

  [image: image]




  


  


  





  Under Foreign Eyes




  Western Cinematic Adaptations


  of Postwar Japan




  


  


  





  Under Foreign Eyes




  Western Cinematic Adaptations


  of Postwar Japan




  James King


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  





  [image: image]




  Winchester, UK


  Washington, USA




  


  





  First published by Zero Books, 2012


  Zero Books is an imprint of John Hunt Publishing Ltd., Laurel House, Station Approach,


  Alresford, Hants, SO24 9JH, UK


  office1@o-books.net


  www.o-books.com




  For distributor details and how to order please visit the ‘Ordering’ section on our website.




  Text copyright: James King 2011




  ISBN: 978 1 78099 048 4




  All rights reserved. Except for brief quotations in critical articles or reviews, no part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without prior written permission from the publishers.




  The rights of James King as author have been asserted in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.




  A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.




  Design: Lee Nash




  Printed in the UK by CPI Antony Rowe


  Printed in the USA by Offset Paperback Mfrs, Inc


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  





  

    We operate a distinctive and ethical publishing philosophy in all areas of our business, from our global network of authors to production and worldwide distribution.


  




  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  


  





  For my grandson, JACKSON




  [image: image]




  [image: image]




  


  





  PREFACE




  This narrative, which provides a cultural history of some sixty films set in postwar Japan by foreigners, is intended as a comprehensive survey of a significant film genre of which no book-length study exists. In the eyes of the West, Japan is seen in many different guises, and the films examined here portray that country in a variety of ways. In looking at how Western films construct the idea of Japan, we see reflections of our own contradictory feelings about the Land of the Rising Sun.




  I was inspired to write this book because of Donald Richie, who, more than any other gaijin, has sought to make Japanese cinema known in the West.




  Although this book is intended for a popular audience, I would like to thank the graduate students at McMaster with whom it has been my privilege to discuss the films considered here: Aaron Andrews, Jessie Arsenault, Aida Boutine, Cassel Busse, Anna Daniels, Asha Joseph, Erin Julian, Katrina Lagacé, Amanda LeBlanc, Eleni Loutas, Barbara MacDonald, Vinh Nguyen, Simon Orpana, Kimberley Service, Marquita Smith, Adela Talbot, Jennifer Tasker, and Carolyn Veldstra. I am grateful to all the help given by Marty Gross and Roger Macy.




  


  





  CHAPTER ONE


  


  UNDER FOREIGN EYES




  THE OTHER




  This book is about the perception of Japan in the sixty films set there by gaijin (foreigners) — outsiders who almost always do not speak or read Japanese. My area of interest is centered on films depicting post World War II Japan and the Japanese, and, in many cases, films showing how foreigners in the same time frame respond to Japan. Why have a substantial number of films been set there by strangers? As a body of work, what do they tell us about contemporary Japan and about cinema? These films certainly provide a new cultural history of the West’s reaction to Japan, but, even more, they are constructions that demonstrate how the West gazes at Japan. As such, more information can often be derived about the onlookers as on those looked-upon.




  As a form of mass media, films influence the ways in which a culture is seen, and, generally speaking, in these films the exotic of Japan is characterized as something that has not only the potential to be liberating (in the sense that it is has values different from the West) but also as an entity lacking safe, Occidental values. From the outset, this issue becomes an often double-edged sword wherein Japan is both valorized and castigated.




  Furthermore, most of the films under consideration seek to create a version of a “true” Japan that they will attempt to portray realistically. The storytelling may be of various kinds, but all the films repeatedly tell of Japan from the perspective of outsiders: what it is, what it should be, and what it is capable of being.




  My basic approach has been to create a comprehensive, interpretive history for the general reader, arranged generically, of the constructions of postwar Japan in foreign-made films (mainly by American and European directors). In the first instance, my method has been to analyze the films themselves by providing close readings incorporating clear plot summaries. Since just over sixty films are involved, I have not given equal weight to each. Rather, I have tended to emphasize those that require detailed treatment because they raise significant artistic and cultural issues.1 Again, because so many films are treated, I have felt it crucial to provide the reader with a synopsis of the plot trajectory of each because, to do otherwise, might make it difficult for the reader to follow my arguments.




  The discussions of individual films arise from the contexts in which each evolved. Since these films have extremely varied ways of coming into being, I have tried to be pragmatic in order to provide the best way into each narrative. Any Orientalist project such as mine has theoretical implications, and mine venture in the direction of postcolonial in that I emphasize the fact that the filmmakers—no matter what their personal or political convictions—tend to objectivity Japanese experience in order to speak of its differences from their own. (I sometimes mention other kinds of critical approaches in this book, but I do not offer a specific, theorized reading of these film texts because they contain far-ranging, often-contradictory views of Japan.)




  Specifically, I define postcolonial to refer to that area of academic discourse that focuses on the fact that so-called advanced Western (technologically superior) nations, cultures or races have for three centuries colonized and exploited weaker nations, cultures or races in order to extract natural resources or other advantages from the resulting relationships. For example, countries such as England, France, and Germany took over large portions of land in Africa and the Americas to benefit themselves economically. In the case of Japan, the situation is more complicated because up until 1853 the Tokugawa regime had been successful in closing the country off from the world. With the arrival of Matthew Perry and his black ships, Japan was forced by the United States to become part of the community of nations. The Meiji restoration followed and so did the Westernization of Japan.2




  In postcolonial terms, Japan is a form of the Other, the exploited.3 In Orientalism, Edward Said argues that Western knowledge about the East is not generated from facts or reality, but from preconceived archetypes which envision all “Eastern” societies as fundamentally similar to one another, and fundamentally dissimilar to “Western” societies. This “a priori” knowledge establishes the Oriental as antithetical to the Occidental. Said’s conjectures are best applied to the Middle East, but they can also be useful in studying Japan, which has been seen as both gloriously different and treacherously different from the West.




