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Notes on the Filipino Action Film 

AGUSTIN L. SOTTO 

THE PECULIARITIES of the Filipino movie scene are perhaps startling 
manifestations of the cultural confusion that accompanies the turbulent 
changes of a society in transition. Filipino moviegoing is a deeply 
fragmented affair where audiences are split along socioeconomic, linguis
tic, and sexual lines. The result is a phenomenon common in Third World 
countries - the local intelligentsia abandoning commercial filmmaking to 
set up an alternative film culture heavily influenced by Western concepts 
and the mainstream, with its stereotypes and conventions deeply rooted in 
folk traditions and suffused with anachronisms and illogicalities, acting as 
the repository of the wild dreams, the deep-seated aspirations, and the 
searching outlook of the less fortunate. 

In terms of socioeconomic and linguistic distinctions, the upper classes 
- the professionals, the college graduates, or, in local advertising par
lance, classes A and B - patronize the English-language movies exclu
sively. The lower classes - the laborers, those who live on the fringes of 
society, or classes c and D - latch on to local films and to other folk media 
of komiks and radio serials for the articulation of their world view. 

Consumer surveys as well as on-the-spot checks reveal a marked prefer
ence by the sexes for certain genres. 1 For example, men generally patron
ize action movies; indeed, they fill theaters to capacity whenever these 
show films with popular action stars. On the other hand, women prefer 
melodramas and musicals; not surprisingly, men are turned off by the 
ingredients of these genres. 

These socioeconomic, linguistic, and sexual distinctions of cinema pa
tronage weigh heavily on commercial formulas. Characterization, themes, 
and plots are very much influenced by the social values, cultural norms, 
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2 AGUSTIN L. SOTTO 

and present concerns of the lower classes. Changes in formulas are dic
tated by the shifting moods of the times rather than by artistic whims. 

Rich rewards are in store for those who master these formulas. There is 
a close link between politics, on the one hand, and movies, on the other. 
Movie stars who are sensitively attuned to the silent dreams of the multi
tudes are treated like gods. Those who command a large following can 
successfully run for public office. In certain instances, too, they have been 
known to be manipulated by artful politicians for campaign purposes. 

This analysis of the genre of the Filipino action film is intended to shed 
light on the relationship between movies and society. It is also meant to 
focus attention on the Filipino male's concept of masculinity, his attitudes 
towards individuals and institutions (family, church, government), his 
social values, and his cultural norms. The study is also intended to pin
point conventions and formulas of the commercial cinema. 

The Philippines has a pervasive film culture. It produces 150 films annu
ally, imports thrice that number, and has one of the largest movie atten
dance figures in the world. For these reasons, this study hopes to stimulate 
interest in one of the most fascinating and most vibrant film cultures in the 
world. 

DEFINITION AND HISTORY OF THE FILIPINO ACTION FILM 

In the late forties, French critics coined the term film noir to describe the 
dark mood of some Hollywood films made during the war and the years 
immediately after the devastating holocaust. Later studies, especially 
those by Raymond Durgnant and Paul Schrader, have sifted through this 
body of work to fashion precise definitions in terms of themes, styles, and 
influences (Schrader 1977, 284). Thus, film noir has come to stand for a 
definite historical period in American film history, though the term has 
been loosely ascribed to films of present-day America or even to those of 
foreign countries. 

A similar case can be made for the Filipino action film, though such a 
heading can be very unwieldy. Action films, as the name suggests, contain 
action scenes, but such a simplistic definition would miss out on the very 
aspects this study would like to concentrate on - the strict form of moral
ity, the idealism of the honor code, the set attitudes, the traditional values, 
and the folk thinking that are considered very Filipino in character. Also, 
an important point for consideration is that movies are studied not indi-
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vidually but according to a rigid formula perfected by the action star him
self. Once a certain behavior clicks with the public, this star never departs 
from these set responses. He uses the same motivations from film to film 
and, like Superman and Batman, his get-up sometimes never changes. 

A historical survey can put this definition into a deeper perspective and 
provide a cut-off point necessary for the discussion. 

The Filipino action film can trace its roots to a native theatrical form 
that was popular during the period of Spanish colonization (1571-1898), 
the moro-moro. The moro-moro is a morality play introduced by the 
Spaniards in which Christians battled Muslims and emerged victorious in 
the end. The theatrical form made clear distinctions between heroes and 
villains, employed a host of stock characters, and had for its climax the 
much-awaited battle scenes. 

Such a theme was, of course, outdated by the time local films were 
finally produced. In the first decades of Philippine cinema (1912-1944), 
there was a proliferation of revolutionary dramas which pitted Filipino 
patriots against Spaniards. Many battle scenes were shot in order to enter
tain Filipino audiences, but, perhaps owing to a strong ilustrado (elite) 
influence, the films were more melodramas than action films. 

Aside from revolutionary dramas, a few private-eye flicks produced 
before the war also had action scenes. Like the Hollywood detective films 
after which they were patterned, these movies lacked certain ingredients 
of the morality play and subordinated the fighting skills of the heroes to 
the love angle. 

After World War II, there was a spate of guerrilla films in which Fili
pinos fought the Japanese. Alongside these was a revival of the swash
buckling epics in which Filipinos imagined themselves to be citizens of for
eign lands who crossed swords with their antagonists. 

Perhaps due to a studio system that saw personality cults as threats to 
studio discipline, movie stars were not allowed to choose their roles. 
Instead they were dictated by their home studios. 

With the collapse of the studio system in the late fifties and with the rise 
of the bakya crowd, personality cults around movie stars developed to a 
degree never before manifested. 2 Now without the security of a movie 
contract, stars had to insure their durability by directly pandering to the 
tastes of the masses. Formulas were stumbled upon by accident, and 
movie stars from then on were forever identified with the stock characters 
they portrayed on the screen. 
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GIANTS IN THE FILIPINO ACTION FILM 

The action star who laid the groundwork for the present kind of action 
films is Fernando Poe, Jr. (or FPJ, as he is popularly known). Working 
largely in westerns at the beginning of his career, FPJ was able to mold a 
distinctly Filipino character on an otherwise foreign personage. Self-effac
ing and modest but skilled with a gun, FPJ was catapulted to the top and 
has remained the box-office king for more than twenty-five years. 

Following Fernando Poe, Jr., was Joseph Estrada, whose hard-hitting 
slum dramas won for him the mayoralty of a Manila suburb. Instead of 
borrowing from foreign sources, Estrada created a Filipino original. This 
character is the illiterate champion of the masses whose only capital is his 
guts. Estrada incarnated various types of the Filipino working class, such 
as stevedores and taxi drivers, and, contrary to the artificial settings of the 
dream factory, gave dignity to the poverty in his surroundings. 

Other action stars who achieved fame were Jun Aristorenas, Jess Lapid, 
and Tony Ferrer. 

In the seventies came a significant break with the tradition. Owing to 
the deterioration in social conditions, Ramon Revilla successfully intro
duced a different kind of action hero, the criminal. He raised this outcast 
from society to the level of a folk hero. The mood in Revilla's films is 
much darker, with action scenes trembling with graphic forms of violence. 

This development appears, at first glance, to be a rejection of earlier 
and more benign models. However, in closer analysis, it is actually a pro
gression on the established patterns. In Fernando Poe, Jr., and Joseph 
Estrada movies, man is pitted against other individuals, with the action 
hero routing his opponents and emerging victorious. In contrast, Ramon 
Revilla movies have pitted man against society, with the trump card, alas, 
in the hands of the corrupt. 

Action stars who have capitalized on Revilla's formula are Rudy 
Fernandez and Anthony Alonzo. 

ACTION STARS AND THEIR PREFERRED STYLES 

Fernando Poe, Jr. 

Fernando Poe, Jr., started his movie career with juvenile roles in I956. 
In the late fifties, he began to specialize in westerns, a genre that was then 
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becoming popular despite the nonexistence of cowboys in the Philippines. 
In these movies, he crystallized the action hero beloved so much by Fili
pinos, a self-effacing, modest, solitary but rugged individual. 

Most Poe movies begin with a town being attacked by a wanton band 
of thieves. The hero, played by Fernando Poe, Jr., arrives as a solitary 
horseback rider who at first offers no resistance to the arrogant rascals 
who kick him around. It is only when the heroine is accosted by this 
rowdy batch that he starts showing off his boxing and gun-wielding 
know-how. The action is built to a climax where the hero routs the 
offending parties. 

Fernando Poe, Jr., has played a variety of roles from teacher (Asedillo) 
carpenter (Ang Panday), and guerrilla hunter (Daang Hari) to meek cop 
(Mediavillo). Perhaps because of the wholesomeness of his heroic por
trayals, most of his films are set in the past. 

Whenever Fernando Poe, Jr., portrays a modern-day hero, he indulges 
in a bit of violence, though not on the scale found in Ramon Revilla mov
ies. "Such is the trend nowadays;' FPJ said in an interview. 3 He is always 
on the side of the law, and he never acts out criminal roles. In Umpisahan 
Mo, Tatapusin Ko, he is perplexed by the corruption in police headquar
ters, but his faith in the institution never wavers. Similarly, in Sigaw ng 
Kawrungan, he is brutally tortured by drug dealers, but his psyche is 
never thrown off-balance. 

Fernando Poe, Jr., is still the highest paid movie star and has reigned as 
Mr. Box Office for more than two decades now. He still personifies the 
idealistic Filipino, though under the present circumstances this has been 
largely modified. 

Joseph Estrada 

In 1967, running as an independent candidate against formidable oppo
nents, Joseph Estrada won the mayoral elections in San Juan, a suburb of 
Metro Manila. Political analysts readily attributed this to his immense 
popularity as a movie star, especially in his portrayals of lowly born 
underdogs in action films that celebrate the dignity of spirit even among 
the very poor. 

Like Fernando Poe, Jr., Joseph Estrada first starred in juvenile roles, 
but it was not until the Batang series (the man of the streets) that he gained 
a large following. The series has been hailed by National Artist Nick 
Joaquin as "the closest we have come to true Philippine cinema - not limp 
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clique art like those beautiful flops the producers point to as reasons for 
not reforming, but alive and gutsy pop art as contemporary as a canto 
boy's [town store bully] latest belch" (Joaquin 1977, 6). 

The series popularized the squatter areas of Manila as a milieu and 
turned the rancid smells of the gutter into ennobling aromas of the resi
lient poor. Its major contribution is that it introduced realism to the world 
of action films, allowing the poor to take stock of their situation. 

Joseph Estrada's best roles are Geron Busabos the tramp and Joe 
Nazareno the taxi driver. These characters rise above the poverty of their 
surroundings to struggle for dignity. Joseph Estrada on screen is the cham
pion of the poor, the mediator between wayward brethren, the pro
tector of the weak against extortionists, the succor to the needy, the 
patient and sacrificing Superman who helps the lowliest get the justice 
they deserve. 

Ramon Revilla 

Deterioration of social conditions in the Philippines was pronounced in 
the years prior to the declaration of martial law in 1972. A breakdown in 
law and order, widespread graft and corruption in public office, the rise of 
student activism, the widening gap between the rich and the poor, and the 
constant devaluation of the Philippine peso - these circumstances all 
engendered skepticism about traditional values. However, it was not of a 
degree to distort the essential distinctions between good and evil. 

This disturbing change in the Filipino psyche was first manifested in the 
films of Ramon Revilla. He was a matinee idol of the fifties who made a 
dramatic comeback in the sixties. His Nardong Putik is a film on a notori
ous criminal whose talisman protecteci him from bullets. It scored pheno
menally at the box office in 1971 and established him as an action super
star. After Nardong Putik came other dramatizations of real-life fugitives 
from justice such as Kapitan Eddie Set, Tiagong Akyat, Kapitan Inggo, 
Terrorize Panay, and others. 

Ramon Revilla's movies are almost always based on life stories of real 
criminals. He reportedly goes from town to town to interview barrio 
folks, usually victims of social injustice, on possible subjects for films. 
Much fictionalization of course comes in when the renegade is lifted to the 
level of a folk hero and sympathy is drawn to his cause. 

The standard Ramon Revilla movie often begins with the simple and 
upright hero terrorized by unscrupulous land-grabbers. At first, the char-
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acter played by Revilla naively resorts to the police and the law courts to 
get back his land. But in his town the judges are bribed handsomely, and 
soon he becomes a victim of police brutality. The last straw comes when 
his wife and children are senselessly murdered. He is forced to flee to the 
mountains and mull over his revenge. There he assembles a band of dis
gruntled peasants and trains them to be sharpshooters. He leads them in 
robbing the rich - usually greedy politicians who have made fortunes out 
of the sweat of the poor. He disciplines his band to live by a strict code. 
Ramon Revilla's community then becomes his version of "Little Philip
pines" where justice prevails and good is rewarded. Those who transgress 
the unwritten laws are punished severely. Toward the end, Ramon Revilla 
suffers from hubris; he gets too hotheaded and kills too many people. He 
also becomes too unbending in his enforcement of his own laws and com
mits an unforgivable sin - heartlessness. His movies never end on a happy 
note. Like Moses who cannot enter the Promised Land because of blood 
on his hands, the hero he plays either dies in a blaze of gunfire from the 
encroaching authorities or, at the very least, is grazed by stray bullets. 

Ramon Revilla's roles range from simple peasants hoodwinked by pow
erful politicians to Huk commanders with urgent pleas for justice. The lat
ter role is markedly free of any ideological content but is replete with 
instances of social injustice. His movies are also strikingly more violent 
than those of Fernando Poe, Jr., or Joseph Estrada. The overwhelming 
might of the oppressor and the larger scale of the fight permit bloodier, 
more sadistic scenes. 

Rudy Fernandez and Anthony Alonzo 

Success spawns imitations. Two action stars who have followed Ramon 
Revilla's example are Rudy Fernandez and Anthony Alonzo. 

Rudy Fernandez, son of an important film director, became an action 
star with his depiction of a fugitive on the run in Bitaying si Baby Ama. 
His succeeding roles were more or less in the same vein. These were in 
Wanted: Alex San Diego; Sumuko Ka, Ronquillo; Kriminal; Somewhere; 
and Pasukuin si Waway (Cop Killer). 

The Rudy Fernandez formula is very much like Ramon Revilla's, 
though on a minuscule scale. Rudy is often a boy from the province who 
moves to a squatter area. He is not familiar with the unwritten laws of the 
local Mafia and is bullied by arrogant extortionists. He fights back, but 
the Mafia with its political connections frames him up. He is sent to 
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prison, where he undergoes a dehumanizing experience. He then changes 
from a naive country hick into a hardened criminal. He escapes from 
prison and cold-bloodedly guns down his antagonists. Like Ramon 
Revilla, he either dies by the gun or is shot in the arm. 

Anthony Alonzo's is a more frenzied variation. He often plays drug 
addicts, psychopaths, reformed criminals, and deranged individuals. In 
Warren Balane, he is a reformed drug addict lured back into the business 
by his mother's illness. In Sendong Sung kit, he is a criminal on parole who 
guns down the killers of his sweetheart. 

An Anthony Alonzo movie often begins with a testimonial from his 
mother that as a child, he was good-natured. He comes home from prison 
with a promise to go straight. But because of the continuing breakdown in 
law and order, he reneges on his promise and is lured back to crime. How
ever, once he has waylaid his oppressors - often mercilessly - he atones 
for his sins by undergoing heavy flogging and other Christian forms of 
penitence. Here Anthony Alonzo is linked with the cult of the Black 
Nazarene, a religious macho cult that has among its adherents many peas
ant criminals. Like Ramon Revilla and Rudy Fernandez, he is not allowed 
to live a happy life. Remnants of the gang he has helped suppress hunt him 
down and shoot him. 

Lito Lapid 

While the trend in the seventies seemed to be toward victims of injus
tice, one action star - Lito Lapid - made his mark by applying Fernando 
Poe's formula of one rugged individual facing up to society. One reason 
may be that Ramon Revilla's films are rated for adults only, while those of 
Lito Lapid cater to the kiddie market. 

Lito Lapid's roles are more flamboyant, more the product of cross
culturalization. They range from samurai (Barakuda), cowboys (Julian 
Vaquero), and men of the streets (Batang Salabusab) to fantasy heroes 
(Alakdang Bato). Essentially a Lito Lapid movie starts out with flashbacks 
to his childhood where he witnesses the murder of his parents. He vows 
revenge. In the intervening years, he hones his skills in judo, karate, 
sharpshooting, arnis (or native fencing), and the samurai blade. There are 
often the obligatory scenes in which he receives training from a guru. 
When he has mastered his martial arts, he tracks down his killers. 

Very much like Fernando Poe, Jr., Lito Lapid only fights back when 
there is a good reason. Usually this is the beating up of women and chil-
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dren. Also, he is extremely shy with women and has to be pushed by his 
friends into courting the opposite sex. 

QUALITIES OF THE ACTION FILM 

Characteristics of the Action Hero 

The action hero is always a virtuous individual. The one common 
denominator underlying all action film heroes is his unwavering belief in 
the good. This is most visible in the films of Fernando Poe, Jr., Joseph 
Estrada, and Lito Lapid. The action heroes vanquish their foes in order 
that justice might prevail and the rights of the poor be defended from the 
powerfully arrogant. In the movies of Ramon Revilla, Rudy Fernandez, 
and Anthony Alonzo, the good side is always emphasized. They are 
always shown as being forced to take the law in their own hands because 
the social institutions responsible for the maintenance of law and order 
have been tainted with corruption. 

Violence is never a gratuitous act. The action hero never picks a fight 
but punches or shoots only in reaction to a challenge. In contrast to spa
ghetti westerns, in which motivations can range from profit to simple 
sadism, the act of fighting is never undertaken for its own sake. 

The action hero has an unusual reserve of patience. In the earlier films 
of Fernando Poe, Jr., and Lito Lapid, the action hero is shown being 
beaten up by toughies. He never fights back except when women and chil
dren are threatened. This triggers a display of his martial arts skills, which 
he has been holding back for this one suspenseful moment. In the films of 
Ramon Revilla, this patience has been exhausted, and what triggers the 
spate of violence is usually the death of family members. This trait of the 
Filipino is summed up by the film Maynila sa Kuko ng Liwanag (Manila 
in the Claws of Darkness), which has in its poster the following lines: 

With every kick even a dog reacts differently, 
With the first, he is surprised, 
With the second, he thinks, 
With the third, he remembers, 
With the fourth, watch out. 

The image of the Filipino as a meek puppy who gives his master all pos
sible excuses until he runs out of them has been used by political analysts 
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to symbolize the surge in activism today after a decade of indifference. 
Curiously enough, this is well exemplified in movies. 

The action hero is always protective of the weak. In a society where the 
poor have to be defended from the abuses of the powerful, the action hero 
is expected to protect them. He mediates in fights between brethren and 
acts as an ombudsman for that sector of society. 

Blood money is never acceptable. Money coming from illegal sources -
crime, gambling, and the like - is always rejected, even if it will help alle
viate the plight of the poor. Dignity in poverty supersedes pragmatism in 
this case. 

While this is emphasized in the films of Fernando Poe, Jr., Joseph 
Estrada, and Lito Lapid, the recent action films allow for a relaxation of 
this role. In Warren Balane, Anthony Alonzo becomes a drug pusher in 
order to pay for the medical bills of his mother. However, he has to atone 
for this sin by undergoing severe penitential acts. 

The action hero is always a one-woman man. Because women are 
looked upon as prospective mothers and the foci of families, the action 
hero courts only one woman. In the films of Fernando Poe, Jr., Joseph 
Estrada, and Lito Lapid, the hero exhibits a kind of bashfulness toward 
women. Friends are often called upon to act as matchmakers. In the case 
of Fernando Poe, Jr., courtship is often a very quiet affair; his deceptively 
sexless behavior is belied by tender masculine strokes. In the case of 
Joseph Estrada, his lack of sexual aggressiveness is rationalized as his 
inability to provide the woman he would marry with a comfortable life. 

In contrast, there is some womanizing in the films of Ramon Revilla, 
Anthony Alonzo, and Rudy Fernandez but never to the extent that they 
would be mistaken for playboys. This apparent contradiction is best seen 
in Sierra Madre, in which Ramon Revilla abducts a pretty woman but 
never goes to bed with her until she is sure of his honorable intentions. In 
the same movie, he castrates one of his men for attempting to rape a coun
try lass. He shouts at the offender, "You have forgotten that you were born 
of a woman, and you have defiled that womb:' 

Women 

The mother is the center of the family. One peculiar characteristic of 
Filipino action films is the overriding presence of the mother. In Daang 
Hari, she is the only person who never loses hope in her missing son's 
return. In Sendong Sungkit, her testimony on her son's inherent goodness 
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is borne out by his heroism in the end. In Terrorize Panay, the mother sets 
out to reform her wayward son, as she is convinced of his intrinsic quali
ties. This deep emotional attachment of son to mother orients his attitudes 
toward women and teaches him early in his life to respect them. 

Only the virginal woman can become the action hero's wife. Two types 
of women serve as the love interest of the action hero: the pure, virginal 
type who is modest in her manners and dresses conservatively and the 
aggressive type who is often skimpily clad and adheres to the new moral
ity. The conservative woman always ends up as the hero's spouse; only she 
can ensure the successful rearing of children and the strong cohesion of the 
family. The sexually aggressive may try to seduce the hero; her advances 
are often rebuffed. Even if the hero does succumb to her alluring ways, the 
tryst will never end in marriage. More often than not, the loose-moraled 
woman is content to die for her love. 

Institutions 

The Filipino is family-oriented. The family is considered as the social 
unit in Philippine society. Particularly among the poor, it is the coopera
tion among family members that helps them overcome their deplorable 
conditions. This is exemplified in the films of Joseph Estrada in which 
family members work late hours in order to earn a few pesos for their sick 
mother's medicine. 

The church offers salvation to the wayward. Philippine society is deeply 
religious. As such, there is a strong tradition of penitence in action films. 
This is readily seen in the films of Ramon Revilla, Anthony Alonzo, and 
Rudy Fernandez. Always the hero with blood on his hands needs to be 
cleansed of his wrongdoing. After his revenge is completed, he undergoes 
severe corporal punishment - flogging and other rituals - in order to 
atone for his sins. 

Social institutions serve only the rich and the powerful. There is wide
spread pessimism toward social institutions in the Filipino action film. 
Both the police and the law courts are often depicted as serving the rich 
and victimizing the poor. Social injustice is the basis of all of Ramon Revil
la's movies. On a smaller scale, the films of Rudy Fernandez and Anthony 
Alonzo have this implicit condemnation of social institutions. In Rudy 
Fernandez's Waway (The Cop Killer), an innocent man is brutally tortured 
by the police; in Kriminal, the police are manipulated by a gambling syn
dicate. 
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Of late, the police and the military have been trying to clean up their 
movie image by lobbying through the Board of Censors for a stricter 
implementation of some of their statutes governing the depiction of law 
enforcement agencies. The military has recently been producing its own 
movies. Still the criminal environment and the social nature of the prob
lems expounded offset any such cosmetic jobs. 

In the films of Joseph Estrada, there is an attack on another institution 
- the hospital. Hospitals are attacked for their indifference toward the 
poor. Joseph Estrada would rush in with a sickly kid in his arms only to 
give up hope of any treatment due to the ludicrous bureaucracy imposed 
by the institution. 

A death in the family serves as catalyst for the action hero's politiciza
tion. The drive to patriotism in Filipino action films is not automatic. 
There has to be a death in the family before the action hero starts to fight 
the political despots. In Ang Panday, Fernando Poe, Jr., launches an 
attack against his feudal masters only after the murder of his father. Simi
larly, in Pedro Tunasan, Lito Lapid remains apolitical even if his father 
exhorts the peasants to rise against the encroaching land-grabbers. It is 
only through his father's death that he takes up the fight. This is in strik
ing contrast to Chinese kung fu movies in which a hundred Shaolin mas
ters spring up in response to a call for patriotism. 

CONCLUSIONS 

The film critic has much to complain about in local mainstream produc
tion - illogicalities, anachronisms, cross-cultural borrowings, lack of sub
tlety in characterization, stock situations, and stereotypes. Many of his 
complaints are perhaps justified from the point of view of aesthetics. 
However, looking at the same problems from a sociological standpoint, 
one begins to see direct relationships between film conventions and cul
tural values. 

It has been customary to dismiss these moro-moro as crass commercial
ism on the part of producers. This is not entirely a false assumption; but it 
should also be pointed out that producers are very much dependent on the 
public for commercial success. Perhaps a deeper problem exists in that 
producers are manacled by the mass audience's folk orientation. 

It is posited that Filipino mainstream production should be appreciated 
along the rigid conventions defined by decades of Filipino filmmaking. 
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This proposed frame of mind is similar to that adopted while watching 
Noh dramas and Peking operas. When one sector of society develops fas
ter than another, one tends to forget one's cultural roots and to use yard
sticks alien to the native. 

Another criticism is that it is an outmoded form that has to be replaced 
by modern, more relevant ones. Admittedly, this is again true; but one has 
to understand them thoroughly before renovating folk traditions. It would 
be extremely cruel to impose on the Filipino psyche foreign forms and 
conventions that do not relate to it. 

An important reason for undertaking a study of folk perception is its 
pervasive influence in Philippine society today. In national elections, 
movie stars have been herded by the hundreds to attend political rallies. 
Moreover, big business corporations continue to commission confidential 
studies on folk perception in order to market their goods more effectively. 
Despite the apparent lack of interest paid by the upper classes to these pur
suits, these institutions deem it important to possess an understanding of 
folk communications. 

This split in Philippine perception is a saddening reality. It behooves the 
local intelligentsia to divest themselves of their Western biases and come to 
grips with folk traditions. It is only through such an awareness of one's 
roots that, one day, one can talk of a homogenous Philippine audience. 

Agustin L. Sotto teaches film theory and criticism at De La Salle University in 
Manila and is the coordinator for film at the Cultural Center of the Philippines. 
He is writing a book on the history of Philippine cinema. 
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3. Interview with Fernando Poe, Jr., at Cafe Ysabel on October 9, 1984. 
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Ethnic Minorities in Chinese Films: 
Cinema and the Exotic 

PAUL CLARK 

SINCE the first showing of what was probably a Lumiere brothers reel in 
a Shanghai tea shop and amusement hall in 1896, Chinese have regarded 
film as an exotic and foreign medium. Although people throughout most 
of the world have cause to look on cinema as an import, Chinese have par
ticularly associated celluloid with non-Chinese, exotic art forms and sub
jects. The belly dancers and maharajahs in the 1896 film thus had a sym
bolic significance which long outlived the curious audience of Westernized 
Chinese and foreigners who saw the first screen images in that Shanghai 
amusement parlor. 

Films shown in China since 1896 have not featured many belly dancers 
and maharajahs, particularly after the leaders of the Communist Party 
established their nationalistic and somewhat puritanical regime in 1949. 
That year, however, marked more of a political than a cultural divide. 
Much of the fundamental habits of Chinese cultural life changed less dra
matically. One such habit, the tendency to regard films as a source of 
exotic, usually foreign, images has remained strong to this day. The 
princes and ministers of traditional Beijing opera, and the clowns and 
peasants of less exalted though more pervasive artistic forms, have repre
sented for Chinese audiences historical predecessors of their own national
ity. Opera is a distinctively Chinese art form. Chinese viewers both before 
and after 1949 have expected films, on the other hand, to present other 
than Chinese characters, in unfamiliar though contemporary settings, 
responding in particularly foreign ways. 

