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Pierrot le Fou (1965)
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To our beloved, movie-crazy, 
and ever supportive TCM viewers. 
Thanks for watching…
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Daisies (1966)




















INTRODUCTION


In Australia, nearly every movie I watched was foreign. Living on an island so far away from the rest of the world, with a local film and television industry that was relatively small, meant that most of the entertainment I consumed was made elsewhere. Our TV shows came from America and England (part of the reason Australian actors can pull off believable American and British accents) and the multiplexes were filled with Hollywood movies. At the art houses, it was films from France and all over Europe. I grew up not really seeing a distinction between American movies and movies made in, say, Germany—because all movies were foreign, and all taught me about the world.


At Turner Classic Movies, we’ve used the phrase “opening up a window onto the world” to describe the impact of foreign cinema, and it’s true. When you can’t travel, or you live in a remote location, movies are a way to visit different countries, learn different customs, meet different people, and travel through time. And with movies being a capsule of the time and place in which they were made, you’re not only consuming the story but also everything around it—the politics of the country at that moment, the societal trends, the background and beliefs of the filmmaker, even the history of cinema itself. As the famed film critic Roger Ebert once said, movies can be “a machine that generates empathy,” and I truly believe that watching cinema from all over the world opened my eyes to the struggles and triumphs of other people.


It also made me more able to dream of a life outside of Australia. In 2010, I decided I wanted to live where the classic movies I loved were made, and so I moved to Hollywood. Back in Australia, because of all the access to foreign entertainment, I felt as if I was part of the world. But America has felt different, like it is the whole world. To me, there seems to be a distinction here between Hollywood and foreign film, and more than that, a sense that international cinema is something of a scholarly pursuit. It can feel as if you need a film degree before you can talk about what you enjoyed or didn’t enjoy about a foreign movie. Or that you must know every film made by Federico Fellini before you’re allowed to share your opinion. I’ve always felt that a good movie is a good movie, no matter where it was made, and throughout my career I have strived to bypass the gatekeepers and make foreign films accessible to everyone.


I got a big chance to do this when I was hired in 2016 to be the host of FilmStruck, the streaming service that combined Turner Classic Movies with the Criterion Collection. What a gift that was—to get to introduce classic Hollywood films and my foreign favorites. I relished every moment, and when FilmStruck prematurely ended in November 2018, I (like so many others) felt bereft. Luckily, TCM allowed me to take over as the host of its weekly series, TCM Imports, so I could get my foreign film fix. Every Sunday, late at night, I introduce a film made outside of Hollywood, and in doing so, I have discovered a wealth of exciting movies.


When Cindy Sipala of Running Press approached me to talk about writing a book for the TCM Library, the one gap that I saw in the existing lineup was a book dedicated to foreign film. Or, to be more accurate, “non-American movies,” because any book I wrote was always going to include films from Australia and other English-speaking countries. Over the years, I have felt that many of the books on international cinema have been quite academic in nature—important, but adding to the general feeling that watching these movies might be a daunting prospect. I wanted to write a book that was easy to read, that didn’t assume any knowledge, but that also gave facts and context around the making of the movie—trivia that would be interesting whether you have seen the film or not.


Once I had the green light, I got out my notebook and started listing all the possible films I could include. When I got to number 289, my stomach sank, and I felt overwhelmed about how I was ever going to narrow my choices down to around fifty films. I knew I didn’t want to write a book about the greatest foreign movies—I don’t feel qualified to make that distinction—and choosing just my personal favorites seemed too superficial. I also decided not to write about films that have been examined many times over—because what could I possibly have to say that would add to a conversation about Federico Fellini’s 8½ or Akira Kurosawa’s Seven Samurai? So, I started to think about what kind of book I would love to read. In doing so, I considered how I like to watch movies, and the answer was: seasonally. Every December, I bring out my holiday favorites to watch. In November, it’s film noir (for Noir-vember, obviously). October is reserved for horror films. I like watching movies that take place on the beach in summer, and in the snow in winter, and there’s nothing I enjoy more than watching a cozy, autumnal movie under a blanket in the fall. It’s similar to how our programming team schedules the movies on TCM—on Mother’s Day, we have movies about mothers, and so forth.


I got out my list and started organizing films into seasons—either literally (the time setting) or thematically (the feeling it evokes)—and I found that I needed to do more research, more film watching, and more thinking outside of the box. After all of that, what I’ve ended up with is a list of fifty-two films that is truly eclectic. By choosing films according to a calendar year, I have a mix that means there is (to use a tired saying) something for everyone. There are films most people have heard of, and films that even hardcore cinephiles have never seen. There are movies you could define as being high art and movies that are low art, cult films, and such. There are obvious choices and some weird ones. A few titles I’ve written about in my previous books, but others were new discoveries for me. It’s diverse in genre, but despite my best efforts, the lion’s share of these movies were made in France, or by French filmmakers, or by filmmakers from other countries but in a coproduction with France. There are also a lot of white, male directors. Both are reflections of the film industry itself.