  Orientalism began in the West as the collecting of objects—mainly ceramics and furniture—from Egypt, Arabia, India and the Far East. This accumulating of objects fetishized the East by assigning a mysterious quality to those things. In one sense, they were glorious artifacts, the ownership of which ennobled both the collector and the collected. Of course, this almost always means that a great distance is maintained between the East and the West, a distance that ultimately allows the adult West to condescend to the beautiful but ultimately childlike East.




  The Other is also often figured as feminine. This is because colonial regimes often see themselves as masculine entities coercing reluctant females into submission. This point of view reflects how male, hegemonic power looks upon women in society, and a correlation has been developed in postcolonial studies between women and subjugated states.4 In the male eyes of the West, Japan is often gazed upon as female.




  Japan retains a unique place in the Occidental consciousness because it was the Asian country that most influenced the course of art in Europe and the United States in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and subsequently became fetishized in the West as a civilized, advanced society.6 Then, beginning especially in the Thirties, Japan was seen as a rogue nation that had bitten the hand that had nourished it.7




  In the imagination of the West, Japan has been perceived as a different kind of Other than, say, Barbados, a British colony, but this status nevertheless means that it is in a subordinate position to a more powerful entity: it is condescended to, seen as someway inferior, and, in general, conceived of as subordinate. This subordination means that Japan remains the Other and is perceived as a satellite, a moon to the West’s sun.




  Japan’s special Other status makes it unique, and leads filmmakers from the West to gaze upon it differently than they do, for instance, China. In the case of Japan, modernization led to a rejection by nativists of this status and the desire to be a nation that looked upon rather than being looked at.




  Thus, many Western intellectuals and artists classified Japan as a place of Enlightenment; during and well after the Pacific War, the Japanese were stereotyped as barbarians. However, some forms of pigeonholing can provide useful tools in demarcating what is Occidental from what is Oriental or Japanese. (In saying this, I am also aware that the concept of the West is a huge term with all kinds of possible meanings; in this book, I employ the word to refer to American and European attitudes towards Japan.) Ultimately, works of art create their own distinct realities, and this is certainly the case in the Western interpretations of Japan studied in this book.




  These films sometimes emphasize variants in customs (the Japanese addiction to politeness; the removal of footwear when entering a home; the fact that kissing in Japan is only erotic and never social; the prevalence of bowing; the veneration of experience and, sometimes, age and position; the valorization of community over self), but they almost always treat these customs as differences, not as sources for comedy, sarcasm or contempt. Paul Schrader put it this way: “Japan is a very codified little moral universe with very strict rules which govern all forms of behavior and decorum.”5 That is not to say that the West does not suffer from pernickety rules—the rules are merely different. Most filmmakers studied here attempt in various ways to go beyond the superficial in order to contemplate significant issues of discrepancy and, thus, no overriding reading can be assigned as to how cinematic foreign eyes re-imagine and reinvent Japan.




  In this book, I show how Western filmmakers adapted this distinct Otherness of Japan. Moreover, I attempt to contextualize accurately the films under consideration so that their individual and varying treatments of Japan are brought to the fore. What, I am asking in each instance, is being claimed about this Other? (In this book, two non-Western films about Japan are included: Pramrod Chakravorty’s Love in Tokyo (1966) and Hsiao-Hsien Hou’s Café Lumière (2003). Although Takashi Shimuzu directed The Grudge (2004), I include it in this book because it is an American-produced film using American actors.)




  This introductory chapter focuses on Japan as a locale that exerted an enormous, benign influence on the West and, during the Meiji reign, attempted to become the paradigm of an advanced, Western state. So successful was this transformation that Japan became a colonial nation that pursued China and Russia for disputed territory; later, it challenged the United States and its allies for domination in the Far East; after Japan lost that war, the United States, during the Occupation, attempted to make it once more a model Western state.




  In many ways, then, Japan was seen to be a simulacrum of Western ideals and values and yet one that attempted to resist such influences. For the West, Japan became a Prodigal Son. The West desired conformity; the Japanese rebelled. That opposition of values is paramount. However, a filmmaker must take a position on this issue when he or she makes a film about Japan, and it is those shifting points of view that I have sought to elucidate in the films studied in this book. Although it may be futile to make any general statement about how Western filmmakers have situated Japan, it is certainly possible to see how a number of such filmmakers have imagined—or attempted to encapsulate—the entity of Japan.




  In reading the various films, I have attempted to provide as much relevant information as possible on its accuracy or inaccuracy in displaying Japan. That is, I attempt to look at the appropriate surviving evidence to see how convincing or true a film is to historical evidence.




  I use Japanese films in the first seven chapters mainly as a contrast to the “foreign” movies that are my real subject matter. Thus, the Japanese films have been employed as intertexts; they have been selected to show how Japanese directors treat or handle a subject under discussion in a given chapter; the contrast between how Japanese directors treat topics differently from their Western colleagues often throws into high relief how foreigners see and imagine Japan. The Japanese films are used, therefore, solely as guides or signposts. This approach has been abandoned in Chapters Eight and Nine because Japan in the films discussed there is now seen as part of a worldwide global village, an active participant in globalization. This phenomenon means that Japan (and some other nations) once perceived as the Other have seen their underdog status revised and sometimes eliminated. In any event, the introduction of Japanese films as intertexts does not serve a useful purpose in these two chapters.8




  ADAPTATION




  In film studies, “adaptation” is an area in which there has been renewed conjuncture as to how a literary text can be made into a film text. For years, it was postulated that a film text of a novel would invariably be a failure because the language of film could not capture the inner reality of a printed text. Such approaches have long been discarded. Of course, film has its own narrative logic, but it possesses strengths that the written word does not. For a long time, the printed was simply privileged over the visual.