Before 1949, Chinese audiences placed these expectations of the foreign 
and exotic in films imported from Hollywood and other Western produc
tion centers. After 1949, with fewer, mostly Soviet, foreign films on Chi
nese screens, the search for the exotic led Chinese filmmakers and 



I6 PAUL CLARK 

filmgoers to the most non-Chinese parts and peoples of China, her minori
ties in the northwest and southeast. Film audiences could travel to "for
eign" lands without crossing the nation's borders. The minorities film has 
served accordingly as a barometer of the degree of cultural, including 
filmic, openness to the outside world that the Chinese have experienced 
throughout this century. At the same time, these films have served as a 
mirror of national attitudes to the minority peoples. 

In the I930S almost nine out of every ten films shown in China came 
from Hollywood. Five hundred such films competed with a little more 
than sixty Chinese features made in I933, for example (Burton I934, 594). 
The strong market position of the foreign films was not simply a reflection 
of the aggressive salesmanship of American film company representatives 
in Shanghai and of the artistic weakness of most local productions. Chi
nese film audiences, at least until the end of the I940s, were a tiny elite 
whose backgrounds and attitudes made them attracted to the foreign 
mOVIes. 

Several factors encouraged this coincidence of social background and 
film tastes. Only persons of some means could afford the price of a ticket 
to a cinema or have the leisure time to spend there. But a prospective 
filmgoer in the I930S needed more than money and free time to see a film. 
Cinemas, and amusement "palaces" where films might be a part of the 
entertainment, could only be found in the great coastal cities, like Shang
hai, or in the riverine hinterland. More inland, provincial cities did not 
often have film theaters, unless a foreign missionary obliged with an 
uplifting short subject. Just as the places where films might easily be found 
were the most Westernized parts of China, so the people who went to see 
the films tended to be the most Westernized members of Chinese society. 
Films were a foreign taste. Given the overwhelming predominance of Hol
lywood movies, a degree of familiarity and ease with the foreign mores 
and settings on the screen also characterized the more avid filmgoer. The 
language barrier between the American and other movies and Chinese 
audiences was crossed in a variety of ways: sidetitles, as used in the mod
ern opera theater; explanatory leaflets explaining the feature; or live nar
ration, at least in the silent era. 

The films that the indigenous Chinese industry began to produce in 
quantity in the I920S and following decades reflected the foreign nature of 
the existing film market and the tastes which Chinese filmmakers shared 
with the local film audiences. The current tendency in China to emphasize 
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the left-wing "progressive film tradition" as predecessors of the achieve
ments of the post-1949 era should not obscure the reality of much of film 
production, at least before the Anti-Japanese War (1937-1945). The screen 
heroes of most Chinese-made films were Chinese versions of the Holly
wood-molded heroes. 

At the same time, viewers could also regard these portrayals as up
dated, Westernized versions of the handsome scholars and beautiful cour
tesans who peopled traditional popular literature. On screen, as in the so
called mandarin duck and butterfly novels, which enjoyed a vogue among 
the Shanghai and other urban middle classes in the first four decades of 
this century, the handsome scholar might be a clerk in an importing com
pany and the object of his affections a girl from the country trying to make 
ends meet by dancing as chastely as possible in a foreign-style night club. 
In a "progressive" film, made under the auspices of a communist front 
organization in the Shanghai literary world, the young lady might more 
likely work in one of the city's cotton mills, intent upon raising her own 
and her fellow workers' political consciousness. Such films of idealized 
middle-class life or romanticized working-class nobility were perhaps an 
interesting break for Shanghai filmgoers from the Hollywood equivalent. 
For the truly exotic, however, the film buff continued to rely on the for
eign product. 

The minority peoples of China scarcely ever appeared on China's 
screens before 1949, except in a foreign-made newsreel or documentary. 
One obvious reason for this absence was the cost of location shooting for 
a feature film with a minorities setting in the remoter corners of the 
nation. Shanghai film production companies passed precarious fiscal 
lives: travelling to Yunnan near the Vietnam border or to the northwest in 
Central Asia was out of the question. The ethnocentric attitudes of the 
majority, Han Chinese towards the non-Han cultures was another factor 
in the minorities' screen absence. A more fundamental reason for the non
appearance of Uighur horsemen or Dai (Thai) dancers in Chinese-pro
duced features was that they were not expected by these films' audiences. 
Film was a modern, foreign medium. Shanghai filmgoers expected to see 
modern, foreign people (or foreign-styled Chinese) when they went to the 
cinema. This was exotic enough for the average film audience before the 
late 1940s. Minorities may have also been exotic, but theirs was an old
fashioned, familiar exoticism apparently less suited to this new, Western 
medium. 
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The place of film in Chinese cultural life, and the position of the 
minorities genre film, changed considerably after 1949. The relative artis
tic prosperity of the late 1940S gave way to a narrowness of focus that 
lasted well into the new decade. Minorities films, when they appeared, 
reflected these changes. 

With the triumph of the Communist Party in the civil war of the 1940s, 
national policies in all spheres of economic and social life were redirected. 
The new model for these policies, like the now discredited models of the 
Guomindang regime, came from abroad. The new communist leaders of 
China looked to the Soviet Union for answers to the pressing problems of 
organizing and controlling the nation. They borrowed a Stalinist eco
nomic structure, with its solid emphasis on centralized planning and 
heavy industry. The Soviet Union offered also a model for the cultural 
transformation that Mao and his colleagues, typical Chinese leaders con
cerned with filling their people's minds as well as stomachs, sought to ini
tiate. "Socialist realism" became the yardstick with which the new censors 
measured the products of the film studios. 1 For several years the gap 
between Chinese production and the film audience expectations, shaped 
by mostly Hollywood films over the previous three decades, was filled by 
dubbed Soviet films. 

There were three major consequences of this turning to the Soviet 
model. One was the devaluation and even discarding of the film achieve
ment of the late 1940s. In the light of "socialist realism" this now seemed 
petit bourgeois and backward. Ironically, in 1946 filmmakers, most of 
whom had spent the Anti-Japanese War years in Guomindang-held terri
tory, began to make films in Shanghai remarkable for their close reflection 
of the postwar national consciousness. Films such as The Spring River 
Flows East (Yijiang chunshui xiang dong liu, directed by Zheng Junli and 
Cai Chusheng, Kunlun studios, 1947 and 1948, two parts) explored the 
shared national experience of war and social dislocation as no other Chi
nese films had done before. One characteristic of this age of Chinese cin
ema was the neorealism of such works, invented in postwar Shanghai 
independent of the work of de Sica and others in postwar Italy. After 1949, 
filmmakers and the more established types of film audiences found the 
transition to "socialist realism" difficult. 

But most filmgoers after 1949 found the experience new and exotic in 
itself, despite the somewhat mundane content and style of the "socialist 
realist" films. Realizing the potential of the film medium to serve national 
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purposes, and misquoting Lenin's statement about "the most important 
art;' the new leaders of China set about expanding film audiences. 2 The 
aim was to convey a standardized cultural, and necessarily political, arti
fact directly to all citizens. It was a vision that emperors had dreamt. 
Establishing cinemas and mobile projection teams throughout the nation, 
beyond the coastal and big cities, which had enjoyed access to films for 
several decades, took several years. These expanding audiences were often 
satisfied with the novelty of seeing any film, Soviet or Chinese. The urge 
for the exotic, long associated with cinema in China, was thus easily 
catered for. 

A concomitant consequence of the turn to the Soviet cultural model was 
the change in the subjects and style of Chinese films after I949. The often 
troubled, petit-bourgeois intellectuals who peopled films before that year 
gave way to heroic, proletarian soldiers, peasants, and workers. Films 
concentrated on a rather steady diet of socialist construction: land reform, 
military exploits from the preceding two decades, and, less often, indus
trial revolution. 

Films set among the national minorities, a welcome change from these 
soon familiar subjects, were slow to reach China's socialist screens in any 
numbers. By I955, however, a steady, though small, production of such 
features emerged from the studios. The new regime counted fifty-four 
(later increased to fifty-five) minority peoples in addition to the predomi
nant ethnic group, the Han Chinese. The minorities included Mongols, 
Tibetans, and Uighurs in the north and northwest, the Miao, Yi, Zhuang, 
and Bai minorities in the southwest, and Koreans and Manchus in the 
northeast. Also included in this listing were Moslems, whose religious 
practices set them apart from other Chinese. Although the minorities 
amounted to a mere 6 percent of the total population, they occupied 
nearly 60 percent of the land area of the People's Republic, mostly in the 
strategic border regions. 

Minority peoples have had a much greater role on Chinese screens since 
I949 than their numbers would suggest. The Party government put great 
emphasis on the qualified assimilation and proper treatment of the 
minorities. Films that purported to show the way of life of these minority 
peoples, and their enthusiasm for socialism, contributed to the policy of 
national integration. 3 

From the point of view of film audiences and filmmakers, the impor
tance of minority films was related more to the search for the exotic which 
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Chinese had associated with cinema since the first tea-house screening in 
1896. Filmmakers could use a minority culture setting to produce films 
that entertained as much as instructed. The areas offered the exoticism of 
a foreign setting, by the mid-1950S less often seen in Chinese theaters. As 
the equivalent of a foreign movie, artists could use a minorities film to 
essay subject matter, notably love stories, less frequently given such prom
inence in other feature films. 4 

Apart from love, even a subject like social oppression could be illus
trated more forcefully in a film set among non-Han peoples. Serfs (Nong
nu, directed by Li Jun, August First studio, 1963) is not a typical minorities 
film in terms of its depiction of oppression, but the strength of this por
trayal may have only been possible in an exotic setting among a non-Han 
ethnic group. Han Chinese suffer the abuse of landlords and foreigners in 
a somewhat ritualized manner. Serfs presents the suffering of Tibetan 
peasants with more subtlety and hence with greater impact on audiences. 
The propensity of minorities films to explore normally avoided subjects 
allows Serfs this quality. 

The strength of Serfs' portrayal of oppression derives from three per
sons: the scenarist, the director, and the cinematographer. In writing the 
script, Huang Zongjiang deliberately chose to keep dialogue to a mini
mum, being aware of criticism, both foreign and Chinese, that an overde
pendence on dialogue was a weakness of many Chinese films. Having a 
story in the exotic setting of non-Chinese speakers, who for the purposes 
of comprehension would have to speak Chinese, gave Huang a further 
reason for his decision to minimize the spoken word (Huang 1980). The 
casting of Serfs also encouraged the filmmakers to rely more than usual 
upon visual images. All the Tibetan roles in the film (more than 90 percent 
of the parts) are played by Tibetans. 5 Images are particularly important in 
scenes featuring the hero, Jampa, who becomes dumb while a young man, 
in part as an act of defiance. Wangdui, who plays the part of the adult serf, 
was himself a former slave. 

The authentic feeling brought to the acting by the Tibetan players is 
reinforced by the almost palpable textures of the black and white photog
raphy of Wei Linyue. Dark shadows, in or beside temples and serf-owners' 
houses, are juxtaposed with the scorching brightness of nature, reinforc
ing the unnaturalness of the landowners' and lama leaders' oppression of 
the serfs. 

The contribution of director Li Jun is seen from the opening sequence. 
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The camera pans leftward along a seemingly endless range of the Hima
layas. Mountaintops dissolve into temple roofs as the camera continues 
leftward to lamas on the roofs blowing long trumpets. The leftward 
motion proceeds down the length of the trumpets and out to the mountain 
ranges again, all the while accompanied by the boom of the instruments. 
Thus in a simple sequence the world of Jampa and other serfs is intro
duced, apparently cut off in its own world by the Himalayas. In the next 
scene, still backed by the trumpet sound, serfs appear carrying grain to the 
serf-owner's granary, covered by a leftward tracking shot which helps link 
it to the preceding sequence. 

Serfs ends with the convalescent Jampa uttering his first words in years, 
when he sits up (in the head lama's former bedroom) and says, "I'll talk. I 
have so much to say." He turns to the portrait newly hung on the wall: 
"Chairman Mao."6 A cut to melting snow and mountains makes for an 
ending with a Chinese movie cliche. It recalls, however, the very first shots 
of the Himalayas. By now they no longer seal off a closed kingdom: like 
the serfs' chains, they have been cut through. 7 

In contrast to Serfs, many other minorities films from the pre-Cultural 
Revolution period blur the theme of class struggle by tending to glamorize 
the exotic. The southwest minorities in particular appear in these films 
not infrequently as "happy, smiling natives;' more prone to drop axe and 
bow and burst into song than to take up arms against oppressors. 
Although film artists pay careful attention to the authenticity of costum
ing and customs, this type of presentation has pitfalls. A sort of "if it's 
three feathers, they must be Apache" syndrome arises as grinning Yi, 
Miao, Zhuang, Dai, Bai, and Dong dance across the screen. While filmed 
in a spirit of intercultural tolerance, the results paradoxically tend 
towards a homogenization of minorities culture (in two main branches, 
southwest and northwest). Film as a powerful integrating element in a 
new, mass culture seems often not to allow much differentiation between 
non-Han ethnic groups. 

It is perhaps unfair to criticize the film Ashma (Ashima, directed by Liu 
Qiong, Haiyan studio, 1964) for glamorizing its subject, for the film is a 
musical version of an ancient Yunnan legend. Nevertheless, Ashma illus
trates some of the problems of minorities films. Ashma, a young woman 
of the Bai minority, catches the eye of a chieftain's son. Ashma resists his 
advances, saying she belongs to Ahei, but she is lured to the chieftain's 
home. Ahei, a brave young goatherd, uses his magic, mountain-boring 
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arrows in an effort to rescue Ashma from her captors. The lovers almost 
manage to escape before Ashma is drowned in a gigantic flood and turns 
to stone. This is the legendary origin of the Stone Forest (shilin) in present
day Yunnan province. The film's weakness lies in its departure from the 
source material. The legend is vamped up and presented with Western
style music in a spirit not dissimilar to Rodgers and Hammerstein. 8 

A film that makes more concessions to Chinese musical styles, but still 
tends to play up a homogenized exoticism, is Third Sister Liu (Liu Sanjie, 
directed by Su Li, Changchun studio, I96o). Third Sister Liu is a figure in 
the folk tales of the Zhuang minority in Guangxi province. This bold 
young woman, who seems to have lived during Tang times (6I8-907), 
defends her fellow villagers against local landlords by articulating their 
folk wisdom in witty songs. The local literati are roundly humiliated by 
this bright and clever peasant girl. Faced with retaliation, Third Sister Liu 
and her lover leave on his boat, filling the mountains with her song. 9 

Like other, nonmusical, minorities films, particularly those set in the 
southwest, Third Sister Liu presents a somewhat homogenized image of 
Guangxi Zhuang culture. The film tends to obliterate, with its pictorial 
lushness, the regional and minority aspects of the story and the characters. 
Even the spectacular setting of the karst mountains of Guilin, with all the 
beauty of water, sky, and mountains that this offers the film artists, makes 
for a national rather than specific atmosphere. The setting, enhanced by 
the painterly qualities of the cinematography, takes on a symbolic role as a 
quintessentially Chinese environment, representative of the entire culture. 
Some critics in fact complained of the film's presentation of rather radical 
peasants, objecting that the folk tale had been "modernized" at the 
expense of its original, local qualities. 10 This pictorial homogenization of 
a regional folk tale was a feature that Third Sister Liu shared with most 
other minorities and musical films. 

Chinese audiences discovered in Third Sistey Liu a quality of exoticism 
that filmgoers since the beginning of the century had associated with the 
cinema. The mountains of Guilin and the folk songs, however sinicized, 
of the Zhuang minority had an appeal not dissimilar to the earlier Chinese 
fascination with Hollywood's presentation of American life in the films of 
the I930S. Both types of films transported Chinese audiences to distant 
places and unfamiliar peoples. By the I96os, when Third Sister Liu was 
released, most foreign films on China's screens featured stories of socialist 
construction in the rather less exotic factories, barracks, and farms of 
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North Korea, Eastern Europe, and the Soviet Union. Cheerful Tang
dynasty Zhuang folk, singing clever songs in a comic, musical version of 
the class struggle, surrounded by gorgeously photographed scenery, were 
clearly more appealing. Readers of the wide-circulation monthly Popular 
Film (Dazhong dianying) voted Third Sister Liu one of their favorites in 
the second "Hundred Flowers" film awards in 1963. It has remained one of 
the best loved films from the pre-Cultural Revolution period. 

Minorities films did not, however, eschew direct relevance to current 
political campaigns. Five Golden Flowers (Wuduo jinhua, directed by 
Wang Jiayi, Changchun studio, 1959) combines singing and dancing with 
the Great Leap Forward (1958-1960) emphasis on communes and produc
tion. Apeng, a Bai youth, made a date a year ago to meet at the Butterfly 
Spring a girl who called herself Golden Flower. When she fails to turn up, 
Apeng sets out to find her, but does not know her real name nor where she 
lives. After a few songs, a lot of scenery, and many smiles, Apeng finds his 
Golden Flower. During the search, he discovers, and momentarily con
fuses (before smiling explanations), four other young women who are also 
called Golden Flower. One works at a local foundry, one drives a tractor, 
one is a stockyard worker, and the fourth is an "exemplary fertilizer and 
manure collector:' At a colorful wedding feast, Apeng finally finds his own 
Golden Flower, who is deputy leader of the commune. Retiring, for a 
song, to the Butterfly Spring, the couple are joined by the other Golden 
Flowers and their lovers for a last chorus. Periodically throughout the film 
the balance between comic confusion and aesthetic excess tilts in favor of 
the latter, and flowers and smiling Bai faces fill the screen as the music 
swells. 

Settings in the southwest do not always mean love stories and songs. 
Menglongsha Village (Menglongsha, directed by Wang Ping and Yuan 
Xian, August First studio, 1960), the story of the efforts of a People's Lib
eration Army (PLA) work team in a Dai (Thai) village, is closer to the 
minorities films set in Xinjiang, for it involves foreign spies and class con
flict. But even in Menglongsha tropical climes seem to soften the lines of 
class oppression. For example, after three days up to his neck in a chief
tain's water dungeon, a Dai youth is released merely a little blue and 
enraged for the experience. The emphasis on suffering in Serfs is not 
applied to this Yunnan story. 

Minorities films set in the northwest often put more emphasis on class 
struggle and foreign intrigue. Visitor on Ice Mountain (Bingshan shang de 
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laike, directed by Zhao Xinshui, Changchun studio, 1963) is an impressive 
work, with its story of spying combined with lost love. Amir, a Uighur 
recruit to the PLA, is convinced that the new bride of a local man is his 
childhood sweetheart Gulandam. When she fails to respond to his singing 
their favorite song of long ago, Amir begins to suspect that this woman is 
not the real Gulandam. She has in fact been sent across the border, the 
film now reveals, by a bandit leader to cause trouble on the Pamir moun
tain frontier. Although largely preserving the tone of intrigue and menace 
suitable for a spy film, the filmmakers cannot resist a song or two, as if 
minorities are somehow more wont to burst into a chorus than their Han 
brothers. 11 

Exoticism and class conflict are not incompatible. Red Flower of Tian
shan (Tianshan de honghua, directed by Cui Wei, Chen Huaikai, and Liu 
Baode, Xi'an and Beijing studios, 1964) also mixes an emphasis on revolu
tionary politics with fascination with the unfamiliar customs of a minority 
people, in this case Kazaks. Aikuli, a Communist Party member, is elected 
as brigade leader, much to the chagrin of the brigade veterinarian, the son 
of a former clan leader. He uses Aikuli's husband's disquiet with his wife's 
activism to make trouble. The vet attempts to discredit Aikuli by subvert
ing the success of the lambing season through leaving the door of the 
lambing shed open to the snow and wind. Aikuli and the Kazak masses 
thwart his evil designs. The locals' propensity for song and dance, how
ever, is not ignored; this is after all, a minorities story. Thus Aikuli and her 
friends join chorus on her selection as brigade leader and at various points 
later in the story. 

Songs, of course, are fairly frequent features of other pre-Cultural Rev
olution films set in the majority Han society, but the songs usually serve as 
background to scenes of the heroes pursuing their productive or other 
activities. In minorities films, however, the heroes actually dance and sing 
the songs, in their native languages. The implication is that these some
what undifferentiated peoples, as less sophisticated Chinese, are more 
prone to the pleasures of music than their Han brothers and sisters. 
Whether this was more than a fascination with the exotic is a moot point. 

In a cultural enterprise and "foreign" medium in which a lot of lip ser
vice was paid to "national style" (minzu fengge), minorities films offered 
another attraction seemingly in contradiction to their exotic appeal. Film
ing Dai youths dancing in costume was an easier, more immediate way for 
artists and their managers to fulfill demands for "national style" films than 
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trying to find a way of filming with national style a drama set perhaps 
among Tianjin city laborers or Honan peasants. Unlike steel mills and 
wheat fields, minorities areas offered instant "national style:' The tempta
tion to film such exotica was stronger for artists and the film leadership 
than the urge to explore, with the time, resources, and encouragement 
that the filmmaking enterprise rarely had in abundance, the possible filmic 
rendition of a Chinese style. Film remained, after six decades, a "foreign" 
medium. Paradoxically, one of the most effective ways to make films with 
"Chinese" style was to go to the most "foreign" cultural areas in the 
nation. 

The Cultural Revolution years (1966-1976) marked a low point in the 
fortunes of the Chinese film industry and the minority film. For almost six 
years, no feature films of any genre were produced. When production 
resumed in 1970 only screen versions of some of the "revolutionary model 
stage performances" were made. Eventually in 1973 film artists started to 

make new feature films. Quite apart from this disruption in production, 
minority films were subjected to changes in cultural and political atti
tudes. The Cultural Revolution emphasis on proletarian unity tended to 
deny and even obliterate ethnic differences. Party policy on minorities 
stressed assimilation more strongly than ever. Class came before culture. 

This spirit extended to the single filmed example of minority culture 
from the early 1970s, the interminable ballet Son and Daughter of the 
Grassland (Caoyuan ernu, directed by Fu lie, Beijing studio). Released in 
1975, the film was a ballet reworking of the 1964 cartoon, Heroic Little 
Sisters of the Grassland (Caoyuan yingxiong xiao jiemei, directed by Qian 
Yunda and Tang Cheng, Shanghai Animation studio). The sibling heroes 
in both films brave a massive storm to save the collective's sheep. The 1975 
film's setting among Mongolian sheepherders is merely incidental to its 
message, reinforced by adding a class enemy to the original cartoon story, 
of socialist sacrifice. The same tendency to treat ethnic characteristics as 
incidental and use a minority setting simply for its exotic interest are typi
cal of several films released or in production during the last year of the 
Cultural Revolution. 12 

In the years after 1976 and the end of the Cultural Revolution, as Chi
nese politics and society underwent fundamental changes, minorities films 
continued to serve as a barometer of cultural change. Three major 
changes regarding minorities films can be noted. 

First, proportionately fewer minorities films reached China's screens. 
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Three works that can be described as of this genre out of the sixty-three 
fiction films released in I979 reflected the pre-Cultural Revolution produc
tion average. In the following decade, however, production slumped. 
Only two I980 releases, out of eighty-four features, can be considered 
minorities films, although even those were listed in the 1981 Film Year
book as "historical" and "revolutionary history" films.13 

This listing of what are ostensibly minorities films points to a second 
change in the position and nature of these films in the I98os. Their pro
ducers now described the larger proportion of such movies in categories 
applicable to other kinds of Chinese film, rather than as minorities mov
ies. Thus the artists of the Tianshan film studio, in Urumchi in Xinjiang 
province in the far northwest of China, regarded Song of Happiness 
(Xingfu zhi ge, directed by Guang Chunlan, I98I) as a film on "contempo
rary life (youth)."14 Its story of the mechanization of production on a Xin
jiang collective apparently was more significant to the filmmakers than its 
mix of minorities and Han characters. Only one of the five films that 
might have qualified as minorities films in the I05 released in I98I was so 
labelled, and even in this case "history" was added in brackets. 1s 

Whether this tendency to find more ordinary categories for what were 
once called minorities films was a sign of increasing intercultural under
standing and respect is unclear. Some other such films from the I980s per
petuated the image of non-Han peoples as more romantic cousins of most 
Chinese. The Peacock Princess (Kongque gongzhu, directed by Zhu Jin
ming, Su Fei, and Xing Rong, Beijing studio, I98I) is based on a Dai fable 
in which one of seven beautiful fairies falls in love with a handsome prince 
from an earthly kingdom. The battle that these brave lovers wage against 
the king's scheming, warlock counsellor, who accuses the princess of being 
an evil spirit, allows the fable an element of ideological relevance. Never
theless, the tone of the film, while not unexpected in a fable, harkens back 
to the pre-Cultural Revolution presentation of the southwestern minori
ties, prone to dance and sing at the drop of a tambourine. As in earlier 
films in this genre, the exotic setting allows the filmmakers an opportunity 
to essay a love theme less common in mainstream genres. 16 

A third change in the position of minorities films was a result of the 
return of Western and other foreign films to the Chinese market in the 
I98os. Chinese audiences could again see in imported films the exotic and 
love themes for which minorities films like The Peacock Princess had pro
vided cinematic vehicles in the thirty years after I949. Starting with a Japa-
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nese "film week" in late 1978 and its American equivalent early the next 
year, Chinese filmgoers were increasingly able to satisfy their interest in 
the exotic and curiosity about other cultures through foreign films. 

In this sense, film had come full circle. Since the screening for the curi
ous patrons of the Shanghai tea shop in 1896, film had remained an art or 
medium in which the exotic and foreign were brought to Chinese viewers. 
In the three decades before 1949, it was mostly foreign movies that ful
filled these expectations. In the thirty years after 1949, Chinese-made 
minorities films served this function for popular audiences more effec
tively than other types of films. In the 1980s, as Chinese intercourse with 
the outside world approached a breadth and intensity surpassing that of 
the first half of the twentieth century, foreign films again attracted audi
ences anxious to see the exotic and exciting. Some Chinese filmmakers 
had cause to envy the imported features, as viewers flocked to watch them 
rather than their more pedestrian, homegrown products. In these new, 
though historically familiar, circumstances, minorities films became a less 
prominent feature of the Chinese film scene. For most artists, audiences, 
and managers, however, film remained the preeminent "foreign" cultural 
medium. 

Nineteen eighty-four marked the emergence of a new generation of Chi
nese filmmakers and a new type of minorities film. The rise of the "fifth 
generation;' associated with the 1982 graduates of the Beijing Film Acad
emy, encouraged a new burst of creativity from their middle-aged, fourth
generation predecessors. Three minorities films from the mid-1980s illus
trate some of the changes associated with the appearance of this new 
generation. 

Sacrificed Youth (Qingchun ji, directed by Zhang Nuanxin, Beijing 
Youth studio, 1985) brings the approach seen in many new films to the 
minorities genre. The story of a Han schoolgirl's encounter with Dai cul
ture during the Cultural Revolution, Sacrificed Youth presents the south
western people with an unusual degree of naturalism. Dai customs, festi
vals, and attitudes are seen as natural elements in a lyrical world, 
integrated into the lives of the screen characters. In many ways the film is 
less a minorities work than a contemplation of the personal meaning of 
the Cultural Revolution for the heroine. Director Zhang Nuanxin, a 
fourth-generation artist, helped train the fifth generation at the Beijing 
Film Academy. 

One such member of the academy's class of 1982, Tian Zhuangzhuang, 
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began his film career with two extraordinary works that stand the minori
ties genre on its head. Even the Chinese title of his first feature, On the 
Hunting Ground (Liechang zhasa, Inner Mongolia studio, 1985), is 
designed to distance the viewer from the film. Zhasa is the meaningless 
Chinese transliteration of the name of an ancient Mongolian hunting 
code. Gone is the easy presumption of the typical minorities film from the 
1960s that these people are "just like us;' only more colorful and with a 
more developed sense of rhythm. Much of On the Hunting Ground con
sists of seemingly random shots of steppe animals being gunned down. As 
if to represent the filmmakers' own bewilderment at discovering this alien 
cultural world, the camera seems to search for meaning in these images as 
it pans about the landscape. The narrative element in the film is minor, 
reinforcing the deliberate distancing from the audience. 1? 

