?
does not aim to represent the past through history, but rather expresses an
encounter with the problem of history, the discords, disjunctions, and dis-
sonances that the praxis of universal history would tame and annul. Which
returns us—finally—to the disruptive event of the eijanaika procession.

Eijanaika!

“No scene in Imamura’s work,” writes Nelson Kim, “better sums up his vision
of the amoral, apolitical, anarchic life-force that pulses beneath the seeming
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stability of the social order” (Kim 2003). The moment of the eijanaika pro-
cession—for some writers—is thus both exemplary and a consummation
of Imamura’s cinematic oeuvre. “The explosion of Eijanaika,” according to
Dave Kehr, “is the culmination of 20 years’ consideration of one idea” (Kehr
1997: 85). For Gilles Laprévotte, the concluding scenes of Why Not?—with
the “crowd teeming with life and vital energy”—“could be a summary of
Shohei Imamura’s cinema” (Laprévotte 1997: 101). The showgirls dance in
hybrid kimono/can-can costumes, singing: “Life is so uncertain these days /
Will Tokugawa win? / Satsuma and Chosha? / We can’t tell / But who cares? /
Both want to reform the world / Why not?” Eijanaika! Ine and Genji—showgirl
and traveler—are captured up and subsumed in the carnivalesque procession
that coalesces from the streets, brothels, markets, and entertainments of East
Ryogoku. The people—the dispossessed, the enslaved, the poor, the unedu-
cated—have arisen. Joyous and celebratory anarchy reigns. The conflict of
court and bakufu no longer describes the situation. A spontaneous insurgency
of the people ungrounds the coordinates of the state.

Eijanaika carnivals occurred in Japan during the year of 1867, arising all
over the main island of the country. However, as Thomas Keirstead and Deidre
Lynch attest, “The people danced, authorities by and large paid them no heed,
things returned to normal” (Keirstead and Lynch 1995: 65-66). In his Making
of Modern Japan, Jansen mentions the “ee ja nai ka movement” just once and
only in passing (Jansen 2002: 302). However, this moment references a pass-
ing discussion on “world renewal’ (yonaoshi), vaguely millenarian, movements
[that] swept major urban areas” during “the last few decades of Tokugawa rule”
(Jansen 2002: 236). “On such occasions,” continues Jansen, “rumours flew that
divine signs had been seen to fall mysteriously [from the sky] . .. This would
spark rejoicing, dancing, and celebration”; however, such amulets in reality
came “from the homes of the wealthy . . . [who] found it prudent to share their
goods, particularly drink, with the throng: the resultant enthusiasm could
sweep an entire region” (Jansen 2002: 236). In Why Not? this idea of world
renewal similarly arises when such amulets first appear. “What’s wrong with
scattering charms? Why not!” laughs one of Kinzo’s gangsters: “some come
from gods; some come from men.” On a stage in a tent in East Ryogoku, Ine and
her showgirls dance, more amulets fall, the carnivalesque procession begins.
“One looks in vain for truly ‘revolutionary’ purpose” in such movements, com-
ments Jansen; “their net total was as often ludicrous and carnival” (Jansen
2002: 236). Yet, despite this, the eijanaika movement reveals a whole hidden
history of spontaneous protest (ikki). “A great deal of writing about Japan
emphasizes a ‘consensus’ model that would lead one to anticipate a smoothly
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functioning social organism,” comments Jansen, but “the facts do not bear this
out” (Jansen 2002: 232). Drawing upon studies by Aoki Ko6ji and James White,
Jansen briefly explores 7,331 “instances of social conflict and political protest”
between 1590 and 1877 appearing through “waves of ikki” (Jansen 2002: 236).
These waves of ikki are spontaneous uprisings by the people. Yet while Jansen
mentions ikki, yonaoshi, and eijanaika events, he does so only in parentheses.
For Imamura, if universal history effaces the people, his cinema and Why Not?
must allow the people to arise. For Keirstead and Lynch, such a move accord-
ingly “refuses history its accustomed role”; Why Not? is a “critique of the prac-
tice of history” (Keirstead and Lynch 1995: 66). “In Eijanaika,” Imamura tells
Donald Richie, “I was really making a ‘documentary’ period film. I am more like
[a] historian (Imamura in Richie 2007: 41). And in an essay Imamura writes:
“I have a preference for shooting true things” (Imamura 1997b: 131). Yet as
Kehr observes, “Though Eijanaika is based on [a] historical incident, Imamura
doesn’t have much interest in historical detail . . . he even flaunts his indiffer-
ence.” The film is “full of unsettling anachronisms” (Kehr 2007: 82). Such para-
doxes are a sign, for Casebier, of Imamura’s “blurring of the distinction between
fiction and reality” (Casebier 1997: 91). Imamura creates a suprahistorical
cinema, the truth of cinematic art. Rather than the story of the Tokugawa
Shogunate and the emperor’s court, Imamura is after something else. “My
greatest obsession was individual freedom—the condition that the state had
denied us absolutely” (Nakata 1997: 111). Imamura allows the people to arise.
In a restaurant across the river the Satsuma and Chéshu infiltrators become
concerned by the eijanaika insurgency: “We are the ones to crush the Shogu-
nate! Not commoners!” The Tokugawa Shogunate will—however—massacre
the people. The coordinates of court and bakufu will reassert themselves.

Yet Imamura has one more ungrounding in Why Not?—there will be no
explication of how the situation between Shogunate and emperor was resolved.
But who cares? The final image of the film is of Ine; she has returned to the scene
of the carnage that brought an end to the eijanaika procession and where Genji
was shot and killed. Echoing the opening scene of Why Not?, Imamura has Ine
throw herself to the ground. She crawls and rolls in the dirt overwhelmed by a
need to commune with the earth and Genji’s blood. I won't stop, she whispers
into the wind, Iwont giveup . . .
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Chapter 17

Kuroi Ame: An Anthropology
of Suffering

Dolores P. Martinez

Throughout his films—from the assassination in Vengeance Is mine to the
atomic bomb in Black Rain—a predator is at the heart of the story and
nothing ever saves its victims. The weak die, beautiful under the camera’s
unfeeling gaze. (de Baeque 1997: 156)

Shohei Imamura as an Anthropologist

In an interview with Toichi Nakata, Shohei Imamura described his study of
anthropology, an inquiry he pursued from the age of thirty through library
research:

I first tried to gain a sociological perspective and set out to analyse “reality”
through social structures. It didn’t take me long to realize that this was very
limiting and so I turned my attention to social anthropology, which took me
a lot further in my understanding of human beings. (1997: 115)

Social anthropologists tend to look down on library study, preferring fieldwork
as the marker of good ethnography, and Imamura had that as well. Working in
the postwar black market, Imamura had come to know the sort of people about
whom he was most passionately interested in making films (1997: 111); thus
he had a body of good empirical data to draw on when writing and directing. By
anthropological standards, he had been through the fieldwork experience, or
the important initiation period, necessary to earn the title of anthropologist.
Interestingly, it is his “documentary” filming style that has brought his anthro-
pological interest to the attention of critics, and this is the method that comes
to the fore in Kuroi Ame (Black Rain), his film about the aftermath of the atomic



Kuroi Ame: An Anthropology of Suffering 309

bomb dropped on Hiroshima, which can be read as documenting how postwar
Japanese communities treated the hibakusha (atomic bomb survivors).

Kuroi Ame is also considered an outlier film in Imamura’s career. The reasons
are various: in the late 1980s he could only recreate the scenes of chaos from
August 6, 1945;" the screenplay he co-wrote with Toshiré Ishidé was based on
the much-loved and lauded novel Kuroi Ame (1966) by Masuji Ibuse; and rather
than being about the Japanese underclasses that Imamura found so compelling,
it is the story of a rather elite household (the Shizuma) that is trying to find a
husband for their niece Yasuko, a young woman who has been exposed to the
black rain that fell in the aftermath of the bomb’s explosion. Audie Bock sums
up the general view of this film, whose heroine differs from the women that
generally populated Imamura’s work, as “a glaring exception to the ribald rule
of Imamura’s chaotic style . . . Uncharacteristically, this is a story in which tears
may flow” (1997: 153).

In depicting the family’s struggles with radiation sickness five years after
the end of the Second World War, Imamura has also been critiqued for making a
film in which the main characters are portrayed not as survivors but as victims
(see for example Cavanaugh 2001; Todeschini 1996). Implicitly the criticism is
that Imamura was being a historical revisionist for portraying atomic bomb sur-
vivors as victims.? The portrayal of Japanese postwar suffering, then, is seen to
cast the US as the villain, when the dominant historical assessment is that the
Allies were fighting a just war. The colonial excesses of the Japanese, the Rape of
Nanking, the chemical experiments, the forced use of women as sex workers for
the Japanese troops, and the abuse of prisoners of war (Japan had not signed
on to the Geneva Convention) cannot be denied; nor are the Japanese Right’s
attempts to soften or rewrite that history acceptable.® Yet I disagree with the
view that Imamura is trying to depict the Japanese as victims of the Allies in
Kuroi Ame, nor do I wholly agree with Robert Feleppa (2004) that this film is a
humanist effort, attempting to remind us all what it would mean to become a
victim of war and atomic weaponry.*

In this chapter [ argue three things. First, while Imamura’s films often cel-
ebrated earthy, ribald Japaneseness, we also need to remember that much of
his work features Japanese women as heroic in the harsh conditions of a post-
war Japan in which the US presence is often subtly critiqued. Donald Richie
notes that Imamura wanted to avoid stories about the suffering and pathos
usually found in women’s films (1997: 14) and preferred to portray women as
wily manipulators and survivors. Second, it is important to keep in mind that
“Imamura’s world . . . is characterized by power, and by economic, political, and
sexual difference” (Desser 1988: 123). If Imamura had a position on World War
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I1, it seems to be that all abuses of power are wrong (see Dorsey and Matsuoka
1996: 219).

Third, while it may seem odd that he made a film in which the heroine seems
to share few qualities with the women of his earlier films, I will argue that Kuroi
Ame is subversive in its portrayal of Yasuko and her fate. Imamura is not trying
to make her an A-bomb survivor whom we must pity, but rather to depict, with-
out too much sentimentality, the travails of a woman who is nothing like his
preferred healthy, robust, and sexually active heroines. That she is a hibakusha is
almost inconsequential, although, true to Imamura’s anthropological bent, the
depiction of her illness is fairly realistic. To make these points, it is necessary
first to discuss what an anthropology of suffering is.

After the nuclear event of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the hibakusha who sur-
vived experienced something beyond comprehension . . . No one understood,
at first, what the symptoms were symptoms of. (Deamer 2014: 136-37)

[An] anthropology that is concerned with breakdown and repair. (Davis
1992: 149)

The anthropology of suffering is not an anthropology concerned just with
the culturally different ways in which people suffer—although this is how the
concept came to be taken up in the sub-discipline of medical anthropology.
As John Davis outlined in the article that set the parameters for the topic,
it is research into how people deal with the trauma of lived experience, or
what Davis terms “the normality of pain” (1992: 150) as well as with cases
of exceptional catastrophe. The fact that pain or trauma is a part of human
existence challenges a “comfortable sort of anthropology” (1992: 150), which
has tended to ignore both how cataclysmic events can become recurrent con-
ditions (drought, famine, migration) and how the breakdown of normal social
experience that takes place during war becomes embedded in social memory
for generations afterward. Both types of suffering are “continuous with ordi-
nary social experience; people place it in social memory and incorporate it
with their accumulated culture” (1992: 152). David Deamer also follows this
line, albeit through the work of Gilles Deleuze, in his overview of postwar
Japanese cinema:

Traces of the atom bomb imagery appear in Japanese film as symptoms and
figures. These could be said to be cinematic symptoms: films which, while
not depicting the pika or the hibakusha, appear permeated with the nuclear
legacy . . . It is if the nuclear event is haunting Japanese screen-images and
the cinematic horizons of Japanese history. (2014: 121)
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Whilst sharing Davis’s idea that catastrophic events become embedded in a
society’s subconsciousness, Deamer acknowledges the fact that having been
defeated in the war, the Japanese memory and representation of the atomic
bomb has had to kowtow “to political suppression and mass psychological
repression” (2014: 1). Using Gilles Deleuze to discuss the historicity of film in
general and thus seeing all Japanese films of the second half of the twentieth
century as postwar, Deamer is less interested in the trauma and suffering of the
immediate postwar era than he is in the atomic event itself.

For Imamura, contrastingly, it was the occupation years (1945-1952) that
fascinated him. He lived through that era as a young man and, as already
mentioned, it was a time when he threw off his upper-class background to
make a living in the black market, mixing with Japan’s underworld of gang-
sters, pimps, sex workers, and bar hostesses. It was during this time that
Imamura met people whom he believed embody the real Japan: working-class
characters he admired because, as Richie argues, they remained “untouched
by the rationalizations, hypocrisy and face-saving which so characterize(d)
their betters . . . It [was] the determination, the will, and the honesty” that
he appreciated (Richie 1997: 18).