The fifty-two movies have been organized into a standard American calendar year, so, if you wanted, you could watch one film a week for an entire year. After watching these films myself, to write this book, I can guarantee you that is a good time. Or you could pop this book on your coffee table, and when you get stuck for what to watch, and get tired of an algorithm choosing your entertainment, you can open to any page and try something new.


Overall, my hope is that this book will inspire you to explore a different side of cinema, to see the world through a new lens and learn to appreciate the wide world of foreign cinema.





Happy watching!


Alicia xx
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Wings of Desire (1987)
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Amélie 
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DIRECTED BY Jean-Pierre Jeunet


To watch when you… need some motivation to start your “New Year, New You” goals.


France, 2001


Color, 122 minutes, Comedy


Screenplay: Jean-Pierre Jeunet, Guillaume Laurant


Starring: Audrey Tautou (Amélie Poulain), Mathieu Kassovitz (Nino Quincampoix), Serge Merlin (Raymond Dufayel)




“Amélie has a strange feeling of absolute harmony. It’s a perfect moment. A soft light, a scent in the air, the quiet murmur of the city. A surge of love, an urge to help mankind overcomes her.”


—Narrator





By the time director Jean-Pierre Jeunet made Amélie (2001), he’d already experienced a fair amount of success, though nothing could have prepared him for the phenomenon that Amélie would become. Jeunet had taught himself how to use a camera as a teenager and started his professional career directing commercials and short films. Many of these were made in conjunction with artist and designer Marc Caro, and the two parlayed their working relationship into codirecting their first feature, Delicatessen (1991). A dark sci-fi comedy about a butcher who murders his workers and sells their meat, Delicatessen was an unexpected cult hit, and it heralded the arrival of two bold new voices in French cinema. Jeunet and Caro’s second feature was The City of Lost Children (1995), another dark fantasy, about a scientist who steals children’s dreams so he can live longer. More acclaim and awards followed, and it was no surprise when Hollywood came calling. The two directors were invited to take charge of the fourth film in the popular Aliens franchise, Alien: Resurrection (1997), but Marc Caro soon left the production, taking his name off the credits, and the resulting movie failed to become a critical or a commercial success.


Returning to France, and teaming up with writer Guillaume Laurant, Jean-Pierre Jeunet decided to take a big chance—to make a film that was happy. “We wanted to get a smile from the audience,” Jeunet said in an interview. “It was just a very small film, and it was risky because I knew I was going to talk about generosity, and it’s a risk, because today it’s more fashionable to talk about violence.” Amélie, made for a modest budget of around $10 million, took France by storm, racing to the top of the box-office charts. The film came to the United States in late 2001, where a post-9/11 audience was eager for escapism. To the astonishment of many, Amélie joined the relatively short list of foreign films that have experienced crossover success in America. During its initial release, Amélie made just under $175 million at the global box office.
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“She cultivates a taste for small pleasures: dipping her hand into sacks of grain, cracking crème brûlée with a teaspoon…”—Narrator
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Mathieu Kassovitz as Nino Quincampoix
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Audrey Tautou as Amélie




















In the more than twenty years since, Amélie has earned its fair share of admirers, as well as imitators and critics. The film has inspired a musical, the tone and look of a TV show (Pushing Daisies), and even a species of frog (the description of Teratohyla amelie explains that, just like the film, “where little details play an important role in the ‘joy of living,’ amphibians and reptiles may be small but play an important role in the health of our planet”). “Joy of living” is an apt description of Amélie, which celebrates the small pleasures in life and reminds viewers of the simple magic that lies in every day.


For the character of Amélie (Audrey Tautou), this discovery changes her life. Born as an only child and starved of love from her distant father and nervous mother, Amélie has grown up to be a sheltered young woman, working as a waitress in a café but struggling to connect with the people around her. This changes when she finds an old tin hidden in her apartment, filled with childhood treasures, and tracks down the owner. Witnessing the joy he experiences when he’s reunited with his memories, Amélie decides to become a do-gooder, spreading cheer in elaborate ways—such as encouraging her father to travel by stealing his garden gnome and giving it to a flight attendant, who sends him photos of the gnome having grand adventures all over the world.


On one of Amélie’s journeys, she encounters Nino (Mathieu Kassovitz), who accidentally drops a photo album, which Amélie picks up. Inside is a series of photo booth pictures that’d been ripped up and thrown away by the subject but were lovingly reassembled by Nino. As Amélie cooks up a scheme to return the album to Nino, she starts to develop feelings for him but remains too scared to actually talk to him.




More Feel-Good Films
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The Full Monty (1997, UK)


Life Is Beautiful (1997, Italy)


The Castle (1997, Australia)


Spirited Away (2001, Japan)


The Intouchables (2011, France)







It’s a sweet story about the power of performing random acts of kindness and the importance of human connection; made even more joyful by the whimsical direction of Jean-Pierre Jeunet, the color-soaked cinematography of Bruno Delbonnel, and a jaunty accordion soundtrack by Yann Tiersen. The film is saturated with visual delights and comedic narration. In one scene, Amélie imagines how useful it would be to have a prompter hiding nearby, whispering comebacks to shy people, as in a theater when an actor forgets their lines.