Tian's second feature is a more accessible work, set this time in Tibet. 
As with the Mongolian film, the historical time is deliberately not made 
clear. The Horse- Thief (Daoma zei, Xi'an studio, 1985) has a stronger nar
rative element, in which a Tibetan lives as an outsider, dependent on occa
sional work for lamas or landowners. His marriage and the birth and 
death of his son provide elements for readier audience identification than 
the minimal narrative and lack of heroes in Tian's first film. Stunning cin
ematic images present a direct view of Tibetan religious and other cus
toms. This unfiltered, documentary view proved too strong for some 
viewers, and a traditional "sky burial" sequence (in which a human corpse 
is hacked up and exposed to vultures) was removed from some versions of 
the film. The Horse- Thief, in its artistically sophisticated and honest pre
sentation of Tibetan life, is in sharp contrast to the 1963 Serfs. In its day, 
Serfs was a remarkable departure from the song and dance of most typical 
minorities films. The Horse- Thief indicates how much more ground the 
newest generation of Chinese filmmakers had covered in presenting 
images and stories closer to the reality of minorities culture. 

But Sacrificed Youth, On the Hunting Ground, and The Horse- Thief, 
like other films by the younger directors from China's newly emerging "art 
cinema;' proved unpopular among most Chinese audiences. On the Hunt
ing Ground had the distinction of having the lowest number of copies 
ordered by regional and national distribution companies in China. Most 
Chinese filmgoers seemed to seek their glimpses of the exotic, not in the 
demanding films of Tian Zhuangzhuang, but in more comprehensible and 
comfortable versions. By the mid-1980s the exotic again came from 
abroad. The old-style minorities film had served its purpose. 
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Notes and References 

I. By 1953, all the film studios had been nationalized, a process that in the 
Soviet Union had taken more than ten years. The last of the privately owned 
Shanghai studios was incorporated into the state-run Shanghai Film Studio in 
1953, joining government studios in Changchun (established in the I930S under 
Japanese occupation) and Beijing. After 1958, studios began to operate in provin
cial cities like Xi'an, Chengdu, and Guangzhou (Canton). By 1987, there were 
about twenty feature film studios throughout China. 

2. China's cultural commissars, like their Soviet counterparts, chose to over
look the fact that Lenin was referring specifically to documentary films. 

3. The discussion of films from the I950S and I960s is drawn from part of 
chapter four of my forthcoming book, Clark (1987). 

4. In this respect the northwest minorities, Mongols, Kazaks, and Uighurs, 
might be called "hard" minorities. Films set in Xinjiang and Inner Mongolia 
tended to emphasize class conflict and foreign espionage to a greater extent than 
films about the southwest. The latter was a "soft" area, where perhaps the sub
tropical climate made love stories more to be expected. 

5. A Tibetan actress even played one of the Han army nurses who treat Jampa 
(Huang 1980). The main players had attended drama school in Shanghai and so 
had some training. 

6. There was apparently some debate among the filmmakers and in the Film 
Bureau of the Ministry of Culture about including these last words. Proponents 
argued that it was fitting, as to many Tibetans Mao Zedong had become some
thing of a living Buddha. 

7. Nongnu: congjuben dao yingpian [Serfs: from script to film] (Beijing, 1965) 
includes articles by the filmmakers, and many stills. 

8. The scenes of singing and dancing youths caused Ashma to be strongly 
criticized as a "hippy" film during the Cultural Revolution. Elsewhere the film 
comes close to parody, when, for example, Ashma is surrounded by the flames 
most often associated with film scenes of revolutionary martyrdom. Most of the 
actors in the film appear to be Han Chinese, rather than Bai. 

9. For a discussion of the background to the Third Sister Liu legend and its 
adaptation, see Loh (1984). 

10. See Dazhong dianying [Popular film], January 1962, II-I2; February 1962, 
19-21; August 1962, 20-23. 

II. Like many other minorities films, the filmmakers of Visitor on Ice Moun-
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tain included an advisor on local customs. One of the most effective sequences in 
the film, using montage and unusual camera angles, is, interestingly, a brief 
flashback to the hero's childhood before 1949. The logic would seem to be that 
such sophisticated filming belongs to the pre-1949 period. When dealing with 
postrevolutionary events, film techniques should be sober and straightforward, 
like life itself. 

12. A curious example of ethnic homogenization was the filming of a Uighur
language version of the "revolutionary modern Beijing opera" The Red Lantern 
(Hongdengji), in addition to the original nationally circulated Mandarin version. 
The music was based on Uighur folk tunes, although the setting in Shandong 
province in the Han heartland remained unchanged. 

13. These figures are based on the listing of film releases for 1979 and 1980 in 
the yearbook, Dianying nianjian, 1981 (Beijing, 1982), pp. 589-596, 639-647. 
The "historical" film was A//endi (A/anti, directed by Wang Yuhu and Xiao Lang, 
Beijing studio), which recounted comic stories about a much-loved Central Asian 
Robin Hood figure. The actors were all Uighurs from a Xinjiang drama troupe. 
Filmed as usual without synchronous sound recording, the actors performed in 
their native tongue. Later, Uighur or Mandarin soundtracks were added (author's 
visit to Beijing film studio, October 1980). 

14. Dianying nianjian, 1982 (Beijing, 1983), pp. 533 (listing) and 607 (plot 
summary). 

15. The Strange Marriage (Qiyi de hunpei, directed by Xu Guangdong, Beijing 
film studio, 1981), listed in Dianying nianjian, 1982, p. 525. 

16. The script was by Bai Hua, whose most famous film, Bitter Love (Kulian, 
directed by Peng Ning, Changchun studio, 1980 unreleased) was the center of 
controversy between cultural liberalizers and conservatives in 1981. Bai Hua 
started his literary career with stories set in the southwest border regions, where 
he served in the army in the early 1950S. Although strictly speaking The Peacock 
Princess is a fable, its minority setting in Yunnan groups it with other such films. 
The tone of the movie is not enhanced by a production still in which the straps on 
the princess' fairy costume are held straight by metal paper clips (China's Screen, 
1981,2, p. 14). Curiously, the film is not included in the 1981 production list in the 
1982 Film Yearbook, although it was often shown on television in the 1980s. I 
saw it being filmed in a visit to the Beijing film studio in October 1980. 

17. In interviews director Tian acknowledged these elements in the film. He 
also made the point, shared by his artistic forebears in the 1950S and 1960s, that 
minorities settings allowed him to explore themes that less exotic settings tended 
to inhibit. What was new was Tian's experimentation in narrative and other cine
matic elements (interviews in Xi'an and Beijing, April-May 1986). See also the 
excellent analysis in Berry (1986, 34). 



ETHNIC MINORITIES IN CHINESE FILMS 31 

Berry, Chris 
1986 "Han and Non-Han: China's Avant-garde and the National Minorities 

Genre;' China Screen, 1 (January), p. 34. 

Burton, Wilbur 
1934 "Chinese Reactions to the Cinema;' Asia, 34, 10:594-600. 

Clark, Paul 
1987 Chinese Film: Culture and Politics since 1949. New York: Cambridge 

University Press. 

Huang, Zongjiang 
1980 Interview with author. Beijing. November 1980. 

Loh, Wai-fong 
1984 "From Romantic Love to Class Struggle: Some Reflections on the Film 

Liu Sanjie;' in Popular Chinese Literature and Performing Arts in the 
People's Republic of China, 1949-1979, 165-176, ed. Bonnie S. 
McDougall. Berkeley: University of California Press. 



The Position of Women in 
New Chinese Cinema 

TONY RAYNS 

WOMEN have been treated as badly in Chinese cinema as in any other 
national cinema; they have been stereotyped as helpless victims or self
sacrificing saints and have suffered the usual varieties of sexist exploita
tion. At the same time, though, Chinese culture is significantly less patri
archal than neighboring cultures like those of Korea and Japan, and it has 
produced at least its share of strong and independent-minded female role 
models. Admittedly, most of these involve women either standing in for 
men or impersonating men, but progressive Chinese culture of the twenti
eth century (notably work developed under the aegis of the May 4th 
Movement since the 1920S) has managed to build on the latter tradition, 
often characterizing women as bearers of knowledge or as fighters for 
social change. This strand of thought inevitably found its way into the 
progressive Shanghai cinema of the 1930S and set some important prece
dents for the representation of women in Chinese cinema of later years. 

The following notes have no pretensions to offer a comprehensive 
account of the representation of women in Chinese cinema. They content 
themselves with examining some of the tensions and contradictions found 
in the depiction of women in some recent Chinese films, all of which 
belong to a notional "New Wave:' The underlying contention is that Chi
nese cinema of the present is fully embroiled in the struggle for a new rep
resentation of women, albeit a struggle that lacks the theoretical perspec
tives of Western feminism. For the purposes of argument, I have chosen to 
focus on three films, one from each of the major Chinese film industries: 
Ann Hui's The Spooky Bunch (Zhuang dao zheng, 1980) from Hong 
Kong, Edward Yang's Taipei Story (Qingmei zhuma, 1985) from Taiwan, 
and Chen Kaige's Yellow Earth (Huang Tudi, 1984) from the People's 
Republic. 

32 
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It is first necessary to establish exactly what is meant by "New Chinese 
Cinema;' since there are obvious historical and political differences among 
the three centers of production. 

The first New Wave in Chinese cinema appeared in Hong Kong in 1979, 
when a large group of young directors (many of them trained in Western 
film schools) made the transition from television production to the film 
industry. They entered an industry that had been dominated by the mar
tial arts genre (and its subsequent variant, the "kung-fu comedy") since the 
start of the decade, at a point when the generation gap between veteran 
directors and their young audience was becoming embarrassingly notice
able. Diminishing audiences and the ever-increasing formulariness of 
Hong Kong cinema had left a palpable space for innovation, and a num
ber of small independent production companies simultaneously took the 
initiative of hiring new directors who were markedly closer in age to the 
majority audience than their industry peers. The chief underlying signifi
cance of this development was that it brought images of contemporary 
Hong Kong back to the cinema: whereas most of the veteran directors 
were born in the mainland and tended to make studio-bound movies that 
were entirely disengaged from the immediate realities of Hong Kong, the 
young directors were all born or reared in Hong Kong and they felt a natu
ral impulse to deal with their experience of their home environment. The 
result was not a New Wave in the Althusserian sense of a radical break 
with cinema of the past, but it did (at least in the short term) liberate Hong 
Kong cinema from a set of dismally stale conventions. 

The Hong Kong initiative, and the excitement that greeted the first 
films of Allen Fong, Ann Hui, Tsui Hark, and others, had an inevitable 
"knock-on" effect in the film industry of Taiwan, which was even more 
strangled by outworn conventions than the Hong Kong film industry had 
been. In Taiwan, the first initiatives were taken by the Guomindang gov
ernment, the largest investor in the film industry through its Central 
Motion Picture Corporation (CMPC). The CMPC began producing port
manteau films in 1981, each comprising three or four distinct episodes and 
each designed to give new directors their first breaks or to allow young 
directors already working in the industry a chance to undertake more 
ambitious work. One of the features so produced was the three-part The 
Sandwich Man (Erzi de da wan'ou, 1982), which cemented a connection 
between the new spirit in cinema and the nativist school that had recently 
revived Taiwanese literature, since all three parts of the film were based on 
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stories by the leading nativist writer Huang Chunming. All the directors 
who contributed episodes to these portmanteau films went on to direct 
features in their own right, sometimes for the CMPC and sometimes for 
independent producers. Many of them, too, were Western-trained, and 
their relative familiarity with other national cinemas helped to open their 
eyes to the possibility of using their films to deal with their feelings about 
and experiences of Taiwan. As in Hong Kong, this New Wave has not, in 
the main, produced radically innovative work, but it has effectively served 
to displace the work of older, established directors in the film industry. 

The New Wave in Mainland China's cinema is more recent and less well 
established, but it shows signs of representing a far more radical break 
with the past than has been the case in Hong Kong or Taiwan. In China, 
the initiative came not from the top but from the grass roots: the first gen
eration of filmmakers born after the I949 Communist victory came of age 
and felt an almost militant dissatisfaction with both the prevailing stan
dards of Chinese cinema and the existing structure of the film industry. 
These new directors are all recent graduates from Beijing Film Academy, 
China's film school, and most of them (although automatically assigned to 
work in one of the state film studios) got their first opportunities to direct 
from television. They owe their film careers to the Chinese government's 
decentralization policies: assignment to a major studio like those in Bei
jing, Shanghai, or Guangzhou is tantamount to a sentence of twenty years 
as an assistant director, since those studios have large staffs of established 
directors with priority claims to the year's ration of film stock and produc
tion finance, whereas assignment to one of the new regional studios like 
Guangxi, Xi'an, or Kunming means that a young director is likely to have 
the opportunity to direct without delay, since the new studios are small, 
have no veteran staff, and are not bound by an institutional pecking order. 
Accordingly, new directors like Zhang Junzhao, Chen Kaige, and Tian 
Zhuangzhuang have requested postings to these studios and have found 
their way clear to make films and tackle subjects of interest and relevance 
to their generation. Their work is proving to be innovative in both theme 
and form, and its innovations embody implicit criticisms of the manifold 
failings of Chinese cinema in recent years. Whereas the mainstream of 
Chinese movie production since the death of Mao has been resolutely 
escapist and romantic, the work of the young directors seems to be com
mittedly political: they are not afraid (or, more accurately, are determined) 
to broach issues that the older generation would prefer to leave un
touched. 
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All three of these New Waves have appeared against backgrounds of 
rapid social change: in Hong Kong, the debates and uncertainty surround
ing the territory's future after 1997; in Taiwan, the belated modernization 
of Taipei as a financial and manufacturing center; in China, the pragmatic 
reforms associated with Deng Xiaoping. The young directors of all three 
New Waves belong to the post-1949 generation and are thus comparatively 
unmarked by the political and other struggles of the 1930S and 1940s. Few 
of them see themselves as belonging to a specifically Chinese film tradi
tion, although all of them are actively committed to an engagement with 
the social and cultural changes around them. It is this, rather than any for
mal trait, which gives their work its cultural specificity. The other factor 
that links young filmmakers in Hong Kong, Taipei, and China is the fact 
that they have had a great deal more exposure to non-Chinese cinema 
than any previous generation of Chinese filmmakers; many have also 
enjoyed opportunities for travel (and hence for first-hand acquaintance 
with other cultures) that were not available to earlier generations. In 
short, they are both Chinese and cosmopolitan, and their work reflects 
that equivocation precisely. It is as if their films reach for a place in the 
mainstream of international cinema that Chinese cinema does not, in fact, 
yet have. 

This brings us back to the question of women. Some of the new direc
tors (principally in Hong Kong) are women; many are men who have gone 
out of their way to privilege female characters and issues in their work. 
There is no feminist movement (in the Western sense) in Hong Kong, Tai
wan, or China, but filmmakers in all three production centers are gener
ally informed about the contemporary Western interest in feminist issues, 
including the debates surrounding the representation of women in films. 
Needless to add, they are also working in societies that offer women a 
substantially wider range of roles than was the case as little as twenty 
years ago, and it is hardly surprising that their work reflects that develop
ment, at least indirectly. Rather than attempt an overview of their achieve
ments and failures in this area, I prefer to turn now to analyses of the three 
particular films mentioned above, with a view to drawing some tentative 
theoretical conclusions from the concrete evidence of these examples. 

THE SPOOKY BUNCH (ZHUANG DAO ZHENG) 

The Spooky Bunch is unique in Hong Kong cinema in being produced, 
written, and directed by women. It was initiated as a project by its pro-
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ducer and star, Siu Fong-Fong (in Mandarin: Xiao Fangfang), a leading 
actress in Cantonese films since the late 1950S, and it was produced by Ms. 
Siu's own company, Hi-Pitch Productions. Ms. Siu was one of many inde
pendent producers in 1979-80 who saw that the emergence of a new group 
of young directors offered an opportunity to get away from the venerable 
formulas of Hong Kong cinema. Ann Hui (in Mandarin: Xu Anhua) was 
one of the most prominent new directors, thanks to a distinguished career 
in television, and she had just completed her first cinema feature. Ms. Siu 
approached her and invited her to formulate a film that she could both 
produce and star in. Ann Hui worked with her (then regular) script collab
orator Joyce Chan and came up with The Spooky Bunch. The film was 
released with above-average success in 1980. 

The film is a supernatural comedy with elements of suspense, cruelty, 
romance, and sentimentality. It deals with a fourth-rate Cantonese opera 
troupe, which arrives to perform on the relatively undeveloped island of 
Cheung Chau, one of the few areas in the territory of Hong Kong that still 
evokes the rhythms and flavor of rural China. From the day of its promo
tional parade through the streets of the small town, the opera troupe is 
plagued by ghostly apparitions. It gradually becomes clear that the chief 
supernatural agent is a mischievous female spirit named Catshit, who is 
possessing one member of the troupe after another and forcing them into 
self-destructive acts. Catshit's prime target is the troupe's leading actor, 
who is forced into embarrassing displays of effeminacy. Against this back
ground, an incipient romance develops between Ah Chee, the troupe's 
scatterbrained leading actress, and the sophisticated, Westernized son of a 
Hong Kong businessman who is visiting the island for family reasons. It 
emerges that Catshit is the harbinger of an entire platoon of vengeful 
ghosts: a nineteenth-century military squadron that was poisoned to death 
by an ancestor of Ah Chee's. A Buddhist monk is brought in to give 
advice, and he undertakes to trap the ghosts. Ah Chee's prospective boy
friend valiantly presents himself as a scapegoat to Catshit and succeeds in 
deflecting her assaults. Ah Chee and her boyfriend can finally be alone 
together, but the last shot (of a mysterious bouncing ball) signals that Cat
shit is not "dead" yet. 

The first thing to establish about The Spooky Bunch is that it has no 
manifest feminist content at all. The film registers first as an offbeat genre 
piece, second as a formal experiment (much of it is shot in extended, 
hand-held takes, using only available light, a device that gives it an unex
pected, documentary-like immediacy), and sexual politics seem firmly 
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pushed to one side. And yet even a cursory study of the synopsis reveals a 
number of challenges to traditional Chinese gender stereotypes: the fact 
that the chief ghost is female, the undermining of the troupe leader's mas
culinity (wickedly emphasized when Catshit possesses him while he is 
naked in the bath), the general inadequacy and unreliability of the men, 
the eventual survival of the women. The film "rhymes" Ah Chee with Cat
shit (played respectively by Siu Fong-Fong and Tina Liu, the film's execu
tive producer and producer), presenting the ghost's ruthless malice as the 
inverted mirror image of the heroine's daffy innocence. In one sense, the 
film follows convention by thus presenting its women protagonists as 
trouble, but it squarely departs from convention by actively celebrating 
them as such. In marked contrast with the traditions of melodrama, this 
female trouble is neither tamed nor harnessed but triumphant. Catshit 
survives; Ah Chee gets her (recalcitrant) man. 

The film's main theme is one with particular relevance to Hong Kong: 
the way that the present is haunted by the past. Using a location that is a 
throwback to an earlier phase of Hong Kong's development, the film 
explores the notion of lingering guilt for past crimes and underlines phe
nomena like the widespread persistence of superstition - which it impli
citly compares with the survival of less-than-Iustrous touring Cantonese 
opera troupes. The idea that the world is a veil of illusion is, of course, a 
Buddhist one, and it underpins the film's vision of a corner of Hong Kong 
where the old ways hold strong and where the past cannot be repressed. 
But the film's wit lies in its insistence on reading these themes across its 
play with gender stereotypes. In a way, The Spooky Bunch is the Chinese 
cinema's answer to a Hollywood film like Bringing Up Baby. 

YELLOW EARTH (HUANG Tum) 

The chief thrusts of Chen Kaige's remarkable debut feature are political 
and formal, and it will be useful to examine them before moving on to 
consider the role of the film's young female protagonist. Yellow Earth is 
set in Northern Shaanxi province in I939 and shows a middle-aged Com
munist soldier named Gu Qing coming to an isolated mountain village 
some distance from the Yellow River. He has been detailed to collect folk 
songs for possible adaptation to use as political campaign songs. He is bil
leted with one of the village's poorest families, comprising a prematurely 
aged widower and his two children, the fourteen-year-old girl Cuicui and 
her younger brother. Gu gradually establishes a working relationship with 
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these taciturn and grindingly poor people and begins to collect songs. He 
has already witnessed an arranged marriage for a teenage girl in the vil
lage, and he offers Cuicui utopian promises that such things will be out
lawed when the Communists come to power. But Cuicui soon finds herself 
facing a similar arranged marriage to a much older man, and Gu realizes 
helplessly that he is powerless to intervene. He leaves on a trip to his base 
in Yan'an. While he is gone, Cuicui decides to abscond from her marriage 
and is last seen taking a boat across the Yellow River at night, going in the 
direction of Yan'an; we hear her voice singing a Party song that Gu taught 
her, but it breaks off in mid-phrase - with the implication that she has 
been swept away or, more likely, that she has drowned herself. Gu returns 
to the village to find full-scale traditional prayers for rain in progress, and 
he has to swim against a tide of humanity in a vain attempt to reestablish 
contact with Cuicui's younger brother. 

Leaving aside the larger resonances of the setting (the Yellow River val
ley was, of course, the cradle of Chinese civilization, but it offers noto
riously fickle terrain that erodes fertile land as fast as the river deposits it), 
Gu Qing's sojourn in the village is clearly a summary and cipher of the 
Chinese Communist Party (ccp) quest for a rural power base in the China 
of the 1930S. Previous films on this period in modern Chinese history have 
invariably shown the Party member as a privileged intellectual bringing 
enlightenment to the more or less receptive rural masses. Yellow Earth is 
notably more objective in representing the period as an encounter of two 
worlds, two ways of seeing, and in showing each saddened and disap
pointed in the other. By emphasizing the enormous inherited weight of 
China's peasant culture and by pointing to a weakness at the root of the 
ccp's struggle to transform China, the film makes a momentous contribu
tion to present-day political and cultural debates in China. At the same 
time, the film proposes viable new ways of drawing on the old Chinese 
cultural traditions: its own images are patterned after Shaanxi peasant 
paintings, especially in their use of great expanses of foreground space. 
The film is aesthetically innovative in all its formal devices: its use of 
silence and song rather than dialogue to advance its argument, its almost 
trigonometric camera movements, its insistence on natural light, and its 
eloquent play with reaction shots. And these strategies are complemented 
by the subtlety of its colors and textures, the confidence of its visual and 
dramatic rhythms. 

Given all these characteristics and qualities, what does it mean to the 
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film to choose the fourteen-year-old girl Cuicui as the person in the village 
most receptive to Gu Qing's vision of a changed society? And what does it 
mean that Cuicui disappears while on her own quest for the basis of that 
vision? Aside from the other child bride glimpsed in the opening scenes, 
Cuicui is the only woman featured in the film, and so the filmmakers are 
ostentatiously privileging her as a bearer of hope and knowledge. In doing 
so, they are both acknowledging the particular oppression of women in 
feudal society and implicitly criticizing the idealized depictions of women 
as feudal victims in earlier Chinese films. Cuicui has the spark of resis
tance within her, but the filmmakers are neither naive nor overoptimistic 
enough to believe that this alone will "save" her. She is quick to grasp the 
implications of Gu Qing's vision but inevitably lacks the maturity and per
spective that would allow her to relate them to her own position. If she is a 
victim, it is only partly because she has no option but to submit to an early 
arranged marriage; it is also because nothing has adequately prepared her 
to deal with the concept of change. In one sense, Gu Qing is adding to her 
oppression by promising her a communist utopia; the film adds one more 
item to the long catalogue of ways in which men can oppress women. 

TAIPEI STORY (QINGMEI ZHUMA) 

Edward Yang's second feature is as ground-breaking in its way as Yellow 
Earth. It offers an extraordinarily comprehensive panorama of recent 
social changes in the city of Taipei, focusing on a central couple (engaged 
since adolescence but never married) and some ten other characters of var
ious ages around them. According to Yang himself~ the film was conceived 
schematically, with the individual characters chosen and developed to rep
resent different types, attitudes, and classes. The film's most striking 
achievement is that this genesis is virtually invisible: the characters are not 
mere ciphers, but living, plausible, understandable people. 

The film's fiction is unusually dense, to the extent that it almost resists 
synopsis. Chin,l the central woman, works as personal assistant to an 
apparently unmarried career-woman executive; when their company is 
taken over by a larger conglomerate, Chin decides to follow her boss in 
leaving. She thus spends the main body of the film out of work, with unac
customed time on her hands. She has also recently broken with conven
tion by moving away from her parents and into an apartment of her own, 
despite not yet being married; her gesture reflects both her own sense of 
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upward mobility and her growing dislike of her father (and particularly of 
the way he has treated her mother). Lon, her long-standing fiance, is a 
perennial failure in business, torn between a lingering childhood passion 
for baseball and dreams of starting a new business venture with his 
brother-in-law in California. He, by contrast, feels great sympathy for 
Chin's father and bails him out of financial difficulties; but he finds a 
channel for the release of his own sense of failure by projecting it onto a 
friend from childhood in a much worse state than himself, a taxi driver 
stuck in a poverty trap with a sluttish wife and two ill-cared-for children. 
The film traces the on-again, off-again relationship between Chin and Lon 
through a period of a few weeks that prove crucial to both of them. Innu
merable plot strands are interwoven, and the film moves freely between 
high-rise offices and tumbledown trading streets, affluent villas and vir
tual slums. 

The film's approach to this material has been called Westernized, and it 
is certainly true that Yang's cool, controlled images have a precision and a 
visual resonance not unworthy of Antonioni or Wenders. Taipei Story is 
none the less completely culturally specific in its address to immediate 
issues in Taiwan, from the infatuation of Chin's younger sister with all 
things Japanese to the rowdy bike gang that roars past the presidential 
palace during the Double Tenth celebrations (IO October, the old Republi
can National Day, still observed in Taiwan). The patchwork structure 
serves Yang's purpose precisely: the city itself becomes the subject, 
crisscrossed with human passions and tensions that it ultimately dwarfs. 

Chin is in many ways the film's most interesting figure, and there is 
clearly especial point in Yang's choosing (not for the first time in his 
career) to focus on a woman. She suspects Lon of maintaining contact 
with another former girlfriend (now unhappily married in Japan) and hov
ers on the brink of two affairs herself. The first is with a married architect 
who is apparently feeling the seven-year itch; the second is with a young 
man who shares a squat with her sister. She passes up the architect but 
perhaps spends the night with the young man (on the rebound from a row 
with Lon), only to realize her foolishness next day. Her sexual choices 
mirror her social options exactly: if the architect represents middle-class 
affluence and conformity, the young man represents dropout dissidence, 
and the faltering, independent Lon represents a far-from-reliable path 
between the two. But Yang has the very good sense to impose another, 
more fundamental perspective on the relationship between Chin and Lon. 
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In this perspective, Lon represents the past (clinging to adolescent obses
sions, respecting traditional family structures, lamenting change) while 
Chin represents the future. She breaks with traditions, takes a successful 
female executive as her role model, and refuses to sentimentalize the 
things that are lost in the process of social change. She is, in short, a mod
ern individual, prey to moments to alienation, doubt, and loneliness but 
ultimately self-assured, self-sufficient, and secure in her survival. She 
embodies the tensions and contradictions necessary for survival in a mod
ern city. Yang's decision to make this character a woman rather than a 
man has an almost polemic force. 