Briefly put, it was an era that could be seen as one of breakdown and repair
for the Japanese, a time of trauma and suffering, but for those reasons it was
a particularly vibrant period as well. As a sort of documenting anthropologist,
Imamura saw the response to those circumstances as particularly Japanese.
The upper classes dealt with it through various rationalizations and accom-
modations, the lower classes by fighting and scheming their way to a more
secure footing in life. Specifically, as Richie noted, it is Imamura’s working-
class women who often win the “game” of life although it is dominated by men;
they not only often fight to achieve their own goals, but often they survive and
prosper (1997: 15). Thus, in his pre-Kuroi Ame postwar films—Buta to Gunkan
(Pigs and Battleships, 1961), Nippon konchiki (The Insect Woman, 1963), as well
as the documentaries Nippon Sengoshi: Madamu Onboro no Seikatsu (The History
of Postwar Japan as Told by a Bar Hostess, 1970) and Karayuki-san (The Making of
a Prostitute, 1975)—the female protagonists may not always engage our sym-
pathies, but they are vital and able to adapt to all vicissitudes of life, including
the general corruption wrought by modern capitalism and the presence of the
US military (see Tessier 1997).

Imamura’s work speaks to how suffering is managed, contained, overcome,
and even embodied in postwar Japan. The latter point is crucial to remember
because much of this trauma had to be repressed. What does this mean? [ am
not positing that the Japanese be seen as the injured party because they were
bombed and had lost the war. The trauma of World War II for the Japanese is
much more complex and can be objectively understood as being constituted of
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various parts: it grew out of the war effort itself that took the lives of many
and led to harsh living conditions even for those who were not directly fight-
ing. It was an experience that, as all war seems to do (see Shay 1995), returned
a surviving population of battle-shocked and war-hardened men to a “normal”
society that did not (nor could it) recognize the symptoms of post-traumatic
stress disorder (PTSD); and it involved the formulation of new types of knowl-
edge in which all the narratives of the Japanese Empire were overturned. The
Japanese were no longer heroes fighting a just war; they were the villains, the
losers, and everything they had believed in was overturned by the presence of
the occupying forces who brought “true” democracy and new forms of education
with them (see Igarashi 2000; Bourdaghs 2005; Frithstiick 2007; Seaton 2007;
Galan 2008).

A major trauma for postwar Japan, then, was the shock of an apparent
rupture with the past. Although Imamura always said that he saw persistent
continuities with Japan’s earthy premodern past throughout Japanese soci-
ety, this more recent fissure had to be very carefully represented on screen
because, from 1945 to 1952, the occupying forces censored movies and then
the studios themselves enacted a sort of censorship based on political cor-
rectness throughout the 1950s. In principle, by the 1980s such restrictions
were no longer in place, but in practice the example of Kuroi Ame’s critical
reception, as well as that of Kurosawa’s Yume (Dreams, 1990) and Hachi-gatsu
no Kyashikyoku (Rhapsody in August, 1991), illustrates how the wider world (or
the US) is always quick to pass judgment on any representation that seemed
to glorify Japan’s imperial past or that demonstrated pity for its postwar
citizens. To even appear to argue, as some Japanese revisionist historians
do, that the war was the fault of the elites and that ordinary Japanese were
just dupes is to be an apologist for the war; while an objective understanding
of how dominant ideologies work within any nation-state seems impossible
when it comes to Japan. Currently, many Japanese of the war era hold to
the view that they were misled, and most young Japanese are not entirely
sure what the war was about; this situation contrasts with the German case,
where guilt has been actively embraced. The Allies’ decision to punish only a
few obvious war criminals, in contrast to the more active investigations and
trials in Germany, paradoxically supports a view that not all Japanese were
to blame (see Buruma 1994). Yet to portray hibakusha as suffering is to walk a
fine line: one in which weapons of mass destruction are bad, but only if used
by the “wrong” people. Under such circumstances, the vanquished nation
must suppress any of its agony.

However, the repressed, as Robin Wood (2003) put it—following Freud, of
course—always returns. While this statement is often understood in terms of
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individual suffering, Wood’s discussion of the return of the repressed in rela-
tion to the horror film raises the issue to that of the larger group: the nation.
How to represent that which may not only be unrepresentable (because it is
embodied, buried within the mind, too horrific to recall) but which also cannot
be represented (because it is unacceptable to show any fellow feeling toward the
sufferers)? This is the problem in Japan’s case. It is doubly an issue because as
Ann Kaplan and Ban Wang argue, while “trauma consists in the unmaking of the
world, the prohibition against representation blocks the way to the re-making
of the world” (2008: 310). Deamer sees the Japanese mass media as struggling
to overcome this obstruction to the repairing of the social (to use Davis’s term)
through decades of movies that grapple with the subject matter of the atom
bomb, albeit symbolically.

Kuroi Ame is one of the films that Deamer sees as valiantly trying to over-
come this obstacle even if somewhat indirectly: “It is a film that decentres the
atomic attack both temporally and spatially; allows it to inhabit memories and
bodies; allows it to be forgotten and repressed; disperses its meaning back into
the Pacific War and forward into the Korean War” (2014: 257). The historian
Yoshikuni Igarashi has a term, borrowed from the anthropologist Homi Bhabha,
for this process: “re-membering.” As he argues:

The healthy body of the nation was dismembered as imperial Japan expe-
rienced a radical transformation, and these dismembered bodily images
were assembled again in the postwar period in order to articulate the new
statehood. Body parts were metaphorically sutured together to regain the
nation’s organic unity and to overcome its trauma; yet the suture left on
the discursive body’s surface served as a constant reminder of the trauma.
(Igarashi 2000: 14)

Davis’s discussion of the anthropology of suffering posits this as the norm
for any (and thus every) postwar state; however, Japan cannot mention/repre-
sent the war unless it is to apologize and make reparations.’ Thus Igarashi sees
the Japanese mass media as the locus for indirect expressions of the nation’s
struggle to externalize this suffering in order, as Kaplan and Wang explain,
to “create a less traumatic, less painful environment” constructing the “social
imaginary” (2008: 320) that is necessary for a society’s renewal and change.
Kaplan and Wang differ from Davis by arguing that the devastation being dealt
with through these representations is the very shock of modernity; for them
“the catastrophic event” is a “symptom of [the] deep-lying contradictions of
modernity, and the experience of modernity” is that of “living with shocks and
suffering” (2008: 395).
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From this perspective, Kuroi Ame can be read not as an attempt, in 1989, to
depict the Japanese as victims, but as a film that endeavours to represent what
it means to live through the predicaments of modernity. That there exist par-
ticular historical circumstances that we would describe as Japanese (the war, the
bomb) obscures an important point about the suffering that trauma brings: at
an individual level, as Freud found, much of the experience of trauma depends
on the individual’s previous suffering at the hands of society’s structures of
violence. In this case, these structures are not only those of the state—with
its monopoly on legitimate force (the police, the judiciary) that is used over,
and through (the military), its subjects—but also are the deeper, core or infra-,
structures such as patriarchy that underpin modernity’s culture. These are the
social formations over which Imamura’s women so often triumph; and they are
the norms by which Yasuko, the heroine in Kuroi Ame, seems to be destroyed. To
understand this, we need to turn to the film.

The crucial question . . . is whether a culture is able to understand trauma as
an episode in a longer chain of the structural mutations in modern systems
that have accumulated a record of violence, suffering, and misery. (Kaplan
and Wang 2008: 310)

The main concern of the family now . . . is marriage. (Treat 1995: 286)

In his discussion of the novel Black Rain, John Treat points out that it begins
almost as would a book by Jane Austen—the key concern of Shigematsu Shi-
zuma, the family patriarch, is to see his niece Yasuko get married (1995: 286).
There are differences between the Japanese novel and an Austen narrative, how-
ever. In contrast to the latter’s heroines who are often too poor, socially inferior,
less than “pretty,” and frequently too intelligent to find a rich husband, Yasuko
seems to come from a well-off family, she is pretty, and no mention is made of
her intelligence or lack of it. She is neither an Austen heroine nor even a Tani-
zaki one—she is not like the younger Makioka sisters, who are either too refined
or too wild to settle down and marry. In fact, as Reiko Tachibana (1998) notes
in an insightful article on the film, the novel itself almost immediately leaves
behind the problem of Yasuko’s marriage to focus on her own, her uncle’s, her
aunt’s, and a doctor’s diaries describing the atomic bomb attack on Hiroshima
and its aftermath. Tachibana calculates that the novel devotes about 70 percent
of its narrative to the diaries and, increasingly, Yasuko fades from the story. She
is almost engaged, she is rejected by her suitor’s family, she becomes ill and is
taken to the hospital—that is all noted. In contrast, Tachibana argues, the film
restores the narrative to Yasuko, making her the central character. Or to develop
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Treat’s line on the novel, it continues in the vein in which it had begun: center-
ing on the problem of arranging a marriage in postwar Japan.

Historically, we know, many a marriage was not made in the postwar era, as
it seemed that women outnumbered men, and some were even marrying foreign
men instead of Japanese, but more interesting is the era in which the film was
made. Much has been made of 1989 as the peak of Japan’s economic miracle, the
epoch of “a Japan that can say no” (Ishihara 1992), and readings of Kuroi Ame
that see the film through the lens of a more nationalist 1980s Japan often miss
that this was also the period that saw the beginnings of the fall in marriages and
births in Japan. Foreign researchers picked this problem up in the 1990s, but as
early as 1984 I attended a feminist conference outside of Tokyo in which soci-
ologists were already raising concerns about this trend. Japanese women were
marrying later or not at all, and, if they married, they were having fewer than
two children on average. Kekkon kyohi shokogun (marriage refusal syndrome)
was already seen as a social issue in Japan—and Imamura, the anthropologist
filmmaker, would have been aware of the newspaper articles on the topic at the
very least.

The question then is this: If Imamura decided to rewrite large portions of
the novel when making his film—adding a grandmother; Yasuko’s father and
mother (who died giving birth to her); a stepmother; half-siblings; a romance
with a war-traumatized soldier, Yuichi; having a meeting between Yasuko and
her would-be fiancé, Aono; and two entirely new women: Fumiko’s mother, the
town floozy, and her illegitimate daughter Fumiko, a nightclub singer—where
has his documentary impulse gone? Why fictionalize a novel that was purport-
edly a realist account of the experiences and lives of hibakusha?

In an assessment of the plagiarism controversy that has plagued Ibuse’s
novel—did he just lift passages straight out of his informants’ diaries?—Lin
(2011) hints at a possible reason for Imamura’s filling out of the narrative: there
were copyright issues he did not want to wade into. There is also another possibil-
ity to explore, and that is the fact that while this film appears to be, as mentioned
above, an outlier movie in Imamura’s career, it is perhaps less so than normally
imagined. We might see it as Imamura’s anti-Ozu film. Imamura famously told
Audie Bock about his first film mentor: “I wouldn’t just say I wasn’t influenced by
Ozu. . .Iwould say that I didn’t want to be influenced by Ozu!” (1990: 289). Kuroi
Ame appears to be his final word on Ozu.

As if to make the point of how near and yet how far the film is from Ozu’s
own work, Imamura sets up certain shots in Kuroi Ame as Ozu would have
done—filming within traditional houses, holding a certain stillness within
scenes, and his outdoor countryside scenes are often bathed in sunlight—while
also undermining any Ozu reference. Imamura’s camera looks down or across
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to his kneeling actors in interiors; the peaceful countryside is contrasted with
the horror and chaos of Hiroshima on August 6 or is interrupted by malicious
gossiping women; his editing is more in line with Kurosawa’s (whom Imamura
admired), so the action in his scenes have a beginning, middle, and end, and
so on. Kuroi Ame could be an Ozu narrative, he seems to be saying, but it is
definitely not.

So if the film is neither a family drama in the style of Ozu’s famous postwar
films despite a superficial narrative resemblance, nor a documentary about
the atomic bomb, what is it about? One answer to this question lies in the fact
that Imamura’s film confronts issues that Ozu left implicit in his great “Noriko
Trilogy”: the end of the war and Japan’s occupation by the Allies. These are
absent presences both in Ozu’s trilogy and in Kuroi Ame, but the latter film
does not need to refer to the war or the occupation in great detail; its very
subject matter makes clear that this is the historical background against which
the story unfolds. Ozu’s indirect hints at the war (why is Noriko a widow in
Tokyo Story?) seem unimportant compared to his delicate delineation of
Japanese refined traditions and continuities. Imamura is also interested, as
he himself says, in Japanese continuities, but not in the refined culture of the
upper classes. The real Japan, for him, would be found in the characterizations
of Fumiko’s mother, her daughter, and their lovers. Yet these women seem
marginal to his narrative. Or are they?