With its quirkiness, its charming heroine, and its unabashed good heart, Amélie can be described as a “feel good” movie—a descriptor that is often used as a pejorative within serious cinephile circles. The movie was denied entry into the 2001 Cannes Film Festival, with festival directors turning it down for official selection. Mathieu Kassovitz, who plays Nino in the film, was on the Cannes jury that year, and told press that if it had been up to him, Amélie would not only have been included in the competition, but it also would have won the major award. Despite this snub, Amélie was selected to play at the Toronto Film Festival, where it won the People’s Choice Award, and went on to be nominated for five Academy Awards: Best Cinematography, Best Art Direction, Best Sound, Best Original Screenplay, and Best Foreign Language Film.
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Audrey Tautou and director Jean-Pierre Jeunet on the set of Amélie




















Amélie was embraced by many film critics, but some weren’t charmed by its tone. On the ten-year anniversary of the film, critic Phil Hoad wrote an article for the Guardian, saying that even in watching the film a second time, he still found “Audrey Tautou’s busybody simpering to the point of psychosis.” Even so, he admitted that Amélie was an important film, because of the way it was embraced by audiences around the world, becoming “one of the clearest signs of the expansion in non-English language mainstream cinema in the noughties.” Amélie was an entry point for many audience members who hadn’t yet delved into foreign film—an easy-to-watch, fun movie that just happened to have subtitles. However, a valid criticism of Amélie is the type of Paris shown in the film. It is a fantasy version, one that only exists in movies like An American in Paris (1951). This is a whitewashed Paris, where no social problems—or immigrants—exist.


The huge success of Amélie catapulted the then-unknown, twenty-five-year-old Audrey Tautou into worldwide fame. This was something Tautou has never been comfortable with; she is just as shy and introverted as her character. She had grown up in a rural part of south-central France but seemed to be destined to become an actress from birth, with her parents naming her after Audrey Hepburn. After she graduated from university, Tautou’s parents sent her to a renowned summer acting course in Paris, though she had wanted to be a painter. Tautou also thought about a career studying primates but decided to give herself one year as an actress to see if she could make it. “I thought,” she said, “‘I don’t want to keep doing this job, if this job doesn’t want me.’ I didn’t want to spend all my life waiting for the phone to ring and living in a [small] apartment. There are too many other wonderful things to do in life.”


During that one year, Audrey Tautou was cast in her first feature film, Venus Beauty Institute (1999), and it was on that poster where director Jean-Pierre Jeunet had first spotted her. British actress Emily Watson was already cast as Amélie, but her schedule was tricky, and Jeunet was worried about her French-speaking skills. Tautou ended up being the perfect choice, and her enchanting performance in Amélie led to many more opportunities, including a partnership with the fashion brand Chanel (and a role as its founding designer Coco Chanel in a movie) and being cast opposite Tom Hanks in The Da Vinci Code (2006). But Tautou felt she wasn’t cut out for Hollywood, saying she wanted to “calm everything down” and that it “wasn’t the way I want to live my life.” Since then, Audrey Tautou has continued to act in movies in France, but has also managed to maintain a low profile, which suits her perfectly. “I didn’t want to have this power,” she said, in a very Amélie way. “I understand that nobody understands me, but I can’t be someone I’m not.”




It is so hard to make a nimble, charming comedy. So hard to get the tone right and find actors who embody charm instead of impersonating it. It takes so much confidence to dance on the tightrope of whimsy. Amélie takes those chances and gets away with them.


Roger Ebert, film critic

















Ikiru 
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DIRECTED BY Akira Kurosawa


To watch when you… want to start the year with a film that will make you reflect on how you’re spending your short time on this earth.


Japan, 1952


B&W, 143 minutes, Drama


Screenplay: Akira Kurosawa, Shinobu Hashimoto, Hideo Oguni


Starring: Takashi Shimura (Kanji Watanabe), Nobuo Kaneko (Mitsuo Watanabe), Miki Odagiri (Toyo Odagiri)




“How beautiful! Truly beautiful. A sunset. I don’t think I’ve really looked at one in 30 years.”


—Kanji





The title of the film Ikiru (1952) comes from a Japanese word meaning “to live.” What exactly it means “to live” is an idea that writer/director Akira Kurosawa explores with this heartfelt film about a man who learns how to live only as he begins to die.


Akira Kurosawa had started his career in the Japanese film industry as an assistant director after studying Western art. He moved to directing his own films in the early 1940s, starting during World War II and continuing through to the American occupation of Japan. These events seeped into his films, and his work during the 1950s gained him international appreciation—particularly with Rashomon (1950), which won the major prize at the Venice Film Festival and the Academy Award for Best Foreign Language Film, and Seven Samurai (1954), the epic that became a major and enduring influence for filmmakers around the world. In between, he made Ikiru, working for the first time with screenwriter Hideo Oguni—who would go on to be an important collaborator for Kurosawa. According to Oguni, Kurosawa had “wanted to write a story about a person who learns he is dying but finds something to live for in his last days.”