None of the three films discussed above is typical of the film industry in 
which it was made, and so it is necessary to ask to what degree they are 
exceptions. 

In the cinemas of both Hong Kong and Taiwan, it remains common to 
find female characters reduced to the level of the most reactionary stereo
types: brassy hookers and strippers, bossy mothers and mothers-in-law, 
meekly subservient wives and fiancees. (Needless to add, the sexual stere
otypes are depicted less explicitly in the puritanical context of Taiwan cin
ema than they are in Hong Kong.) At the time of writing, Pat Ha, one of 
the most accomplished of young Chinese actresses, can be seen in two 
films that happen to be in simultaneous release in Hong Kong: in one (an 
inept variation on the American Police Academy films) she plays a virginal 
daughter who falls "purely" in love with a police cadet, while in the other 
(directed by a woman) she plays a ruthless prostitute who tries to suppress 
every humane impulse. Less than a year ago, Ms. Ha played the lead in 
Eddie Fong's An Amorous Woman of the Tang Dynasty (Tangchao 
haofang nit), a modernist period movie about a woman's social and sexual 
emancipation; her current roles are sadly much more typical of the way 
she has to earn her living. 

In this context, representations of women like those found in The 
Spooky Bunch and Taipei Story are exceptional - but they are not unique. 
In Hong Kong, Ann Hui has repeatedly focused on women characters 
who either insist on defining themselves (by acting rather than reacting) or 
are provocatively shown as victims of male social engineering. Her latest 
film, for instance, adapts a short story by Eileen Chang (Zhang Ailing) 
about a young widow who experiences difficulties in entering a new rela
tionship; the governing metaphor is the Peking Opera, in which a 
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woman's every move is preordained and judged only by its competence in 
the execution of an unchanging mise-en-scene. Ann Hui's initiatives in this 
area have been echoed by some other directors of her generation: Yim 
Ho's Homecoming (Si shui liu nian) centers on an intense friendship 
between two women whose lives have diverged, Stanley Kwan's Women 
(Nuren xin) tackles the lives and loves of a group of career women, and 
Allen Fong's Ah Ying (Banbianren) deals with the family obligations and 
professional aspirations of a young working-class woman. The more 
backward-looking Taiwan film industry has not yet produced a second 
Edward Yang, although its roots in the Shanghai film industry of the I930S 
and I940S have provided other young directors like Zhang Yi with a heri
tage of melodrama that allows them to deal with the inner resilience of 
suffering women. Yang's only cinematic equal in Taiwan is Hou Xiaoxian, 
who has so far failed to produce female characters of any real substance in 
his work, doubtless because it is at present strongly autobiographical. 

Circumstances are, of course, different in mainland China, where a 
feminist movement of sorts was institutionalized by the Communist gov
ernment in the I950S. This has produced a large body of cinema about 
women, almost all of it dedicated to the need to break the shackles of 
feudalism. For every Li Shuangshuang (a lively satire on the fight for 
female equality in the rural communes of the early I96os) there have been 
a dozen or more films like Song of Youth (Qingchun zhi ge) in which the 
dawning radical consciousness of a young woman student is dramatized 
entirely in terms of her relationships with her male teachers. There have 
also been numerous Chinese equivalents of Mother Courage, celebrating 
the indomitable spirit of women as they traverse history, serving as oracles 
of orthodox Maoist wisdom as they go. These regrettable cliches have cer
tainly impeded the production of alternative images of women and may 
also explain why China's few women directors have generally chosen to 
make films about men or families. In this context, Yellow Earth is - if 
hardly a radical breakthrough in the representation of women - at least a 
refreshingly clear account of the traps that await Chinese women. As 
such, it seems to stand alone for the moment, but changes are occurring so 
rapidly in China that it would be premature to write off the possibility of a 
more radical feminism in the work of Chen Kaige's contemporaries. 

By and large, then, the films outlined above are exceptions. What con
clusions can be drawn from their representations of women? 

The first, obvious conclusion is that the Chinese cinema, both capitalist 
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and communist, is as formulary and entrenched as any other national cin
ema. Opportunities for change and for the introduction of new ideas will 
arise only in very particular circumstances: in Hong Kong and Taiwan, 
when market forces give producers no option but to innovate in order to 
protect their vested interests; in China, when the bureaucracy governing 
the film industry creates new spaces for production, especially when these 
spaces are in unglamorous, far-flung areas of the country. In these circum
stances, it would be naive to expect to see a Chinese New Wave of the sort 
that appeared in France in the late 1950S or in West Germany in the late 
1960s. 

Second, it is clear that there can be no such thing as a radical-feminist 
Chinese cinema until social and political changes in the three Chinese ter
ritories pave the way for it. The three films discussed above could be co
opted into a Western concept of art cinema, but the bottom line is that all 
Chinese cinema is inherently popular cinema at present; cinema remains a 
genuine mass medium in China, Hong Kong, and Taiwan, and its strength 
is predicated on its success in addressing a large and responsive audience. 
No film can exist in a social vacuum, a Chinese film least of all. 

Third, the strategies open to directors who are interested in formulating 
new images of women are limited. They are more a matter of delicate 
shifts in balance than of wrenching, sudden changes. Unless a director is 
willing to risk complete commercial failure (as Edward Yang perhaps was 
when he made Taipei Story), the best that she or he can hope to achieve is 
to adjust an established formula to her or his own ends, whether the for
mula be a genre, a plotline, or a set of more-or-Iess stereotyped characters. 

Fourth, the fact that The Spooky Bunch, Yellow Earth, and Taipei Story 
have been made in the last five years proves that change is in the air. Nei
ther they nor any of the other films that could have served as examples can 
be construed as feminist or subversive, but all three succeed in construct
ing images of women that are significantly different from the norm. 
Indeed, it could be argued that their construction of "unliberated" women 
characters is actually more progressive and useful in many respects than 
most of the examples one could pick from contemporary Western popular 
cinema, which seems to have come to terms with the concept of "virilized" 
women but not with any more female-oriented concept of women as 
women. 

Fifth, without resorting to rhetoric or crude dramatic manipulation, all 
three films manage to place women on the cutting edge of the struggle 



44 TONY RAYNS 

between tradition and emancipation. All three of them privilege women at 
the expense of men. The appearance of these films at this time suggests 
that a full feminist consciousness in Chinese cinema is not too far off. 

Tony Rayns is a British film critic and international film festival consultant. 

Notes 

I. I follow the form of names used in the film's own subtitles, which observe 
no known rules of transliteration from Chinese. 



Zen and the Art of Documentary: 
The Film Career of Ogawa Shinsuke 

DAVID DESSER 

IN AN INTERVIEW conducted in the spring of 1982, the editors of Social 
Text asked Professor David Apter of Yale University to discuss the signifi
cance of the protest movement staged at Sanrizuka against the building of 
the new Tokyo International Airport. To Apter the movement represented 
"a coalition between farmers who started out defending their private 
property and who became radicalized against the state, and militants, 
mostly people who started out as students, who were part of the new left" 
(Apter 1984, 70). Later in the interview Apter notes, too, how the building 
of the massive airport conjoined with the antipollution, antinuclear pro
testors: the Minamata people working with the Hiroshima peace march
ers working with the coalition of farmers and students. The protests 
began in 1968 and are still going on today, despite the fact that the airport 
at Narita has become the primary facility serving Tokyo. For Apter and 
the editors of Social Text, the Sanrizuka movement represents a continua
tion of the spirit of the 1960s. 

Near the end of the interview, Apter, answering a question about the 
level of interest in culture among the Sanrizuka coalition, mentions a film 
made about the movement by the "Ogawa Company;' a film that Apter 
claims runs for about four hours and focuses on a single village. "It is very 
well done;' he notes, "although it probably wouldn't appeal to American 
audiences since there are long mystifying silences and slow periods" (Apter 
1984, 89). One is not sure exactly what film Apter refers to, since Ogawa 
Shinsuke, head of the Ogawa Production Company, has made fully half a 
dozen feature-length films about Sanrizuka. More significantly, the notion 
that the film would not appeal to Americans betrays the same kind of 
elitist attitude prevalent among Japanese film distributors in the late 1950S 
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who felt that Americans could not appreciate the films of Ozu Yasujiro, 
and who felt this way for precisely the same reasons as Apter. Yet once 
Ozu's films finally came to America they found an appreciative audience 
among cineastes and educated filmgoers. Film scholars found Ozu's cin
ema to be of major theoretical significance for their alternative methods of 
cinematic construction (Bordwell and Thompson I976; Burch I979). Simi
larly, anyone who cares about the Sanrizuka movement in particular and 
the political uses of cinema in general would find Ogawa Shinsuke's cin
ema as significant in its way as Ozu's. 

Apter's description of the various groups that rallied around the airport 
construction site at Narita also stands as an accurate description of the 
contents of Ogawa's films as he progressed as a filmmaker and film pro
ducer. Ogawa began making films about the student protests of the middle 
and late I96os; his friend Tsuchimoto Noriaki (for whom Ogawa has 
acted as producer and mentor) also made an important documentary 
about student protests but is best known for his monumental films about 
Minamata disease. 1 And just as those who wish to preserve the legacy of 
the I960s should study with pride the ongoing protests at Sanrizuka, so, 
too, should we look to the ongoing career of Ogawa Shinsuke for his con
tinued exploration of Japanese political culture and the way in which film 
both reveals and participates in a critique of that culture. 

Ogawa's oeuvre may stand as a document of political resistance in 
Japan and thus already merits our interest. However, Ogawa's films also 
have great relevance for the ongoing critique of the institution of cinema, 
the cinematic apparatus. This critique of the "politics of cinema" has 
taken many forms in recent years, but it traces its origins in the current 
cinematic discourse to the events of May I968 in Paris and the formation 
of the Etats Generaux du Cinema Fran~ais (EGC). The EGC aimed at revo
lutionizing the French film industry as well as the "production and con
sumption" of films. To make a truly political film, one did not simply doc
ument radical political struggle, nor make a film with progressive political 
content. One worked to change the whole socioeconomic structure in 
which films operate. "[T]o simply use the film content to show a condition 
of misery, of contestation or of struggle was regarded as inadequate" 
(Harvey I98o, 28). The EGC attempted to break down the barriers 
between film "producers" and film "consumers"; it desired to give access 
to the means of production to those who previously were denied a voice 
(workers, women, students). And although the EGC was short-lived, its 
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ideological aspirations are continually voiced today in various Marxist, 
feminist, and other critics of dominant film practice. But if it can be said 
that the protestors at Sanrizuka keep the I960s alive, it can also be said 
that Ogawa Shinsuke similarly works toward making real the goals of a 
once-active social protest movement. 

Ogawa's documentaries quite clearly grow out of the documentary tra
dition established by Robert Flaherty. Like Flaherty, Ogawa is interested 
in people within their environmental context. Flaherty was concerned, in 
his finest films like Nanook of the North (I92I) and Man of Aran (I934), 
with how individuals and communities survive in a hostile environment. 
Against Nature's hostile indifference, Flaherty postulated an inherent 
nobility in Man's struggle for survival. Ogawa is hardly the Romanticist 
that Flaherty is; even in his most overtly Flaherty-like film, Nippon-koku: 
Furuyashiki-mura (A Japanese Village: Furuyashiki-mura, I982), Ogawa 
is not concerned with nature so much as with Man's relationship to his 
group, a group which may be fairly called his village and the village that is 
Japan. Even when Nature is an active force, as it is in Furuyashiki-mura, 
Ogawa's attitude is closer to the spirit of Zen, as we will see. Like Fla
herty, though, Ogawa's subjects are imbued with respect and with dignity. 

One of the ways in which Flaherty conveys dignity and respect for his 
subjects rests on the demonstration of how his subjects get things done, on 
the accomplishment of their daily tasks. Flaherty's films are quite memo
rable for a number of set-pieces that specifically show process. In Nanook 
there is the famous igloo-building sequence in which we see Nanook shape 
blocks of snow to act as bricks, "cement" them together, and even put in a 
clear window of ice; in Man of Aran we watch as a woman patiently car
ries seawood from the shore up the cliffside in an attempt to make soil on 
barren rocks. The struggle for food is shown in Nanook in the lengthy 
seal-hunting episode as Nanook patiently outwaits a seal under the ice; in 
Man of Aran there is the climactic shark hunt in which the men try to 
bring a shark in before an incoming storm strikes. Of course, for Flaherty, 
such sequences as hunting for food, or the tattooing ritual in Moana 
(I926), provide deliberately dramatic highlights. Ogawa eschews such 
drama but, like Flaherty, allows us to see the skill and patience needed to 
perform tasks essential to survival in a nonmechanized culture. 

Flaherty's technique for studying his subjects has also influenced 
Ogawa. Flaherty approached his filmmaking first by familiarizing himself 
with the environment and the people. His intention was to let the environ-
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ment dictate the story. Ogawa extended this notion by trying to let his 
subjects tell him their story. Like Flaherty, Ogawa spent enormous 
amounts of time at his locations. As we will see later, nothing in flaherty's 
career, or in the career of any succeeding documentarist, can match Oga
wa's commitment to his latest film, Furuyashiki-rnura. 

Ogawa Shinsuke began making films in I966. From the start he has 
focused on the oppressed and forgotten people of contemporary Japan. 
For Ogawa, the oppressed people are the weak people and the state puts 
pressure on the weak. As Ogawa himself said, "Most Japanese belong to 
the weak, including myself:'2 

Ogawa's first film begins his examination of the oppressed weak of 
Japan. Seinen no urni (Sea of Youth, I966) focuses on four correspondence 
students trying to earn college degrees. The film (about thirty minutes 
long) begins with shots of the four, three men and one woman, picketing 
and carrying signs. This is intercut with shots of uniformed college stu
dents playing football. Such intercutting already compares the plight of 
the correspondence student, who has turned to activism, with the regular 
student, who has time for fun and games. Through voice-over (a common 
technique in Ogawa's films) we learn that 60,000 students attend Japanese 
colleges as correspondence students. Most of their number are working
class kids who hold down full-time jobs. Yet they are required to have the 
same number of credit-hours for graduation as all other students. This, 
however, is not the issue at hand - the major issue under protest has 
arisen from attempts by the government to enforce a time limit in which 
those credit-hours may be earned. Such a time limit would make earning a 
degree virtually impossible given the economic situation of the correspon
dence students. To fight this, the correspondence students form a commit
tee to organize a campaign. This, in turn, upsets some of the faculty, who 
discuss abandoning the entire correspondence system. Similarly, many 
full-time students refuse their support. The correspondence students 
nevertheless continue the fight. 

Seinen no urni was filmed in black and white (as were all of Ogawa's 
films until Furuyashiki-rnura) and without benefit of synchronized sound. 
Yet the primary means of conveying information rests on interviews and 
sequences of meetings and rallies. The lack of sync-sound would strike 
most Americans as a severe technical flaw or limitation. Yet to the Japa
nese audience it can be easily accepted, accommodated to the same aes
thetic system that developed Bunraku, Kabuki, and the film style of Ozu. 

Seinen no urni overtly supports the correspondence students in their 
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cause and gives voice to a near-voiceless, powerless minority. Ogawa is 
equally partisan in his next film, Assatsu no mori (Forest of Murder; The 
Oppressed Students), made in I967.3 This film focused on the student pro
tests at Takaseki University. The protests began over the students' outrage 
at the admission of unqualified students who were the sons of industrial or 
political leaders, but it blossomed into a near full-fledged revolt against 
the school authorities. The bulk of the film revolves around the radical 
students' efforts to form an independent community in Student Hall. The 
students inside attempt to declare their facility off-limits to faculty and 
administration. The police are called in, and many students evacuate the 
hall. But a large group remains inside, behind barricades. Ogawa shows 
how their radicalization is part of larger political issues coming to the fore 
in the I960s as we see students participating in the massive protests at 
Sunagawa Air Base against the Japan Self-Defense Force. 

Ogawa demonstrates the kind of pressure brought to bear against the 
students not only by the administration and the police but by the students' 
parents as well. As in Seinen no umi, we also see how their fellow students 
are loathe to get involved. Interestingly, many of the parents are per
suaded to support their children against the official regime. In a sense, this 
looks forward to the coalition to be formed at Sanrizuka. 

Ogawa spent a year making Assatsu no mori, and it was, unsurpris
ingly, a big hit among Japanese students in the I96os.4 Another, perhaps 
even more important, documentary of the student uprisings in Japan in 
the I960s was made by Tsuchimoto under Ogawa's production banner. 
Paruchizan zenshi (Prehistory of the Partisan Party), made in I968-69, 
stands as perhaps the best documentary made anywhere about student 
protestors. Tsuchimoto was the only filmmaker or journalist allowed to 
witness the secret workings of an ultraradical splinter group at prestigious 
Kyoto University (Kyodai - alma mater of Oshima Nagisa). 

Like Ogawa, Tsuchimoto virtually lived with his subjects during the 
course of the filming. In this instance, however, Tsuchimoto seems more 
dispassionate than Ogawa, less forthright in his support - understandable 
in light of the Partisan's overt interest in direct confrontation with the 
authorities. On the other hand, Tsuchimoto clearly demonstrates their 
honest and intense commitment. This is seen best perhaps in the Flaherty
like sequence in which one of the students painstakingly makes a number 
of Molotov cocktails. Interestingly, this sequence was excised by the Ital
ian authorities when Paruchizan zenshi was shown at the Venice Film Fes
tival in I970. Besides what might be called a glimpse at the "dailiness" of 
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revolutionary activity in the I960s, the importance of this film rests on the 
knowledge that many of the Partisans continued their political activity 
well beyond their student days. One of their number is today rumored to 
be in Syria among the PLO terrorists; many of their number made up the 
despised Japanese Red Army faction. 

If Ogawa and Tsuchimoto can be faulted in these early films, it is 
because of their unwillingness to examine the larger issues surrounding 
the activities they document. Part of this stems, of course, from their 
immediacy. The dissolution of the Japanese student movement cannot be 
predicted in any way from these films, but perhaps such predictability is 
merely a function of hindsight. However, as Ogawa and Tsuchimoto 
progress, their vision expands. 

After making Assatsu no mori, Ogawa continued his focus on student 
protests with Gennin hokokusho (Eyewitness Report - The Chronicle of 
the Haneda Struggle; Report from Haneda). Joan Mellen (I976, 432) 
describes this film as "a news-style documentary dealing with a confronta
tion between students and riot police on the occasion of then Premier 
Eisaku Sato's visit to the United States." From here, it perhaps seems natu
ral and inevitable that Ogawa would take an interest in the burgeoning 
protest movement against the building of a new airport. While Haneda 
Airport had been the site of massive protests in I960 and I967, these 
would pale in comparison to the scope of the protests at Sanrizuka, and 
Ogawa's film career would similarly progress at an exponential rate. 

The protests over the expropriation of prime farm land to build an air
port in Narita gave rise to an almost-unprecedented series of films from 
Ogawa Shinsuke. From I968 to I973, Ogawa documented the complex 
protests, demonstrations, and movements undertaken primarily by the 
peasants in Sanrizuka, first to prevent the sale of their land, then to pre
vent the building of the airport. This film group, known as the Sanrizuka 
series, consists of: Nihon kaiho sensen - Sanrizuka (Japan Liberation 
Front; Summer in Sanrizuka, I968, and a sequel, Winter in Sanrizuka in 
I970); Daisanji kyosei sokuryo soshi toso (The Third Struggle Against 
Forced Surveying; The Three-Day War in Narita, I970), Daini toride no 
hitobito (Peasants of the Second Fortress, I97I), Iwayama ni tetsuto ga 
dekita (Iron Tower Built in a Rock Mountain; The Building of Iwayama 
Tower, I972); and Heta buraku (Heta Village, I973). 

The films are much too complex to discuss here in any depth; Joan Mel
len in The Waves at Genji's Door has lengthy discussions of some of these 
films, and readers are directed there to get some semblance of how Ogawa 
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focuses on the issues. However, what is important to note for our pur
poses here is that Ogawa began to develop a sense of how revolution in 
Japan may spring out of traditional roots. Through the Sanrizuka pro
tests, Ogawa became intimately familiar with life in rural Japan. (Narita is 
an hour outside of Tokyo by superhighway, a highway built to provide 
easier access to the relatively distant airport.) Ogawa feels modern Japan's 
essential roots lie in its agricultural areas. He points out that in the Meiji 
era, most Japanese were farmers; today less than 20 percent are employed 
in farm labor. This is only one of the changes with which contemporary 
Japan has to deal. Ogawa points out that in the 1940S and 1950S, farmers 
never would have dreamed that their land could be sold. Yet, in the 1960s, 
many farmers did sell. By the time of the Sanrizuka protests, Ogawa 
became interested in why some farmers would not sell. This provided 
Ogawa with his first glimpse into the mystical, religious nature of the rela
tionship between the farmer and his land, a relationship Ogawa would 
come more fully to understand in Nippon-koku: Furuyashiki-mura. To 
the urban dweller, land means real estate. To the farmer, land means soil, 
the soil in which things grow. What also grows out of the soil, in a sense, 
is the family and the village. And out of family and village culture come 
the roots of revolution. 5 

The revolutionary roots of traditional Japan can also be glimpsed in 
Tsuchimoto's heartbreaking documentary Minamata: Kanja-san to sono 
sekai (Minamata: The Victims and Their World, 1972). If a good deal of 
Ogawa's life was devoted to the Sanrizuka series, and to Furuyashiki
mura, as we will see, then Minamata has similarly laid claim to Tsuchi
moto. In addition to the full-length Minamata: Kanja-san to sono sekai, 
Tsuchimoto has made a series of medical films on the subject as well as 
revisions of Minamata for export overseas to Europe. Both Minamata 
and the Sanrizuka series show how issues of pollution and governmental 
intrusions into traditional life-styles have served as rallying points for a 
diverse coalition of peasants, fishermen, workers, and student-radicals. 
Minamata, of course, also shows the devastating effects of industrial 
waste, an issue of continuing immediate relevance. Too, the psychody
namics of the response to the Minamata-disease victims is reminiscent of 
the Hiroshima victims and thus has provided the link, mentioned earlier, 
between the antipollution and the antinuclear protestors in Japan. 

Before embarking on his most radical course of action, Ogawa made 
another film focusing on forgotten and weak people in today's Japan, 
Dokkoi ningen bushi (A Song of Common Humanity, 1974). The film 
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looks at a group of day laborers who work the Yokohama docks but is 
given over mostly to long, rambling monologues by the typically alcoholic 
or sickly workers. They speak in direct address (Ogawa used sync-sound 
for this film, although it is still in black and white) to the camera in heavily 
accented Japanese, which necessitated subtitles in Japanese. Not to sound 
hypocritical, it is nevertheless likely that if any Ogawa film would prove 
too specialized for American audiences, it is this one. Ogawa's indirect 
method of giving factual information and of not contextualizing his sub
jects in a larger view makes listening to their prosaic (if colorful) concerns 
quite tedious. His strategy of allowing them to speak for themselves, in 
their own words and accents, certainly imbues his subjects with respect 
and dignity. Once again, Ogawa has given voice to the voiceless, but in 
this case we in the West are not equipped to listen. 

In 1974, Ogawa embarked on a course of action even more unprece
dented than his lengthy Sanrizuka series, for he took the concept of docu
mentary filmmaking one step further when he virtually gave up his life as 
an urban intellectual filmmaker to seek out the true spirit of life in rural, 
agricultural Japan. With this step Ogawa changed not only the relation
ship between film and politics but the relationship between film and life. 
Ogawa, in the true spirit of a Zen master, learned the Zen of documentary 
filmmaking. 

In a 1973 screening of Heta buraku before a farming community in 
Kaminoyama village in rural, mountainous Yamagata prefecture, Ogawa 
and his company were taught a valuable lesson in cross-cultural exchange. 
The farmers there confronted Ogawa's company with their failure to 
express properly the reality of farming life. While Ogawa had captured 
the heated battles between peasant-protestors and police, his insights into 
farm life were superficial. The farmers told Ogawa that the only way to 
understand farm life was to experience it, and they offered Ogawa a field 
and farmhouse for his use. Amidst some trepidation, for the field was 
located at the foot of the Zaou Mountain range, with its very cold win
ters, Ogawa accepted the offer. For Ogawa the problem was more than 
one of film theory; it was literally a matter of survival. 

Ogawa's philosophy, however, said that "documentary films must get 
below the surface to get to the truth: through living with villagers we learn 
what they suffer; what is hard and what is sad for them." So in 1974, 
Ogawa Productions set up a communal farm on 2,400 square meters of 
rice paddies at Magino in Kaminoyama. 

At first, they determined to succeed initially at rice growing; filmmak-
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ing, as such, was temporarily abandoned in favor of the scientific study of 
rice. One reason for this was simply practical - to become self-sufficient. 
But something happened during the first three years of this process. Mak
ing scientific charts and performing experiments with soil, Ogawa gradu
ally developed the kind of mystical, deep relationship with the soil that he 
perceived in the peasants at Sanrizuka. Ogawa eventually came to believe 
and understand that rice is not merely a grain but the link to the thousands 
of years of Japanese history, a history intimately connected to the growing 
of rice. 

In 1980, after six years of successful farming, Ogawa's communal com
pany experienced a great amount of crop damage due to an unseasonably 
cold summer. This inspired them to perform more scientific experiments 
attempting to determine with some precision the effects of temperature 
changes on the rice crop. To do this they chose a mountainous village rest
ing some 400 meters above sea level on the west side of Mt. Funahiki in 
the Zaou range. Their initial intention was to chart the village's geograph
ical features using topographical models and then to determine how the 
weather patterns affected the rice. However, the village itself and the vil
lagers came to occupy more of Ogawa's emotional interest. For here was a 
village suffering from the inevitable changes of time: over the last decade 
the population fell from eighteen households to seven; only the elders 
remained. Yet this village, known as Furuyashiki-mura, was for Ogawa a 
microcosm of twentieth-century Japan. 

Nippon-koku: Furuyashiki-mura is Ogawa's 2IO-minute tribute to the 
village, the villagers, and the continuity of life in rural Japan. In color, 
with sync-sound, Furuyashiki-mura is by any standards Ogawa's most 
assured, most involving film. Yet it too presents difficulties to the Western 
viewer. The film may be divided into three sections, in Ogawa's own 
terms, "Rice;' "Village Life;' and "World War II:' This structure mirrors 
Ogawa's own involvement; first he was concerned with rice growing, then 
with the life in the village, then, as he got to know the elders, with their 
memories and feelings about World War II and life since the war. The first 
section, "Rice;' is fully one hour long and is nothing more than the scien
tific survey Ogawa originally set out to make. It is here, in the dramaless, 
dry, almost repetitious look at temperature changes and soil conditions, 
that Westerners all too easily give up on the film. 6 

Yet to give up on the film, to allow oneself to be bored by Ogawa's 
faithful charts of daily temperature changes during the cold summer, is to 
miss the inherent drama lying beneath the surface, the drama of Man's 
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relationship to his environment. By entering into the spirit of the film's 
opening segment, we also participate in the drama of scientific discovery. 
By making a detailed topographical relief map of Furuyashiki, Ogawa dis
covers the effects of the cold, whitish air, called shiro-minami (white
south), which hits the rice paddies particularly hard. This helped explain 
why the crop damage was more severe in Furuyashiki than in Ogawa's 
paddies at Magino. Using the relief map and dry ice to simulate shiro
minami, Ogawa understands precisely how the confluence of cold weath
er, winds, the forest, and the nearby river affects the growing of rice. 