Let us return to the details that Imamura added to Yasuko’s story. The film
opens not with her uncle and his concerns about finding Yasuko a husband as
in the novel, but with Yasuko herself narrating a section from her diary. On
the day the bomb exploded, she was taking various “important” (daiji-na koto,
subtitled “precious”) items to the house in the country. These items include her
uncle’s good suit, her grandmother’s wedding kimono, and more. In short, part
of the list sounds like the contents of a wedding trousseau. Moreover, she is
taking them to their house in the country—establishing the fact that this is a
well-to-do family. Clearly, aged twenty, Yasuko is already being prepared to be
married. She is living with her aunt and uncle, it is explained at a later point, to
save her from having to work in a munitions factory, implying that she is too
well bred for such hard labor. Yet, as Tachibana (1998) notes, and as would be
obvious to any Japan expert, there is the issue of the continuity of the family at
stake here: her uncle and her aunt Shigeko have no children of their own. In the
1940s, to take a niece into a childless household would be a familiar strategy to
any well-off Japanese family—adopt her, find her a good husband, and adopt
him as a yoshi, a son-in-law who will take on the family name, and together they
will inherit the household and family property and be responsible for caring for
the family ancestors.
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Figure 17.1 Yasuko with her aunt and uncle, making their

way through Hiroshima.

Yasuko was not in Hiroshima on the day the bomb exploded but was caught
in the black rain that was triggered afterward. She then made her away across
the city to find her relatives, only to be dragged back across Hiroshima by her
uncle to safety. In a nutshell, if the black rain was not radioactive enough to
make her ill, two trips across the city alive with radioactivity should have caused
enough harm. Clearly her uncle Shigematsu feels guilty about this and spends
the movie working hard to keep not just himself and his wife healthy, but also
trying to prove that Yasuko is free from radiation sickness. He feels it his duty
to find her a husband and there is no discussion that the man need to become a
yoshi; it is enough that Yasuko marry well. Shigematsu’s efforts are constantly
being undermined; first the certificate of good health for Yasuko backfires,
making the prospective groom’s family suspicious; then the rumors spread by
their neighbors that Yasuko was in Hiroshima as the bomb came down seem to
scupper a possible marriage with Mr. Aono.

The journey across Hiroshima to safety appears in a few key scenes. These are
not just germane to the fact that Yasuko might become ill, but also significant as
a psychological framework for Yasuko herself: she sees (along with the audience
and her aunt and uncle) dreadful things throughout this trip. The scenes are
graphic, sometimes Daliesque in their composition, but always grotesque and
true to the horrors described in Hiroshima survivors’ diaries. Yet no one asks if
this has affected Yasuko in any way at all. It is only through the addition of the
war traumatised Yuichi,® with whom Yasuko “feels comfortable talking about
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Figure 17.2 Yasuko and her uncle Shigematsu see the king carp.

the war,” do we get a sense that this lovely and placid young woman is trauma-
tized. That there might be a different Yasuko, one more full of life, is hinted at
near the film’s end when she sees a king carp leap up out of the pond and cheers
in a most unlady-like manner.” This is a woman with some joie de vivre in her,
a different Yasuko from the woman who stiffly pulls away as if miserable at the
intimacy when her suitor, Aono, kisses her passionately. This is a Yasuko with
the gumption to first declare that she doesn’t want to marry and then to accept
a proposal from the socially inferior Yuichi. In the first case, Yasuko—Ilike an
Ozu heroine—declares that she won’t marry so she can care for her aunt, uncle,
and grandmother; in the second she seems resigned to marriage, but on her own
terms. However, we learn later, she accepts the proposal after she has begun to
suspect that she has already become ill from radiation sickness. Does she know
she will not live to marry?

This is where I think that Imamura subversively allows Yasuko the sort of
autonomy he so admires in his peasant and working-class women: her docil-
ity is not merely about refinement but also about trauma. She has been quiet
because she is in psychological pain and if being healthy does not reflect her
suffering, then she will become ill. In short: Yasuko does not want to marry.
Whether it is because what she saw at Hiroshima filled her with despair about
the future of humankind; or because her grandmother adds to her reluctance
by telling her that if she marries she will die in childbirth as did her mother; or
because she finds men uninteresting—she only seems to react to Aono when
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he trips and falls on a step, otherwise she seems rather distant with him—and
frightening (she is certainly scared of Fumiko’s gangster friend who mistakenly
kisses her); or because she really just wants to stay home and take care of her
relatives: whatever the reasons, Yasuko does not want to marry. Saying yes to
Yuichi’s proposal seems to be a concession to everyone else’s obsession with
finding her a husband. Perhaps she thinks he will be a good, brotherly compan-
ion. Perhaps she knows she will never see her wedding day, but Yasuko does not
want to get married.

Why should Imamura be interested in this story, then? Given the rest of
his work and its focus on the “real” Japan of vibrant, coarse, working-class
heroes and heroines, this film might be a reflection on the end of an era. The
countryside elite (who lost much land in the US-forced land reforms, shown
in the film) had all but disappeared by 1989. The existence of the new middle
class continued to depend on appropriate marriages and childbearing (or the
social reproduction of class), and Japan’s young women seemed to be rebelling
against this in the 1980s; the situation is seen to have become still worse in
the twenty-first century.

Seen from this perspective, Kuroi Ame seems to be less about the trauma
of the Second World War and more about the ordeal of being modern. The war
and the bomb are just symptoms of the evils of Japanese modernity, in which
love is not seen as necessary for marriage and everyone declares themselves
“middle class.” Women are not full agents in postwar Japan, while the ideology
of “good wives and wise mothers” still dominates the society despite the 1947
constitution’s granting of equal rights to women.? Since the Meiji Restoration
of 1868, a woman’s “job” has been to produce more Japanese to serve the body
politic, whether it be in its prewar colonialism, the war’s military service, or in
aiding the Japanese postwar recovery. Not only must she produce babies,
but she needs to make sure that they become proper middle-class Japanese
(see Hendry 1989)—the Foucauldian concept of biopower is clearly articulated
in the Japanese case.

We see hints of this attitude throughout the film. That Yasuko might ever
live an independent life is deemed impossible just fifteen minutes into the story.
Her uncle tells her that she has been offered a job (note that the offer was made
to him); then, without letting her get a word in edgewise, Shigematsu decides
that she doesn’t need it and that he will turn it down for her. Later we learn that
she was taken in by her relatives in order to keep her from working in munitions
(unlike more “common” girls is implicit). Finally, when Yasuko’s father—who
lives in a modern house, with a very modern-looking second wife—asks to have
her move back home, it is again her uncle who speaks first, cutting off what her
initial reaction might be. Reminded of the fact that she, her aunt, and her uncle
are all “bound by the bomb,” Yasuko then speaks only to confirm what her uncle
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says. She wants to stay with them in the village and to care for them—marriage
doesn’t really matter to her.

It is only with Yuichi, the film’s extremely and visibly traumatized char-
acter, that Yasuko discusses what it was like walking through Hiroshima and
what it means in terms of radiation exposure. This becomes the moment for
Yuichi to act out his traumatic work experience,’ an enactment that had its
parallel in the opening scene that Yasuko narrated. Later, when Yasuko finally
speaks fully and for herself—urging her uncle to accept Yuichi’s marriage pro-
posal made by his widowed mother to her uncle—she speaks of her respect
for him, but also of how she can “talk about the bomb and everything with
him.”*° By this point in the film, the audience knows that Yasuko is already ill
with radiation sickness and has been, at the least, since returning from visit-
ing her father in the city. From this point in the story it seems that Yasuko’s
fate is sealed—Ilike her aunt, who suddenly became sick after the last marriage
proposal was withdrawn, she becomes mortally ill. The question is: has Yasuko
let herself become ill?

Suffering may be a sign of truth ... At least it is self-evident; you cannot
argue with it. (Lambek 2003: 50)

The full effects of the atomic bomb were not known until long after the
explosions. We now know that radiation in large quantities sooner or later
causes cancers and kills. Moreover, the original Yasuko, on whose diaries the
novel was based, did marry, have children, and then died from radiation poi-
soning (Lin 2011). That Yasuko in the film is doomed adds to the sense that she
is not a typical Imamura heroine: whatever the postwar era brought to them,
his women often did not merely survive but triumph. In contrast, Kuroi Ame
appears to be Imamura’s version of a Greek tragedy, a story in which the audi-
ence knows full well the dramatic irony of the characters’ hope of escaping their
fates. By 1989 much more was known about the dangers of radiation sickness
and the fates of hibakusha; moreover, the popular novel ends, as does the film,
with Yasuko ill in hospital.

So why suggest that Yasuko has made herself ill? There are various changes
to the novel that would appear to support this: Yasuko’s aunt Shigeko does not
die in the novel; nor does she consult a medium in the hopes of understand-
ing why they cannot successfully arrange a marriage for her niece as she does
in the film. Her husband, Shigematsu, is sure that she has become ill because
she has allowed herself to be psychologically influenced by the medium’s ver-
sion of events: it is Shigeko’s fault for not praying for her dead sister-in-law
that has cursed the family. Thus, rather than the “rationality” of science—the
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doctor who keeps repeating that surviving after the bomb is all a matter of will
power—she succumbs to age-old superstition in which ancestors can harm their
descendants if not properly worshipped.

Why this addition to the story? I think it is a reminder of all the ways in
which a supposedly modern Japan remains in the grip of older beliefs about
family, ancestors, and post-1868 ideals relating to marriage among the new
middle class."* Shigeko dies apologizing for not providing the household with
an heir, and if they cannot find a husband for Yasuko, they will never have an
heir—a point that is obvious to viewers who understand patterns of Japanese
household inheritance. The continuity of the patriarchal household is every-
thing, and this continues to be an issue in twenty-first century Japan as the
nation’s birth rate continuously declines. In 1989, however, Imamura’s Japan
was less concerned about birth rate than about the young women who were
rejecting “traditional” marriage patterns. In many ways, Imamura’s earlier
heroines represent a prewar Japan in which working-class, peasant, and other
women had much more choice in marriage, divorce, and how they lived their
lives. These women were often less circumscribed by modern middle-class ide-
ologies about womanhood; Fumiko and her mother are in the film to remind
us that such women exist.

Yasuko, in contrast, resembles an Ozu heroine: kind, polite, keen to do her
duty, and selfless in her choices. Or is she? We seem to have two Yasukos: the
one described above, and another who bravely makes her way from the harbor to
her uncle’s house in Hiroshima in the aftermath of the bombing; a young woman
who is not afraid to be kind to lower-class “crazy” Yuichi; the Yasuko who cheers
vulgarly at the sight of the king carp, rejoicing at its “vitality” (genki, which is not
translated in the subtitles). The irony is that at the film’s end her uncle stands
by the same pond and prays for a rainbow: if one appears, he knows Yasuko will
survive; yet earlier, when Yasuko saw the carp—and a Japanese koi is often var-
iegated—he literally dragged her home, away from her symbol of hope. In short,
Shigeko’s death, her loss of the will to live, prefigures Yasuko’s. Both have been
destroyed not just by the atomic bomb, but also by their (perceived) failure to live
up to Shigematsu’s (and Japan’s) patriarchal norms. They, and all the film’s char-
acters, are victims of the structures of violence that make up any modern soci-
ety: sexism toward women; the brutality of military training; and the unthinking
acceptance of nationalist policies.

Kaplan and Wang (2008) argue that social trauma occurs not just as a
result of a single catastrophe, but is symptomatic of the sufferings wrought by
modernity, and which add to the pain that is a normal part of living in moder-
nity. Contemporary warfare does not end the structures of violence endured
by women and the underclass in any society—it just increases their suffering.
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Moreover, in the case of World War II and the Japanese, one of the ways in
which the nation “sutured” up its wounds postwar was to declare the contin-
ued subjugation of women a continuity with its past. Stoic Japanese women,
feminine and supportive of patriarchy, dressed demurely in kimono or mod-
ern dress, were glorified as part of the modern nation’s mythology: they were/
are its good wives and wise mothers. Imamura has long rejected this view of
Japanese women, seeing them as agents constantly working to survive their
limiting circumstances. In adapting Ibuse’s Kuroi Ame, he made additions that
clearly demonstrate how the women who try to live up to social ideals suffer
and how, ultimately, they are destroyed by the very men who profess that they
will love and protect them.

Notes

1. Inaninterview with Hubert Niogret (2002:77), Imamura discussed his original plan
to use documentary footage from the era but ultimately found it impossible to do.

2. In the postwar era, Western historians have battled over the decision by the US to
drop two atomic bombs: was it necessary? Was Japan about to surrender anyway? If it
wasn’t necessary, was dropping the bombs, at best, a warning to the USSR about enter-
ing the Pacific conflict; or, at worst, was it just a cruel experiment in seeing how the
bombs would work? Ide (2014) summarizes all three positions in this debate at http://
www.hamptoninstitution.org/hiroshima-historiography.html#.VsHZGeYy6Uk.