The two used Leo Tolstoy’s novel The Death of Ivan Ilyich for inspiration, and along with their other regular collaborator, writer Shinobu Hashimoto, the trio crafted a screenplay about a regular man named Kanji Watanabe (played by Takeshi Shimura). He is nearing retirement in his job as section chief of the Parks Department, a bureaucratic system full of red tape, where a group of women wanting a park for their children are sent around in a series of hopeless administrative circles.
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Takashi Shimura as Kanji Watanabe








Watanabe’s son and a daughter-in-law are so focused on getting a share of Watanabe’s retirement fund that they don’t seem to notice their father’s increasingly deteriorating health. His posture is permanently slumped, and he finds it difficult to eat anything but plain noodles. When he visits a doctor, he realizes he only has a few months to live.
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Akira Kurosawa with fellow directors Francis Ford Coppola and George Lucas in 1980












[image: image]

“How tragic that man can never realize how beautiful life is until he is face-to-face with death.” 
—Novelist










More Essential Films by Akira Kurosawa
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Stray Dog (1949)


Rashomon (1950)


Seven Samurai (1954)


Yojimbo (1961)


High and Low (1963)







Watanabe goes through several stages before he accepts the fatality of his illness. He gets depressed and stops going to work. He decides to tell his son but abandons the idea when it becomes clear his son only wants to talk about money. He tries indulging in partying, drinking, and spending money frivolously. He meets up with a young worker from his office, finding her joyful youth infectious. Nothing works to improve his mental state until Watanabe decides to use his final few months (and his job position) to do some good for the community.


Through Watanabe’s ordeal, Kurosawa examines the collapse of the family system and the failure of bureaucracy in postwar Japan, in addition to delivering a larger message about appreciating the gift of life—an important one for a country still hurting from the wounds of the war. It takes skill to craft a moral tale without making it feel like medicine, and Takeshi Shimura’s mournful face grounds the film, giving the audience a glimpse into all the varied emotions he is silently dealing with. Kurosawa had worked with Shimura before this—including for his directorial debut, Sanshiro Sugata (1943)—and while Shimura would appear in many of Kurosawa’s acclaimed movies, Watanabe in Ikiru would be his most famous role.


Akira Kurosawa’s style of filmmaking made his work accessible for audiences outside of Japan. Author and Japanese historian Donald Richie once called Kurosawa “Japan’s most Western director,” and Kurosawa did have a keen interest in Western art—painting, literature, and American cowboy films. He also had a passion for Japanese folktales and wrote and directed movies with wide-ranging source material from William Shakespeare to Maxim Gorky. Kurosawa’s body of work, his skill for directing action, plus his masterful use of framing and editing has led him to become one of the most revered filmmakers in the history of world cinema, and enduringly influential.
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Director Akira Kurosawa
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Mr. Watanabe surveys his good deed.








Case in point, in 2022: Ikiru was remade into the British film Living, which changed the setting to 1950s London, with Bill Nighy as the central character. The script was adapted by the acclaimed Japanese author Kazuo Ishiguro, who cited watching Ikiru as a child as being a formative artistic experience in his life. He thought it was particularly profound that Watanabe didn’t need the wider public to know what he had done for the community, just the act of doing something of service was enough to bring him peace at the end of his life. “Public acclaim may be nice to have,” Ishiguro said in an interview, “but, ultimately, it’s not worth very much. It’s treacherous, fickle, it’s usually wrong… you’ve got to take a lonely private view of what is success and failure for you.”


The reviews for Ikiru almost made it seem like the film was a failure, at least at first. Quite a few critics outside of Japan had objected to the last third of the movie, where the perspective suddenly shifts from following the living protagonist, to observing a wake after his death, where his colleagues debate over Watanabe’s good deed. In his review for the New York Times, Bosley Crowther wrote that, “the last third of [the movie] is an odd sort of jumbled epilogue in which the charitable act of the deceased man is crudely deconstructed in a series of flashbacks that are intercut with the static action of a tedious funeral.” Years later, in 1961, Ikiru was given the Golden Laurel Award, which had been created by the famed Hollywood producer David O. Selznick. One of Selznick’s assistants had called Kurosawa to tell him about the honor, and added, “Mr. Selznick is of the opinion that it drags a bit, particularly during the funeral scenes. Don’t you think we might shorten it a little?”


That perspective shift is a primary reason why Ikiru is now lauded as one of Akira Kurosawa’s greatest films. Kanji Watanabe finds redemption in community service before his death, only to have his accomplishments questioned by his peers. Eventually, his colleagues realize the selfless act that Watanabe had made, and drunkenly vow to change their ways and do better for the people. This doesn’t last long. It’s a bittersweet, but realistic, end to Watanabe’s tale.