  In this book, I am arguing that Japan as a nation can be adapted, with varying degrees of success, by filmmakers and that this constitutes a sub-genre within adaptation theory as applied to cinema. Robert Rosenstone ‘s caveat on how to distinguish between printed and film texts is useful for my purposes:




  

    It is time … to stop expecting films to do what (we imagine) books do. Stop expecting them to get the facts right, or to present several sides of an issue, or give a fair hearing to all the evidence on a topic, or to all the characters…


  




  Like written histories, films are not mirrors that show some vanished reality, but constructions, works whose rules of engagement with the past are necessarily different from those of written history.9




  He also adds: “…we must admit that film gives us a new sort of history, which we might call history as vision….Film changes rules of the game and creates … a multi-level past that has so little do with language that it is difficult to describe adequately in words.”10




  The “sort of truth” that Rosenstone eulogizes is a challenging one to unlock. What are the criteria by which an adaptation is judged? Basically, successful film adaptations respond imaginatively, intuitively and truthfully to a printed text, but they most always do so by using the language of cinema. In looking at cinematic adaptations of Japan, the standards are similar. How successfully and accurately does this film display an aspect of Japanese life or history? Does the film show us something different from our previous conceptions of Japan? Does the film reveal something significant about how Japan is perceived as the Other?




  Film offers the possibility of revealing new insights, as Christian Metz has argued, because cinema “tells us continuous stories; it ‘says’ things that could be conveyed also in the language of words; yet it says them differently.”11 Since its inception, its different language has remained a stumbling block for many. For instance, as a medium, Virginia Woolf labeled film as a “parasite” feasting on its victims: literary texts. Yet, she recognized that “cinema had within its grasp innumerable symbols for emotions that have so far failed to find expression” in words.12




  Although there are some exceptions, Japan is usually treated by Western filmmakers as a space that is so different from the United States and Europe that central notions about existence, belief, and community acquire radically different perspectives when films are set there.




  Like no other genre, as I have suggested, film’s reality presents itself as a new form of truth telling. But there are many problems in this approach. For example, Alain Resnais, a great enthusiast for the paradoxical, argues that the bombing of Hiroshima and its after-effects cannot be captured in cinema. If not on film, where does the truth of Hiroshima reside? Aleksandr Sokurov deliberately flattens the complex story of Hirohito’s involvement in the Pacific War. Films about the Occupation tend to show Japan as a place rescued from its tendency towards self-destruction.




  In the case of the representations of geisha and yakuza, the situation has an additional complexity because Western filmmakers are often at pains to position these Japanese “realities” next to Western conceptions, respectively, of female sexuality and organized crime. Films that depict post-1970 Japan have extremely diverse aims. For instance, in their documentaries Wenders and Marker attempt to reveal Japan to a Western audience while highlighting cultural differences.




  Paul Schrader uses an unusual form of biopic to display the novelist Mishima’s dissatisfaction with what Japan had become after the War; he shows us the inner world of the novelist by the introduction of highly-stylized sequences, indebted to Nô drama, which interrupt the depiction of the day on which Mishima committed suicide. Films like Babel, Lost in Translation, and Cherry Blossoms emphasize both the continuities and discontinuities between East and West. There is always, unfortunately, the tendency to simplify the Other. For example, stereotyping the Other is a common practice. It distinguishes Us from Them. It is often a way of imposing the power of the Us over the Them. Adapting Japan obviously poses myriad problems.




  SIMPLIFYING THE OTHER




  Despite good intentions, representing Japan in films is often both reductive and objectifying. Virtually every Western filmmaker dealing with Japanese culture does one of several things explicitly or implicitly: s/he valorizes or castigates Japan in contrast to the West, or there is the point-of-view that Japan is so vastly different from the West as to be a cipher. The latter point of view is crystallized in the anthropologist Ruth Benedict’s The Chrysanthemum and the Sword: Patterns of Japanese Culture (1946), a book commissioned by the American government in June 1944. An even-handed report in the main, it isolates differences—some of them irreconcilable—between American and Japanese views of the world:




  

    Any attempt to understand the Japanese must begin with their version of what it means to “take one’s proper station.” Their reliance upon order and hierarchy and our faith in freedom and equality are poles apart and it is hard for us to give hierarchy its just due as a possible social mechanism. [italics mine]13


  




  These twains remain on a collision course, she argues, unless ideas of freedom and equality are introduced into Japanese society.




  In 1991, Edith Cresson, the French prime minister, made a remark that caused a considerable stir. She told an interviewer that the Japanese “work like ants....[the French] cannot live like that. I mean, in those tiny flats, with two hours of commuting to get to work....We want...to live like human beings as we have always lived.”14 The differences could not be greater, she implies, between the two cultures, between a humanistic society and a mechanical-based one, between the prizing of individuality and a willingness to see oneself as part of a community. The statement is racist, but it reflects the thoughts of many Westerners about Japan. In this book, we shall see some of these situations replayed.




  However, others highlight the fact that the West has a great deal to learn from Japan. In an arresting imitation of a dialogue by Plato, Oscar Wilde in The Decay of Lying (1905) allows Cyril and Vivian to discourse over a wide range of topics. Among the most salient points raised is the observation that “Life imitates Art far more than Art imitates Life.” At one point Vivian informs Cyril:




  

    I know that you are fond of Japanese things. Now, do you really imagine that the Japanese people, as they are presented to us in art, have any existence? If you do, you have never understood Japanese art at all. The Japanese people are the deliberate self-conscious creation of certain individual artists. If you set a picture by Hokusai, or Hokkei, or any of the great native painters, beside a real Japanese gentleman or lady, you will see that there is not the slightest resemblance between them. The actual people who live in Japan are not unlike the general run of English people; that is to say, they are extremely commonplace, and have nothing curious or extraordinary about them. In fact the whole of Japan is a pure invention. There is no such country, there are no such people. One of our most charming painters went recently to the Land of the Chrysanthemum in the foolish hope of seeing the Japanese. All he saw, all he had the chance of painting, were a few lanterns and some fans. …He did not know that the Japanese people are, as I have said, simply a mode of style, an exquisite fancy of art. And so, if you desire to see a Japanese effect, you will not behave like a tourist and go to Tokio. On the contrary, you will stay at home, and steep yourself in the work of certain Japanese artists, and then, when you have absorbed the spirit of their style, and caught their imaginative manner of vision, you will go some afternoon and sit in the Park or stroll down Piccadilly, and if you cannot see an absolutely Japanese effect there, you will not see it anywhere.15


  




  Put another way, Wilde is suggesting that Japan would have to have been invented if it did not exist. Furthermore, he is commenting accurately on the extraordinary effect that the flat planes and lively color values of Japanese woodcuts had had upon artists such as Monet, Van Gogh and Whistler. As people the Japanese have a humdrum existence, Wilde observes; their artists, however, are a different matter: their “exquisite” sense of Art has infiltrated how people in the West look at Nature.