3. See for example Jeans (2005), Bukh (2007), and Nozaki (2008).

4. Kurosawa’s Yume (Dreams, 1990) and Hachi-gatsu no kyéshikyoku (Rhapsody in August,
1991) have also been critiqued for their portrayal of the Japanese as victimized.

5. The issue of apologizing for the war is another subject that is contentious in the
Japanese case. No matter how many times any government in power (or even the
emperor) has expressed collective guilt over Japan’s colonial and war-era aggres-
sions, it is never seen as heartfelt enough. Dujarric (2013) discusses this at http://
thediplomat.com/2013/11/why-are-japans-apologies-forgotten/.

6. This character, as others have noted, is an addition brought in from another Ibuse
(1971) short story. His PTSD in the story is the result of a rather silly argument
with an officer, which ends with him falling off the back of a transport lorry. Ima-
mura rewrites this backstory but still seems to put blame on Yuichi’s commanding
officer.

7. Imamura describes her as “exploding” (explose) in this scene (Niogret 2002: 79).

8. Aswell as the constitution, 1986 saw the implementation of the Equal Employment
Opportunity Law in Japan, in an attempt to allow women to pursue full careers in
the work place (about 51 percent of Japanese women worked only part-time and
with no benefits), although the pressure on women to quit when marrying or having
their first child meant that the law was virtually meaningless. Workplaces still do not
provide enough nurseries, even though maternity leave laws were revised in 2010 to
allow a woman up to a year’s leave. However, taking leave and having a family always
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puts a dent in promotion chances; in international Japanese companies, it becomes
an excuse not to transfer a woman abroad. Such transfers are often necessary for
climbing the company ladder.

9. I do not discuss this scene here, except to note that Yuichi’s trauma, like that of
many a PTSD soldier, is rooted in having to follow orders that put their lives in dan-
ger (see Shay 1994) in the most frightening of situations. In short, less than a plea
for Yuichi to be seen as a heroic sufferer at the hands of the US, he is portrayed as the
victim of the Japanese officer who kept telling him (and others) to advance against
the oncoming US tanks.

10. This is glossed over in the subtitles as “frank and honest.” In fact, the bomb, pika,
comes up numerous times in this discussion of marriage with Yuichi, but this also is
not translated.

11. Hendry (1981) well describes how different and varied marriage patterns were up
until the 1970s in the Japanese countryside, where, until the 1960s, the majority of
the Japanese had lived.
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Chapter 18
The Symbolic Function of Water

Timothy lles

René Wellek and Austin Warren, in their seminal Theory of Literature (1942), ask
and proceed to answer a question central to considerations of Imamura’s work,
taken as a whole:

Is there any important sense in which “symbol” differs from “image” and
“metaphor”? Primarily, we think, in the recurrence and persistence of the
“symbol.” An “image” may be invoked once as a metaphor, but if it persis-
tently recurs, both as a presentation and representation, it becomes a sym-
bol, may even become part of a symbolic (or mythic) system. (Wellek and
Warren 1942: 189)

It is this quality of the systematic recurrence of water in Imamura’s films that
elevates the image to symbolic status, and permits me to consider his films,
taken as a whole, as constituting a mythic system in which themes and social
critique remain consistent. From his earliest films such as Buta to gunkan (Pigs
and Battleships, 1961) or Erogotoshi-tachi yori: Jinruigaku nytimon (The Pornogra-
phers, 1966) to his final complete feature, Akai hashi no shita no nurui mizu (Warm
Water under a Red Bridge, 2001), water recurs at key moments in the narratives
to highlight particular emotional, fatalistic, or inevitable conditions. In this
chapter, I analyze this use of water in several of Imamura’s films, to create an
interpretive context in which I situate Warm Water under a Red Bridge (hereafter
Warm Water), to demonstrate the consistent though evolving function of water
as a force for change in the lives of Imamura’s characters, a force they neither
can nor should resist. Water becomes an indicator of destiny, of time, of change,
or the irrefutability of nature as a mechanism within the lives of the characters
upon which Imamura focuses his formidable, sympathetic attention. In Warm
Water, the symbolic value of water evolves to represent an equally powerful
force, against which the protagonist neither can nor should struggle—the force
of love, of redemption. I can certainly agree with Roland Barthes when he writes
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that “while I don’t know whether . . . ‘things which are repeated are pleasing, my
belief is that they are significant” (Barthes 1972: 12). Water imagery repeats and
recurs so consistently at key moments throughout Imamura’s films that it does,
indeed, significantly facilitate the creation of a system, one I can characterize
as mythic, and one we can analyze both in and of itself, and as a contributor to
other recurring themes and motifs in Imamura’s work.

I am concerned here fundamentally with the significance of water through-
out Imamura’s work, and so I may summarize my analytical method as primarily
semiotic, in that “to postulate a significance is to have recourse to semiology”
(Barthes 1972: 111). My own approach focuses on formalism, taking hints on
the function of any given unit of narration from Barthes—and this, despite
Barthes’s embarrassing, profound inability to understand cinema.' Nothing
in narrative (understanding film as narrative text) is accidental, although not
everything has the same functional weight. As Barthes writes, “A function only
has meaning insofar as it occupies a place in the general action of an actant, and
this action in turn receives its final meaning from the fact that it is narrated,
entrusted to a discourse which possesses its own code” (Barthes 1977: 87).
When we encounter images that recur, across decades of artistic production,
and in similar narrative situations, we have a tremendous starting point for the
evaluation of text. This is what we find in Imamura’s cumulative work—we may
bring these films together, to a certain extent, as a single “text” that makes use
of a specific image in a particular, symbolic fashion. Water is such an image.
Further, as Carroll argues,

the functional account regards film form as generative. Film form is that
which is designed to bring about the point or the purposes of the film. This
account uses the notion of a function to explain why the individual film is
the way it is. It enables us to say why the film has the shape and structure
it has. The form serves a function. It is designed to serve a film’s purpose
(or purposes), a means to securing its point or points. It is that which makes
manifest the point or purpose of the film. The functionalist account explains
why the film is the way it appears by showing that a formal element has been
selected because that element realises the film’s point and that the choice
occurs in the work in order to realise its point. (Carroll 1998: 399)

This approach accepts intentionality in both narrative and the agents respon-
sible for the creation of that narrative, as “narrator” and as “author,” but it does
so deliberately—and, here, effectively, given that my purpose is an interpretive
analysis of water imagery throughout Imamura’s films, focusing most exten-
sively on Warm Water. Despite the theoretical insistence that these “agent([s]
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cannot be identified with the writer, painter, or filmmaker . . . [who withdraw
and call] upon a fictitious spokesman, an agent technically known as the nar-
rator” (Bal 1997: 8), we cannot look at Imamura’s work without seeing a con-
sistency—of interest, of subject matter, of presentation, and, indeed, of formal
elements. While textual analysis focuses by necessity and rightly on texts them-
selves and the internal relations between the elements that constitute them, the
functional analysis of Imamura’s films—of any narrative—

is dynamic in that it ties form to the motive force—the points and pur-
poses—that explain a film’s constellations of choices ... Admittedly, the
functional account is teleological. But it is not strange to treat objects of
human design teleologically. We assemble such objects in order to fulfill cer-
tain purposes. In film analysis, the functional approach is sensitive to this
feature; it assumes from the outset that films are the way they are as the
result of human design. (Carroll 1998: 401)

Thus, methodologically, understanding the purposeful inclusion of specific,
recurring functional features at related points across a set of narratives helps
point us toward the meaning not only of those features but of the narratives
themselves of which they are integral parts.

This chapter argues, therefore, that the deliberate presence of water imag-
ery in Imamura’s films serves as a concrete manifestation of the various forces
his characters encounter. Water-as-force and force-as-water recur and point to
the potential for transformation of the characters through immersion in a sub-
stance both greater than they are and yet less precise; eternal yet never static;
sustaining yet never sedate. Water-as-force and force-as-water serve as barom-
eters of a morality that, for its naturalness, remains amoral, transcending the
limitations of the characters upon whom Imamura focuses his attention, while
permitting them a chance for redemption, inclusion, happiness, and, indeed,
even love. Against a backdrop of despair and dissolution, Imamura creates a
world in which both wonder and hope are possible. The fundamental humanism
of Imamura’s work sustains a community in which communication, redemption,
and forgiveness merge with the absurd, the perverse, and the fantastic, to dem-
onstrate the dignity and value of each individual. The struggles of society’s low-
est strata provide the foundation for a reconceptualization of the contours of
the human community, in which realization of aspirations becomes the shared
project of all. My close textual analysis of Warm Water, situating it in a con-
text of Imamura’s earlier films, argues that through the imagery and symbolism
of water, the film proposes an inclusive, sustaining circulatory system of love,
capable of transforming individuals’ lives and transporting them from despair
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to stability. Allegorically, the film also proposes the necessity of shared, com-
munal experience to create a stable economic environment of development and
prosperity. As such, the film presents a compendium of the features that make
up Imamura’s mythic system, dealing as it does with the issues that have run, as
a stream, through his works.

Wellek and Warren suggest that images/symbols an author repeats with suf-
ficient frequency may join with or constitute a system or a myth; how do we
understand such a term within the context of a contemporary filmmaker whose
mode, while flirting with the supernatural, is primarily realist? “Myth” does not
imply something unrealistic, nor even impossible or unbelievable—and one
point we must mention is that, despite the fantastical, even absurd, elements
that repeatedly come into Imamura’s films, his work is most decidedly not unre-
alistic. As Allan Hazlett and Christy Mag Uidhir argue, “Unrealistic fictions are
a species of inconsistent fictions” (Hazlett and Uidhir 2011: 33) wherein the
inconsistency may still serve a positive aesthetic function. The texts in question
here, especially Warm Water, utilize fantastical elements quite consistently, even
systematically, to overdetermine a particular structural feature and highlight its
central, interpretive importance.

We may contextualize water as symbolic even beyond Imamura’s work—or,
more precisely, we can understand Imamura as borrowing quite deliberately the
powerful imagery of water from canonical Japanese texts. One of the first sources
of water imagery is in fact one of Japan’s first sources of its sense of self and cul-
tural identity: the Kojiki, the eighth-century compendium of creation myths that,
among other political purposes, establishes and codifies a set of social hierarchies.
The very opening passages of the Kojiki present the Earth as “young and like unto
floating oil, drift[ing] about medusa-like” (Chamberlain 1919: “The Beginning of
Heaven and Earth”), to which descend the gods Izanami and Izanagi, who

standing upon the Floating Bridge of Heaven pushed down the jeweled
spear and stirred with it, whereupon, when they had stirred the brine till
it went curdle-curdle, and drew the spear up, the brine that dripped down
from the end of the spear was piled up and became an island. (Chamberlain
1919: “The Island of Onogoro”)

The islands of Japan, “Onogoro” here, are born of the water that the deities churn,
concretizing the importance of water to an island land. Further, as a monsoon
country, and one agriculturally dependent on wet-rice cultivation, water and its
cycles help determine the wealth and viability of communities. So important is rice
that, as Hasumi Yasushi argues, “we may say that the significance of the expres-
sion, Mizuho no kuni, Japan, the land of abundant rice’. . . is something which has
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transcended mere rhetoric to develop in the hearts of the people throughout the
more than two-thousand-year history of our land” (Hasumi 1962: 13). Water is
that which makes rice cultivation possible; water, as rainfall, is that which heralds
the arrival of the planting and growing season. More: water has long served as a
metaphor for the transience and changeability of human life, as Kamo no Chomei
so aptly notes in his Hgjoki (Record of the Ten-Foot Hut, 1212): “The flow of the
running river is ceaseless, yet it is never the same water. The bubbles floating in
the pools disappear or merge, but none last for long. The people of the world and
their dwellings too are like this.”” Water is time, is life, is change and inevitable
transformation; against water, formless but tangible, and its flow, ever-present
though never constant, nothing can stand. Water is emotion, too—sleeves ambig-
uously wet with tears or dew form one of the most common metaphors for sorrow
in the Kokinshu, the tenth-century anthology that helped establish the tanka as
the quintessential poetic form in both pre- and modern Japan. So affecting is the
imagery of water that even in as dry a film as Suna no onna (Woman in the Dunes,
1964), Teshigahara Hiroshi creates powerful parallels between water and flowing
sand, utilizing the resulting tension to highlight the stagnation of the village com-
munity as it resists the inevitability of change—the village community balanced
between an ominous ocean on the one hand and engulfing dunes on the other.
Here, too, water stands as a symbol for liberation and change, as the protagonist,
the Man (Eiji Okada), whom the villagers have trapped at the bottom of the sand
pit, discovers a mechanism through which he can access a ready source of fresh
water, a mechanism that he refers to as his hope.