This quiet movie with its critical look at Japanese bureaucracy may not fit with the view many have of Akira Kurosawa—that he was a director of period, samurai action films. But modern-day humanism is a theme that Kurosawa would often return to throughout his five-decade career. As he once said in an interview: “I suppose all of my films have a common theme. If I think about it, though, the only theme I can think of is really a question: Why can’t people be happier together?”
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Miki Odagiri as Toyo










Nothing will transcend the fatal X-rays but the sheer radiance of Watanabe’s face as he finds belated purpose. Or as he starts to live: Living and Doomed are the usual English titles for Ikiru, and it speaks to the film’s subtlety that Kurosawa lets us see them as nearly synonyms.


David Thomson, film critic and historian

















Lady Snowblood 
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DIRECTED BY Toshiya Fujita


To watch when you… are thirsting for revenge (or a fun grindhouse movie).


Japan, 1973


Color, 97 minutes, Action


Screenplay: Norio Osada, based on the comic by Kazuo Koike, illustrated by Kazuo Kamimura


Starring: Meiko Kaji (Yuki Kashima), Miyoko Akaza (Sayo Kashima), Toshio Kurosawa (Ryūrei Ashio), Yoshiko Nakada (Kobue Takemura)




“Yuki, you will live your life carrying out my vendetta. My poor child… you are an asura demon.”


—Sayo





For inspiration while creating the revenge action thriller Kill Bill, director Quentin Tarantino dusted off his copies of a few films from Japan that had starred Meiko Kaji. “Not these beautiful, Technicolor restoration prints,” he said in an interview, “but like, my seventh-generation bootlegs from New York’s 42nd Chamber of Shao Lin in Times Square.” Tarantino was inspired by two characters Kaji had played in the 1970s: one, a prisoner nicknamed “Scorpion” who was featured in a series of action films, and the other, Yuki, an assassin out for revenge in Lady Snowblood (1973) and its sequel, Lady Snowblood 2: Love Song of Vengeance (1974). Fans of Tarantino have likely heard about Lady Snowblood—its thumbprints are all over Kill Bill, albeit with Tarantino’s own unique spin—and the multiple mentions of Lady Snowblood in interviews and reviews of Kill Bill led to a resurgence in the popularity of the film.


Lady Snowblood started out as a Japanese manga comic book, written by Kazuo Koike, who had previously created the popular manga series Lone Wolf and Cub, about an assassin and his son. That series was adapted into a franchise of films in the early 1970s, and following that success, Koike wanted to make a new manga series with a female protagonist. “I’d created enough male assassins,” he later said. He decided to write a violent story starring a female assassin, set during a time when women had no power. This character would be “beautiful outside, but a demon inside… a beautiful woman with a beautiful sword who turns cutting down people into an art.” The fifty-one-issue series featured illustrations by Kazuo Kamimura, and was published in 1972 and 1973 under the original title of Shurayuki-hime, which translates to Snow White.
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Yuki wields her deadly sword.








Around that time, Meiko Kaji was becoming a popular actress in Japan. She had started her career at Nikkatsu, an old studio that had first established its reputation by producing period films. In the 1950s, to keep up with the times, the studio had moved into creating “Sun Tribe” (or youth rebellion) films, followed by its “Borderless Action” movies in the 1960s. This encompassed everything from hard-boiled yakuza gangster films to exploitation movies featuring sex and violence. Meiko Kaji had joined the studio in the mid-’60s and gained notice when she was cast in a few of Nikkatsu’s Stray Cat movies—a wild franchise about a fierce girl gang. By the early 1970s, as audience numbers continued to decrease, Nikkatsu started to make “Roman Porn” (short for “Romantic Porn”) films. Those movies were exactly as described, and that was the moment when Meiko Kaji chose to leave Nikkatsu for its rival, Toei studios, to star in Female Prisoner #701: Scorpion (1972) and its subsequent sequels. Not long after that, producer Kikumaru Okada approached Kaji about playing Yuki in his independently produced Lady Snowblood adaptation. She was hesitant to say yes because she was tired of action films, but she was intrigued by Kazuo Koike’s manga and the story arc of his female character; plus, she liked the idea of singing the theme song of the film, called “The Flower of Carnage” (which would later appear in Kill Bill). But what sealed the deal was the opportunity for Kaji to work again with Okada’s choice of director for the movie, Toshiya Fujita, who had directed her in two Stray Cat films at Nikkatsu studios.