Ogawa also discovers a variety of mineral content in the soil in various 
parts of the village. This time they build a model of the soil strata to spec
ulate on why different iron content is found in different paddies. Discus
sions of crop rotation and fertilization lead to discoveries of how needed 
iron is sometimes depleted. Thus ways to revitalize rice paddies are put 
forth. 

From the analysis of the weather above the ground, and a discussion of 
the minerals below the ground, Ogawa turns to details of life on the sur
face. The oldest villagers recall village life in the old days. One woman, 
now past seventy, recalls finding a fossil high up on the mountain trail 
when she was a young girl. The fossil is of an aquatic creature, which 
demonstrates that this mountainous terrain once rested beneath the sea. 
The woman also reminisces about the brigade of women fire fighters who 
protected the village when the men went to work in the mountains. An 
elderly man talks about his dream of seeing a road constructed to connect 
Furuyashiki with the larger village of Kaminoyama, a road that would 
help bring modernization to Furuyashiki. Instead, the road, when it was 
built, merely provided the young with easy access away from home. Thus 
Ogawa, in this section, compares the epochal transitions of nature (ter
rain, weather, soil) with the more fleeting lives of men. The movement of 
the film's structure from "Rice" to "Village Life" is a movement from the 
general to the particular and from the timeless to the transitory. 

This movement is mirrored in the change from "Village Life" to "World 
War II." This last section details a most specific period of village life and 
thus the most transitory. Yet certainly no one would deny the enormous 
impact of the war on village life in general and on individual lives in par
ticular. Unsurprisingly, the vignettes related by the villagers about their 
war experiences, whether as soldiers or war widows, are the most dramat
ically compelling scenes in the film. There is Suzuki Tokozo, who bugles 
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in honor of the dead and to pray for peace; and there is Kimura Chiu, 
whose family was given national bond certificates to compensate for the 
death of her brother-in-law, bonds now worthless except as depressing 
souvemrs. 

One of the most memorable sequences in the film involves a man 
named Hanaya Hiroshi, the last remaining charcoal burner in the village. 
Charcoal burning, the making of charcoal from wood, was once one of 
the major sources of income for the village, along with sericulture (silk 
worms). Now Hanaya is the only one left. But Hanaya says, "I much pre
fer to be employed by the kiln than by a person;' Hanaya goes about his 
task with quiet, controlled enterprise; the lengthy sequence of making the 
kiln, gathering the wood in the snow-covered mountains, and then plac
ing it in the kiln and patiently tending the fire is quite reminiscent of 
Nanook's building of the igloo in Flaherty's film. The pristine environ
ment in which Hanaya works and his diligence and patience easily recall 
the serenity and quietude of a Zen monastery. And the length of the 
sequence itself allows us to participate in the feelings of Hanaya, in his 
oneness with his task. 

The sense of participation, the feeling of having lived with the villagers, 
entirely justifies the film's extraordinary length. And this feeling of having 
"lived" the film allows us, too, to experience a profound sense of ambiva
lence. Twentieth-century Japan has witnessed enormous changes, espe
cially in the years following World War II. Ogawa feels that such changes 
have made the Japanese grow introspective. They have seen the dissolu
tion of many of the old ways, sometimes for the better, but often for the 
worse, as in the severe problems of pollution. The sense of ambivalence is 
enunciated clearly by Ogawa in an example drawn from rice growing: 

When they were growing rice [in the old days], they had to weed. You only 
realize how hard it is when you do it yourself. But if you use chemicals, it 
will liberate you from this task. In one sense, chemicals should be welcomed 
as it reduces labor. On the other hand, the soil has been poisoned by the 
chemicals. Only through such ambivalences, can I depict the hard life of the 
villagers. 

The feeling of ambivalence extends to larger issues, of course. The Jap
anese, as much as any people, recognize that change is inevitable. They 
even have a special term for the mixed feelings of sadness and nostalgia 
that arise when confronted with the recognition of the inevitability of 
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change: mono no aware. The feeling of mono no aware, one of the prized 
aesthetic modes of traditional Japanese art, enables one to overcome, to 
transcend, the momentary, transitory instance and participate in the larger 
scheme of things. This helps explain, finally, the structure of the film. 
Ogawa, like Ozu Yasujiro before him, enables us to participate in mono 
no aware by demonstrating the processes of change; we are moved emo
tionally by the villagers' tales and activities, but they are juxtaposed to the 
timelessness of Nature. This is one of the primary ways that Japanese art
ists have found to bring forth mono no aware. One of the dangers, how
ever, in so doing, is that the timely issues are in danger of being ignored in 
the participation in the transcendent. Ogawa is much too politically com
mitted to allow that to happen. He wants us to see that the villagers of 
Furuyashiki have been forgotten about, abandoned by the state like the 
students in Seinen no umi, because of their small number. Ogawa wants to 
bring them back into our view. But he is too much of an artist not to hint 
at the larger humanistic, transcendent issues. 

The achievement of Nippon-koku: Furuyashiki-mura is, as I hope I 
have made clear, a substantial one. Ogawa's commitment to farming life 
as a way of understanding his subjects, and the brilliance of the film itself, 
make this one of the most significant documentaries of recent times. How
ever, Ogawa has yet more to tell us about the political uses of cinema. 

I have mentioned that Furuyashiki-mura is Ogawa's technically most 
proficient film (by Hollywood standards) with its use of color photogra
phy and sync-sound. The earlier films, as mentioned, utilized black and 
white and non-sync-sound. However, Ogawa does not feel that the supe
rior techniques of this latest film represent commercialization. Rather, for 
Ogawa sync-sound means superior realism. In fact, Ogawa is quick to 

point out that the equipment used on Furuyashiki-mura was "junk - a 
used Eclair." Ogawa also pointed out that "the Eclair was manufactured 
by French people for use by themselves and other Westerners. They have 
longer arms and bigger hands than typical Japanese. This camera 
expresses French ideology." Ogawa and his crew added devices and modi
fications to make the camera work for them. In the same way, Ogawa 
converted a modest apartment in suburban Tokyo into a usable postpro
duction facility, complete with a homemade mixing board. In this way, 
Ogawa has performed a truly radical political act - turning the means of 
production of the ruling class into weapons against it. 7 

If Ogawa has turned the tables on the oppressing class in terms of film-
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making, he has also done the same in terms of film screening. Joan Mellen 
(I976, 433) pointed out that the films of Ogawa, Tsuchimoto, and other 
radical documentarists have never been released commercially; they "must 
personally show (their) films before community organizations or student 
groups and at union meetings. The political act of showing the films thus 
completes the political impulse from which they were originally made." We 
can compare Ogawa's sentiments with those expressed by the organizers 
of the French EGC, who felt that films should be shown in "factories and 
firms, schools and universities, youth clubs and cultural centers, ships, 
trains, aeroplanes and other means of transport, and mobile projection 
units created in suburban and country areas" (Harvey I980, 25). Harvey 
points out the revolutionary impulse behind this search for nontraditional 
projection sites, saying that it represents "the desire to produce a new kind 
of context for the reception of a particular film, and thereby also a new 
sort of relationship between audience and spectacle:' Ogawa found with 
Nippon-koku: Furuyashiki-mura that commercial sources were once 
again denied him. So once again, he and his co-workers travelled all over 
Japan to present the film. But in so doing, Ogawa found something even 
more revolutionary - he found "that a film can be stopped in the middle 
or shown again and again. We can be present to talk about it after the 
showing, or even stop it in the middle to talk:' So much contemporary 
film theory, especially that obsessed with a so-called psychoanalytic 
model, is based around a film's inviolable unreeling and its consequent 
relation to dream and fantasy. But Ogawa denies that film must be pre
sented in that fashion. Thus while many so-called radical critics and 
theorists attempt to attack classical film at its repressed ideological roots, 
Ogawa actively works to change the fundamental way in which films may 
be projected and viewed. As Ogawa says it, "Filmmaking does not stop 
when you stop the camera:' Ogawa lives the Zen of filmmaking, just as he 
lives the Zen of politics, staking everything on the integrity of his work. 

David Desser teaches film in the Unit for Cinema Studies and the Department of 
Speech Communication at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. 
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Notes and References 

I would like to thank Ogawa Shinsuke for making himself and his films avail
able to me while I was in Tokyo. I would also like to thank Kyoko Hirano for act
ing as a guide and translator. Research for this article was made possible by an 
NEH summer stipend and support from the University of Illinois Research 
Board. 

I. Minamata disease, named for its victims in Minamata, was discovered in 
1956 and its cause proved in 1959. The Chisso Chemical Corporation dumped 
waste water containing mercury in Minamata Bay. The mercury infected fish and 
shellfish, which were in turn ingested by the villagers whose lives were sustained 
by fishing in the bay. The "disease" or poisoning causes a variety of symptoms 
mostly revolving around brain and nerve damage leading to severe handicaps. 

2. Author's interview with Ogawa Shinsuke, Tokyo, 23 June 1984. All further 
quotes from Ogawa are from this source unless otherwise indicated. 

3. English titles given in parentheses first reflect a translation from the Japa
nese, then, where appropriate, the English-language release title or the English 
title by which the film is commonly known. 

4. To my knowledge, neither Seinen no umi nor Assatsu no mori has ever been 
shown in the United States. 

5. Space does not permit a full discussion of this issue here. For further refer
ence the reader may check Apter and Sawa (1984). 

6. I saw the film at an "art" theater in Tokyo's high-fashion youth district, 
Roppongi. The film had English subtitles so that there were a large number of 
Americans in the audience. The house was about two-thirds full when the film 
began; by intermission, more than half the audience had left. 

Interestingly, this Roppongi movie theater was the only one in Tokyo to show 
the film. This theater, called Cine Vivant, typically shows European art films. 
When Furuyashiki-mura left, it was replaced by Jean-Luc Godard's Prenom Car
men. The daring nature of Ogawa's massive documentary struck even the Japa
nese as overtly "artistic;' worthy of comparison to Godard. 

7. This notion of retrofitting motion picture equipment has great relevance for 
feminist film practice. Feminist criticism has pointed out the ideological nature of 
pre-World War II motion picture technology. The extremely heavy cameras and 
lighting equipment made access to it difficult for women. I would also point out 
that it made filmmaking on an individual basis quite difficult, too. The expense of 
the equipment, and its massive bulk, ensured that production would remain in 
the hands of the studios. 
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Self and Modernization 
in Malayalam Cinema 

WIMAL DISSANAYAKE 

THE NEW INDIAN CINEMA, whose commitment to artistic seriousness 
of purpose offers a sharp contrast to the popular melodramatic cinema, 
continues unabatedly to display great vitality. Whenever we talk of the 
New Indian Cinema, it is to the Bengali cinema that our attention is imme
diately drawn. The works of Satyajit Ray, Ritwik Ghatak, and Mrinal Sen 
spring immediately to mind. Although the pioneering and innovative 
spirit that found expression in the work of these directors continues to 
gather momentum in the cinema of comparatively younger directors like 
Goutam Ghose, Buddhadeb Dasgupta, Utpalendu Chakraborty, and 
Aparna Sen, recently the Malayalam cinema of Kerala has been gaining 
national and international recognition for its artistry, seriousness of inter
est, and imaginative exploration of the possibilities of the medium. It is 
well to remind ourselves of Satyajit Ray's memorable observation that the 
future of Indian cinema could very much depend on some of the younger 
directors of Malayalam cinema. 

Kerala is one of the smallest states of the Indian Union, covering an 
area of about 39,000 square kilometers. It stretches along 360 miles of a 
narrow strip of land lying between the Arabian Sea and Western Ghats. 
The modern linguistic state of Kerala, which came into existence in 1956, 
has the highest rate of literacy in India. This state, which in the past has 
distinguished itself by its active encouragement of scholarship and the 
arts, gained worldwide attention by electing a Marxist government to 
office in 1957. The majority of Keralites are Hindus, but there are substan
tial numbers of Christians and Muslims as well; it is interesting to observe 
in this regard that Kerala was the earliest seat of Christianity in India. 
With their high rate of literacy and excellent network of educational insti
tutions, Keralites place a high premium on education; this has expedited 
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the process of social modernization. As one commentator has remarked, 
"During the last twelve decades or so, the people of Kerala have been 
engaged, perhaps more acutely than the rest of Indians, in seemingly radi
cal exercises in reforms of various kinds to match the trend of moderniza
tion and democratization engendered by the impact of the British rule" 
(Aiyappan 1974,16). 

Kerala today has a burgeoning artistic cinema. Its film societies have 
played a crucial role in deepening the cinematic awareness of the people 
and introducing them to good cinema. Out of 240 film societies in India, 
more than 50 are found in Kerala. There are a number of distinguished 
filmmakers associated with the Malayalam cinema, among whom Adoor 
Gopalakrishnan, G. Aravindan, K. G. George, John Abraham, and Vasu
devan Nair deserve special mention. A theme that has preoccupied the 
minds and engaged the deepest creative impulses of many of these film
makers is that of the relationship of self and modernization. In this paper, 
I wish to examine the way in which this theme of self and modernization 
has been treated by the two leading filmmakers of Kerala, Adoor Gopala
krishnan and G. Aravindan. 

Adoor Gopalakrishnan was born into a family that both practiced and 
patronized the celebrated dance-drama of Kerala, Kathakali. As a young 
boy, he started acting in these dance-dramas, and by the time he was grad
uated from the university in 1960, he had produced more than twenty of 
them. He obtained a scholarship to the Indian Film and Television Insti
tute at Pune, where he specialized in film direction. After passing out of 
the institute in 1965, he, along with some of his friends, founded the Chi
tralekha Film Society in Trivandrum, thereby pioneering the film society 
movement in Kerala. 

In 1972, Gopalakrishnan made his first feature film, One's Own Choice 
(Swayamvaram). It deals with the trials and tribulations of a young cou
ple, deeply in love, fighting parental disapprobation, desperately seeking 
to fight off poverty, and trying to eke out a living. The young man dies, 
leaving the wife to fend for herself in a dark and lonely world. One's Own 
Choice presents a melancholy experience, but the clash between self and 
society is much in evidence. The young couple are seeking to define their 
identity and carve out their selfhood in opposition to the conventions and 
inherited dictates of society. Five years later, Adoor Gopalakrishnan made 
his second film, The Ascent (Kodiyettam). It deals with the themes of self
actualization and self-knowledge. The protagonist of the film is a drifter 
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who has no fixed points of anchorage to life and society and who depends 
on the goodwill of his women for his existence. He has no qualms about 
living off the meager earnings of his sister, who is employed as a house
hold servant. He gets married, but seems to treat the whole business of 
marriage without any degree of seriousness. His pregnant wife, disen
chanted with his irresponsible ways, returns to her parents. The sister 
who has supported him so far is unable to do so any longer, as she has 
found a lover with whom to live. The widow who doted on him commits 
suicide. Having lost the love and human warmth that he has so far 
enjoyed, he is forced to adopt a mature and responsible attitude toward 
life and to allow the growth of his self. In 1982, Gopalakrishnan produced 
Rat Trap (Elippathayam), which won for him the British Film Institute 
Award; in 1985, he made Face to Face (Mukhamukham). I shall discuss 
these two films in relation to the theme of self and modernization in the 
latter half of this paper. 

G. Aravindan, who is in his forties, enjoyed a wide reputation as a 
cartoonist before he became a filmmaker in 1974. His popular cartoon 
serial, The Small Man and the Big World, which dealt with the hardships 
of an idealistic young man from the middle class, appeared in a popular 
Malayalam weekly. He put to good use in cinema his experience as a 
cartoonist. Aravindan's first film, Solstice (Uttarayanam), made in 1974, 
has Hindu mythological overtones; it deals with the plight of a young man 
seen against the independence movement. His second film, Golden Sita 
(Kanchana Sita), which was made in 1977, shows the elements of his style 
that were to find more eloquent expression in his later films. In 1978, he 
made The Tent (Thampe), which explores movingly the lonely and root
less existence of a circus troupe. His next film, The Bogeyman (Kum
matty), was a fantasy made mainly for children. In 1979, Aravindan made 
Stephen (Esthappan), which deals with a complex and mysterious charac
ter and the ways in which the more modern forms of life intrude on the 
traditional. Two years later, he made Twilight (Pokkuve Yil), a powerfully 
poetic film about a dreaming poet who gradually loses contact with real
ity. In 1985, Aravindan made Chidambaram, and in 1986, Somewhere 
(Oridathu). Later I shall discuss these two films in detail. 

Gopalakrishnan and Aravindan, along with a number of other film
makers from Kerala, seem to be fascinated by the complex and intriguing 
relationship between self, social order, and modernization. This is hardly 
surprising, given Kerala's history, intellectual and artistic traditions, reli-
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gious composition, high level of literacy and exposure to modernizing 
forces, and level of political participation among the people. The theme of 
self and modernization, in many ways, opens a window into the volatility 
of Kerala society and the creativity of Malayalam cinema. 

MODERNIZATION AND SELF 

Before we begin to analyze the work of Keralite filmmakers, it is impor
tant to examine more closely the relationship - at once complex and in
triguing - between modernization and self. Modernization is a social pro
cess that has had profound consequences for the mass of people living in 
the developing countries. It is a phenomenon, a sequence of events, which 
seeks to challenge, subvert, and rupture, in a particularly harsh manner, 
the basic modalities of the inherited knowledge and life-styles of the peo
ple living in developing countries. Its implications for cinema have been 
both profound and far-reaching. 

Modernization is a term - like culture - that defies concise definition 
and hence the voluminous and often mutually contradictory pontifica
tions on the subject. From the 1940S onwards the concept of moderniza
tion has engaged the imagination of social scientists as one that is likely to 
provide us with a useful point of entry into the dynamics of traditional 
societies confronting the forces of the twentieth century. Very often the 
terms development and modernization have been used simultaneously 
with a common focus on economic growth. However, there has been an 
increasingly prevalent tendency to use the term development to denote the 
manifold modalities of economic growth and the term modernization to 
refer to the diverse sociocultural processes associated with the processes of 
economic growth. It is broadly in this sense that I use the term moderniza
tion in this paper. As Peter Berger and others have pointed out, moderni
zation needs to be perceived as the institutional concomitants of techno
logically induced economic growth (Berger, Berger, and Kellner 1974). 
This implies that there are no modern societies plain and simple; there are 
only societies, some more advanced than others, which can all be placed 
on a continuum. 

The concept of modernization has been studied extensively by contem
porary social scientists from distinctive disciplinary vantage points (Wang 
and Dissanayake 1986). The approaches and their principal attributes and 
proponents can be usefully categorized into six main groups: 



APPROACH 

Historical 

Socio-psychological 

Economic 

Structural 

Value-centered 

Phenomenological 

ATTRIBUTES 

Emphasis on broad 
historical evolution 
and movement 
towards modern
ization 

Relationship between 
modernization and 
socio-psychological 
traits 

Modernization ana
lyzed in terms of eco
nomic development 

Emphasis on struc
tural components 

Focus on values in the 
modernization process 

Concentration on the 
changing conscious
ness as a result of 
modernization 
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ARTICULATORS 

Black 

Lerner, McClelland 

Rostow, Hagen 

Parsons, Eisenstadt 

Pye and Verba 

P. Berger, B. Berger, 
H. Kellner 

In this paper, I wish to draw on the insights provided by the pheno
menological approach, which highlights the relationship between human 
consciousness and modernization. I have found this approach to be poten
tially most productive because, while the other five examine moderniza
tion in terms of institutional processes - that is to say, the processes that 
are exogenous to the subjective consciousness of individuals - this ap
proach calls attention to the role of consciousness in social transforma
tion. This is a perspective that nicely ties in with the nature, substance, 
and style of cinema. 

As Berger and others (I974) rightly point out, society needs to be 
viewed as a dialectic between objective givenness and subjective meanings 
- that is, as being constituted by the interaction of what is experienced as 
external reality and what is experienced as internal reality, namely, the 
consciousness of the individual. Therefore, the consciousness of the indi-
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vidual is a vital means of comprehending social reality. As the conscious
ness of quotidian life is the nexus of meanings that allow individuals to 
negotiate their way through the thickets of interlocking events in society, 
we should pay central attention to this dimension as a way of understand
ing the complexities of modernization. One useful way of exploring the 
relationship between the subjective consciousness of the individual and 
the process of modernization is to focus attention on the concept of self. 
This concept is central to artistic creation and hence constitutes an admi
rable link between social modernization and literary creation. 

The concept of self is assuming greater heuristic value in both the social 
sciences and the humanities. Philosophers, social psychologists, anthro
pologists, scholars of religion, and cultural historians have found it to be a 
useful tool of inquiry. From the early stages of the evolution of speculative 
thinking, human beings have raised such troubling questions as who they 
are, what destiny holds in store for them, what the relationship is between 
their individual selves and the society and nature of which they are an inte
gral part. It comes as no surprise, therefore, that from earliest times, both 
in Asian and Western intellectual traditions, the concept of self has occu
pied a very important place in speculative thought. 

The concept of self might be at the center of speculative thinking, but to 
pinpoint it, to establish its relation to nature, society, and the universe is a 
task fraught with immense problems, as philosophers both ancient and 
modern have realized. However, despite the different ways in which the 
term self has been used in Western philosophical traditions from the book 
of Genesis and Descartes to modern times, a common theme that runs 
through them is the notion that a human being has a special place in 
nature by virtue of his possessing a mind. Consequently, Western thinkers 
continue to frame problems pertaining to personal identity, the relation
ship between mind and body, and the existence of other minds in terms of 
this human uniqueness. As Sydney Shoemaker (1963, 8) remarks, "It is 
obvious enough that the existence of a special problem about the nature of 
persons, and the nature of personal identity, is somehow associated with 
the fact that persons have minds:' 

INDIAN NOTIONS OF SELF 

In the Indian traditions, the self is conceptualized differently. To begin 
with, in these traditions - the Hindu and Buddhist, for example - the 
self-consciousness of uniqueness is absent, and instead we find an aware-
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ness of the continuity of self and the natural world. The implication of this 
line of thinking is the affirmation of the possibility of a radical transcen
dence of the empirical self. As Deutsch (1983) points out, the major prob
lems of the self in Indian philosophy have to do with the nature of the 
empirical or phenomenal self and its relation to other and higher states of 
consciousness. In Indian philosophy, the self in its deepest being is gener
ally not identified with the mind, as in the Western tradition, but with 
boundless spiritual being. Indeed, the self is identified with reality itself. 
These philosophical orientations have an important bearing on the idea of 
self as it manifests itself in art. 

Broadly speaking, the concept of self can find expression in creative art 
(literature and film, for example) in two main modes of presentation: as 
the self of a created character or as the self of the creator. We need hardly 
add that there is a very close relationship between the two. In traditional 
Indian literature, for example, we find that, in keeping with the Hindu 
philosophical outlook, the self of the writer that emerges from classical 
writings is that of a transcendental self - a transpersonal being who is 
able to see the human drama without being personally involved in it. Let 
us consider an example from the great Indian poet Kalidasa. One of his 
popular poems, the "Ritusamhara;' has as its theme the change of the sea
sons and its influence on the lives of human beings. To Kalidasa, Man and 
Nature are actively involved in the great drama of existence, which is a 
manifestation of the Divine (Dissanayake 1982). This approach to Man 
and Nature stands in sharp contrast to, for example, the poetry of 
Wordsworth, in which Man and Nature are perceived as two distinctly 
different categories, and Nature acts only as a facilitator of self-analysis 
on the part of the poet. Let us consider three stanzas (Nandy 1970, 7-8): 

Rivers move slowly now, like passionate women: 
the dancing saphari fish are their colourful girdle, 
the white birds on the banks their necklace, 
and the broad, sandy banks their comely hips. 

Having shed their load of water, 
the clouds are white like silver, conch or lily; 
the wind tears them and sends them floating in hundreds. 
The sky is like a king fanned by tail-fans. 

Young men are filled with yearning as they see 
the sky like an assembly of fine collyrium, 
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the earth turned scarlet by hibiscus 
and the fields covered with ripe kalama rice. 

In these descriptions, it is the intention of the poet to portray the natu
ral world in terms of the human world. This is reflected in his choice of 
tropes. Kalidasa sought to anthropomorphize the world of nature; the 
only way in which we can really understand nature, he seems to be saying, 
is by imputing human qualities to it. In contrast to most of Western nature 
poetry, the personal emotions of the poet do not find expression in this 
poem; his identity is wholly extrinsic to the great drama of man and 
nature being played out before him. What we see here, then, is not the 
emergence of the personality of the poetic persona but the emergence of a 
kind of transpersonal self. 

As regards the self of the protagonists in classical Indian art, we can 
usefully identify two main categories, which can be termed the heroic self 
and the communitarian self. In epics, poetic narratives, and traditional 
court poetry we find the heroic self in its full glory and power. The protag
onists of these poems are heroic, noble, handsome, illustrious, munifi
cent, brave, accomplished in the arts, and so forth. As a matter of fact, 
classical Sanskrit theorists of poetry laid down elaborate rules regarding 
the attributes, all of them noble, that should characterize the protagonists. 
A study of the classical poems reinforces this point. Let us, for example, 
consider the description of Dillpa found in Kalidasa's celebrated poem, 
the "Raghuvamsa" (Antoine 1972 , 14-15): 

From his pure lineage, purer than him was born Dillpa, the moon of kings, 
as the moon was born of the ocean of milk. 

His chest was broad, his shoulders were like those of a bull; tall like a sala 
tree, he had long arms. The k~atriya virtue found its abode, as it were, in his 
body able to bear his exploits. 

Like Mount Meru dominating the earth, he stood with a body whose 
strength surpassed all, whose splendour defeated all and which rose above 
all around. 

His wisdom equalled his stature; his knowledge equalled his wisdom; his 
enterprises equalled his knowledge; his success equalled his enterprises. 

Because his royal virtues were both terrible and lovable, his dependents 
dared not approach him and yet they sought his favour; like the sea feared 
and loved because of its monsters and its jewels. 
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In these stanzas we see the emergence of an idealized portrait of the 
king with all of the requisite attributes in place. These noble qualities are 
seen in other protagonists of classical Indian poems as well. A hero who 
seeks to impress his overpowering self on society and uphold qualities to 
be emulated is common in most traditional literatures. The protagonists 
who possess heroic selves stand out like callouses, but are never antago
nistic to society. They incarnate all of those virtues that are sanctified by 
society. The heroic protagonists of traditional Indian art, as a conse
quence, gain the respect and admiration of society and become illustrious 
pillars of it. 

The second type of self to which I referred concerning the protagonists 
of classical literary works is the communitarian self. This denotes a kind 
of self that represents the voice of society and articulates its hopes and 
fears. This type of self is most commonly found in folk literatures, notably 
ballads. However, this communitarian self is not confined to traditional 
literatures but is found in modern literatures as well, in both Asia and the 
West. Walt Whitman is a case in point. 

The arts of modern India, whether Bengali or Marathi or Malayalam, 
display a different kind of self, which is partly the result of rapid social 
modernization and partly the result of the influence of modern Western 
art: in a sense, both of these influences are intimately related. A direct 
consequence of the modernization process is the heavy emphasis on the 
individual as opposed to the group and on the individual's needs as 
opposed to the needs of the group. In premodern societies the group, the 
community, was far more important than the individual. 