We find a correlation between this awareness of water-as-fate in The Por-
nographers, which also provides us with numerous instances of water-as-force.
Interestingly, the presentation of water here is consistent despite the rapid and
significant improvements in the Japanese economy and in access to financial
stability for increasing numbers of Japanese that characterize the mid-1960s.
Despite the tangible improvements in daily life that mark the moment of the
film’s historical context, Imamura retains his focus on the people who live at the
margins of Japan’s stabilizing situation. Of the improving Japanese economy in
the period of The Pornographers, Shigeru Otsubo has written:

The Japanese economy eventually entered an economic growth process with
positively reinforcing feedback: demand expansion—production expan-
sion—increases in income—consumption expansion—further income
expansion—increases in savings—investment growth and an expansion of
production capacity. The rapid growth period from the late 1950s to1960s
was thus created. From 1955 to 1972, the Japanese real GDP grew by an
annual average rate of 9.3%. (Otsubo 2007: 13)
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Even though only specific industries received direct government attention
during (at least) the initial period of Japan’s economic recovery, for the
most part

this strategy was generally accepted by most Japanese as a “trickle-down
approach” to raise incomes and living standards in Japan. In forming this
consensus, [the] government’s medium-term economic plans, particularly
the National Income Doubling Plan of 1960, contributed significantly.
(Otsubo 2007: 13)

So effective was the strategy of rebuilding the Japanese economy that urban
populations also increased dramatically—economic development “increased
[the] workforce of 15-24 years of age in Tokyo by 1 million during 1955-1965"
(Otsubo 2007: 9). Even in this era of increasing prosperity, however, Imamura
maintains his focus on the margins of Japanese society, looking here at char-
acters whose line of work, while also developing rapidly, remains illegal and
potentially immoral.

The character relations in The Pornographers are relatively straightforward,
despite their emotional intricacy: Ogata (Shoichi Ozawa) makes and distrib-
utes pornographic films. He lives with Haru (Sumiko Sakamoto) and her son
Koichi (Masaomi Kondo) but desires her daughter, Keiko (Keiko Sagawa).
Haru is a widow; she believes the spirit of her dead husband has reincarnated
into a large carp she keeps in an aquarium in her home. Before he died, her
husband had made her promise not to remarry. Haru believes the carp is keep-
ing a watchful eye over her—to the extent that she has an abortion when she
becomes pregnant with Ogata’s child, because “the carp jumped.” Ogata is
skeptical, but Haru insists, explaining, “It’s true! Whenever something bad
happens, the carp jumps!”

What is most interesting throughout the film, however, and in this key scene
in which Haru tells Ogata about having aborted his child, is the camera work that
“submerges” both the viewer and Haru beneath the water of the aquarium, and
the dominating figure of the carp, blocking our clear view of Ogata and Haru as
they affirm their devotion to each other. Joan Mellen makes much of this carp,
describing it as Imamura’s method of “satirising the entire notion of ancestor
worship, as well as the unnecessary waste and pain resulting from the injunc-
tion that widows not remarry” (Mellen 1976: 371). Semiotically, this scene
places Haru into an impossible realm in which she cannot survive; it is a clever
foreshadowing of her death and apparent reincarnation as a carp, rejoining her
late husband, and an equally clever foreshadowing of Ogata’s final drifting off
on the waves, as his houseboat slips its moorings and transports him, unaware
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and alone with the project that obsesses him—the creation of a life-like, female
sex doll—onto the wide-open ocean at the film’s close.

Water thus dominates this sequence, with its themes of repressed though
finally realized desire, and the possibility of new life springing from the union of
these two people irresistibly drawn to each other. The function of water is simi-
lar to, though clearer than, its subtle use in the scene between Kinta and Haruko
in Buta to gunkan, in which Haruko reveals her pregnancy to the protagonist.
Water imagery dominates the scenes around Haru’s insanity and death, as well,
with Ogata attending a Shinto exorcism to purge the spirit of the carp whom
Haru believes is haunting her. During the ceremony, Ogata sees a woman, her
long hair streaming with rain water, who reminds him of his mother. A flashback
shows a very young Ogata and his mother in a traditional bath together, the child
struggling while the mother clutches him in the splashing water, a lascivious
expression dancing on her face as she kisses the child. A quick cut gives us Haru’s
hospital death bed—however, we see this bed, Haru lying calmly, her black hair
spread out on her pillow, as if we are floating directly above her. Between our
view and Haru, a carp leisurely swims. We are thus floating, ourselves, above
Haru, recalling the earlier scene in which Haru appeared submerged in the water
of the aquarium. Ogata implores her not to die, not to “follow that carp.” As
Ogata asks Haru for title deeds and her seal, to take control of her finances, the
carp flashes its tail, stirring the water through which we are looking and distort-
ing the scene. A cut brings us parallel to Ogata and Haru, as Ogata exclaims,
“Itoshiina . . . itoshiina. ..,” “I1love you, Ilove,” his voice breaking with emotion.
In the next scene, Haru has died. A quick cut brings us to her funeral, mourners
in black along the right side of the scene, but the carp in its aquarium neatly
divides the screen in the middle—it occupies nearly the entire left foreground.
As the funeral continues, Ogata plucks the carp from its tank, carries it outside
to the canal beside the house, and reviles it for haunting Haru until she followed
it into death—and for making him impotent again. He flings the carp into the
water. Immediately as he does so, his associate leans out of an upper window to
tell him that their partner has run off, stealing the equipment with which they
had made the pornographic films that constituted their livelihood.

The extreme emotionality of the scenes in this sequence, from Haru’s death-
bed to Ogata’s confession of sincere and profound love for her, the funeral,
and the loss of Ogata’s means of production (in two senses!), occurs within a
frame of water. This is literally true for the reading of Haru’s will—we hear in
voiceover Haru reciting the terms of her will, while the camera shows us two
carp nestling side by side under water. Water once again functions as a complex
multivalent symbol, one which we can associate with inevitability, fate, and
even profound love.



The Symbolic Function of Water 333

The film’s closing, too, makes powerful use of water and the protagonist’s
proximity to the ocean. Following Haru’s death, Ogata devotes an increasing
amount of energy and time to perfecting the mechanical, female doll with which
he will replace real women. He has named this doll “Haru,” and he talks openly
and affectionately with it. Living in a small house boat floating where he had
tossed the carp back into the canal, he has become withdrawn from the world
around him, and even hostile to the people nearby. “All [Ogata] can do, having
experienced Haru’s death, is try, through his own efforts, to bring her back to
life,” writes Shimizu Masashi (2001: 427). When Haru’s son, now employed
by a manufacturing firm, brings an investor to purchase Ogata’s doll, Ogata
refuses even to consider selling his invention; he pushes the boat away from
the bank, dumping the investor in the water. Later, the boat slips its moorings
and drifts out to sea, “bearing [Ogata] and his ersatz Venus towards a receding
horizon of oceanic ecstasy” (Young 1968: 648). Whether ecstasy awaits Ogata,
or simply death, remains ambiguous; his meeting with his fate will take place
on the water, that force against which he is powerless to struggle—literally so,
for his houseboat has neither engine nor rudder. Water bears him to where it
will; water symbolizes that which carries human beings toward their fate. As
Mellen puts it,

Ogata has gone the way of us all, from Oedipal childhood through insatia-
ble middle years to the bewilderment of old age. His rudderless houseboat
reflects the unguided, directionless course we all pursue through the chan-
nels of sexuality. In Imamura’s depiction, it is a vital, frightening, and very
funny voyage. (Mellen 1976: 375)

But this description focuses too exclusively on the issue—granted, a central
one—of sexuality in the film. The final shots of Ogata’s houseboat adrift give us
more than a metaphor for the individual’s relationship to the sexual world. The
ships which the houseboat passes are part of the working world of contempo-
rary Japan, part of the international commerce that sustains its economy, an
economy that oppresses the characters in the film, but also provides them with
their goals, their ambitions, and their struggles. Here, water symbolizes these
aspects of their lives, as well. Water is that stratum of Imamura’s mythos, the
system of meanings he creates in his films, which represents the inevitable set of
forces that antagonize, energize, sustain, and ultimately propel his characters.
This stratum remains constant even in times of increasing economic prosperity,
and we should note the repeated and explicit attentions that Imamura includes
to highlight the improving wealth of Japan and segments of Japanese society
throughout the film—Haru’s beauty parlor does a steady and good trade, and
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Ogata’s business, too, depends on a specific access to disposable income among
the more “legitimate” members of Japan’s growing middle class. Nonetheless,
both these characters are dependent on this middle class, peripheral to it and at
the mercy of economic forces that carry them forward in their lives. Water here
overlaps with the rising tide of “the macroeconomic development process of the
postwar Japanese economy (the so-called ‘Miracle Recovery’)” (Otsubo 2007: 1),
which can either permit or destroy Ogata’s own prosperity.

While The Pornographers gives us the memory of an encounter between a
mother and her son, a memory which the son’s point of view endows with a poten-
tially frightening sexual connotation, Fuskushu suru wa ware ni ari (Vengeance Is
Mine, 1979) gives us a parallel scene between the father (Rentaré Mikuni) of the
protagonist (Ken Ogata) and his daughter-in-law (Mitsuko Baisho). Both take
place in the context of bathing—one, in the family bath, the other, in an onsen.

Taking these two scenes together allows us to point out a set of key features,
the most obvious of which is the water in which the characters stand, sit, or
recline. The first scene establishes a direct proportion between the characters’
desire and the degree to which they submerge themselves in the water of the
onsen. As their desire increases, so too does the extent to which water dominates
their surroundings—Imamura goes so far as to flood the scene with water, in
the form of the rain that falls with increasing vigor as the passion of the two
characters increases. As Shizuo pulls away, however, breaking the moment and
sending Kazuko inside because of “the cold,” the rain suddenly stops. In the later
scene, even though Kazuko’s attention and vows to care for Shizuo in his old age
have clearly moved him, Shizuo does his best to maintain his composure. Here,
too, water stands in relation to the desire the characters have for each other, and
stands, also, as a symbol of the power of that desire—but interestingly, by this
point in the film, Shizuo has grown more in control of himself (even as Kazuko
has grown more sure of the love she feels for him), and the level of the water
here is much lower than in the earlier scene.

Water is therefore symbolic of powerful emotion in this film, as it functions
in other Imamura works. The emotions it signifies are not always positive. As
Phillips points out, it can operate also as an indicator of forces both negative
and neutral, as well:

In the telling scene between Enokizu and Haru’s mother set in a forlorn eel
hatchery just after the couple have visited a lower-class urban race gather-
ing, the watery landscape becomes a metaphor both for the unstable ele-
ments in their personal relationship (she fears he intends to kill her) and
for the shifting currents of the social world that surrounds them. After
gazing at a single eel trapped against a twig, Haru’s mother comments,
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“the outside world has changed,” followed by Enokizu’s remark that “it sure
has. It gets worse every day.” The shot of teeming constrained eels in a sub-
sequent image suggests the same kind of unnatural entrapment hinted at
by their unsettling conversation. (Phillips 2007: 234)

The premonition of murder is, of course, accurate, for Enokizu does indeed mur-
der both Haru (Ogawa Mayumi) and her mother (Kiyokawa Nijiko). In the con-
text of the narrative, their deaths are inevitable; the premonition, and its close
association with water, necessitates them. Water as force, but also water as emo-
tion, and water as love—these aspects remain constant for Imamura, as does his
attention to the marginal members of Japan’s now-strong economy. Iwao slips
easily into new identities, each more apparently prosperous and securely middle
class than the previous, even while his own crimes remove him more fully from
that stratum of society whose guises he assumes.

Ever consistent, Imamura in Kanzo sensei (Dr. Akagi; 1998) again creates
scenes involving powerful emotion and declarations of love, and locates these
in or on the ocean. The film gives us the story of Dr. Akagi (Akira Emoto), a
physician obsessed with hepatitis—he sees it everywhere, in almost everyone
he meets, and declares it to be the defining disease in Japan at the end of the
Pacific war. But Dr. Akagi is also a dedicated, compassionate, and gifted physi-
cian who devotes his energy sincerely and totally to caring for his patients.
So profound is his dedication that he wins the affection—equally profound
and sincere—of a reformed prostitute, Sonoko (Kumiko As6), who has come
to work for and live with him. Sonoko has tried to give up prostitution, but
times are tough, money is scarce, and her younger siblings beg her, in a letter
she reads while sitting on the docks beside her small fishing boat, to return
to her former employment. As a favor to the mother of a young man about
to go off to war but who is still a virgin, Sonoko takes him under her wing,
so to speak—Ilater in the evening, as she swims exhaustedly in the ocean, his
mother thanks her. The characters are silhouettes against the light of dusk on
the limitless blue water, as Sonoko refreshes and revitalizes herself in the calm
waves. This sequence overlaps a mother’s love and worry for her son’s physi-
cal safety, with her concerns—as a woman—for her son’s becoming “a man.”
It also overlaps Sonoko’s promise to herself to give up prostitution, with the
responsibility she feels for both her siblings, and for the son of her friend, the
woman who comes to ask of her this great favor. Inevitability also functions in
this sequence—the son’s necessity of going to war, the mother’s fears of the
certainty of his death (“they say virgins attract bullets!”), and the inevitabil-
ity—from giving in to necessity—of Sonoko returning to her former work.
In the system of Imamura’s films, these events must happen near or in or on



336 Timothy lles

water, for water is the symbol, the substance, that propels characters forward
in their lives. So, too, Sonoko’s declaration of love for Dr. Akagi at the film’s
close must take place in her fishing boat on the ocean, after she has pulled her-
self from the water (having lost her clothing diving in to harpoon a whale). But
the ending is tragic—this declaration of love comes on the morning of August
6, 1945, at 7:00 AM. From the fishing boat bobbing on the peaceful, green
ocean, dripping wet in each other’s arms, awash in the emotion that overpow-
ers them, the two witness the atomic bombing of Hiroshima.