Film historians have noted that Toshiya Fujita was an odd choice to direct Lady


Snowblood. Like Meiko Kaji, Fujita started his career at Nikkatsu, working as a publicist, a writer, and an assistant director before getting into the director’s chair in 1967. He helmed several of Nikkatsu’s youth-oriented films, including three movies featuring Kaji, and built up a reputation for making movies about teenagers feeling alienated from their parents. That was why he didn’t seem like an obvious director for the action-packed Lady Snowblood, but he brought a stylistic visual flair that had not been seen in his previous movies. In an essay on Lady Snowblood for the Criterion Collection website, author Howard Hampton asks, “Can a hired gun also be a visionary—a visionary on demand?!” As Hampton went on to note, nothing in Toshiya Fujita’s filmography before or after suggested the “affinity for the abundant stylistic and attitudinal flourishes” seen in Lady Snowblood.
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“All I know is violence.”—Yuki
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Meiko Kaji as Yuki








In a similar vein, the screenwriter that producer Kikumaru Okada hired was also not an obvious pick. Writer Norio Osada was a friend of director Toshiya Fujita, though their styles were, as Osada later said, like “oil and water.” But Okada had a feeling that their contrasts would serve the film, and together they made bloody movie magic.


The story is set in the Meiji era, a period of great change in the country, as Japan moved away from its feudal past and transitioned into a restored imperial rule with Emperor Meiji in power. Lady Snowblood begins in 1874, the seventh year of this turbulent time in Japan, inside a women’s prison where a prisoner named Sayo (Miyoko Akaza) has just given birth to a daughter in a snowstorm, and, of course, names the girl Yuki (meaning “Snow”). The film then flashes back and forth in time—to the present day, where the adult Yuki (Meiko Kaji) is an assassin out for revenge, and to the past, where we see the horrific event that happened to Sayo, explaining why Yuki is avenging her. There are also scenes of a child Yuki training with a master to become an assassin, and we learn that Yuki is not human; she is an “asura,” or demon.




More Japanese Manga Movies


[image: image]




Lone Wolf and Cub series (1972–1974)


Akira (1988)


Spirited Away (2001)


20th Century Boys series (2008–2009)


Our Little Sister (2015)







Yuki has a list of criminals she is hunting down, whom she is intending to kill, one by one. Her innocent look belies her true strength, and her demure parasol houses her weapon of choice—a sword—which she masterfully uses to dispose of her enemies, complete with great splashes of bright red blood that spurt wildly out of their bodies. Particularly effective are the droplets of red that explode in splashes over the white snow, like a violent work of art by Jackson Pollack. The action is directed as if it’s a choreographed dance, with Kaji its elegant center, glaring at her foes with steely eyes before slashing them with her sword. There’s also a meta-aspect to the film, with a character (Ryūrei, played by Toshio Kurosawa) creating a Lady Snowblood comic, telling Yuki’s story in hand-drawn comic panels that flash on the screen as if they are storyboards from the movie.


The success of Lady Snowblood led to the sequel, Lady Snowblood 2: Love Song of


Vengeance, which wrapped up Yuki’s story. But with Quentin Tarantino’s Kill Bill: Vol. 1 and Vol. 2, her legacy lives on, with new generations ready to admire her violent beauty.




It’s hard not to wonder—fantasize—about what other Lady Snowblood films might have been in store if the series had continued through further permutations. It could have made for a great franchise, like a more radical, quasi-feminist answer to the Zatoichi films… Yet the mystique these two movies bequeathed may be better: the image of a wraith moving silently down a castle hallway or tossing a corpse from a cliff into the sea, a figure to haunt our eternal art-grind-house dreams.


Howard Hampton, author
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Miyoko Akaza as Yuki’s mother, Sayo
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DIRECTED BY Larisa Shepitko


To watch when you… want to be awed by a powerful and thoughtful war film.


Soviet Union, 1977


B&W, 109 minutes, War


Screenplay: Larisa Shepitko, Yuri Klepikov, based on the novella by Vasil Bykov


Starring: Boris Plotnikov (Sotnikov), Vladimir Gostyukhin (Rybak), Anatoly Solonitsyn (Portnov)




“I won’t betray anyone. Not anyone. There are things more important than one’s own hide.”


—Sotnikov





Director Larisa Shepitko was born in Ukraine in 1938, and following her parents’ divorce, she moved to Moscow at the age of sixteen. She’d loved cinema for as long as she could remember and wanted to study at the famous Russian film school, the All-Russian State Institute of Cinematography. When she applied, the enrollment committee told her she should try acting instead, because directing was “too masculine a profession for a woman.” But Shepitko was not going to change her mind and insisted that she wanted to be in the directing program. When she was finally accepted, she was the only female student in her class.


During her time at film school, Larisa Shepitko found an important mentor in one of the teachers, Alexander Dovzhenko. He was a Ukrainian filmmaker who was a pivotal figure within Soviet cinema history, working during the silent era alongside famed Russian movie pioneers Sergei Eisenstein (Battleship Potemkin, 1925) and Dziga Vertov (Man with a Movie Camera, 1929). Shepitko felt a special affinity with Dovzhenko because of their shared Ukrainian heritage and was inspired by the way he used emotion and symbolism in his movies.