  Wilde makes his observations coolly and precisely. In contrast, Van Gogh was rhapsodic about how his art had been transformed by looking at Japanese woodcuts. In September 1888 he wrote from Arles to his brother, Theo: “The weather here remains fine, and if it was always like this, it would be better than a painter’s paradise, it would be absolute Japan.”




  Van Gogh did not need to visit Japan because, in Wildeian terms, he stayed at home and remade Arles in the image of the Land of the Rising Sun. He equates Japan with paradise. When he journeyed there in 1966, the theorist Roland Barthes had a similar reaction. He found a land completely free from Western preoccupations that he loathed: “in the ideal Japanese house, stripped of furniture (or scantily furnished), there is no site which designates the slightest propriety in the strict sense of the word – ownership.”16 In Japan, he discovered that there was no terrible innerness as in the West; there was no soul, no God, no fate, no ego, no grandeur, no metaphysics, and finally no meaning. For Barthes, Japan is a society where things possess innocence. For instance, in Japan, Barthes declares that “sexuality is in sex, not elsewhere; in the United States, it is the contrary; sex is everywhere, except in sexuality.” Similarly, the famous flower arranging of Japan (ikebana) is an art not concerned with symbolism but with gesture. There, the point of a gift is not what it contains but the exquisite package that encloses it.” Barthes titled his book Empire of Signs, but his Japan is one liberated from the tyranny of signs – it is land of the senses.




  In privileging the Japanese as people who accept the surface of existence, Barthes sensitively provides a way of reading that country and its inhabitants as substantially different from the West. Whether he wished to do so or not, he also, at the same time, revived the notion of Japan as the exotic Other.




  Very recently, the term “techno-Orientalism” has come into vogue to describe books and films in which the Japanese, in particular, are constructed as robotic or android-like; it arose in response to Western anxiety about Japan’s technological wizardry combined with that country’s collective sense of itself. This approach to Japan was common during the Seventies and Eighties, before the economic bubble burst. Such a construction of Japan is taken up in Chapter Eight, but an excellent example of this sub-genre can be found in Blade Runner (1997), which is set in a futuristic, in-part Japanese-looking Los Angeles filled with Japanese corporate logos and neon signs in kanji. (To be fair, the film incorporates other “styles,” i.e., quasi-Mayan/Aztec.)




  Writers such as Wilde and Barthes bestowed unqualified praise because they perceived Japan as possessing essentially different values from suspicious Western ones. For Gilbert and Sullivan in 1885, Japan proved especially fertile ground. They recognized Japan as an essentially foreign culture and decided to turn that to their advantage. In The Mikado, they combined lavish costuming, elaborate sets, stirring music, and social satire (directed at English institutions). Their Japan is a comic, benign place full of delightful, eccentric personalities. For Gilbert and Sullivan, it was not a place veering between the chrysanthemum and the sword; it was not a place to be valorized because it incorporated neglected aesthetic and sensual ideas. Rather, it was a place to be exploited because it was fashionable and exotic.




  The collaborators were in a sorry way when they hit upon Japan as a setting. The year before, their previous opera, Princess Ida was not a box office success. In March 1884 Richard D’Oyly Carte demanded a new opera within six months. Sullivan was in bad health and wanted to devote himself to more serious music. The two men quarreled; no salvation was at hand. When an enormous Japanese sword decorating a wall fell to the ground in his study, Gilbert picked it up and started to think about the recent Japanese Exhibition. Mike Leigh uses this anecdote in Topy-Turvy (1999), but the Japanese Exhibition in Knightsbridge did not open until 1885. More accurately, Gilbert had decided to capitalize on the fascination in England for all things Japanese. In fact, when interviewed, he could not give a good reason for his new piece being set in Japan, except that it afforded scope for exceedingly picturesque scenery and costumes.




  Gilbert and Sullivan combined engaging tunes, wonderful bits of satire and a glamorous Far East destination. Ten years later, Puccini would turn to Japan for one of his most successful operas, but his use of Pierre Loti’s Madame Chrysanthème, as we shall see, is much more problematic than the issues raised by The Mikado, where the widely-recognized exquisiteness of Japan is used a vehicle for beautiful melodies and trenchant satire. The social criticism of The Mikado is obviously made stronger by being clad in Japanese dress, but Japan itself survives as a place of gentle—although obviously foreign—beauty.




  In the Western imagination, Japan remains fixed as a place vested with important issues about race, about aesthetics, about sensuousness and beauty of a kind vastly different from the West. In all these instances, however, a false notion of Japan is often invented, and such misapprehensions haunt all attempts by Westerners to make films there.




  There often remains, for example, a strange mixture of admiration and condescension (as well as possible racism) in the West’s construction of Japan. For instance, the writer Henry Adams, while visiting Japan in 1886, wrote to a friend in the United States:




  

    [John] La Farge and I ... were playing baby, and living in doll-land. Just now we are established in our doll-house, with paper windows and matted floors, the whole front open towards ridiculously Japanese mountains; and as it is a rainy day we expect our child-owners to come and play with us; for we think ourselves rather clever dolls as dolls go. As to the temples, I will enclose a photograph of one. You will see that it is evidently a toy, for everything is lacquer, gilding, or green, red and blue paint. I am still in search of something serious in this country, but with little more hope of success.17


  




  This can be read in a negative but extremely reductive way: Japan has the effect of making James and his friend childish. There is also the implied contrast between the child and the adult, which we have seen is central to Said’s conception of Orientalism. On the other hand, James seems a willing participant in the activities of “doll-land,” and this is largely because he has many faults to find with the industrialized (adult) society of the West. Another way to read this passage is in the Barthes manner: Japan is a world where appearance is everything and symbolism can be disregarded.