The consistent presence of water in Imamura’s films and its function as a
symbol for force, fate, and powerful emotion reaches its apotheosis in Warm
Water. With this film, Imamura not only consolidates and affirms the value of
water in the mythic system he creates in his work, but moves bodily into the
realm of mythology itself. His characters here, while maintaining Imamura’s
interest in the lower half of Japanese society—the marginal, the working poor,
the homeless—also cross the boundary marking this world from the other world,
the world of legend, of myth, of spirits and kami. With Warm Water, Imamura
transports us into the world of the otogi-banashi, the fairy tale, made real. Water
serves as a constant presence in the film, and functions in many of the ways it
has throughout Imamura’s opus: as a force of destiny, of change and time and
fate, but also here as a source of redemption, solidarity, community, and love.

Imamura released Warm Water in 2001, when Japan was immersed in reces-
sion and economic dismay. As Overholt writes of the situation facing Japan at
the time,

A major historical era is ending in Japan. Institutions that created the coun-
try’s economic miracle a generation ago have now brought Japan to the verge
of an economic debacle. And the changes needed to resolve that crisis will
broadly affect the nation’s economy, finances, politics, foreign policy, and
family life. (Overholt 2002: 134)

Once again, Imamura focuses on characters at the edges of Japanese society, but
now he seems to point out that anyone can end up at those edges. The film fol-
lows Sasano Yosuke (Ko6ji Yakusho), a former well-to-do, white-collar salaryman
who has recently become unemployed, living alone in Tokyo, as he embarks on
a journey at the behest of a now-dead homeless man, Taro (Kazuo Kitamura).
Tar6 had been known as the “Blue Tent Philosopher” among the other elderly
homeless camping along the banks of an unidentified river in Tokyo, because of
his education and the high quality of the books he had read. He had often told
Yosuke of a treasure he had left behind in a small town on the Noto peninsula, in
a house beside a red bridge. After Taré’s death at the very beginning of the film,
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Yosuke decides to accept his request that he go to claim the treasure in his place.
Making his way to the village, he finds the house, and follows the woman, Saeko
(Misa Shimizu), living in it. Within minutes of their meeting, the two begin a
relationship, as Saeko implores Yosuke to help her release the water that builds
up (agattekuru) inside her, which she can only release (as anything from a trickle
to a high-pressure torrent) through doing something “wicked”—although shop-
lifting and making love are the only examples of this “wickedness” the film gives
us. Yosuke stays on in the town, taking a job on a fishing trawler, and deepening
his relationship with Saeko. Yosuke’s wife, Tomoko (Toshie Negishi), having had
to return to her family home away from Tokyo as a result of Yosuke’s financial
problems, asks for a divorce in her frustration at Yosuke’s inability to find suf-
ficiently remunerative employment, leaving Yosuke free to stay with Saeko in
enduring, though dripping, happiness.

While other Imamura films have flirted with fantasy and the unreal, Warm
Water whole-heartedly embraces them. This is most apparent in the character of
Saeko, and her unearthly ability to gather into and release from her the water
that wells up, apparently on its own, as she goes about her daily life. We also
have here, however, instances of coincidence and confused identity that create
an atmosphere of other-worldliness. Scenes of boundaries and border crossings
abound, as do persistent reminders of Shinto and the world of kami. Yosuke’s
dream sequence soon after meeting Saeko, too, brings us into a realm that com-
bines imagery of the cosmos and the womb, connoting both travel to a distant
world, and rebirth—both of which Yosuke experiences. We have, also, a tremen-
dous vitality and force of life running through the film, as well as a profound,
animistic connection between the human and the nonhuman world—which we
see when the water that has gushed out from Saeko runs its way to the river
beside her house. Myriads of fish come to consume the water—Saeko describes
the red bridge as the meeting point between the river and the sea, and there-
fore a favorite spot for numerous types of fish—but she seems oblivious to the
attractive power that the water from her body has for them.

This is not the only one of Imamura’s films to contain a strongly animis-
tic component. In writing about the scenes of animal/natural sexual activity
in Narayama bushiké (The Ballad of Narayama, 1983), Sato Tadao suggests that
sexual activity “becomes the most fundamental image which equates to the ani-
mism repeatedly appearing in Imamura’s works, affirming and confirming the
power of life at the simplest dimension” (Saté 1997: 214). Also writing about
Narayama bushiké, Hung argues that “behind all the explicit visual natural images
lies Imamura’s implicit assertion that in Japanese traditional farming life, the
interrelation among the individuals, the ie, and the mura, is constructed in the
image of nature” (Hung 2003, 154). While Narayama is the most “natural” or
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“animistic” of Imamura’s films, the underlying argument is definitely true, high-
lighting one of the key features of Imamura’s work as a whole—its affirmation
of life. Further, David Desser connects the function of sexuality in Imamura’s
films with a drive for liberation, both personal but also gendered: “Imamura’s
women do indeed achieve a kind of transcendence, but it comes not through
self-sacrifice, but through coming to terms with themselves as sexual beings
... and it is achieved in the here-and-now” (Desser 1988: 123). We find such a
life force in Orin, the matriarch of Narayama bushiké, about to turn seventy but
ashamed of her persistent vitality, as she apologizes to her new daughter-in-law
for being so healthy and still having her teeth, as strong as rocks, as Tatsuhei
says of them. The film concerns itself with time and the processes of transition
it entails. The narrative highlights the cyclicality of the seasons, beginning and
ending with aerial shots of the mountains in which nestle the villagers’ homes,
held in the grip of snow and winter. Throughout, as both Saté and Hung point
out, are scenes of sexuality, both human and animal, but also scenes of change
from winter to spring, summer to autumn and winter again. And, as ever, we
find water. The camera focuses on a cinematic cliché, water as it trickles from
the melting snows as spring arrives, but it also focuses on water as it trickles in
an increasingly strong rivulet away from the Amaya home—the family whom
the villagers catch and punish for stealing food. The flow of water and the snake
leaving their hut signal the fate about to befall them—the force of retribution,
of their “fatal” destiny, for their socially destructive actions.

Water and sexuality, as symbols of life, power, and irresistible force, also
operate throughout Warm Water. Saeko’s sexuality is insistent, absorbing, ever-
present, and something from which Yosuke has no intention of fleeing. The
water which their lovemaking releases streams into the river beside the house;
the fish who come to revel in the water serve as targets for the elderly men who
try to hook them; and the elderly men compose the community in the small
village where Yosuke is able to find redemption with Saeko. It is the water that
flows from Saeko which establishes and motivates this series of connections
and interdependencies; as such, this water takes on a symbolic function new to
Imamura’s work—that of the sustaining, circulating, all-encompassing force of
affection, of warmth, of love.

The sequence from the film’s opening to Yosuke’s and Saeko’s first meeting,
in typical Imamura fashion, is semiotically very rich, with repeated emphasis
on water, the inevitable flow of life from one stage to the next, the irresistible
influence of economic forces on the lives of individuals, powerless against them,
and transitions or passages from one plane or sphere to another. A telephoto
shot gives us an elevated roadway paralleling a broad, urban river. Traffic runs
along the road; along the far bank of the river, a row of blue tents—the far
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too-common dwellings of the homeless in contemporary Japan. A cut shows
us, from still across the river, two police officers descending a flight of steps
toward the tents. We cut to a row of books on a shelf, with titles by or about
Somerset Maugham, Pascal, the Mafia, Robespierre; another cut shows us an
elderly man lying in shabby clothes, dead, his reading glasses still on his face.
The camera shifts to show us a police officer leaning into the blue hut, while
another elderly man explains that the locals had called the dead man Taro, the
“Philosopher of the Blue Tents.” Yosuke arrives; he and two other homeless rem-
inisce about Taro, and drink a cup of saké in his honor. A cut brings us to a very
brief, and obviously futile, job interview for Yosuke; walking back along the river
to the blue tent community, he has a telephone call from his wife, asking him
for money; he slips back into memories of talking with Taro. Deciding to take
up Tard’s suggestion that he travel to seek out the treasure he had left behind,
Yosuke travels by train to the Noto peninsula. He asks for directions from an
elderly woman (Baisho Mitsuko), who, he later learns, lives with Saeko in the
very house he seeks; the mise-en-scéne places both of them directly beneath a
Shinto torii as she points out to him where to go. He finds the red bridge, and the
house on its far side. Following Saeko, he discovers her peculiarity. In returning
an earring she had dropped, he begins his relationship with her.

Water is ever-present throughout this sequence. The image of the homeless in
their temporary, though surprisingly durable, blue tents beside the river power-
fully recalls Kamo no Chomei’s Hgjoki, with its analogy between human life and
the bubbles that form and bust on the waters of rivers. The river, with its broad,
incessant flow, forms the background for Yosuke’s conversation with his disap-
pointed and distant wife, and the train that takes Yosuke to the small town runs
parallel to a vibrant and active sea. The house that he seeks stands immediately
beside the river which brings the fish to enjoy Saeko’s water, and the name of
the business which Saeko and the elderly woman occasionally operate is Suisen
manji—“Daffodil Sweets,” but the Chinese characters are quite interesting. The
combination is sui and sen, designates “water” and “hermit” or “wizard.” A sen is
a person who lives deep in the mountains, and who has obtained knowledge of
how to live on forever, without aging, and so the name of the shop conjures up an
image of a “water wizard.” Together with the other symbols and instances of fan-
tasy, this word here helps bring us into the mythic realm. Saeko speaks eloquently
about the different types of sweets she has made in the shop, but she emphasizes
to Yosuke that it is the water which is of extreme importance in differentiating the
varieties of manju—water, she says, gives each one its particular flavor.

A further feature of the opening sequences also helps propel us into the
realm of fantasy and mythology: this is the repeated crossing of boundaries or
barriers between various characters. The very opening shot of the river with its
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blue tents establishes a boundary, for the camera stands on one side of the river,
peering across to the other. The opening with its focus on the dead Blue Tent
Philosopher also focuses on the boundaries between life and death, between
the mundane and the ethereal, the intellectual; between affluence and poverty,
and the short step which separates the two. When Yosuke receives the tele-
phone call from his wife, the camera shows her speaking to him from her distant
home—but a glass window stands between her and us. The train journey takes
Yosuke from contemporary, urban Japan, to a small fishing village, definitely
not urban and, visually, no longer contemporary: Yosuke has crossed a bound-
ary in time. Asking for directions from Mitsu, Saeko’s grandmother, the camera
frames the two beneath the torii of a Shinto shrine—this is the boundary in
Shinto belief between the mundane, human world, and the sacred world of kami.
Yosuke walks directly through this torii on his way to find the red bridge, which
he comes across immediately. As he walks halfway across the bridge, Saeko
appears, walking from the house toward the side of the river on which Yosuke
had stood. Saeko’s red sweater matches the red of the bridge—these are the
only two patches of color in this otherwise drab, primarily earth-toned scene of
greys and browns. Mitsu, with whom Saeko lives, writes fortunes for the local
jinja, the Shinto shrine near their home, and thus serves as an oracle, a proxy for
the other world. The fortune she writes for Yosuke promises him that luck will
come to him, which, of course, it does. Yosuke dreams of floating in a quantity
of amniotic fluid as he drifts through deep space (before waking to discover that
rain water is dripping onto him through a leaking roof). Later, we see Saeko’s
mother, a Shinto shaman, drown in the river that had brought industrial poi-
soning to the local village, and later still, we see Yosuke and Saeko explore a sci-
entific complex for the investigation of neutrinos. The complex uses ultra-pure
water to spy out these sub-atomic visitors from the cosmos.

These repeated boundaries and transports have water in common, and water,
too, runs through the episodes which mark the increasingly strong, emotional
relationship that binds Yosuke together with Saeko. Water is thus multiply sym-
bolic throughout this film, and while its meaning is related to that which it has
held throughout Imamura’s earlier films, here the emphasis on water as an emo-
tional force is far greater. Sign, symbol, myth, and, ultimately, part of the system
that Imamura has created in his films—water functions as an indicator, an index
of necessity, force, and emotion, operative in realist films but also in works of
fantasy. The tremendous consistency of this symbol indicates its importance, and
points, as well, to a meaning that emerges across Imamura’s career. The force of
life propels and compels us all; this force is irresistible, ever-present. For both high
and low—the affluent, the poor, the homeless, the marginal, the mainstream—
life and time flow on in ways unalterable, as the currents of the waters that run
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through the rivers of fate in ways against which we cannot struggle. Imamura’s
final vision of this irresistible force is of Yosuke and Saeko, clutching each other
in the act of life, sheltering beside the immense ocean as sprays of water cascade
around them, happy in each other’s embrace and resigned, comfortably so, to the
life that fate—water, current, the flow of time—has brought them. In this world,
such happiness is possible, so long as one knows how to accept the inevitable, as
one can accept the flow of the waters of life.