Shepitko’s determination to be a director was evident right from her graduation film, Heat (1963). This turned out to be an apt title—temperatures on the Kazakh steppe location soared to over 120 degrees Fahrenheit, causing film strips to melt. Shepitko fell dangerously sick but refused to quit, and continued to direct from a stretcher. One of the other students in her directing class was Elem Klimov, who helped the ill Shepitko finish Heat. He would go on to become internationally famous after releasing his searing, visceral war film Come and See (1985), which would influence Steven Spielberg’s war movies Saving Private Ryan (1998) and Schindler’s List (1993). Klimov became infatuated with Shepitko during film school and asked her to marry him several times. Finally, following Heat, she said yes—if he promised not to try and influence her work. They married in 1963, and both directors graduated film school to become part of a new generation of young Soviet filmmakers who reshaped Russian cinema post–World War II, along with Andrei Tarkovsky and Sergei Parajanov.
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Boris Plotnikov as Sotnikov
























[image: image]

“The important thing is to be true to yourself.”—Sotnikov
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Vladimir Gostyukhin as Rybak




















The first feature Larisa Shepitko directed after graduation was Wings (1966). This was a bold debut, about a decorated female World War II pilot struggling to adjust to regular life after the war. Around the time of the film’s release, the Soviet Union came under the oppressive leadership of Leonid Brezhnev, who enacted a strict censorship of the arts, including literature and film. Shepitko didn’t necessarily think of herself as a political filmmaker, but she was interested in exploring ideas about the effects of living under authoritarian rule—a subject she delved into more fully with her 1977 feature, The Ascent.


The screenplay, cowritten by Shepitko and Yuri Klepikov, was adapted from a novella by Russian author Vasil Bykov. The film begins as a group of refugees and Russian partisan soldiers flee from Germans in Nazi-occupied Belarus. Hiding in the woods, they realize they don’t have enough food to survive, so the Army leader sends out two of his men to find more. These men are Sotnikov (Boris Plotnikov), a young, inexperienced soldier and former teacher who is frail and struggling with a cough. And Rybak (Vladimir Gostyukhin), an older, more experienced, and robust soldier. As they trudge hopelessly through knee-deep snow, they’re fired upon by enemy soldiers, and Sotnikov is shot. Rybak does his best to try and help him, but soon, both soldiers are captured by the Nazis and taken to a prison, where they are tortured for information. There, they are faced with a tough choice, and each must decide what price they would be willing to pay to keep their life.


Just prior to making The Ascent, Larisa Shepitko and Elem Klimov had their first child, but due to difficulties with Shepitko’s spine, she almost didn’t survive giving birth. As she described it, “I saw death very closely… I could have died because I decided to keep the child. At that time, I was facing death for the first time, and like anyone in such a situation, I was looking for my own formula of immortality.” This brush with death started her thinking about ideas of mortality and morality, and this was what she weaved into The Ascent, alongside her own childhood memories of the war.
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Sotnikov awaits his fate.
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Director Larisa Shepitko








“The impression of global calamity,” she said, “certainly left an indelible mark in my childhood mind.” The shoot was grueling, with Shepitko again battling illness as they filmed in the snow, but she was aided by her crew, and remained determined to finish.


Shepitko’s focus on the emotional aspect of the story elevates The Ascent from being merely a terrifying war movie to something more—a meditation on what it means to be human. There’s a spirituality to this film, especially as Sotnikov makes peace with his choice, and this is underscored by Shepitko’s direction, where she uses dramatic lighting and many close-ups of Sotnikov’s face. She also utilizes a handheld camera for the action scenes, and POV shots, where we see the perspective (and sometimes, the hallucinations) of the soldiers. This instinctively makes the viewer feel like we are there, deep in the chaotic madness of the war, freezing in the snow, a gun barrel pointed at our face, and given a horrific choice to either live (but condemn others to death) or die ourselves.




More Powerful War Movies
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Grand Illusion (1937, France)


Ashes and Diamonds (1958, Poland)


The Battle of Algiers (1966, Italy/Algeria)


Gallipoli (1981, Australia)


Come and See (1985, Russia)







It’s easy to see why The Ascent was called a masterpiece upon release, winning the prestigious Golden Bear award at the Berlin Film Festival. By that point, Larisa Shepitko was well-known within international film circles, where she cut a glamorous figure and was respected for her work. The Ascent took her to new heights of fame and acknowledgment, and her career looked like it was set to soar even higher. But throughout it all, she became preoccupied by death. She visited a fortune-teller in 1978, and afterward, asked her friend to promise that if anything were to happen to her, the friend would look out for her son.


Two years after the release of The Ascent, in 1979, Larisa Shepitko was on a location scout for her next movie, when she and five members of her crew were killed in a car accident. Shepitko’s promising career was cut tragically short, and the Soviet film industry mourned the loss of such a talent. Following her funeral, director Andrei Tarkovsky reflected in his journal about the shock of her death, writing, “Larisa Shepitko was buried, and so were five members of her team. A car accident. All killed instantly. It was so sudden that no adrenaline was found in their blood.” A week after her death, Shepitko’s grieving husband, Elem Klimov, returned to her set to finish her film, Farewell (1983), and directed a documentary in her honor, titled simply, Larisa (1980).