  Can there ever be a “true” Japan? Or must the adjective always remain in quotes? As argued above, the answer to the second question is yes. After all, Japanese scholars have long disagreed about what is distinctly Japanese. Moreover, this idea is always in the process of being redefined and reinvented.




  Nevertheless, it is possible to talk about what might constitute ideas of authenticity as applied to the Western recreation of Japan in genres such as novels and films. This task must be undertaken gingerly because there is no simple binary between the West and Japan: as already indicated, films set in post World War II Japan have a particularly complex pedigree because there is a cultural memory of indebtedness to Japan for its many gifts to the West, and then there is the fact that Japan was the enemy during the Pacific War. In the West’s cultural memory, there are three main divisions: a recollection of Japan as it once was in the nineteenth century; a remembrance of what Japan became in the early twentieth century; and an impression of how Japan came to exist after World War II.




  In addition to looking at the issues of adaptation and the Other, this introductory chapter examines three additional background issues: 1. How was Japan presented in films made during the time period leading up to the Pacific War and during the war itself? How do Western directors after the War portray Japanese soldiers? This issue will be treated by looking at Sessue Hayakawa’s career as a pre-War Hollywood matinee idol, Arnold Fanck’s The Daughter of the Samurai (1936-7), Josef von Sternberg’s Anatahan (1953) and Clint Eastwood’s Letters from Iwo Jima (2006). Before examining how the Japanese depict post-War Japan in its cinema, Nagisa Ôshima’s Merry Christmas, Mr Lawrence (1983) will be analyzed to see how it differs from Anatahan and Letters from Iwo Jima; 2. This section will concentrate on how the residue of the War can be glimpsed in the films of Ozu and Kurosawa, two directors who heavily influenced the Western directors studied in this book; and 3. How do cinematic adaptations of Japan function? This issue will be treated initially by evaluating Bridge to the Sun, a non-fiction/fiction film set before, during and after World War II.




  The remainder of this book is divided into sections dealing with Hiroshima (Chapter Two); biopics (Chapter Three) the Occupation (Chapter Four); the depiction of geisha (Chapter Five); the portrayal of gangsters and practitioners of the martial-arts (Chapter Six); the use of the documentary format (Chapter Seven) and contemporary Japan (Chapter Eight).




  SESSUE HAYAKAWA: HOLLYWOOD MATINEE IDOL




  The remarkable success of the young Sessue Hayakawa in Hollywood demonstrates the complexities of racism. Born Kintaro Hayakawa in Chiba in 1889, he was the third son of the governor of the prefecture. A bit of a misfit as young man—he failed his training as a naval officer and made a suicide attempt—he then immigrated to the United States in 1911 to study political economics at the University of Chicago, where he played quarterback on the football team. A chance visit to the Japanese Theatre in Little Tokyo in Los Angeles turned his attention to acting and to adopting his stage name of Sessue (snowy island). His first major role was in Thomas Ince’s The Typhoon (1914). He became a star the following year when he appeared in Cecil B. DeMille’s The Cheat.




  Hayakawa’s austere, exotic appearance soon made him into a male star who exuded sexual appeal, but a sexual appeal that suggested forbidden love. Women could be attracted to him, but they knew at the same time that it was dangerous to be seduced by such a dangerous male. He was a matinee idol but, in his films, he never obtained the white women he courted. By 1918, unhappy with this kind of typecasting, he formed his own company, Hayworth Pictures Corporation, which made twenty-three films in three years. Four years later, in 1922, as racial animosity towards the Japanese increased, Hayakawa left the United States for Europe and, subsequently, Japan.




  Part of Hayakawa’s success in the United States had to do with the craze for things Japanese that had been so prominent there and in Europe from the last part of the nineteenth century. However, by 1905, Japan was seen as a major military power and a potential threat to the States. As Yunte Huang has proposed, “The acclaim for Hayakawa, then, oddly suggested a strange mixture of xenophobia and xenophilia.”18




  There was also the lurking issue of miscegenation. Daisuke Miyao points out that one “strategy was to locate Hayakawa in the moveable middle-ground position in the racial and cultural hierarchy between white American and nonwhite Other. On the one hand, Hayakawa’s (and his characters’) status had to be raised and distinguished racially or culturally from other nonwhite actors (and their characters) in order for the American middle-class audience to sympathize with, identify with, or even desire Hayakawa more easily. On the other hand, Hayakawa’s status had to be clearly differentiated from white Americans in terms of race. Any sexual relationship between Hayakawa’s characters...and white women must be avoided in order not to cause any anxiety around miscegenation.” In other words, Hayakawa could appear to be very masculine, even enticingly so, but he remained the Other.19 Women could look at him, but they most certainly should not imagine sleeping with him.




  In 1924, the Johnson-Reed Act excluded the Japanese, among other groups. Within a decade, a vehement racism against the Japanese was firmly in place. Hayakawa did not return to the United States until 1948, when he agreed to play the villainous Baron Kimura opposite Humphrey Bogart in Tokyo Joe.




  DEMONIZING THE OTHER: JAPAN IN WESTERN CINEMA, 1938-1945




  In the late 1930s, in response to Japan’s aggression in China, a host of American films began to portray the Japanese in a sinister light. For example, Clark Gable and Rosalind Russell in They Met in Bombay (1941) are con-artists in Hong Kong who protect Chinese evacuees from Japanese troops. In its advertisements, Universal Studios dubbed Japan as “the Beast of the East.”20 In Prisoner of Japan (1942), Japanese soldiers murder an innocent native boy and a wounded American Naval officer for no apparent reason. Insidiously, Twentieth Century-Fox’s Little Tokyo, U.S.A. (1942) accentuated the fact that anyone of Japanese descent, whether an alien or an American citizen, was loyal to the Emperor and thus an enemy of the United States.21




  In 1945 the War Finance Division of the US Treasury released My Japan in which an obviously Caucasian actor, using a fake Japanese accent, talks about the beauty of his homeland and how “his” people are different (and superior) to naive American soldiers. The film’s opening titles proclaim: ”The Japanese viewpoint —Japanese doctrine —with captured Japanese film. This is the way the enemy looks at the war —thinks it —fights it—to him, this is — MY JAPAN.” According to the narrator, who insults his viewers as stupid, a US invasion of Japan would not succeed due to the superior fighting power of the Japanese people who, if forced, would retreat from their islands and take up refuge in caves on mainland China. Intended to eradicate complacency on the part of its viewers, the speaker presents “his Japanese” as a nation of thoroughly cynical, cruel, would-be world conquerors. So far, he warns, only “second-rate troops” have been deployed against “your finest. We are a people,” he asserts, who “rule the weak and laugh at Americans, who will soon be led to slaughter.”