Notes

1. See, for example, “The Third Meaning,” in Image, Music, Text for examples of Barthes’s
tortuous, hyperbolic attempts to understand “the filmic,” attempts that amount to a
failure to understand film as film, instead of a series of “stills” (Barthes 1977: 65).

2. Yukukawa no nagare wa taezushite, shikamo moto no mizu ni arazu. Yodomi ni ukabu
utakata wa, katsu kie katsu musubite, hisashiku todomaritaru tameshi nashi. Yo no naka
ni aru hito to su to, mata kaku no gotoshi.

Works Cited

Bal, Mieke (1997). Narratology: Introduction to the Theory of Narrative. 2nd ed. Toronto:
University of Toronto Press.

Barthes, Roland (1972). Mythologies. Trans. Annette Lavers. New York: Hill and Wang.

Barthes, Roland (1977). Image, Music, Text. London: Fontana Press.

Carroll, Noel (1998). “Film Form: An Argument for a Functional Theory of Style in the
Individual Film.” Style 32, no. 3 (Fall): 385-401.

Chamberlain, Basil Hall, trans. (1919). The Kojiki. http://sacred-texts.com/shi/kj/index.htm.

Desser, David (1988). Eros plus Massacre. Bloomington: Indiana University Press.

Hasumi, Yasushi (1962). Kome to jinsei [Rice and Life]. Tokyo: Waseda shobo.

Hazlett, Allan, and Uidhir Christy Mag (2011). “Unrealistic Fictions.” American Philosoph-
ical Quarterly 48, no. 1 (January): 33-46.

Hung, Lee Wood (2003). “Natural Culturalism in The Ballad of Narayama: A Study of
Shohei Imamura’s Thematic Concerns.” Asian Cinema 14, no. 1 (Spring/Summer):
146-66.

Imamura, Shohei (2004). Eiga wa kyoki no tabi de aru [Film Is a Journey into Madness].
Tokyo: Nihon Keizai Shimbun Sha.

Kamono Chomei (1212). Hojoki. http://www.aozora.gr.jp/cards/000196/files/975_15935.
html.

Mellen, Joan (1976). The Waves at Genji’s Door: Japan through Its Cinema. New York:
Pantheon.

Otsubo, Shigeru (2007). “Post-war Development of the Japanese Economy—Develop-
ment, Japanese/Asian Style.” https://www.gsid.nagoya-u.ac.jp/sotsubo/Postwar_
Development_of_the_Japanese%20Economy(Otsubo_NagoyaU).pdf. Accessed July
27,2018.



342 Timothy lles

Overholt, William H. (2002). ‘Japan’s Economy, at War with Itself.” Foreign Affairs 81, no.
1 (January-February): 134-47.

Phillips, Alastair (2007). “Unsettled Visions: Imamura Shohei’s Vengeance Is Mine
(1979).” In Japanese Cinema: Texts and Contexts, ed. Alastair Philips and Julian
Stringer, 229-39. London: Routledge.

Sato, Tadao (1997). Imamura Shohei no sekai [The World of Shohei Imamura]. Tokyo:
Gakujo-shobo.

Shimizu, Masashi (2001). Imamura Shohei o yomu: bosei to kaos no bigaku [Engaging with
Imamura Shohei: The Aesthetics of Motherhood and Chaos]. Tokyo: Torikage-sha.

Wellek, René, and Warren, Austin (1942). Theory of Literature. New York: Harcourt, Brace,
and World.

Young, Vernon (1967-68). “Poetry, Politics, and Pornography.” Hudson Review 20, no. 4
(Winter): 643-49.



Index

8% (1965), 272
10 Rillington Place (1971), 76
11°09°01/September 11 (2002), 1,11

Abe, Shinzo, 182

Akai hashi no shita no nurui mizu see Warm
Water Under a Red Bridge

Akai Satsui see Intentions of Murder

Akasen kichi see Red Light Base

Akaza, Etsuko, 180, 192-206

Akujo no kisetsu see Season of the Witch

American Beauty (1999), 154

Andrei Rublev (1966), 271

L'Année derniére a Marienbad see Last Year
at Marinband

antiquarian history, 299-302

Aoyama, Shinji, 95, 96

Ashita (1995), 96

Audition (1999), 218

Austen, Jane, 314

Baisho, Mitsuko, 1, 6, 79, 102, 334, 339
Bakumatsu taiyoden (1957), 122
The Ballad of Narayama (1983), 6, 7, 17,
32, 68, 246-64
Ballad of Orin (1977), 7
Barthes, Roland, 22, 326, 327
Bazin, André, 93
Befu, Harumi 82
Bergman, Ingmar, 93, 122
Wild Strawberries (Smultronstillet
1957), 271
The Seventh Seal (Det sjunde inseglet
1957), 271
Bhabha, Homi, 313

Black Rain (1989), 214, 308-16, 319, 320
Bock, Audie, 3, 5, 6, 59, 214, 233, 296,
309, 315
The Boston Strangler (1968), 76
Bounce Ko Gals (1997), 97
Brecht, Bertolt, 130-35
The Good Person of Setzuan, 130
Mother Courage, 130-32
The Threepenny Opera, 130
Brooks, Richard, 76
Bungakukai, 214
Burai-ha (Decadent School), 214
Burakumin, 14, 180, 188, 190, 192, 196,
201, 205, 208
Burakumin League, 190
Burch, Noel, 291
Buta to gunkan see Pigs and Battleships

Les Cahiers du Cinéma, 23, 25, 246
Cardullo, Bert, 84

Carroll, Noel, 327

Casebier, Allan, 247, 249, 296, 305
Chahine, Youssef, 1

Chinpira (1966), 95

Cleo from 5 to 7 (1962), 271

critical history, 299-302

Darakuron see Discourse on Decadence
Davis, John, 310, 311, 313
Daydream (1964), 122

Dazai, Osamu, 214

De Baecque, Antoine, 308

De Sica, Vittorio, 271

Dejima Island, 298

Deleuze, Gilles, 296, 310, 311



344 Index

Demme, Jonathan, 9, 10

Desser, David, 10, 12, 29, 73, 249, 250,
259, 296, 338

Dillard, Clayton, 81

Dines, Gail, 146, 150

Discourse on Decadence (1946), 214

Discover Japan, 129

Dr. Akagi (1998), 16, 213, 214, 217, 218,
220, 221, 223, 224, 335

Dreyfus Affair, 141, 142

Dyer, Richard, 22

Ebert, Roger, 10

Eiga Geijutsu, 23, 24, 25, 27, 33, 36,
280, 281

Eijanaika (1981), 287-89, 291, 296-99,
301-05

Emoto, Akira, 216, 217, 224, 335

Endless Desire (1958), 9, 21, 25, 26,
30-33, 35, 36, 45, 49,
224,278

Eisenhower, Dwight, 41

Erogotoshi-tachi yori: Jinruigaku nyumon
see The Pornographers

Eros and Civilization, 72

Expo 58, 127

Fassbinder, Rainer Werner, 71

Feleppa, Robert, 309

Fellini, Federico, 93

Flaherty, Robert, 276

Fleischer, Richard, 76

Forster, E. M., 15, 16

Foucault, Michel, 22, 208

Fujime, Yuki, 203

Fukazawa, Shichiro, 17, 247, 253, 262

Fukuda, Sadayoshi, 43, 280, 281

Fukushi Suru wa Ware ni Ari see Vengeance
Is Mine

Gate of Flesh (1964), 152

Gatens, Moira, 203

Geneva Convention, 309

Gitai, Amos, 1

Godard, Jean-Luc, 133, 145
Pierrot le fou (1965), 272
Vivre sa vie (1962), 133

Gomel, Elana, 76
Gosho, Heinosuke, 2, 126

Hagerty Incident, 51

Hakujitsumu see Daydream

Hana-bi (1997), 97

Hanada, Kiyoteru, 116, 273

Hanare goze Orin see Ballad of Orin

Hani, Susumu, 127, 133, 231, 283

Harada, Masato, 97

Hasebe, Hideo, 49, 126, 131

Hashimoto, Mitsuru, 124

Hateshinaki yokubé see Endless Desire

Hayakawa sisters, 267, 278-81

Hayakawa, Yoshie, 17, 30, 267, 273

Heath, Stephen, 277

Helpless (1996), 96

Helter Skelter (1976), 76

Henderson, Brian, 292

Hibakusha, 18, 309, 310, 312, 315, 320

Hickey, Eric W., 82

Hidari, Sachiko, 31, 85,116, 126,127,132

Hidari, Tonpei, 252, 257

Hijikata, Tatsumi, 126

Himeda, Ensaku, 31

Himeda, Shinsaku, 79, 128

Hiroshima, 15, 18, 188, 234, 309, 310,
314, 316, 317, 320, 321, 336

History of Postwar Japan as Told by a Bar
Hostess (1970), 6, 11, 14, 15, 42,
180,192, 311

Hitchcock, Alfred, 139, 140

Hojoki (Record of the Ten-Foot Hut, 1212),
330

Hori Kyusaku, 44

Hsiao-hsien, Hou, 7, 93, 96

Hughes, Gordon, 82

The Human Condition (1959-1961), 181

Hung, Lee Wood, 247

Huston, John, 26

Ibuse, Masuji, 214, 224

Ichikawa, Kon, 2, 5,126, 133

Igarashi, Yoshikuni, 313

In Cold Blood (1967), 76

In Search of the Unreturned Soldiers
(1970-1973), 228, 230, 235



Index 345

In the Land of the Head Hunters (1914),
276
incest
The Insect Woman, 63, 124, 126
The Pornographers, 13, 140, 157, 158
The Profound Desires of the Gods, 14, 45,
161-64,171,174
Inarritu, Alejandro Gofizalez, 1
The Insect Woman (1963), 5, 11, 14, 32,
45,49, 51, 56, 61, 62, 68, 81, 85,
115-35, 218, 231, 273, 275, 276,
278,311
Intentions of Murder (1964), 5, 31, 56, 81
Ishidé, Toshirs, 309
Ishiguro, Kenji, 272
Itami, Juzo, 69
Iwai, Shunji, 96
Iwasaki, Akira, 270, 280-84

Jacoby, Alexander, 8
Jansen, Marius B., 297, 298, 304, 305

Kamei, Fumio, 43

Kamigami no Fukaki Yokubo see Profound
Desires of the Gods

Kamo no Chémei, 330, 339

Kanesaka, Kenji, 118, 119, 130-32,
134,135

Kanzo-sensei see Dr. Akagi

Kaplan, Ann, 207, 313, 321

Karayuki-san, The Making of a Prostitute
(1975), 6,15, 180, 192, 254, 311

Kato hayabusa sentotai see Kato’s Falcon
Fighters

Kato’s Falcon Fighters (1944), 222

Kawase, Naomi, 95, 97

Kawashima, Yuzo, 4, 27, 43,122, 224

Kehr, Dave, 28, 247, 304, 305

Keirstead, Thomas, 304, 305

Kim, Nelson, 98

Kimura-Steven, Chigusa, 66

Kinema junpo, 213, 248, 251, 252, 256,
257,262,271,273

Kinoshita, Keisuke, 2, 5, 6, 118, 247

Kipphardt, Heinar, 271

Kishi, Nobusuke, 41

Kitabayashi Tanie, 117, 125, 126

Kitagawa, Fuyuhiko, 26, 35
Kitamura, Kazuo, 84, 116, 126, 130, 165,
217,336
Kitano, Takeshi, 95
Kiyokawa, Nijiko, 84, 257, 335
Klinger, Barbara, 120
Kobayashi, Masaki, 2, 152, 181
Kobayashi, Satoru, 152
Koji, Aoki, 305
Kokinshii, 330
Kokutai, 194, 195, 198, 201
Kozo Sawa, 66
Kracauer, Siegfried, 172,173
Kuroi ame see Black Rain
Kuroi Ame, novel (1966), 18, 309,
315, 322
Kuroi yuki, 152; see also Black Snow
Kurosawa, Akira, 2, 4, 6, 7, 23, 25, 27,
50,133, 223
Akira Kurosawa’s Dreams
(Yume, 1990), 312
Drunken Angel (Yoidore tenshi, 1948),
48, 49
High and Low (Tengoku to jigoku,
1963), 115
Madadayo (1993), 223
Rhapsody in August (Hachi-gatsu no
yoshikyoku 1991), 312
Stray Dog (Nora inu, 1949), 49
and Imamura 178, 316
Kyoto, 130, 288, 298-302