In the years since she died, the name of Larisa Shepitko has become less known than that of her husband, or of her Soviet filmmaking contemporaries—but her work continues to be lauded within cinephile circles. Her list of credits is short, but her impact was enormous, and she poured her heart into every film, living by the motto of her mentor, Alexander Dovzhenko, who once told her: “You have to approach each film as if it were your last.”




I see in The Ascent Shepitko’s relentless search for the source of evil, as well as for the glimmers of divine reality that have not yet been annihilated. I imagine her beside her huge filmmaking instruments, seeking to find meaning in bodies and faces, and in the environment surrounding them—a drive to confront humanity in all its complexity.


Fanny Howe, poet and writer

















Force Majeure 
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DIRECTED BY Ruben Östlund


To watch when you… feel like a clever comedy that will make you think.


Sweden, 2014


Color, 120 minutes, Comedy


Screenplay: Ruben Östlund


Starring: Johannes Kuhnke (Tomas), Lisa Loven Kongsli (Ebba), Clara Wettergren (Vera), Vincent Wettergren (Harry), Kristofer Hivju (Mats), Fanni Metelius (Fanny)




“You grabbed your phone and your gloves and ran like hell away from me and the kids.”


—Ebba





Within a relatively short time, Swedish director Ruben Östlund has become famous for his unique ability to make an audience squirm. Not just by creating uncomfortable situations that you, as a viewer, want to look away from (and like a car crash, you find that you can’t), but also by confronting us with the most difficult parts of ourselves. He creates realistic moral quandaries, making them comedic by showing how his characters react, but there’s always a moment after watching Östlund’s films when you consider what you would do in the same situation.


Perhaps none more so than his 2014 feature, Force Majeure. The story follows a Swedish family who take a skiing vacation to the French Alps. While eating lunch at their fancy resort, they see a controlled avalanche, and as it appears to get out of control, the father (Tomas, played by Johannes Kuhnke) runs for his life, taking his iPhone and gloves, but leaving his wife (Ebba, played by Lisa Loven Kongsli) and two kids, Vera (Clara Wettergren) and Harry (Vincent Wettergren), to fend for themselves.


This idea was born out of Östlund’s previous career as a ski video director, and his fascination with human social behavior. His parents were both teachers, and his mother was interested in sociological experiments. With the invention of the home video camera, Östlund became curious about recording images, and being an avid skier, he started to take a camera out to the mountains. This became his career for several years—traveling the world in an endless winter to film skiing videos. After that, he chose to study film at the University of Gothenburg, where he had the opportunity to delve into a facet of social studies he was particularly intrigued by: how movies (and now, videos on social media) have changed behavior in the real world. As Östlund put it, he wanted to know if “reproduced cinema stereotypes actually inform behavior in reality.”
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The happy family starts their skiing trip.











More Clever Comedies by Ruben Östlund


[image: image]




Involuntary (2008)


Incident by a Bank (2010)


Play (2011)


The Square (2017)


Triangle of Sadness (2022)







Force Majeure was Ruben Östlund’s fourth feature film, after making several short movies, and having two of his features—Involuntary (2008) and Play (2011)—chosen to screen at the Cannes Film Festival. In his research for Force Majeure, Östlund investigated statistics about how people react during and after a big, terrifying event. He found that married couples were more likely to get divorced after airplane hijackings and that more men survived shipwrecks, despite the belief that women and children should be saved first. This was interesting to Östlund—that men might not behave as bravely as we expect them to, or as they behave in the movies. “Even though we have a culture that teaches men to stand up and be loyal,” Östlund said, “when it comes to survival instincts, men are the ones who have the actual ability to survive. I thought that was ironic, a horrifying fact to confront if you’re a man, of course, but interesting at the same time.” He also heard a story from a friend that seemed to corroborate this. His friend had been vacationing with his girlfriend when a gunman held up a store they were in, and his first instinct had been to leave his girlfriend and hide by himself. Östlund also watched a lot of videos on YouTube for clues on human behavior, including a search for the “Worst Man Cry Ever” as inspiration for a pivotal scene in the film, and finding one video where a family was eating at a restaurant when an avalanche occurred. “I thought it was so interesting,” he said, “to have those three seconds close together, two very different moods: the thing you want to experience, excitement, and the thing you don’t want to experience, fear of death.”
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The avalanche comes.…








How Tomas reacts to the same type of event in Force Majeure causes a rift in his family. His children look at him with suspicion because he’s now the father who tried to save his own life over theirs. And his wife struggles with why Tomas refuses to own up to his actions. Meanwhile, Tomas becomes convinced that he did not actually run away from his family, telling their visiting friends Mats (Kristofer Hivju) and Fanny (Fanni Metelius) exactly that. Until Ebba asks Tomas to show them the video, which he took on his phone, and he can’t deny it any longer. “One of the most painful things for us humans,” Östlund later said, “is to lose face in front of each other. We almost would rather die.”
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