  The full force of the Japanese threat is best imagined in the twenty-minute short, Our Enemy — The Japanese (1943), produced by the United States of War Information, Bureau of Motion Pictures as a training film for the United States Navy. In order to combat the Japanese effectively, they must be understood properly, the narrator assures the viewer. This is not an easy task because the Japanese mindset is so different from that of the West. Significantly, the Japanese are not logical: their weapons may be modern, but their thinking is two thousand years out of date. Tokyo desires to establish itself as the capital of the world; the Japanese feel they owe everything to the Emperor and have a sacred duty to impose his order upon the world; those who die in battle are assured an immortal life among the Shinto gods. Painting its message in such broad strokes, the film shows example after example of Japanese fanaticism.




  “A stronger nation than ever before thanks to its slavish adaptation of Western technology, its economy is totally war-driven,” the viewer is instructed. “Never an inventive or creative race,” the Japanese have now turned to Nazi Germany for economic solutions. In addition, the media in Japan is heavily censored; every military disaster is reported as a victory.




  The Japanese are a supremely ungrateful people, the narrator points out, because in 1923—at the time of the Great Earthquake—it was the United States, more than any other nation, that rushed to Japan’s rescue. Now restored, thanks in large part to American generosity, the same people are working for the destruction of the States.




  The final third of the film reminds the viewer that “against the madness” of the well-disciplined Japanese war machine with its “samurai code,” total sacrifice must be exerted on the part of American troops. The Japanese soldier, the narrator observes, compensates for his small physical size by his fanaticism. Against such a “primitive” and “murderous” force, extraordinary measures must be taken to assure victory. In fact, Japanese “ingratitude” extended to a cinematic collaboration between Hitler’s Germany and Hirohito’s Japan.




  THE PERILS OF COLLABORATION




  In 1936, Japan, in the process of colonizing large portions of Asia, formed a strong alliance with Germany. Soon they signed the Anti-Comintern Pact, and cinematic co-operation seemed a likely way to help cement cultural exchange between the two nations. The outline of a proposed film emphasized “the unity of the Nazi group-spirit and the racial spirit of the Japanese as opposed to the weak spirit of the democracies.” The “volcano-like sacrificing spirit” of Japan was also to be underscored.




  The German director chosen to make the resulting film was Arnold Fanck, a former geologist famous for quasi-mystical mountain movies such as The Holy Mountain (Der Heilige Berg, 1926), which starred Leni Riefenstahl. The script, written entirely by Fanck, was to be called The Daughter of the Samurai (Die Tochter des Samurai)—its name was later changed to The New Earth (Atarashiki Tsuchi)—and centered on the protagonist’s renunciation of Western democracy in favor of Japanese home truths.




  Teruo (Kosugi Isamu) returns home from an extended stay in Germany, a country he worships for its many scientific accomplishments. On board ship he meets and falls in love with Gerda (Ruth Eweler). His fiancée in Japan, Misuko (Setsuko Hara), becomes distraught at his betrayal and attempts suicide by throwing herself into Mount Aso. Teruo rescues her. After Teruo has a heart-to-heart talk with his future father-in-law (Sessue Hayakawa) about the glories of Japan, the couple marry, move to Manchuria, which had been opened to Japanese settlement. In the finale, Terou places his newborn baby in one of the furrows on their land and predicts his offspring “will become a child of the land.” In the background, a Japanese soldier, armed with rifle and bayonet, stands at attention. Teruo has finally gotten a grip on himself and his Japanese ideals. According to Fanck’s film, the warring aspect of the Japanese – the samurai side – was completely congruent with the aims of National Socialism.




  Throughout his career, Fanck was renowned for his capriciousness and temper tantrums. Before arriving in Japan in 1936, he had approached Kawakita Nagamasa and his wife Kashiko of Towa, Japan’s leading importer of foreign films. They were enthusiastic about assisting Fanck find a co-director. After looking at a number of films, the German chose Itami Mansaku, the style of whose Kôchiyama Soshun reminded Fanck of René Clair. However, Itami did not like Fanck’s script and turned the Kawakitas down three times before mysteriously agreeing to co-operate. Possessing a much more cultivated and apolitical mind than Fanck’s, he obviously thought the script was a horrendous blend of racism and condescending Western notions of the Orient.




  

    Kawakita Kashiko would recall to interviewers many years later that Itami disliked Fanck’s script, and he threatened to reject the project out of hand if not allowed to participate in its revision. Itami did in fact come up with a script of his own, a perfectly delightful one about Japanese children. Fanck, however, would have none of this, insisting that his first real Japanese-German film collaboration have a clear, pro-Fascist political message. Fanck won out.22


  




  But a strange compromise was agreed to: each director would make his own version of the film. Fanck shot during the day, Itami at night. The cinematographer Richard Angst and the actors had to work day and night; studio costs were, of course, doubled.




  Fanck’s film, which begins with the subtitle, “This film is about Japan seen by a foreigner,” is crammed with stereotypical images: in addition to Fuji, a volcano and earthquakes, there are the Kamakura Buddha, a Japanese garden complete with torii and stone lanterns, shrines, temples, tea ceremonies, flower ceremonies, sumo wrestling, Kabuki, and geisha. For good measure, Misuko and her father demonstrate archery and sword fighting. In one scene, Misuko’s father urges her not to wear a Western dress when meeting with Teruo. The music is by Yamada Kosaku, an internationally known composer.