A distinguishing feature of modern society is the plurality of life-worlds 
that the individual needs to inhabit. The term life-world, most often used 
by phenomenologists and phenomenologically oriented social theorists, 
denotes the ordered reality in which human beings live and which invests 
the business of living with meaning. Both the origin and the maintenance 
of this life-world is essentially social, that is to say, is collectively estab
lished. Until modern times, human beings inhabited life-worlds that were 
cohesive and integrated. This is, of course, not an absolute but a relative 
judgment. As Berger and others point out, for the individuals in such 
societies the same integrative symbols permeated the different sections of 
their everyday life. Whether he or she was with the family or working in 
the fields or participating in a village ritual, the individual was always in 
the same world. Modern societies present us with a different picture. The 



SELF AND MODERNIZATION IN MALAYALAM CINEMA 

various sections of modern society relate individuals to sharply different 
and at times mutually contradictory worlds of experience and meaning. 
Modern society and its life-worlds are severely fragmented, and this has 
clear consequences for human consciousness. 

These changes, which are a necessary concomitant of modernization, 
affected the artists of India as well. Consequently, instead of the heroic 
and communitarian selves that characterized the arts of traditional India, 
a new kind of self made its appearance in creative art. It was individualis
tic, seeking its fulfillment irrespective of the collective wishes of the group, 
and very often riven by doubt and anxiety. In short, a new kind of sensibil
ity began to permeate the artistic landscape. Moreover, with the rapid 
spread of artistic modernism - with its emphasis on subjectivity, self
reflection, self-doubt, authenticity, alienation, loneliness, experimental
ism, and so on - the new self began to gain greater recognition and defini
tion. This self can best be described as an antagonistic self in that it is 
highly individualized and at the same time has an adversarial relationship 
with society. This becomes a defining marker of modern Indian art. 

ADOOR GOPALAKRISHNAN 

Keeping these reflections on self and modernization in mind, let us first 
examine Adoor Gopalakrishnan's Rat Trap (Elippathayam, 1982). Unni is 
the pathetic protagonist of this film. He is a middle-aged man, unmarried, 
set in his traditional ways, who is unable to accept social change and 
adjust accordingly. He is demanding and authoritarian and is emblematic 
of the decaying feudal class. Unni, the head of a joint family, has three sis
ters: Janamama, the assertive elder sister, is married; she demands her 
share of family property. Rajamma, the second sister, who stays in the 
house with Unni, is a virtual slave to her brother, who is helplessly depen
dent on her; she is selfless in her devotion to Unni and is utterly obedient 
to him. Rajamma, in her late thirties and unmarried, is clearly a prisoner 
of the social system symbolized by Unni. Sridevi is the youngest sister; she 
is familiar with the modern world outside and offers an antithesis to 
Rajamma in that she is strong-willed, self-assertive, and practical-minded. 

The film portrays the relationships among these characters and the 
inevitable decay of the world that Unni inhabits as the forces of moderni
zation begin ever more increasingly to knock on its door. At the end of the 
film, Rajamma dies, and Sridevi flees the house to escape from Unni's 
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bondage; Dnni is left alone in the house, where he sinks deeper and deeper 
into illusion and paranoia. 

Rat Trap points out with particular force the multifaceted relationship 
between self and modernization. Dnni still lives in a world that is 
untouched by modernizing forces and that has gained its solidity and 
ontological definition from tradition and custom. His self has been nur
tured by that world. Dnni is unable to perceive and accept the fact that the 
world that he has inhabited so far is crumbling, yielding to the forces of 
modernity; accompanying the disintegration of his world is the manifest 
disintegration of his self. 

The film opens with Dnni yelling out, frightened by a nightmare 
induced by rats; it ends with Dnni suffocating in a nightmare, like a rat 
caught in a trap. Adoor Gopalakrishnan has created for us cogently and 
poetically the feudal world of Dnni. The old country house and its archi
tecture, the pace of life, the household utensils, the conventions and rit
uals all establish powerfully the atmosphere of decay. At the same time, 
the forces of modernization are inescapably present: planes flying over
head, people returning from the oil-rich Gulf states, the tutorial colleges, 
and so on. The tragedy of Dnni is his blindness to the forces of change all 
around him and the consequent smothering of his self. Gopalakrishnan 
has portrayed this tragic experience by carefully making use of traditional 
art forms and objects ranging from Kathakali to household utensils, 
thereby investing the whole experience with an additional layer of mean
ing. Commenting on his film, Adoor Gopalakrishnan (1986, 26) re
marked: "This film is an exploration of the feudal structures. All the sym
bols of the ancient joint family system play an important role here. For 
example, the lamp-stand, the viali, is supposed to protect the house from 
evil; it descends on them at the fateful moment when Sridevi runs away:' 

Face to Face (Mukhamukham, 1985) also deals with the question of self 
and modernization, but from a different angle of vision. This film gener
ated a storm of controversy, particularly among Marxists, as it was per
ceived to be an indictment of the Communist Party and the trade union 
movement, although Gopalakrishnan vigorously denied that this was his 
intention. 

This film deals with a rapidly modernizing Kerala. A tile factory, which 
is doing good business, has begun to affect the life of the people in a small 
town in Kerala. As a consequence of the mechanization of production, a 
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dispute has arisen between the management and the labor union. Tension 
builds up, leading to a strike in which both sides hold steadfastly to their 
respective positions. As a result, the families of the workers face the grim 
prospect of starvation. It is against this background that Sreedharan, the 
protagonist of the film, emerges; the film deals with his life and death. He 
is a devoted and loyal party worker, deeply respected by his fellow 
workers, who leads the trade union at the tile factory. Among his fol
lowers is Sudhakaran, a young man who becomes his devoted disciple. 

One day, an aged farmer finds Sreedharan badly beaten; he takes him to 
his house and offers him shelter. Sreedharan begins to live there, and Savi
tri, the old farmer's widowed daughter, becomes his mistress. Meanwhile, 
the owner of the tile factory is murdered and all suspicion is directed 
toward Sreedharan. The police launch a massive search, and he and his 
comrades go underground. Time passes. Sreedharan's son, Sreeni, who 
was born at the time of his father's disappearance, is now ten years old. 
During Sreedhar an's absence, a certain liberalization in the political cli
mate has taken place, and a number of his comrades who went under
ground have begun to return. There is, however, no news of Sreedharan 
and he is believed to be dead. 

Meanwhile, the party, which Sreedharan so devoutly supported, is in 
disarray. It is split down the middle ideologically, and the leaders are feud
ing among themselves. Those who have worked loyally for the party are 
plunged into confusion. What they all have in common, however, is the 
memory of Sreedharan. 

One day, Sreedharan suddenly returns. His mistress, his son, his disci
ple - who by now has become a powerful party worker - and his fol
lowers are delighted. However, he maintains a mysterious silence. Most of 
the time he sleeps, and when he is awake, he chooses not to speak. The 
once much respected hero now becomes an alcoholic and an embarrass
ment to all those who once gathered around him. One fine day, 
Sreedharan is found beaten to death under mysterious circumstances. 
Instantly, he is made into a hero, reminding people of the former times. 
Rival Communist factions march through the streets, and Sreedharan 
takes on the mantle of the ideal hero. 

This film, which mixes memory, fiction, and reality, consists of two 
parts. In the first part, we see the reconstruction of Sreedhar an's image as 
seen by his friends, acquaintances, and fellow workers. In this part, the 
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documentary-like quality of the presentation counterpoints the image that 
is being constructed. Sreedharan disappears for a period of years - from 
1955 to 1965. The second part of the film shows us his return and his 
immersion in silence and alcoholism. There is a marked contrast between 
his self in the first part and the second. Which is the true self? Are both 
equally valid? How does one explain these blatant discrepancies? Gopala
krishnan offers us no answers; he is content with merely presenting the 
problematic experience. 

The reality and the illusory quality of self is a theme that reverberates 
through Hindu speculative thought, but here it is presented against a 
backdrop of a modernizing society exposed to diverse modes of intellec
tual apprehension, Marxism being one of them. The question of morality 
(both individual and political) and self also figures prominently in Face to 
Face. How does one account for the stark difference in self between the 
Sreedharan of the first half and the Sreedhar an of the second half of the 
film? Is he troubled by some personal failing, or is he disappointed and 
disillusioned by the leaders of the party that he so resolutely helped to 
build? One never knows. The film is also interesting as a commentary on 
what society does to heroic selves. What is most interesting from our 
viewpoint, however, is the way in which Adoor Gopalakrishnan calls 
attention to self and modernization in modern Kerala society. 

G. ARAVINDAN 

Next we turn to G. Aravindan's two newest films, Chidambaram (Chi
dambaram, 1985) and Somewhere (Oridathu, 1986). Chidambaram takes 
place in a setting - a commercial farm - that is itself a product of the 
modernizing process. The characters in this film are not securely anchored 
to a solid and stable social order deriving sustenance from tradition, but 
are uprooted and transplanted into an artificial setting where they have to 
cultivate their individual selves. 

Chidambaram deals with the complex relations among four characters: 
Shankaran, Muniyandi, Jacob, and Sivakami. Shankaran is an office 
superintendent on a farm located on the border of Kerala and Tamil 
Nadu. Jacob is a field supervisor who is deeply conscious of his duties as 
well as the authority invested in him. Although their friendship is a very 
close one, they nonetheless display vastly divergent character traits. 
Shankaran, who lives by himself, is well-liked by his subordinates; Jacob 
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is pragmatic and proud and conscious of social hierarchy. He is not 
unduly perturbed by questions of morality and ethics. 

Muniyandi, who works as a laborer on this farm, is meek, submissive, 
and deeply religious. He goes back to his village to get married. 
Shankaran, who is a kind of amateur photographer, attends Muniyandi's 
wedding to take pictures. Sivakami is Muniyandi's wife; she comes to live 
on the farm. She, like the rest of the characters in the film, is uprooted 
from her village environment and is compelled to live in the artificial set
ting of the farm. At first she is totally overwhelmed by the strangeness, 
lushness, and beauty of her new environment. The film beautifully shows, 
through carefully framed and vivid images, how she adjusts and comes to 
terms with her new surroundings. Shankaran becomes friendly with Siva
kami, finding her extraordinarily gentle and attractive. 

One day, Jacob comments in jest on Shankaran's interest in Sivakami. 
Shankaran gets upset and hits his friend Jacob. Later he questions himself 
regarding his strange and inexplicable behavior. Meanwhile, Jacob is try
ing hard to find employment for Sivakami on the farm. Muniyandi disap
proves of the idea, but Sivakami, who is bored doing nothing, is eager to 
find work on the farm. Jacob finds her a job, but Muniyandi, who is 
somewhat suspicious of Jacob's motives, turns down the offer. Jacob, 
annoyed and insulted, orders Muniyandi to work on the night shift. 

Muniyandi, who is overcome by deep suspicion, listens carefully to 
every sound as he works. One day, he hears the sound of a motorbike 
making its way toward his house. In great anxiety, he rushes to the house 
and sees the shadow of a man slipping out of the back door. To his utter 
astonishment, it is not Jacob, as he had suspected, but his trusted supervi
sor Shankaran. 

Early next morning, Muniyandi is found to have committed suicide. 
Shattered by this unexpected turn of events, Shankaran flees the farm. His 
life is transformed by the implacable power of guilt, and he becomes an 
alcoholic. Living a rootless existence in an artificial environment without 
the support of a stable community that he would find in a typical village, 
he has only himself to fall back on. Shankaran wanders aimlessly. The 
doctor who treats him suggests that he immerse himself in religious texts 
and go on a holiday to places of religious significance. Shankanln starts to 
wander again and winds up at the Chidambaram temple. Having visited 
the temple, he pauses to put on his shoes and pay the haggard-looking 
woman who watches over them at the entrance. As she lifts up her face, 
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Shankaran instantly realizes that she is Sivakami. He notices a deep scar 
on her face - probably from Muniyandi's beating her before he took his 
life. Clearly, Shankaran has come to the end of his journey. 

Chidambaram is the famous Hindu temple in South India where Lord 
Shiva was supposed to have been transformed into his widely known role 
as a cosmic dancer who enables human beings to free themselves from 
their earthliness and to experience a supramundane reality. The marvel
lously effective final sequence of the film takes place at this temple; here, 
with imaginative camera work and the accompanying thandava music, 
the earthly and supramundane levels of the film meet in an exquisite 
UnIon. 

Here Aravindan, who has always been interested in exploring modes of 
religious and mythic consciousness in his films, is introducing a metaphys
ical dimension. Shankaran lives in an environment that is a product of 
social modernization. Bereft of traditional support structures, he has to 
create a self for himself. In this endeavor, he founders badly; yet Aravin
dan seems to be saying that all is not lost because there is a metaphysical 
order on which we can draw for emotional solace and intellectual com
fort. 

Somewhere (Oridathu), made in 1986, is Aravindan's latest film. It is 
different from many of his earlier works in that it deals with a broad range 
of characters and lacks a clear-cut linear story. Its architecture of narrative 
departs significantly from his earlier work in that it is more episodic in 
nature and is concerned with the evocation of a certain atmosphere. 
Somewhere deals with the introduction of electricity - a symbol of 
modernity - and its effect on a village and the people who live there. The 
time is the mid 1950S, and the place is an unspecified village in Kerala. 
There is a sense of anticipation in the air as the local village council, 
spearheaded by the Brahmin landlord, plans to introduce electricity to the 
village. We perceive a palpable harmony and concentricity of feeling in the 
village, as exemplified in the local temple festival. The introduction of 
electricity is to change all this. 

Aravindan introduces us to a number of different characters: the 
Brahmin landlord, who describes the virtues of electrification; the Marx
ist-oriented tailor, who is given to rhetorical speech-making; the supercili
ous manager of the landlord; Kuttan, the odd-job man; the boastful over
seer. All of these characters are presented in different and loosely 
connected episodes. Despite their different outlooks and temperaments, 
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we perceive a sense of oneness in the village, a sense that is soon to disap
pear with the coming of electricity. 

Electricity is to transform the village in unforeseen ways, generating 
comedy as well as pathos. The location of the electric pole has the effect of 
engendering antagonism between old friends. Signifiers of death gradually 
make their appearance; first crows are electrocuted and then cows. Kut
tan's girlfriend becomes pregnant, and, unable to support her, he forces 
her to have an abortion, with disastrous consequences. A quack, posing as 
a doctor, begins to treat the villagers; on the verge of marriage to a girl 
from the village, he is exposed as a quack and a bigamist. Meanwhile, 
Kuttan, who has obediently followed the overseer, is betrayed by the lat
ter, who seduces Kuttan's sister. Events move to a climax when Kuttan, as 
is customary at the temple festival every year, puts on the costume of the 
avenging goddess, the black Kali. He vengefully resolves to attack the 
overseer, whom he perceives as the prime reason for the tragedies that 
have overtaken the village. However, in the clash it is another young man 
who gets electrocuted. 

The film portrays episodically the transformation in the ethos of the vil
lage and the social order that takes place as a consequence of electrifica
tion. The village, which was once united, and whose individual selves 
meshed into a larger whole, now finds itself disunited. It is as if electricity 
has illuminated the differences between individual selves and thereby 
paved the way for acrimony and antagonisms that were not apparent 
before. Somewhere is a kind of parable of modernization - showing what 
technology does to people and its impact on individual lives. Commenting 
on his film, Aravindan remarked, "My film is not against modernization. I 
was trying to look at the changes taking place in the life of the people and 
the village" (Burra 1986, 140). 

These four films explore sensitively and imaginatively the complex and 
multilayered relationship between self and modernization, a theme that 
bears directly on the social and cultural transformations taking place in 
Asia. 

In premodern societies, the objective social world was perceived to be 
coherent, stable, and solid, and the primary aim of artists was to explore 
the nature and manifold dimensions of this world. In the modern world -
the world transformed by modernization - that sense of coherence, stabil
ity, and solidity is no longer there, having been overwhelmed by pluraliz
ing and relativizing forces. Concurrently, there has been a shift of interest 
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on the part of artists from an exploration of the objective social world to 
an exploration of the inner world of the self; the accent is clearly on self
reflection. However, this exploration needs to be carried out in relation to 
the social world, which itself has been changing rapidly as a consequence 
of technology and other forces of modernity. Kerala presents us with an 
interesting example of a rapidly changing Asian society. It is this interplay 
between self and society - both of which now appear in complex and 
novel forms - which interests Gopalakrishnan and Aravindan. It is an 
interest that they clearly share with other Malayalam filmmakers. 

Wimal Dissanayake is a research associate and assistant director of the Institute 
of Culture and Communication, East-West Center. 
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The Books Behind the Film: 
Paul Scott's Raj Quartet 

PAUL SHARRAD 

THE RECENT success of Paul Scott's Raj Quartet as a television series 
must in many ways be considered part of the wave of films on colonial 
subjects that has peaked with Gandhi, Heat and Dust, Far Pavilions, A 
Passage to India, and Scott's own Staying On. It may be that, on the one 
hand, Scott's Anglo-India partakes of the popular urge to self-examina
tion first visible in documentary programs such as Plain Tales from the 
Raj. These gave the retired servants of empire a real place in modern life 
and possibly spoke to a sense of guilt and perplexity amongst the stay-at
home community (How did we fail them? What do we do with them 
now?). On the other hand, films of this kind exploit public nostalgia for a 
time when everything seemed to be simple (when imperialism was respect
able and most of its subjects were out of the way overseas) as well as a 
general curiosity on the part of a postwar generation about an era now 
totally removed from their experience. 

The sociology of this resurgence of colonial motifs in the popular West
ern media is a subject of considerable interest. It would be worth looking 
at the above films, and less obvious ones such as Greystoke and Indiana 
Jones and the Temple of Doom, to assess the message modern audiences 
are receiving about the colonial past and the present relationship between 
First and Third World countries. How do the films stand in relation to 
their original texts; what correlation is there between the contemporary 
revival of Cold War politics (before the Reykjavik summit) and the resur
gence of colonial movies; do these films answer a need for a modern myth 
of "stiff upper lip" service to the state in an age beset by unemployment 
and ethical relativism? 

What is also interesting is that the films that have been made for TV as 
blockbuster miniseries have mostly been adapted from books that enjoy 
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wide popularity among ordinary readers rather than from novels ac
claimed by literary critics. Roots, Shogun, The Thornbirds, and Far Pavil
ions are cases in point. This reliance on popular literature is seen also in 
the cinema (notably in the revival of the Tarzan story), and the tendency of 
film to create a soap opera simplification of history has been mentioned in 
connection with Gandhi. Paul Scott's work is curious in that it seems to 
hover between reflecting this pattern and breaking it. 1 

Scott's books have all the exotic backdrop of a Shogun, but are not as 
concerned to probe the cultural life behind the foreign setting; they have 
the purpose of recovering history evidenced in Roots, but are not content 
to remain on a popular level of sociological relevance, going on as they do 
to suggest philosophical theories on the workings of historical process and 
the limitations of the historian's craft. A Paul Scott novel has the scandals 
and epic parade of characters typical of a blockbuster paperback, but in 
its contorted narrative structure, its experiment with narrative points of 
view, and the seriousness with which detail is amassed, it appears to lay 
claim to the attention of more than just the Sunday supplement reviewer. 
While I don't recall their ever receiving the publisher's treatment or the 
readership of a Len Deighton or Harold Robbins, Scott's books have 
obviously sold quite well - well enough to make them suspect in the eyes 
of the literary establishment. Patrick Swinden, in his enthusiastic readers' 
guide, notes that Scott's work has been a favorite in British public lending 
libraries, and he castigates critics for not having paid it adequate respect 
(Swinden 1980). Now, however, there has been a Booker Prize award, and 
at least one American postgraduate thesis heralds the academic onslaught 
(Weinbaum 1976). 

It is the ambiguous literary status of Scott's fiction with which I am pri
marily concerned, and I should perhaps state right away that, while I 
admire the author's achievement in the Raj Quartet, I do not think it will 
find a lasting place in the approved canons of English Literature. Ironi
cally, it took the relatively slight coda to the Quartet, Staying On, to win 
institutional recognition. 2 While this is itself a minor masterpiece, it relies 
upon its relationship to the Quartet in such a way that I rather feel the 
prize was more for the writer's persistence overall than for a great single 
work. In the ensuing pages I hope to show that I am not just being mean
spirited - that there are conflicts within Scott's work which are perhaps 
inevitable given his historical and cross-cultural project, but which in liter
ary terms undermine his success as a novelist. 
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The Raj Quartet will always have its readers. They will be students of 
history and Asian studies who are enlightened enough to try acquiring a 
"feel" for the dramatic qualities of events, the human implications of 
membership of a social group, and the like in different places and times. 
They will also be the kind of readers who plough through the entire Dune 
saga or the complete works of Castaneda, or who lose themselves in the 
total output of Charles Dickens. They will be the frequenters of public 
libraries who are seeking something a bit deeper than detective fiction or 
historical romance but which has all the familiar trappings: a central nar
rative line, a cast of characters with whom they can grow to feel at home, 
a circumscribed setting, and a technique that becomes recognizable after 
the first book. It is these very qualities, though, that will most likely pre
vent the Quartet from attaining eminence as major literature. 

We might object that this type of "programmed writing" is appropriate 
to the world Scott is depicting - a stuffy Anglo-India that loves the con
ventional formulas of civilization- and mistrusts anything that smacks of 
original thinking. Our case could be strengthened by reference to John 
Fowles's The French Lieutenant's Woman, showing that conscious recrea
tion of the styles and themes of a past age may help to express both histor
ical insight and contemporary concerns. Certainly, Scott is at some pains 
to generate an atmosphere redolent of Victorian and Edwardian society as 
reproduced in colonial India. He marshals historical documents and cites 
press clippings, cartoons, and the like in an effort to create verisimilitude 
(many of these are themselves fictional creations, although they refer to 
actual events such as the Amritsar Massacre). He draws on the favorite 
writers of the Anglo-Indian community to portray the way people thought 
(or thought they ought to be thinking). A major example is his use of 
Kipling's favored philosopher, Emerson, to reflect upon the workings of 
history and the place of the individual within them (Wilson 1979, 242). 
Another is his use of Thackeray; a minor character has this name in the 
Quartet, and the author acknowledges Vanity Fair as the source for part 
of the plot-line in The Day of the Scorpion. 3 The "recipe" side of his tech
nique owes a lot to the strategies of the popular serial novelists of the nine
teenth century: foreshadowing to create the impetus of expectation in the 
reader and recapitulation, flashback, and cross-references to remind the 
reader of what has already occurred. Just as Hardy builds a Wessex world 
out of overlapping references to places and people across his various nov
els, so Scott constructs a semifictional reality that embraces his complete 
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works. Robert Conway, a fleetingly mentioned character in A Division of 
the Spoils (I975), first appears in The Birds of Paradise (I962); The Mark 
of the Warrior (I958) deals with the Allied retreat to Imphal that is fea
tured in The Day of the Scorpion (I968); the Smalleys, minor figures in 
The Towers of Silence (I97I), are moved to center stage in Staying On 
(I977). SO we are invited to read The Raj Quartet as we might read the 
popular writers of the past, not only as a self-contained work (it was, after 
all, a serial publication of four separate volumes before it was collected 
under one cover) but as part of a collected works appearing over a period 
of years whose fictional world spreads beyond the confines of bookcovers 
to approximate real life. Scott shares with the most popular of these 
writers - Dickens - a gift for generating "a profusion and detail of char
acter" (Swinden I980, 25, 3I; Kemp I984, 374). As with his mentors, some 
of these characters stick in our minds regardless of the importance of their 
roles because of vividly sketched peculiarities of physical feature, behav
ior, or temperament. Given the predilection of TV serials for the fiction of 
the past which built on a tradition of serialized instalments (witness the 
many screen adaptations of Dickens, Hardy, Trollope, Galsworthy, and 
others), it should be no surprise that Scott's work was selected for televi
sion. 4 

There are several dangers inherent in this kind of writing. One is that 
the emulation of the tastes and style of another era will seem mere self
conscious affectation on the writer's part. This will most strongly ap~ear 
to be the case if the writer becomes too bound up in portraying the past to 
retain the distance from it he needs in order to be able to evaluate it and 
relate it to the concerns of the present world. Without this distance, the 
novel will be just another historical romance - or worse, a historical 
romance with pretensions to literary art. In Scott's case, I think that the 
modern experimentalism of multiple viewpoints, intercut scenes, and the 
shuffling of a mass of documentation from different media (private 
diaries, official reports, court transcriptions, journalism) is at odds with, 
if not swallowed up by the drive to recreate the last years of empire, the 
flavor of its literature, and the minds that read it. His shuffling of view
point and documentation obviously arises from a fascination with the his
torian's problematic of arriving at a complex truth from partial and sim
plified data. The interplay of disparate perceptions and time sequences 
within the unifying framework of Scott's fiction immerses the reader in the 
generation of history. In the more experimental work, The Corrida at San 
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Feliu (I964), the obsessively concentric turns of the plot suggest that the 
creation of a self-validating autonomous world that yet points to a world 
beyond its confines has something to do with Scott's idea of the nature of 
fiction. 

Whatever the rationale behind his technique, we can discern in it a ten
sion between the expansion to a world beyond the text and a contraction 
to the world of the text itself. Expansion outwards into history tends, in 
this case, to overwhelm the literary interest of the four books. Fictional 
characters, settings, and events become pawns and backdrops for a grand
er and bleaker process whose workings lie outside of the novels. We come 
to feel that we are being fed information about history rather than being 
told a story. In the words of two critics: "The mind of the reader may be 
replete, but the imagination is left undernourished" (Prescott I966, 29). 
Scott claimed that he meant his books to stand independently of each 
other, but they are so dominated by the movement towards Indian inde
pendence and the technique of interlocking fragments that we cannot 
approach history or the Quartet other than chronologically without a 
major falling-off in effect. Much of The Day of the Scorpion, for example, 
becomes redundant if we read the following two books first. It seems to 
exist mainly to flesh out a larger design in the author's mind. In relation to 
the design of the historical decline of empire, however, the fictional pat
tern is necessarily but a pale sketch, just as Scott's Anglo-Indians become 
mere shadows of the Clives and Nicholsons of the past. Fiction can only 
capture the heavier outlines of the pattern of history, and the technical 
underpinnings that are meant to point us to the pattern obscure the rich
ness of color and breadth of understanding as they become obtrusive 
approximations, the creaking machinery of a lumbering epic. 5 

The other effect of this mutually supportive cross-indexing of detail is 
to shrink our image of the literary world of the Quartet. Constant renewal 
of contact between characters and mention of shared acquaintances and 
anecdotes evokes the mobile but circumscribed world of military and 
colonial society, but it also reduces the political history of India to the 
North and the geographical ambit of North India to four or five restricted 
locations and one rather one-dimensional social group. It is instructive to 
remember Kim, a novel set in the same region and built on similarly fortu
itous encounters between people which, in a much more limited fictional 
compass, succeeds in conveying an epic ally proportioned impression of 
the richness and variety of India. Scott's interconnected novels appear by 
contrast to be a hermetic fictional construct. 
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The techniques of serial fiction mentioned above, the authorial injunc
tions to the reader ("Imagine if you will ... ;' "See her then, ... ;' and so 
on), and the expanded epistolary method of sections of the Quartet com
bine to give an old-fashioned air to the fiction. While the cinematic aspects 
of this (the wide-angle, zoom-in, and close-up; the evocative detail; the 
revealing gesture) make for easy and memorable reading, they tend to 
reduce the complex structures of Scott's fiction to simple dramatic opposi
tions (Bhaskara Rao 1980, 218). Cumulative repetition of facts slows the 
narrative down, and the farrago of media gives an impression of a cum
bersome prose, an impression that is reinforced by the pompous prolixity 
of passages such as Brigadier Reid's memoirs. The result is our sense that 
the events of the Quartet are a thin fabric upon which some baroque and 
mannered vista is being embroidered. One critic supplies an image for 
Scott's craft that supports such a view: "both precise and painterly, like an 
engraver cross-hatching in the illusion of fulness [sic]" (Anonymous 1966; 
Zorn 1977). 