Lang, Fritz, 10, 18

Laprevotte, Gilles, 295, 304

Last Year at Marinband (1961), 272
Lelouch, Claude, 1

Lewis, Diane Wei, 17

Loach, Ken, 1

Love Letter (1995), 96

Lynch, Deidre, 304, 305

M (1931), 10

MacKinnon, Catharine, 146, 150

Makhmalbaf, Samira, 1

A Man Vanishes (1967), 17, 18, 30, 34, 36,
135, 217, 240, 267-84

Manhunter (1986), 9



346 Index

Mann, Michael, 10
Marcuse, Herbert, 72
Maruyama, Masao, 123
Masumura, Yasuzo, 27, 122
Matsumoto, Toshio, 129-35
Eiz6 no hakken (1963), 129
Funeral Parade of Roses (Bara no
Séretsu, 1969), 272
Ginrin (1955), 127
Matsushita, Keiichi, 120, 125
Mayuzumi, Toshiro, 130
Mellen, Joan, 3, 59, 60, 194, 197, 199,
331, 333
Mendes, Sam, 140, 154
Mifune, Toshiro, 23, 48, 49
Mihalopoulos, Bill, 17,118, 124
Miike, Takashi, 6
Mikuni, Rentaro, 79, 162, 217, 334
Minamida, Yéko, 28, 30, 46
minzokugaku, 124, 273
Mishima, Masao, 47
Miyazawa, Kiichi, 94
Mizoguchi, Kenji, 2-4, 14, 23, 25, 63, 93,
118,119, 203
Mizuno, Masaki, 272
Moe no suzaku/Suzaku, 95, 97
Molasky, Michael, 49
Mononoke hime/Princess Mononoke, 95
monumental history, 299-302
Murayama Tomiichi, 182
Murley, Jean, 75, 87
My Second Brother (1959), 9, 21, 24, 26,
34-36

Nagai, Frank, 31, 32, 35, 43
Nagai, Kafu, 224
Nagasaki, 7, 234, 239, 241, 297, 298, 310
Nagato, Hiroyuki, 27, 30, 46
Nair, Mira, 1
Nakata, Toichi, 77, 295, 308
Narayama bushiké see The Ballad of
Narayama
Naruse, Mikio, 2, 14, 118,119, 214
Untamed Woman (Arakure, 1957), 122
When a Woman Ascends the Stairs
(Onna ga kaidan o agaru toki,
1960), 119

Nianchan see My Second Brother

Nichols, Bill, 206-08, 276, 277

Nietzsche, Frederich, 18, 289-91, 296,
299-303

Thus Spoke Zarathustra (1883-1891),

290

Nihon no sugao, 128

Nikkatsu Corporation, 4, 5, 9, 21, 24,
28, 29, 31-36, 43-46, 70, 115,
117,122, 127, 134, 164, 231, 232,
272,274,279, 280

Nikutai, 194, 195, 201, 203

Nikutai no mon see Gate of Flesh

Ningen Johatsu see A Man Vanishes
(1967) 17, 18, 30, 34, 36, 135, 217,
240, 267-84

Ningen no Joken see The Human Condition

Nippon Konchuki see The Insect Woman

Nippon sengoshi: Madam Onboro no
seikatsu see History of Postwar Japan
as Told by a Bar Hostess (1970)

Nishi Ginza eki mae see Nishi Ginza Station

Nishi Ginza Station (1958), 21, 24, 25, 29,
30, 31-36, 43

Nishiguchi, Akira, 75, 77, 82

Nishimura, Ko, 29, 30, 187-90

Nobuaki, Takeda, 69

Non-fiction gekijo, 128

Noonan, Tom, 9, 10

Nusumareta yokujo see Stolen Desire

Nygren, Scott, 250

Obayashi, Nobuhiko, 96
Oda, Makoto, 229, 230
Oda, Sakunosuke, 214
Ogata, Ken, 6, 9, 10, 75, 83, 139, 260
Ogawa, Mami, 50
Ogawa, Mayumi, 335
Okaeri (1995), 96
Okamoto, Hiroshi, 281
Osabe, Hideo, 171, 171, 273, 277
Oshima, Nagisa, 2, 4, 5, 23, 27, 34, 132,
133, 246, 270, 277, 281-83
Diary of a Shinjuku Thief (Shinjuku
dorobo nikki, 1969), 272
Forgotten Soldiers (Wasurerareta kogun,
1963), 128



Index 347

In the Realm of the Senses (Ai no korida,
1976), 7
Three Resurrected Drunkards (Kaette
kita yoppari, 1968), 272
Oshima, Tadashi, 267, 272, 274, 279
Otsubo, Shigeru, 330
Ouedraogo, Idrissa, 1
Ozawa, Shoichi, 30, 130, 331
Ozu, Yasujiro, 2-5, 7, 15, 23, 27, 31, 34,
43,69, 71, 72,101, 123,178, 223,
291-95, 315-18, 321
Early Summer (Bakushu, 1951), 292
Floating Weeds (Ukigusa, 1959), 292
Good Morning (Ohayo, 1959), 71, 72
Late Spring (Banshun, 1949), 69
Tokyo Story (Tokyo monogatari, 1953),
4,178,316

The People of Sunagawa (1955), 43

The People of Sunagawa: Wheat Will Never
Fall (1955), 43

Perry, Matthew, 297, 298

Phillips, Alastair, 78, 250, 334

Pigs and Battleships (1961), 5, 11, 36,
41-53,127, 232,278, 311, 326

Pirandello, Luigi, 273, 277

La politique des auteurs, 23

The Pornographers (1966), 5, 13, 79, 81,
102, 140, 144, 145-48, 152,157,
224,273-76, 326, 331-34

Profound Desires of the Gods (1968),
2,5,14, 45,68, 77, 161-64,
168-73, 217, 221, 224, 228,
233,250

Proust, Marcel, 140-44

The Guermantes Way, 142
Psycho (1960), 76

Quandt, James, 3, 35, 56, 59, 64,
65, 246

Raine, Michael, 14, 270

Rayns, Tony, 78, 81, 83, 87,172
Record of Blood: Sunagawa (1956), 43
Red Light Base, 43

Renoir, Jean, 93

Resnais, Alain, 272

Richie, Donald, 59, 75, 148,152, 178,
186, 216, 218, 291, 305, 309, 311

Ryuketsu no kiroku: Sunagawa see Record
of Blood: Sunagawa

Sakaguchi, Ango, 48, 213, 214

Sakamoto, Sumiko, 257-62, 331

Saki Ryuzo, 14, 77

Sanae, Nakahara, 46

Sandakan No. 8 (1974), 186

Sato, Tadao, 14,117,118, 163,
222,337

Schrader, Paul, 291

Season of the Witch (1958), 26

Shall We Dance? (1996), 95

Sharp, Jasper, 8, 19, 21, 95

She and He (1963), 127

Shibuya, Minoru, 26

Shimizu, Misa, 102, 337

Shimizu, Masashi, 124, 162-64, 333

Shimura, Takashi, 48

Shinada, Yukichi, 24-26, 30-32, 36, 161

Shinoda, Masahiro, 7

Shinozaki, Makoto, 96

Shochiku, 4, 5, 24, 27, 28, 34, 42, 43,
122,178

Shomin, 14, 116, 133

Shoot the Piano Player (1960), 271

shutaisei, 161, 270

The Silence of the Lambs (1991), 9

Silverman, Kaja, 202

Sirk, Douglas, 71

Slaymaker, Douglas, 194, 195, 203

Standish, Isolde, 29, 192, 193, 201, 205,
246, 247, 249, 250, 261

Stolen Desire (1958), 2, 5, 9, 21, 24, 25,
27-29, 32-35, 43, 49, 278

Sugiyama, Heiichi, 25, 33, 36, 126,
182, 282

Suna no onna see Woman in the Dunes

Sunagawa no hitobito: kichi hantai t6s6 no
kiroku see The People of Sunagawa
(1955)

Sunagawa no hitobito: mugi shinazu see
The People of Sunagawa: Wheat Will
Never Fall

Suo, Masayuki, 95



348 Index

Suvari, Mena, 154
Suzuki, Seijun, 152

Takamine, Hideko, 119

Takechi, Tetsuji, 122

Takenaka, Naoto, 97

Takeshige, Kunio, 272

Tamotsu, Hirosue, 123

Tarkovsky, Andrei, 271

Tengan, Daisuke, 1, 218

Terayama, Shuji, 126

Teshigahara, Hiroshi, 14, 66, 169, 330

Tesson, Charles, 246, 251, 254, 295

Throw Out Your Books and Go into the
Streets (1971), 272

Toida, Michizo, 282

Toko, Kon, 27

Tokugawa Shogunate, 67, 178, 179, 288,
297, 305

Tokyo, 28, 32, 33, 35, 42, 43, 45, 48, 82,
93, 94, 106, 108, 116, 126, 140,
166, 168, 218, 315, 331, 336, 337

Tokyo 1958, 127

Tokyo Biyori (1997), 97

Tomoda, Jiro, 253-58

Tomorowo, Taguchi, 1

Tono, Eijiro, 51

Tonoyama, Taiji, 46, 82

Treasure of the Sierra Madre (1948), 25

Treat, John, 314, 315

Truffaut, Francois, 271

Tsumura, Hideo, 122, 133

Tsurumi, Shunsuke, 229

Tsurumi, Yoshiyuki, 230

Turim, Maureen, 23

Two Punks see Chinpira

Uchida, Hyakken, 223
Ueno, Chizuko, 199-201
Ueno, Koshi, 122

Ugetsu (1953), 103
Umberto D (1952), 271

Uraoka, Keiichi, 83
Urayama, Kirio, 47, 272
Ushikubo, Megumi, 94

Varda, Agnes, 271

Vengeance Is Mine (1979), 6, 9, 10, 11, 16,
68, 75-81, 86, 89, 139, 140, 145,
217,228, 308, 334

Vilar, Jean, 271

Wang, Ban, 313

Warm Water under a Red Bridge (2001), 7,
63,218, 326

Warren, Austin, 326, 329

Washburn, Dennis, 68, 80, 84, 87-89

The Waves at Genji’s Door, 2

Wellek, René, 326, 329

White, James, 305

Wollen, Peter, 22

Woman in the Dunes (1964), 14, 66, 169,
170,172,330

Wood, Robin, 312

Why Not? see Eijanaika

Yakusho, Koji, 1, 98, 111
yakuza, 44, 46, 48, 49, 83
Yamada, Koichi, 147, 183
Yamamoto, Kajiro, 222
Yamamoto, Satsuo, 5
Yamamoto, Yasuo, 252-56
Yamanouchi, Hisashi, 43
Yamauchi, Akira, 46
Yanagisawa, Shinichi, 28-30
Yanagita, Kunio, 116, 122-24
Yamazaki, Tomoko, 186, 190
Yoshida, Kiju, 4, 7, 270
Yoshimoto, Mitsuhiro, 21, 22
Yoshimoto, Takaaki, 123
Yoshimura, Jitsuko, 44, 46, 116
Yoshimura, Akira, 98

Zendo, Kikuyo, 177, 180, 183, 184, 188



	Figures
	Notes on the Contributors
	Chapter 1 Introduction
	Chapter 2 The Making of an Auteur: The Early Films (1958–1959)
	PART I KILLERS
	Chapter 3 Confronting America: Pigs and Battleships and the Politics of US Bases in Postwar Japan
	Chapter 4 Insect Men and Women: Gender, Conflict, and Problematic Modernity in Intentions of Murder
	Chapter 5 Hidden in Plain Sight: The False Leads and True Mysteries of Vengeance Is Mine
	Chapter 6 The Eel: Trauma Cinema

	PART II CLIENTS
	Chapter 7 The Insect Woman, or: The Female Art of Failure
	Chapter 8 The Obscene in the Everyday: The Pornographers
	Chapter 9 Shohei Imamura’s Profound Desire for Japan’s Cultural Roots: Critical Approaches to Profound Desires of the Gods
	Chapter 10 “Products of Japan”: Karayuki-san, The Making of a Prostitute
	Chapter 11 The Female Body as Transgressor of National Boundaries: The History of Postwar Japan as Told by a Bar Hostess

	PART III KINDRED SPIRITS
	Chapter 12 Better Off Being Bacteria: Adaptation and Allegory in Dr. Akagi
	Chapter 13 Time Out of Joint: Shohei Imamura and the Search for an “Other” Japan
	Chapter 14 Promotional Discourses and the Meanings of The Ballad of Narayama
	Chapter 15 Boundary Play: Truth, Fiction, and Performance in A Man Vanishes
	Chapter 16 Why Not? Imamura, Nietzsche, and the Untimely
	Chapter 17 Kuroi Ame: An Anthropology of Suffering
	Chapter 18 The Symbolic Function of Water

	Index


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