  Both versions were premiered in Tokyo in February 1937—first, Itami’s and then a week later, Fanck’s. The latter was a commercial success although Sawamura Tsutomu in the Eiga Hyoron dismissed New Earth “as no more than an attempt to form Nazi propaganda out of Japanese raw materials.” One of the reasons that Fanck had gone to Japan was that he had been in the bad books of Joseph Goebbels, who was delighted with the film’s excellent press in Germany. He should not have been surprised since in a circular he had declared the film vital for public relations and ordered critics to praise it highly.23 Fanck’s film offers splendid visuals, especially of mountains and is the fifth film to feature the now legendary Setsuko Hara, later celebrated for her appearances in various Ozu films.




  After World War II, Fanck’s films were proscribed. He wound up employed as a lumberjack. Working on New Earth took its toll on Itami: his film received a bad press and he succumbed to TB. Until his death in 1946, he wrote criticism and screenplays. After the war ended, another visitor to Japan, Josef von Sternberg faced a vast number of problems when he went to Japan to make Anatahan.




  EVERY MAN REMAINS AN ISLAND: ANATAHAN





  Josef von Sternberg’s Anatahan (1954) is a curious—and idiosyncratic—portrayal of Japanese soldiers by a Western director. Although born to a Jewish family in Vienna, von Sternberg spent most of his childhood in New York City and Lynbrook, New Jersey. From 1925 to 1929, he made eight silent films. After his first talkie, Thunderbolt, was released in 1929, his career went into decline and this led him to Germany, where he made the first German-language talkie Der blaue Engel (1930) and, simultaneously, its English-language version, The Blue Angel (1930), both with Emil Jannings as the doomed Professor Rath. Two years earlier in America, von Sternberg had directed Jannings in The Last Command.




  The role of Rath is justly regarded as the finest in Janning’s career, but the film is even more renowned for von Sternberg’s casting of Marlene Dietrich as Lola, the vamp role that made her an overnight celebrity. Director and actress furthered their collaboration, one of the greatest in the history of cinema, in Morocco (1930), Dishonored (1931), Shanghai Express (1932), Blonde Venus (1932), The Scarlet Empress (1934) and The Devil is a Woman (1935).




  Von Sternberg was in his late fifties when he arrived in Japan in 1952, where the Kawakitas assisted him (Yoshio Osawa and Nagamasa Kawakita produced the film for Daiwa-Towa Productions). The script derives from a book by Michiro Maruyama based on an actual incident reported in Life magazine. In 1944, twelve survivors, including Maruyama, from the Japanese Imperial Navy were stranded on the volcanic island of Anatahan south of Japan. At first, they attempted to remain vigilant to protect their assigned turf. Quite soon, however, they became aware that there were two other inhabitants of their new home: a man and woman who worked on what was once a plantation. Since each other’s spouse had been transferred a while back to a new locale, the man and woman lived as husband and wife. Keiko (Akemi Negishi) and Kusakabe (Tadashi Suganuma) made a virtue of necessity. At first, they do not wish their retreat to be invaded by the military riff-raff, but Keiko bathes in the nude at a spot not far from where the soldiers can gaze on her; then she beguilingly rests her foot on the shoulder of one of the men.




  A diligent researcher, Von Sternberg delved “deeply into [his] subject, not only discussing it with length with [Michiro Maruyama] but reading endless newspaper accounts published at the time, including psychiatric studies of all the survivors.” During the first few weeks, he recalled, while working on the script, “rumbles of protests” reached his ears: “not many Japanese were fond of the idea that a foreigner was to exploit an ignominious episode in their national history.”24




  Anatahan was made on a huge soundstage (a former airplane hangar) in an exhibition hall in Kyoto’s Okazaki Park. The sets look like they were created out of cellophane and paper, and this is correct. In fact, von Sternberg so wanted to avoid “realism” on his Pacific island that he was angry when forced to use water. He designed the light units, background projectors, camera booms—even the heat units. “Giant cryptomeria roots were hauled in and turned upside down to form a jungle that existed only in my imagination. Leaves and palms were added and huts on stilts erected, and all of this sprayed with aluminum paint.”25




  The single woman in the film, Keiko, “was hauled out of a chorus line,” von Sternberg observes, “after every geisha in Tokyo had been paraded before me.” (Akemi Negishi later had a distinguished career in films, including parts in Kurosawa’s Ikimono no kiroku (I Live in Fear), 1955; Donzoko (The Lower Depths), 1957; and Akahige (Red Beard), 1965.) Three of the men were Kabuki veterans, the rest from dance schools; one was discovered in a restaurant.




  Although the film is spoken in Japanese, the audience’s attention is focused on the booming English-language voice-over by von Sternberg annunciated in a harsh-sounding Brooklyn-accent. The narrator is brash: he offers philosophical reflections on isolation, bravery, sexuality and a wide variety of topics. Often he states that he does not know how a certain event unfolded, but then the camera shows exactly what occurred. The implication is that the omniscient narrator may not know the entire story but that the camera never lies; the discrepancy might have occurred, however, because of von Sternberg’s own confusion as to what he was attempting to accomplish. In any event, the sentiments espoused are voiced in a no-nonsense, omniscient manner:




  

    At first, she was only another human being stranded on this pinpoint on the map. Then, she was to become a female to us, and finally a woman—the only woman on earth.




    [Keiko] was a pretty woman—she was a Japanese woman—trained to obedience. When she was young, she followed her father—never dreamt of walking at his side. When she married, she walked behind the husband—obedience to a husband is considered to be the prime virtue of Japanese womanhood.26


  




  Reflections such as these inform the viewer how to interpret what is being shown; in addition, the reflections have an indomitable art of certainty: no room is left for interpretation.




  [image: image]




  FIGURE 1 Keiko (Akemi Negishi) takes obvious enjoyment in cavorting
lasciviously for the stranded Japanese soldiers in Anatahan.