Problems of style and structure may perhaps be excused in such a mam
moth work of historical fiction. The content, after all, is what demands 
our attention; that and the purpose for which it is thrust before us. Many 
readers will defend Scott's Quartet on the grounds of its serious moral and 
philosophical aims. Others will want to acclaim it as an impressive recrea
tion of an era from the point of view of a much maligned group of well
meaning people who were just doing their job under difficult circum
stances. 

The last point is certainly germane to Scott's purpose. After the first 
two books of the Quartet had been published, he gave a talk to the Royal 
Society for Literature, noting with exasperated resignation the compari
sons made between his work and A Passage to India (Scott 1970). In the 
talk he criticizes Forster for two things: his caricaturing of the Turtons and 
Burtons of Anglo-India and what he saw as the dead-end pessimism of the 
novel. He sets about the task of rehabilitating British India and analyzing 
its gradual loss of confidence in itself. To do this, he relies on a Conradi an 
doctrine: man is justified and defined by his work - to fully appreciate the 
Anglo-Indian, we must see him or her actually going about the business of 
administering the Empire. 6 This idea of the dignity of work as selfless ser
vice of an ideal seems to be the underlying message that Scott would have 
the modern world extract from his history lesson. It is a curiously old
fashioned moral, sounding not a post-Forsterian view of the world but 
rather a Kiplingesque one. 7 
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One difficulty I have with this project is that for a great deal of the time 
the British in India had to do very little - especially the women. By the 
outbreak of the Second World War things had changed, of course, but for 
the best part of the Quartet the actual running of India is carried out by 
people who do not appear centrally or at all: servants, bearers, zamindars, 
native police, local catechists, Indian court officials, clerks, journalists 
like Kipling, who were not strictly pukka, Eurasian railway officials, and 
so on. Scott virtually admits this in his depiction of the buffoon Smalley 
and in his description of the stereotyped sahib's typical day. 8 

Another problem for me is what I regard as simply a wrongheaded 
reading of Forster. We may accept Scott's argument that his literary fore
bear was caught in the liberal's dilemma of criticizing the corrupting 
effects of power but having to assume power if anything is to be done, 
with the result that the Fieldings say their piece and leave the field to the 
Turtons and Burtons. This does not mean we must also accept his negative 
interpretation of Mrs. Moore's encounter with the noumenous in the 
Marabar Caves, nor need we go from there to adopt with Scott the 
plangent sonorities of T. S. Eliot's Anglo-Catholicism (Scott 1970, 131-
132 ): 

Mrs. Moore was before her time, and sits motionless to draw attention to 
our own. The horror and the immobility are metaphors too. In actual life 
they are luxuries we can't afford .... 

There is only the fight to recover what has been lost 
And found and lost again and again; and now, under conditions 
That seem unpropitious. But perhaps neither gain nor loss, 
For us, there is only the trying. The rest is not our business. 

Love is most nearly itself 
When here and now cease to matter. 
Old men ought to be explorers 
Here and there does not matter 
We must be still and still moving 
Into another intensity 
For a further union, a deeper communion 
Through the dark cold and the empty desolation, 
The wave cry, the wind cry, the vast waters 
Of the petrel and the porpoise. In my end is my beginning. 
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The echo of that marvellous end to East Coker doesn't, to me, come back as 
'Bourn'. 

Frankly, I don't see too much difference between this and Mrs. Moore's 
vision. The problem is that Scott never got beyond the cave, and it would 
seem that he failed to reach the possibilities of the "Temple" section of For
ster's novel because he was too bound up in the outlook of his Anglo
Indians to reach any appreciation of Hinduism. As in British India, his 
sympathies are with Muslim Indians; Hindus are ignorant, silly, and mis
chievous, being personified in the sleazy and menacing figure of Pandit 
Baba. 9 Some of his characters seem to approach a Forsterian apprehen
sion of Hindu mysticism, but they are bound by the attitudes of their fel
low Anglo-Indians and by the rationalism of their creator, so that as they 
become more spiritual, so they are shown to be increasingly cranky and 
eccentric. The religious symbols used to underpin the narrative structure 
(Siva Nataraj, suttee, the scorpion) exist as artificial props, rather static 
and obvious compared with the subtleties and reverberations of A Passage 
to India. 

Furthermore, the vision of the Quartet is, for me, not much more posi
tive than Scott's reading of Forster, and vitiated by the end-of-an-era mel
ancholy that pervades the four books - they end not with a 'Boum'but a 
whimper. Most of the characters suffer defeat and disillusion: Edwina 
Crane commits suttee, Daphne Manners dies, Barbie Batchelor stops 
speaking and loses her sanity, Mohammed Ali Kasim loses his freedom, 
his sons, and then retires from politics, and Mabel Layton becomes a rec
luse with a soulless conception of charity and a jaundiced view of life. 
Only Sarah Layton is a survivor, but we are left wondering just what she 
salvages of herself beyond the empty stoicism of Hari Kumar. Lady Man
ners is perhaps the noblest figure of her contemporaries, but she is struck 
by the immobilizing force of a vision akin to Mrs. Moore's echo. Scott's 
apparent intention of supplying some ideal as an antidote for the modern 
loss of spiritual belief and worldly anchors for living seems to founder in 
the fragmentation of his Anglo-Indian community and the inability of its 
members to break free of its moribund mores. 

This is partly because Scott is too anxious to create a serious purpose 
for himself. He tries to turn the concrete circumstances of history into 
abstract lessons and ends by seeming vague and contradictory. Work, 
India, and the ideals on which Anglo-India was founded are all melted 
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down into a statement about love that sounds like Forster without the 
human interest. One critic charts this abstracting of a theme (Weinbaum 
I976, I04): 

Since the authentic "hero" of the books is not the English-bred Indian Hari 
Kumar, as one would first suppose, nor "India, as she passes from one 
epoch to another;' nor even England in India, but creative, egalitarian love, 
the "villain" is not the British policeman Ronald Merrick so much as the 
forces of insularity which victimize protagonists and antagonists alike. 

Scott himself (I970, I22-I25) talks of turning everything into metaphors: 

So, one is not writing just about men at work, but about the human idea 
that while love, as Eliot also wrote, is most nearly itself when here and now 
cease to matter, life is most nearly itself when here and now matter very 
much, when here and now are governed by a philosophy in pursuit of whose 
truth and rewards men know they can employ themselves. A story about 
men deeply involved in, obsessed by, their occupations, is an extended met-
aphor .... particularized, chosen, as likely to yield truths and rewards 
itself .... India was a laboratory, a metaphor for the English pursuit of 
happiness at home. 

This produces a curiously bloodless fiction in which history and Emer
son's theories of history emerge as the central "characters;' The contradic
tions of the multi-viewpoint style, the rejection of Emerson by an 
obviously autobiographical Guy Perron towards the end of the Quartet, 
leave us wondering just what position the author wanted to take apart 
from that of celebrating values and people from the past to which he had a 
sentimental attachment. 1o 

I suggest that faithfulness to the Anglo-Indian viewpoint results in cer
tain distortions of the historical record. It unwittingly panders to a neoco
lonialist climate (patently reflected in the contemporary world of film) 
that breeds on escapism born of difficult times and nostalgia for certitudes 
of spiritual and political belief. Depiction of the dissolution of empire (and 
the novels enact such a fragmentation in their form as well as the events 
they portray) preaches to the reader that he or she is the passive victim of 
inexorable forces of history. Despair, madness, recourse to totalitarian 
attitudes, or, at best, a rather bleak rationalist stoicism are the only possi
ble responses offered to the reader. This is partly because all the Anglo
Indians in the Quartet are doomed from the start; we know that India 
became independent. It also is built into the fabric of the books and grows 
into the elegiac mood communicated to us by the author. One of the major 
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literary successes in the Quartet - one of the few times when Scott actu
ally shows his understanding of and empathy for part of India rather than 
for part of England - is the creation of another end-of-an-era writer, the 
Mogul poet, Gaffur. Not only can we feel considerable delight in the skill 
with which the various "translations" of these verses parody the styles of 
diligent but stolid colonial servants and the more poetic, cynical freelanc
ers such as Count Bronowsky,ll but we also sense the authenticity of the 
recreation of court poetry, the appropriateness of the themes to the world 
depicted for us in the Quartet, and the genuine involvement of the author 
in the sentiments expressed in A Division of the Spoils (p. I30): 

So you must accept, Gaffur, 
That your words are no more than the petals of a rose. 
They must fade, lose scent, and fall into obscurity. 
Only for a while can they perfume the garden 
Of the object of your praise. 0, would they could grow, 
Lord of the Lake, eternally. 

As a fictionalized historical document, The Raj Quartet is an impres
sive achievement, illustrating as it does the decline of an ethos and a politi
cal regime, sketching in, as it does, the many contradictory impulses of 
class, race, ethical allegiance, and so on which generate the complexities 
of human action. As literature, it succeeds primarily in its tracing of a 
family saga through a succession of colorful characters. Ironically, these 
are of sufficient singularity to make them unrepresentative of the general 
movements of history. We cannot, for example, pin on Barbie Batchelor, 
or Bronowsky, or even Hari Kumar the labels of this or that class, party, 
or affiliation. Merrick is perhaps the best combination of a representative 
figure and a memorably peculiar personality; the Perrons and Lay tons 
have the more representative historical roles and are correspondingly less 
impressive as literary creations. (As a literary creation, a major fault of the 
Quartet is the fate of Merrick; he and Ahmed ought to have exchanged 
deaths. The latter deserved something more senseless and sordid, like the 
death of Chaudhuri in the first book. The cabalistic signs of relentless pur
suit point to Merrick, not Ahmed, and the policeman would have revelled 
in the heroism of Ahmed's sacrifice as one of the gestures of which empire 
is made. It would, moreover, have given him another triumph over his 
upper-class fellows and provided him with a bitter, dry victory-in-defeat 
appropriate to his character and typical of what made him such an infu
riating person to Guy Perron.) 
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The literary achievement is there to be admired. Scott's versatility in 
matching language to the voice of each character and his wit and precision 
in making a careful and rational approach to a liberal existentialist 
humanism put us in mind of John Fowles's Daniel Martin. Unfortunately, 
The Raj Quartet has some of the ponderousness of that book and creates 
problems for itself by attempting the experimentalism of the more success
ful French Lieutenant's Woman. Scott's old maids have a fine testy energy, 
and there is a patience and sympathy in portraying even the most obnox
ious and ordinary characters. It is, however, in the move to a shorter and 
more comic form of novel that Scott reaches his peak. The success of Stay
ing On lies in its greater humanity, in the way in which Scott has taken a 
perfectly ordinary couple and, using their typicality to suggest a historical 
phenomenon, has given them a tragic dignity all of their own that lightly 
and warmly reaches out to inform a general human condition. 

Paul Sharrad is currently Teaching Fellow in the Department of English Language 
and Literature, National University of Singapore. 
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The Photographic Image 
and the Transformation of Thought 

FRAN K TILLMAN 

SOMETIMES one person can condense into a single phrase the aspirations 
of a whole tradition. Novelist Joseph Conrad did when he described his 
task as a writer as being "no more and above all else to make you 'see' " 
(Conrad I958, ix). With these words he summed up the aim of a narrative 
tradition as old as Homer. The time was I897, just two years after the 
Lumiere brothers produced their first picture show and projected it for the 
curious at the Grand Cafe in Paris. We now know, as Conrad did not, that 
his words sounded the beginning of the end of the tradition he was cele
brating. 

Only a few years later, American film director D. W. Griffith described 
his own vocation in almost identical words. His aim, he declared, was 
"above all to make you see" (Jacobs I939, II9). Griffith no doubt enjoyed 
his choice of words, which, though parallel to Conrad's, signalled a radi
cal change in the technology of the image. His words mark the difference 
between two ways of seeing: one a writer's sense of "seeing" in the mind's 
eye; the other, a filmmaker's or viewer's sense of seeing pictorial images. 
What generations of novelists had long struggled to make readers "see;' 
viewers were now literally seeing on the screens of the world. And we 
know, what Griffith did not, that this new way of seeing challenged and 
continues to challenge the primacy of language itself. 

The thread and thesis of this paper is not the death of literature nor the 
literary responses to the technologies of the image. 1 Those preoccupations 
are surface manifestations of a much deeper, more pervasive change in the 
career of human consciousness. My own theme is the effect of photo-
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graphic and electronic imagery on certain higher thought processes, in 
particular, mental imagery and abstract thought. 

THE PHOTOGRAPHIC IMAGE IN THE HOUSE OF THE WORD 

The Conrad-Griffith split represents two of the forces that shape our mod
ern psyche: words, written or spoken, with their obvious power to arouse 
images in the imagination, and photographic or videographic images with 
the power to produce visual or optical pictures directly without the inter
cession of imagination. Before the nineteenth century, human thought 
ways were mediated primarily by language, with most of the characteris
tics of intellect as we know it - reflection and its products - developing 
through writing. Now and since the latter part of the last century, our 
intelligence is being mediated and managed also by photographic and elec
tronic images as they insert themselves into cultures of high literacy. Pro
found changes are occurring as a result of the dynamic interplay between 
the two ways of seeing, one figurative, the other literal. 

Consider the following passage from a lesser writer than Conrad (Stark 
I968, I36): 

I was walking, when the first Cyprus crisis was at its height, among the nar
row byways that hug the Athens Acropolis, when three or four very small 
boys came round a corner and asked me where I belonged, naming one 
country after another. Having exhausted all they could think of, they looked 
at me in horror when I said, "Anglia," English. The eldest reached for a 
stone and they all in chorus cried "Kyprus." Not knowing any Greek with 
which to argue, I took the first historic name that came into my mind and 
said "Pericles:' The classic bond held. "Themistocles" one little boy 
responded, and I added "Alcibiades" for good measure. The little group 
instantly adopted me and shepherded me through all the dangers of their fel
lows, just out from school. 

This is a piece of writing that typifies Conrad's aim. As we read, the 
inscriptions on the page become transparent to the scene we mount behind 
them. Some of the world's best tropes are but the means of enhancing this 
miracle of the commonplace, what is essentially a "see-through" experi
ence with words. Each word or sequence of words touches off a new or 
more complete picture. The "I" of the story designates a young woman, 
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and we see her here without any very specific detail walking the narrow, 
corridorlike streets of Athens with, perhaps, a clearer picture of the Acro
polis in the background. The words "three or four very small boys came 
round a corner" give the scene a little more ongoing visual detail. By the 
time we reach the last word of the narrative, we have "seen" a complete 
world, perhaps even heard its voices, and all of this we have constructed 
entirely of mental images in silent collaboration with the author. The 
words are hers; the images are ours. Or are they? 

What is startling about this scene of reading is the way we fill out each 
mental picture using not just memory images from direct experience, but 
images drawn from photographic or other pictorial sources. Our memo
ries are thick with "pictures" of people, places, and things we have never 
eyewitnessed except in still photographs, film, and television. Without 
them, much of the past and most of the world would remain literary 
abstractions. The imaginative images we constructed as we read the pas
sage above are actually syntheses of what we have eyewitnessed and all the 
other photographic and electronic images that saturate our memories. We 
are deeply implicated in the culture of the camera although we are hardly 
aware of it. Words now touch off another way of seeing, "seeing" photo
graphically. 

It is a mark of a total transformation of thought that one can no longer 
think or "see" except in terms of that transformation. Photographic "see
ing" during the reading process is not the product of a certain kind of liter
ary conceit restricted to reading fiction. It is happening everywhere in 
almost every scene of writing and thinking. 2 

Film images of the recent past are also informing our reading of history. 
They are creating memory images where there were none and are replac
ing those images that were formerly eked out by historical description. 
The recent past seems to have become all the world's yesterdays swept up 
in filmic images, fictional and nonfictional. Each form privileges a differ
ent access to the past. Fiction films also bring us into the visual proximity 
of the time when they were made, whether or not the story is contempo
rary or historical. They constitute in their own way as much a document 
as the scenes and sounds carried by nonfiction footage and contain per
haps even more material for historical interpretation and explanation. 

With no specialized language at their disposal, historians are as much in 
the business of bringing to light the past as novelists are in bringing to 
"view" a fictional world and its characters. 



94 FRANK TILLMAN 

Consider the following brief description of an event that few of us have 
actually witnessed: 

[Clontinuous lines of great fountains of earth, rocks, smoke and debris, 
played constantly into the air ... The giant explosions of the heaviest 
shells were the only distinguishable noises in the continuous thunder of the 
bombardment and short regular intervals of their bursts gave it a certain 
rhythm. All trace of the front-trench system was now lost ... The Ger
mans in their dug-outs, each with a beltful of hand-grenades, therefore 
waited ready, rifle in hand, for the bombardment to lift .... 3 

The form and formulae of historical writing vary: some analytic, some 
critically interpretive and explanatory, and some romantically evocative. 
The fragment above is typical of what a historian has to offer as a partial 
enactment of some previous moment. Reading it, we form quite plausible 
images of the event, and, again, if its details are starkly clear in our mind, 
it is likely that they are derived from remembered photographs and films; 
otherwise, we improvise with vagueness. Written history gives us reflec
tive access to the past, but what is accessed is only a dim after-image of 
what happened. When the mind puts on its show of mental images of past 
events it aggressively seeks its own limits in the domain of the visible. 

The moving photographic image provides an extraterritorial privilege. 
It is an artifact in the world, but one through which the world is seen, an 
artifact in whose presence we have a visual proximity to what is past. 
Intervals of space and time can be bridged at will in both writing and 
thought, but photographs impart the sensation of things as they are per
ceived not just as they are thought about, and we live them at something 
approximating life rate. 

The recent past has gained a visual precision and an auditory identity it 
never had before. We have few doubts about how the European world 
looked in I914-I9I8. And during the same time in America we can actu
ally watch the new woman about to be born through the Suffragette 
Movement of I9IO. We can also see the vehicle that changed America, the 
Model-T Ford. And we can see and hear Winston Churchill, in I943, as he 
battered the Axis with words that alone seemed to keep the Germans off 
English shores. The pictures of the My Lai massacre, March I6, I968, 
shown on television soon after, probably changed the course of history, as 
we hope archival footage of the Jewish holocaust will. 

Films that make history and films that are history may remind us that 



PHOTOGRAPHIC IMAGE AND TRANSFORMATION OF THOUGHT 95 

the mediums of film and television may be the best means we have of pass
ing on to future generations the experience, not just the knowledge, of 
previous generations. 4 

Technologies of the image, in the form of newspaper accounts with 
photographs, illustrated magazines, billboards, snapshots, slides, film, 
television, and computer graphics, have integrated themselves into our 
lives so thoroughly, in fact, we are seldom aware of their determining 
influence. We can hardly remember or recreate what it is like to live in a 
state of prephotographic innocence. Revolutions in human consciousness 
are like that. They colonize an area of thought without our being reflec
tively aware of what is happening. We sense that we are being changed by 
the culture of the image, but it is difficult to bring the whole spectacle into 
focus. 

OLD AND NEW TECHNOLOGIES OF MIND 

Photographic and electronic images are so omnipresent in our culture we 
forget what a strange and mysterious presence they are. To quicken my 
own sense of their uniqueness and importance for thought, I am going to 
press to the limit an analogy between what happened in the career of 
human consciousness as a result of the invention of writing and what is 
now occurring with pictorial imagery. From that perspective I will probe 
two large questions: What happens to word-formed thought as it is 
infused with image technologies? and What potential does pictorial imag
ery have for carrying on the business of reflective thought? 

First, a general observation about the relations of photography and 
writing to thought. 

The roots of our developing photographic consciousness lie in the same 
needs of mind that led to the development of writing. Human beings have 
evolved a single, ingenious, often-repeated strategy for extending memory 
and improving communication. Everything that changes or passes away -
the disappearing memory of past events and passing sights, the whole 
evanescent stream of life - the mind labors to fix and hold. We see this 
scene played out wherever human beings are - scratches on stone, written 
and printed words, and a thousand other notations. Mind is realizing 
itself in the domain of the visible. Whatever is to be remembered is shaped 
into a spatial analogue for vision. Writing, the spatial analogue of speech 
sounds, is a prime example. Written inscriptions render in visual terms the 
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sounds of the human voice. Through such visible artifacts meanings can 
be retrieved at will long after the sounds of the speaker have died away. To 
write something down is to be able to forget it but not lose it (Ong 1982, 
78- II6). 

The invention of photography simply extends this line of development; 
it is one more step in the career of a phototropic mind. But what is 
inscribed by photographs or film is essentially different from what has 
been linguistically inscribed. Writing creates a visible focus for thought, 
capable of stimulating and restimulating mental images of past experi
ences, but pictorial images in the form of photography and television yield 
something even more congenial to mind. They are, perhaps, the ultimate 
visual analogues of experiences, for they have spatialized time itself and 
made the past available for sight (and hearing). 

Profound changes in the form and application of thought are made pos
sible simply by the way past experience is stored. In the case of writing, 
once the sounds of the human voice were committed to script and stored 
outside human memory, new thought experiences became possible. 
Reflective thought and the capacity for analysis were among the results. 
The precise mechanism by which these came about is complex, but the 
principle is simple. Written script, the analogue of speech sounds, offered 
a stable, visible, lasting object that could be reviewed, rearranged, and 
analyzed. With writing, the mind could reflect back on its own intellectual 
products and begin to manage them in a new way (Ong 1982, 78-II6). 
The evolution of modern thought ways is traceable to the possibility of 
this reflexive turn and the institutions - printing and education - that 
sustained it. The meaning of literacy is simply the ability to think in these 
terms. 

It is almost impossible to underestimate the effect that writing had on 
thought and society. It did more than enable readers to reconstruct what 
was previously said; it made possible a total transformation of culture. 
The achievements of science, philosophy, theology, critical reflection, and 
other works of thought are inconceivable without an intelligence that is 
developed and managed by writing (and printing). 

It is at this level of influence that I want to approach image technologies 
as instruments of change. 5 

Photographic images satisfy in an ingenious way the mind's need to 
hold onto and to be able to retrieve at will whatever is experienced. A vis
ual image stabilizes a perishable past too visually complex to be remem
bered and too common to be noticed by other means. 
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When photographs finally fell upon the nineteenth century like a 
meteor burst, they were long expected and eagerly grasped. These little 
panels of light caught people, places, and things as the eye appeared to 
perceive them, thus fulfilling the long struggle to find a durable duplicate 
of the visual world. The struggle to solve this problem lends poignancy to 
Daguerre's jubilant cry, "I have seized the light; 1 have arrested its flight;' 
when he first succeeded in fixing a clear and lasting image on a copper 
plate. 

This brief excursion into the archeology of mind, besides showing the 
increasing elaboration of the visible - from written script to the new 
image technologies - also brings to light that ancient impulse to represent 
experience and thought in pictures. Ancient storyboarding or picture writ
ing was the first of few resources human beings had for recording experi
ence and thought on a surface. Because the number and kinds of experi
ence to be recorded and communicated easily outran the power of pictures 
to represent them, picture writing gave way to more versatile forms of rep
resentations: conventionalized pictograms, logograms, and finally alpha
betic scripts. Now, thousands of years later, a new technology of the 
image more than fulfills the promise of that first impulse to communicate 
in pictures. Through this new culture of the image we are, perhaps, devel
oping a commerce with the world that is older than linguistic intelligence 
but younger and less developed than writing and printing. 

THE TRANSFORMATION OF THOUGHT 

What happens when photographic or electronic imagery infuses the 
domain of thought? The answer depends on identifying some of the com
mon features and tendencies of language-formed thought and then show
ing how certain properties arising from pictorial images are countering or 
extending conventional forms of word-based thinking. 

One of the obvious strengths of language, written or spoken, is its 
capacity to represent something absent at the time of writing or speaking. 
A word or sentence stimulates an image of something not actually present 
and makes it present for thought. However, that presence is often a pale 
after-image of the absent scene. Words stimulate an image or thought of a 
remote scene while refusing the direct experience of it. 

Photographic or electronic images are of a different order. They project 
a presence beyond words - the actual perceived or imagined look of 
things. Like language, they represent something absent. But unlike lan-
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guage, they project an image of what is absent that is more visually proxi
mate and more capable of stimulating an experience with what is absent. 
In the presence of photographic and electronic imagery we can often have 
an experience very much like the experience we would have had if we had 
been contemporary witnesses at an event. In arousing more than a mental 
image of a scene, they are creating an instant memory of an event for those 
who never saw it and recreating and revivifying the memory of those who 
did. In this, they are transforming our relation to the recent past and mak
ing possible new ways of thinking. 

Closely associated with writing and deeply involved in it - even gener
ated by it, as noted earlier - are those other products of a linguistic intelli
gence: reflective thought, critical analysis and interpretation, and that 
most sacred possession of mind, abstract thought. These, too, are being 
supplemented and extended by new image technologies. 

Usually, in written discourse, experience is articulated and processed 
abstractly, analytically, and often in a context removed from any scene of 
action. Through photographic images, experience is given a concrete rep
resentation that is more holistic and more capable of maintaining attach
ment to the scene of action. It is these two different ways experience is 
intellectualized that will determine some of the changes that result from 
their interactions. 

We seem to be moved by two opposing tendencies: one toward increas
ing abstraction and detachment through written discourse, the other 
toward increasing concreteness and engagement through pictorial images. 
Changes in thought result from the deep dialectic that is playing itself out 
between these two seemingly contradictory tendencies. To increasing 
abstractness, the film image counters with something substantive and par
ticular; to analytic fragmentation, film opposes a more synoptic vision; to 
detachment, film offers an affective involvement with normative force. 

In what follows, I will develop very briefly only one of these three 
oppositions, the concrete versus the abstract. Then, in conclusion, I want 
to show how film is producing its own version of critical reflection. 

Language, especially written language, tends to exaggerate the concep
tual. We can hardly utter or write a sentence without automatically cate
gorizing something by using an abstract universal concept. Conceptual 
thinking is a hard-won achievement of mind. On it depends the practice of 
reflective and discursive thought as we know it, including the writing and 
thinking that went into this paper. 
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As with other breakthroughs in forms of thought, our use of conceptual 
thinking is so commonplace we hardly notice it. To become aware of what 
we take for granted, we have to startle ourselves into seeing what we 
habitually do without thinking in order to begin to do some thinking 
about it. We cannot do that without setting up a contrast, and to gain that 
contrast, once more I advert to the experience as it is thought about and 
articulated in a literate society. The following is an example of low 
abstraction, spoken by a hypothetical speaker of an oral culture. 

This he did. He took the fresh-edged sword and placed it on the body of the 
mighty warrior lying like a fallen oak. Now, all might see him as he was in 
battle. 

Actions, not concepts, are prominent in this statement; whereas it is 
quite the opposite in a corresponding statement expressed in a literate 
society. Consider the way the same event might be described, this time 
using concepts of high abstraction. 

He honored the warrior for bravery by placing a sword on his body before 
burial. 

What were concrete actions are now represented by the abstract con
cepts honor and bravery, which could not be expressed in the oral culture. 
No value judgment is intended by the expressions "low" and "high" 
abstraction. They simply mark the two extremes by which human beings 
have represented and managed their experience. 6 

Notice that there is an important and a reverse contrast between the 
two statements. The first, though low in abstract expression, is high in 
imagery with its strong adjectives "fresh-edged" and "mighty" and the 
simile comparing the body with a fallen oak. The second is low in imagery 
and high in abstract expression. The tendency of an advanced literate cul
ture to move toward abstract writing and thought is countered in many 
ways by the corresponding visual concreteness of film and electronic 
Imagery. 