  At first, one soldier, Kusakabe, blocks his comrades from gaining access to Keiko, but he cannot do so once two guns are discovered on a plane washed ashore. At that point, “the Queen Bee” establishes a relationship with Kusakabe and the two men who have taken possession of the firearms. One of the gun-holders murders the other in plain sight, although the voice-over tells us “we can only guess” how the murder victim died. Then Kusakabe is murdered, and, afterwards, the other gun-holder is killed. Eventually, the cook becomes the “new king.” Then he is killed in a storm. Meanwhile, when pamphlets shower down on the sailors announcing that the war has long ended, they are convinced that this is an enemy trick.




  Then Keiko disappears. Somehow she makes her way back to Japan and notifies the families of the soldiers that they are alive. The exile of the five remaining sailors comes to an end. As each emerges from the plane that returns them to Japan, their countenances are shown in medium-shot and the narrator points out that they may have survived, but that they had “lost the battle of Atanahan.” At the film’s conclusion, von Sternberg‘s voice-over states that Keiko must have been among the group that witnessed the return of the men; this reflection allows the film to end with a close-up of the enchantress.




  From the outset, von Sternberg had determined to “picture the Japanese exactly as they were, not as they imagined themselves to be, and I wished to show that they were no different from any other race of people, much as they would like to be considered apart from the rest of mankind.” Asked why he had gone to Japan to make this film, he shrugged his shoulders: “Because I am a poet.” Later, he more realistically pointed out, that he had chosen “this readily understandable series of events to carry out a not easily understood experiment in indirect mass psycho-analysis, to alert all of us, to put it simply, to the necessity of reinvestigating our emotions and the reliability of our controls under unfavorable conditions.”27




  The film becomes an investigation of what happens to mankind when it returns to “the level of the cave man.” As von Sternberg also observed, “The men I pictured were not the Japanese of a counterfeit folklore, they were ordinary human beings subject to the ordinary strains without which there is no life.”28




  Anatahan demonstrates how patriotic Japanese sailors forget their obligations to their homeland in their pursuit of a beguiling femme fatale. The stranded sailors—over five years— think constantly of survival and, mainly, of Keiko. If the film has an argument, it seems to be that even the most inner-directed of individuals will eventually forget the ties of patriotism in lieu of self-interest and, especially, the promise of sexual pleasure. That point is made repetitiously because Keiko is shown as a vamp in the Marlene Dietrich tradition. Her nude body, her bewitching smile, and her flirtatious eyes overwhelm the film because von Sternberg has no interest in developing his plot line in any but an uncomplicated, uninflected manner.




  The voice-over is ineffectual because it simply tells rather than shows, almost as if von Sternberg had forgotten some of the most basic rules of filmmaking. Attracted though he may have been to developing a story about castaways, the film contains no intrinsic subject matter that could properly be called Japanese. Von Sternberg may have been thoroughly educated in every aspect of the craft of making films—especially his use of lighting, soft lens shots, and overall success in establishing mise en scène—but his genius resided in dramatizing female sexuality, a talent on obvious display in his films with Dietrich. In Anatahan, he attempted to infuse Akemi Negishi with a Dietrich-like vigor, and only to a limited extent was he successful.




  Overall, the film offers trite observations on the plight of the stranded Japanese, who are presented as a rather humdrum, tawdry group of individuals. Placed in desperate circumstances, the Japanese act without valor or intellect. Von Sternberg claimed that he wanted to portray the Japanese exactly and not as they imagined themselves to be, but then why did he make the film? By his own admission, he offers little or no insight into the Japanese character. He does his best to exploit an ignominious episode in the history of the Pacific War. Part of the answer may rest in the simple fact that he found in Japan collaborators willing to work with a celebrated auteur. Von Sternberg said it best when he remarked: “I used my emotions rather than my reason in choosing to make this film.”29 In making Letters from Iwo Jima, Clint Eastwood conjoined emotions with reason.




  REJECTING STEREOTYPES: LETTERS FROM IWO JIMA





  Like von Sternberg, Clint Eastwood was a well-established director when he travelled to Japan. Unlike, his predecessor, he was determined to make a film that vanquished mindless generalizing about the Japanese. In some earlier films, Eastwood had consistently taken a stereotype and then punctured it. For example, in The Unforgiven (1982), a reformed killer, returns reluctantly to his trade in the defense of justice, thus blurring the lines between heroism and villainy.




  On October 20, 2006, Eastwood’s Flags of our Fathers was released in the United States; three weeks later Letters from Iwo Jima was shown in Japan (the film’s first showing in the United States was on January 12, 2007). The first film depicts the Battle of Iwo Jima (February 19-March 26, 1945) from the American point of view; the second from the Japanese. What is perhaps more significant is that both narratives seek to undermine stereotypical views. Flags of Our Fathers recounts how the Marines hoisted the American flag on Mount Suribachi on February 23 but that the celebrated photograph by Joe Rosenthal of five Marines and one Navy Corpsman raising the flag was re-staged later that day at the request of James Forrestal, the Secretary of the Navy. Three of the six later died in battle at Iwo Jima, and the film chronicles the subsequent lives of the survivors, two of whom had a great deal of difficulty dealing with their celebrity status.




  If victory can come with a heavy and complicated price, defeat can be accompanied by simple heroic glory. Such is Eastwood’s view of the Japanese at Iwo Jima. If previous Western films had shown Japanese soldiers as mechanical-acting and savage-like followers of Hirohito and Tojo, Eastwood in one stroke attempted to undo that cinematic past.




  In his portrayal of American soldiers fighting the Japanese in the 1942 battle of Guadalcanal in The Thin Red Line (1998), Terrence Malick allowed his narrative to unfold from the perspective of a number of soldiers; he also moved his camera Stateside to show the lives of soldiers before they were sent overseas. In a similar way, Eastwood depicts the Japanese struggle to survive from extremely different vantage points, and he weaves in some significant flashbacks to life before and during the war. The incorporation of multiple viewpoints and flashbacks allowed Malick and Eastwood to layer their war films so that the differing life experiences of the various participants are juxtaposed. The viewer sees various reasons for fighting and comes to appreciate that there is no single point of view.
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