In a culture of high abstraction, concepts are used to organize and artic
ulate all manner of distinctions in experience. Justice, honor, and bravery 
were some of the first concepts to be self-consciously articulated (Have
lock 1978, 308-315). Without concepts, or "forms;' as Plato called them, 
there would be no rational knowledge as we understand it, no way of con-
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sciously collecting and organizing the particulars into categories. Thus the 
one makes order out of the many. To find that many of the diverse things 
we encounter - people, household pets, and beasts of burden - fall under 
a single concept, for example, mammal, is the beginning of rational order. 

Using the notion of concept we can now deepen and extend an observa
tion made earlier in this paper about the reading process. There we noted 
that in our media-dominated society reading stimulates mental images 
that derive as much from our photographic as our eyewitness experience. 
Almost every word we read refers to a concept, and for every concept 
there is a particular that falls under it or instantiates it, and interestingly 
the particulars that instantiate many concepts derive from photographic 
or electronic imagery rather than direct experience. Thus in the experience 
of most of us, bat is instantiated by pictures of bats, the concept of moon 
is instantiated by close-ups of the moon's surface or possibly the moons of 
Saturn or Jupiter, and think of the concepts of virus, human heart, king, 
and the like. 7 

This should not suggest that our new vision-centered culture is a step 
backward. It is just the opposite. Film and video are bringing something 
into being that is a fusion of the conceptual and the pictorial. There are 
photographic and electronic images that do not just instantiate concepts, 
but function as new kinds of concepts, what I shall call "focal images." 
They are both concrete and abstractly universal. Concrete because they 
represent a particular person, place, event, or thing; universal because 
they have passed into current thought as an image representing more than 
the particular that is pictured (Tillman 1987). 

For example, there is a breathtaking film image of an earth-rise seen 
from the surface of the moon that has come to stand for the human 
achievement of leaving the earth. There are film and still photographs of a 
young eleven-year-old Vietnamese girl running burned and unclothed 
from a napalm attack that vibrates in our minds as an emblem for all inno
cent suffering during war, needless war. There is a still photograph of the 
face of a woman who lived during the dust bowl era of the 1930S in Kansas 
that signifies courage in the face of extreme adversity. These images of 
concrete things and people have become emblematic for an idea. They 
exemplify what Irish poet William Butler Yeats said of certain characters 
on stage, "They greaten until they are humanity itself:' 

When a picture becomes emblematic we see it and remember it in a way 
different from the way we see or remember other pictures. Our eyes do 
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not focus on the pictorial details of its deeper space; only its surface con
figuration is evident as the image is transformed into a tracing of the origi
nal. A momentary glance or mental gloss is enough to identify it before it 
touches off certain regular and conventional associations of the original. It 
has now ceased to be the image of the particular it was and becomes the 
equivalent of a concept. And it passes into the common coinage of our 
thought still retaining its potential as pictorial image. With these concrete 
universals we are beginning to think with and by means of pictures that 
might fruitfully be called the new pictograms of our times. 

Returning to the observation we made at the beginning of this paper 
about how memory images that include photographs are touched off in 
reading, we can see now that many of the images we draw on as we read 
are those creative fusions of picture and concept we have just identified as 
focal images. Writers can assume what was not possible before, namely, a 
fund of public images familiar to many. They are the common stock of all 
who lived and saw them at the time. The rest are the subject of history 
(Tillman I986b). 

FILM AND REFLECTIVE THOUGHT 

So much of our experience of the world and ourselves is organized within 
a framework of ideas and concepts that depend on language for articula
tion and understanding that experience itself appears to be given exclu
sively through language. Yet this is an illusion born, perhaps, of too much 
discursive talk. There are obviously more ways of experiencing things 
than knowing them through language. The many arts attest to the rich
ness and variety of our experience and its articulation through painting, 
music, dance, sculpture, and film. 

Language is not the only medium for reflecting on media other than 
language. A dominant trait of the arts of this century is their tendency to 
become self-articulate through reflection. In reflexive art, the mind urges 
itself toward self-definition in materials other than language. And this is 
especially true of film. 

By reflexive, I mean the capacity of a medium to refer to, display, and 
articulate itself. Traditionally language, in particular discursive writing, 
has been the medium for reflexive thought. With the help of inverted com
mas we can turn our language back upon itself and refer to and describe 
any aspect of language. For example, the statement "This sentence con-
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tains ten words and is printed in English" refers to and describes certain 
features of the sentence itself. The whole scene of language study - lin
guistics, semantics, phonology, and other fields of language - is made 
possible by our ability to make certain fragments of language the reflexive 
objects of other fragments of language. Literary criticism is the language 
in which we take charge of the larger products of language - poems, nov
els, and other vehicles of literary expression. Step by step, layer by layer 
we ascend reflexively to talk about ourselves as language users, that ulti
mate subject of all reflection. 

Film and electronic media share with language a precious attribute -
the capacity for reflexiveness. Film, too, can refer to and depict itself and 
aspects of itself. Besides its capacity for including almost anything in the 
world within its visual space, it can also include and articulate in wholly 
visual ways properties of itself. 

In the potential of film there may lie the possibility for a truly visual 
kind of reflective thinking, different from, though related to, thinking by 
means of language. In the present context of film development, the poten
tial of film as a medium of thought is not yet something that is fully and 
self-consciously grasped. Yet, a number of filmmakers have flexed that 
power and used film to show itself and take account of itself. Bruce Con
nor's A Movie, Resnais's Providence, Oshima's The Man Who Left His 
Will on Film, Kaufman's The Great Northfield Minnesota Raid, Godard's 
Two or Three Things I know About Her, and Bergman's Persona are a few 
of the films that, in different ways, make a reflexive turn and open the 
way to a genuine reflection on film by means of film itself. 

Certain properties of film enable it to be used self-reflexively in at least 
four different ways. Briefly, (I) a filmmaker can turn the camera back 
upon himself or herself, the act of filmmaking, and all aspects of the craft; 
(2) film can be constructed of other films and be used to show or "com
ment" on the nature of film; (3) the subject of film can be the material and 
structure of film itself; and lastly (4) films can be made on the same theme 
or based on the same story as other films, that is, there can be multiple 
versions of the same thing. One version can be used to comment on or 
even to criticize another film of that genre. 

These four uses of film in a reflexive mode can be turned toward popu
lar illusionistic entertainment purely or they can be turned toward a criti
cally reflective understanding of film. I am interested in films in which the 
filmmaker uses various kinds of reflexivity for critical or exploratory pur-
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poses. A great deal of recent experimental film is reflexive in a number of 
senses. What follows is a brief description of each of the four kinds of 
reflexivity. 

Film Turned on Itself 

Film has the capacity to turn back upon itself and explicitly show itself. 
In addition to the power to show anything in the total culture of human
kind, real or imagined, a filmmaker can show the act of filmmaking and 
everything that goes on in filmmaking. In film there are films about film; 
in a word, there is "meta-film" just as there are meta-sentences or meta
languages. 

There are two well-established traditions of film within this category: 
one, the nonfiction, or documentary, kind; the other, an extension of nar
rative film in which filmmaking and its aspects are part of a story. 

There is an early film that may be the progenitor of these two traditions 
of film about film. Thomas Ince, a prolific and popular filmmaker in early 
American cinema (most active during I9II and I9I8), had a film made in 
the early twenties about his studio, its workmen, actresses, and actors, 
including his busy life as a director. The film includes a story of a well
known silent actor, Douglas Maclean, racing to the studio while being 
pursued by an off-duty motorcycle policeman. After the chase a title 
comes on saying, "How We Photographed That Auto Chase;' and then we 
see the cameramen perched on the front bumper platform of a chase car, 
the very camera crew who filmed the scene we have just witnessed. Then 
another title, "How They Photographed Us;' and we see a man with cam
era in the back of another car presumedly filming the cameramen whom 
we have just seen. like levels of language about language about language, 
and so on, there is no upper limit and film in double reflection can be car
ried on ad infinitum. We can imagine another scene in which the title 
might read "How They Photographed Me Photographing Them Photo
graphing That Auto Chase" and so on. 

In this single early film both of the following traditions of film about 
film are clearly present. 

Nonfiction film about film. There are many films that discursively 
show what previously could only be described in words. Interpretations 
and Values is one such film. In it, three film editors have used the raw out
takes of a short sequence from the television series "Gun smoke" to create 
three different film "realities:' The film shows directly how three worlds 
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can be constructed from the same pieces of film through cutting, pacings, 
and image juxtaposition. We are not merely told. We see and are able to 
experience and understand through the film something that we cannot 
fully grasp through language alone. 

Through the medium of film we can self-consciously inquire into and 
show aspects in a direct and sometimes unmediated (by discursive lan
guage) way the very nature of film. Robert L. Crawford's The Making of 
Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid is another film in this tradition. 
There are a few other notable films of this sort, for example, Ciao, 
Federico, a film about Fellini making Satyricon, and there are films about 
the films of Serge Eisenstein, Vsevolod Pudovkin, David Lean, Arthur 
Penn, Ingmar Bergman, and his cameraman, Sven Nyguist. 

Unfortunately, most of the films in this tradition are either mundane 
teaching films or films about film made to entertain rather than to explore 
possibilities. Few filmmakers in commercial cinema are making films 
about film to stimulate thought or reflection, and achievements in this 
area are unimaginative and slight. Interpretation and Values is an unusual 
exception. 

Fiction films about film. By far this is the larger and more diverse of the 
two traditions in this genre. Filmmaking or some aspect of the industry, its 
stars, writers, directors, its geographic and historical place, and the com
plex paraphernalia by which filmmaking gets done and projected for the 
public have all become the content of storied images about the "fabulous 
art:' Here, the works of some brilliant practitioners come to mind. Truf
faut's Day for Night, Fellini's 8 112, Godard's Tout va bien, Nagisa Oshi
ma's The Man Who Left His Will on Film, and James McBride's David 
Holzman's Diary. There are also those numberless films about film which 
celebrate or seduce: the versions of Harlow, Rudolf Valentino, and Gable 
and Lombard, all stories about the stars' lives. The price of stardom is the 
subject of A Star is Born and its many versions and of Sunset Boulevard. 
Hollywood filmmaking is even the background for Gene Kelly and Stanley 
Donen's musical, Singin' in the Rain. Hollywood's Hollywood is a well 
documented fictional subject but not one that is well reflected on. 

Although these films about some aspects of film deal with fictional sub
jects, the best practitioners present for our reflection a great deal more 
beyond our involvement in the story. The difference between Truffaut's 
Day for Night and Billy Wilder's Sunset Boulevard lies in the range, sub
tlety, and the complexity of their reflexive turns. 
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Films Made of Other Films 

Film can be constructed of other films. This has both an entertainment 
and critical reflective use. Woody Allen's spritely 1972 film, Play It Again 
Sam, makes use of footage from Michael Curtiz's 1942 classic, Casablan
ca. Allen weaves pieces of Casablanca into fantasies a young man, played 
by Woody Allen, has who is trying to live the life of the character Hum
phrey Bogart created in the original Casablanca. There are a number of 
other popular films in this genre. One is a Japanese film called East of Bor
neo, which consists of footage from a little-known adventure film which 
has been cut up and reassembled. Each scene has then been captioned 
with comic effect. 

The possibilities of filming film or using footage of one film to con
struct another are endless. It also provides a fine critical tool in under
standing and reflecting on film. 

Bruce Connor's A Movie is a good example. It is made up of found
footage: old newsreels, westerns, porno, travel, and adventure films. 
Intercut with fragments of these pieces of film are count-down leaders, 
black leaders, and occasionally the title A Movie presented a number of 
times. There is also a musical soundscore which sometimes supports and 
sometimes works against the image. The film invites us to see film again, 
this time to be aware how the image and sound manipulate us. In one 
sequence there is a long view of an atomic explosion in slow motion show
ing a huge geyser of water and a giant wave rolling over ships. All of this 
takes place to a score of beautiful, inspiring music. Then, there is a cut to 
a wave on which a surfer serenely rides to the same score. In another 
sequence, we are shown a comical bicycle race in progress during which 
the musical score is somber and dramatic. In still another, there is a series 
of auto races showing spectacular crashes followed by the words, A 
Movie and black leader and then a pastoral view of Balinese women walk
ing bare-breasted along a grassy trail. Film can take us anywhere, and the 
image is so irresistible we will accept it. 

In a film called About "Blow-Up," certain parts of Antonioni's Blow-Up 
were filmed off the screen with the intent of revealing something that is 
not evident on a single viewing of the original film. About "Blow-Up" is a 
film in which all the images are Antonioni's, but they are strung together 
through ellipses so that one may see something explicitly and self-con
sciously that, in the original film, worked ordinarily below the level of 
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self-conscious awareness. The normal plot remains, namely, Antonioni's 
way of reinforcing the theme and variation on what is hidden and what is 
revealed to the main character. 

There is yet one more notable film consisting of an exploration of 
another film. It is Ken jacobs's Tom Tom the Piper's Son. Tom Tom . .. is 
a ninety-minute film made by filming an old one-reel (ten-minute) 1905 

movie of the same title. Jacobs's film consists of image sequences that were 
made by filming parts of the original off a screen. Jacobs performs exhaus
tively a number of operations on the original film by slowing it down, 
revealing detail which causes his film to have a grainy pointillist texture, 
running sequences backward, and the like. It is a virtuoso piece in re-see
ing another film. 

Film Material as Subject 

The subject of film can be the material of the film itself: the emulsion, 
grain, color, screen surface, conditions of projection, sound, properties of 
lens, rhythm of cutting, and so on. A dominant trait of modernism in all 
the arts, and in film in particular, has been the self-conscious display of the 
properties of the medium; film refers to or shows its own materials. Part 
of the subject matter of some films are the properties of film itself. 

Parallel to commercial filmmaking, there has existed since the early 
1920S an alternative politics of film. Instead of bending the materials of 
film to serve pedagogic, reportorial, or storytelling purposes, the intent is 
to draw attention to and explore other purposes that the medium might 
serve. Like many poets or painters, some filmmakers attempt to drive to 
the limit the possibilities of their medium. The films in this tradition of 
filmmaking bring the medium of film into question in order to present it 
for exploration almost for its own sake. 

Peter Kubelka is typical of these film-poets. He is interested in 
exploring the possibility that there are basic rhythms in film analogous to 
those of music. One film is just a minute in length, though a very concen
trated minute. His lifetime production of film adds up to no more than a 
half-hour of viewing time. Arnulf Reiner, his best-known film, is a six
minute study of visual rhythm consisting of black and white frames in 
counterpoint with on-and-off white noise. The film is part of an intriguing 
study of the relation between visual and auditory rhythm. 

The film art of Jordan Belson explores the possibilities of representing 
mental states in film through abstract animation. Instead of using a cam-
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era to photograph external reality, he is interested in constructing on the 
editing bench images that come from inner space. His films Chakra and 
Samadhi contain images and sounds that represent different levels of con
sciousness achieved through meditating in the manner of kundalini yoga. 

One of the most intricate short films is Bruce Baillie's Castro Street. The 
film is a visual and auditory presentation of a railroad switching yard. At 
times the textures of the film image resemble painting as Baillie draws our 
attention, as a painter does, to the surface and depth of the picture plane. 
Sometimes one image is superimposed on another so that we are seeing a 
moving pattern of surface and depth at the same time. 

There are literally thousands of such short exploratory films. Unlike 
conventional narrative or nonfiction film, these films are difficult to 
describe. What is unique about them is precisely their revelation of mate
rials of the film medium. We hardly possess verbal images sufficient to 
convey our filmic experiences of them. Perhaps, then, we are in the same 
position as we are with most modernist art. There we have begun to real
ize that the ultimate medium for description and understanding is not lan
guage, but the art itself - in this case, film itself. 

Film as Criticism 

Film can be reflexive in yet another sense. Because certain films can be 
made on the same theme or based on the same story, there may be multiple 
versions of the same thing. There are four versions of A Star is Born and 
two or three versions of many other stories, for example, The Blue 
Lagoon. Or a film can be made on the same theme; there are twenty-six 
films based on the story of Jesse James. Beyond these there are numerous 
parodies and satires of other films: Mel Brooks's Blazing Saddles, Robert 
Moore's Murder By Death, and Brooks's Young Frankenstein, for 
example. 

This fourth reflexive mode can be turned to criticize existing films. Of 
course, there is a sense in which all "significant films are inherently a criti
cism of other films;' as Cavell has suggested. 

In the reflexive mode, Philip Kaufman's film The Great Northfield Min
nesota Raid (1972) constitutes a criticism of all existing Jesse James mov
ies. It is a revisionist critique of the story of the American bandit hero as 
presented in the twenty-six earlier versions. As Kaufman says, it is an 
attempt to correct "the bogus history we're generally given in movies" 
(Graham 1977, 7 8). 
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The film opens with an allusive reference to Henry King's 1939 version 
of Jesse James starring Tyrone Power as Jesse, who begins his career as a 
tenant farmer beset by big business farming. King's version is the story of 
how Jesse is forced to take action from the necessity to survive and how he 
becomes a kind of Robin Hood of the prairies. Kaufman in The Great 
Northfield Minnesota Raid systematically, and with high humor, sets in 
opposition to the smooth-faced handsome Tyrone Power a Jesse James 
played frenetically by Robert Duval, whose Jesse loves to kill. By the time 
Kaufman is finished, there is nothing left of the legend of Jesse James pur
veyed in early movies (Graham 1977, 79). 

Here is one instance of film developing a critical form of its own. 
Reflexive film has one distinct advantage over talk about film. Unlike 

discursive language, which always denies the experience of the film while 
affirming our thought about it, reflexive film affirms the experience while 
spurring us to think about the film from within that experience. When a 
work of film gives voice to itself and executes the reflexive turn - a film 
about film - it does not break with the medium. Whatever goes on there 
is perspicuous in its own way out of its own materials. In being of the 
same stuff, its reflections on itself are self-luminous. 

The urge to reflexivity in the film is the urge to make the materials of 
film responsive to reflection. Reflexive film tells us something about the 
medium which is too uniquely expressive to leave to discursive prose. 

There is a more general conclusion I must draw from this paper. If, as I 
have argued, photographic and electronic images are changing long
standing habits of thought associated with reading and writing, and film is 
capable of carrying on the work of reflection, then the development and 
use of these media are too important to be left in the hands of those whose 
interests are in the service of profit not humanity. 

Frank Tillman is professor of philosophy at Hawaii Loa College, Kaneohe, 
Hawaii. 



Notes and References 

This article is part summary part substance of a portion of the author's forthcom
ing book, Photography, Thought and Language. 

I. Those themes are exemplified by many works that stand as explanations, 
warnings, or symptoms of the visual/verbal displacement. Books and articles 
with apocalyptic titles - The Fate of Reading, The Death of the Novel, "After the 
Book? ;' "Retreat from the Word" - are being produced by the armful, while ner
vous reaffirmations of the "visual" power of words go forward in The Armed 
Vision, Primal Vision, The Unmediated Vision, and on and on. And what is hap
pening to fiction writing reminds me of the rhetorical question Picasso put to 
French photographer Brassai: "Why should the artist insist on portraying some
thing that can be captured just as well by the camera?" We all know writers who, 
long ago, began to produce novels that read like film treatments on the way to 
scripting. And we also know other writers who, liberated from traditional narra
tive preoccupations, have turned to exploring the materials of language and its 
antinarrative possibilities and whose state of writing has come to approximate 
poetry or Joyce. 

2. Further implication for reading and writing may be found in Tillman 
(1986a). 

3. G. C. Wynne, If Germany Attacks (London: Faber, 1940), quoted in Keegan 

(1977,237)· 
4. The implications of photography for the study of history are developed in 

Tillman (1986b). 
5. To enter the subject at this level requires more than a single article by a lone 

inquirer. It is a subject fit for many works and a team of researchers. The present 
paper can only be a summary and prospectus of some of the paths explored in the 
author's Photography, Thought and Language and hints at directions that need to 
be pursued. 

6. These examples were inspired by Havelock (1978). 
7. Some of the logical implications of concepts instantiated by photographs 

are worked out in Tillman (1987). 
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Matsuyama and Takamine on Film 

HIDEKO TAKAMINE is often called the "first lady" of Japanese cinema. 
Her acting career, from child star to working with directors such as Mikio 
Naruse and Kenji Mizoguchi, has spanned the history of film in Japan. 
Primarily with Naruse and Keisuke Kinoshita, Takamine became known 
for her roles as long-suffering, oppressed women, although she occasion
ally sparkled in comic roles. 

Zenzo Matsuyama began his career in 1948 as a screen writer and assis
tant director for Keisuke Kinoshita. He scripted a major trilogy, The 
Human Condition (Ningen no joken, directed by Masaki Kobayashi, 
1958-1961), set in wartime China. As a director, Matsuyama is known for 
his portrayals of handicapped persons in society. 

From July to September 1985, Zenzo Matsuyama and Hideko Taka
mine, his wife, were Artists-in-Residence at the Institute of Culture and 
Communication, East-West Center. One of their activities was a seminar 
on their film careers. An English translation of their talks follows. 

ZENZO MATSUYAMA 

The cinema was born in this century, and I think that it is a superior form 
of art. But even before its hundredth birthday, the movie seems to have 
become obsolete. There are people who say that anytime now, the movie 
will be replaced by television. However, I do not agree. No matter how 
small the number, I firmly believe that more interesting movies with better 
quality in content will be made. 

It was around 1915 that dramatic movies started to be made in Japan, 
but we can say that the Japanese movie industry has a history of only 
twenty years. The history of Japanese movies can be divided into three 
periods. The first period, starting with the emergence of the movie indus
try in Japan, covers thirty years. At the end of this period Japan was 
defeated in the war, conditions were topsy-turvy, and the nation lay in 
rums. 

III 
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When the war ended, American movies flooded into Japan. Nearly all 
the Japanese, by watching the American movies, came to understand the 
life-style and thought processes of Americans. Indeed, in this postwar 
period, American movies were more effective in promoting diplomatic 
results than the policies of the occupation government. The Japanese, 
through seeing American movies, became pro-American and began to 
have an admiration and longing for things American. American movies, 
even to this day, exert a great deal of influence on the Japanese. The prob
lems of violence and in education and society that plagued the Americans, 
within ten years, without a doubt, began to occur in Japan. 

Literary Fanaticism 

We cannot say, however, that Japanese filmmakers adopted or incorpo
rated the influences of the American movies that were flooding into Japan. 
The reason for this lack of American influence on the movies was that Jap
anese cinema had been nurtured in a special way. From the very begin
ning, the main current in Japanese movies has been to make a screen ver
sion of a literary work. The history of the movies of the last seventy years 
in Japan has been based on portraying a literary work on film. 

In the Japanese movie world, there is such a thing as "literary fanati
cism" (bungaku araji: "literary allergy"), the notion that literature is a 
form of art superior to the movies. In reality, a literary man is held in 
higher social esteem than a person in movie production. Therefore, in the 
past, a great number of movie directors have filmed first-rate literary 
works. In this way, they have tried to give their work more worth. This 
tendency continued until about I96S. 

The twenty-year period after the end of the war is considered the 
golden age of the Japanese movie industry, but we can also call it the 
golden age of Japanese literature. This is the second period of the Japanese 
movie history. 

The third period extends from I96S to the present. Since I96S, the movie 
industry has approached its lowest depths. At the peak of the golden age, 
during a one-year period, people went to see movies more than I.2 billion 
times, but today this has dropped to one-tenth of that figure. Where there 
were eight thousand movie theaters, today only one-quarter of that num
ber remains. Former theater sites are now supermarkets. 

In contrast to this, television is entering its golden age. At present there 
are thirty million sets, with each household having on average two sets. 
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Going back to the subject of the filming of literary works, did Japanese 
movie directors succeed in the film adaptation of first-rate literary works? 
The effort was a total failure. Nobel Prize winner Yasunari Kawabata's 
Dancers of Izu was filmed three or four times, but did not turn out suc
cessfully. Jun'ichiro Tanizaki's The Makioka Sisters and Natsume Soseki's 
Botchan also were made into films on three or four occasions. But in spite 
of the stories being literary masterpieces, they did not turn out to be film 
masterpieces. Those that turned out to be film masterpieces were all based 
on second- or third-rate literary works. Novels that were not acclaimed as 
literary works became successful movies. 

The Rickshaw Man (also known as The Life of Matsu the Untamed, 
Muho Matsu no issho, directed by Hiroshi Inagaki, 1958) and Mistress 
(also known as Wild Geese, Gan, directed by Shiro Toyoda, 1953) are both 
filmizations of novels, but as literary works, they were considered medio
cre. However, the film Rickshaw Man won the Grand Prix in Venice, and 
Mistress is one of the masterpieces in the history of Japanese filmmaking. 

Hideko Takamine's masterpieces, Twenty-four Eyes (Nijushi no hitomi, 
directed by Keisuke Kinoshita, 1954) and Floating Clouds (Ukigumo, 
directed by Mikio Naruse, 1955), received the highest praises in the movie 
history of Japan and both are based on novels. However, they were not 
highly acclaimed as novels, but became great film masterpieces. Why does 
a situation such as this occur? It is not difficult to understand. 

The movie director, in trying to film a literary masterpiece, tries to be 
true to the novel and forgets about the special characteristics of a film. In 
filming second- and third-rate novels, the director is not threatened by the 
literary work and interprets the image of the novel in his own way, thus 
focusing this image successfully on the film. There is no comparison 
between the glamour of a movie and a literary work. In the movies, litera
ture, poems, pictures, music, and other arts can all be incorporated. 

Special Qualities of Film 

The technique of "cut back" has the ability for simultaneity and can 
alternately show the past and future. With this technique, terror, love, and 
hatred can be portrayed two or three times more. 

The closeup is an especially important weapon as well as technique for 
the movies. A closeup makes a movie interesting by two or three hundred 
times. Without uttering a word, a person's emotion and intention can be 
communicated to the other person, as well as to the audience. 
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The quality of the film depends upon the effective use of the closeup. 
The most important aspect of the closeup is that it has the ability to por
tray the person on the screen and to draw the audience into the movie. A 
closeup will enlarge the face of the person by two hundred to three hun
dred times. 

The enlargement is so great that the technique of the closeup takes us 
into an unrealistic world. It is strange that even if the image on the screen 
is enlarged, psychologically we are not as heavily affected as the physical 
aspect. Between reality and unreality, emotion, laughter, anger, and sor
row are born. And, this feeling becomes even stronger and more effective 
in closeups. I will explain this later, but this cannot be achieved in televi
SIon. 

A movie can be seen together by many people at a certain time and 
place. One hundred, five hundred, or a thousand people can feel the same 
emotion, the same sadness, and the same laughter. This makes film differ
ent from the other arts. And so, movies can be defined as something one 
sees with many other people. On the other hand, television becomes 
smaller and smaller and will gradually become something one will watch 
alone. If it comes to this, television becomes not an art, but a mere vehicle 
with the sole purpose of transmitting information. 

If there is any fault with the movies, it may be that old movies will 
become worthless. They may not be totally worthless, but they cannot 
avoid losing partial worth. Movies are like vegetables and fish and must 
be fresh. 

In Japan, when a new movie is released, it is called fukiri, which liter
ally means "opening the envelope:' Everyone's expectations are hidden in 
that envelope. Movies are a great form of art but can decay easily. I think 
that the life span of a movie is at best a year or two. The reason for this is 
that a movie portrays many images, but to the audience, it conveys only 
one concrete image. In movies, one image cannot produce another. 

The films of five, ten, or twenty years ago remain in movie history, but 
we can say that they have no value. Nostalgia is the only remaining factor. 
Why? Movies are made with the times and die with the times. 

The Future of Japanese Film 

What will become of the Japanese movie industry from now on? Japa
nese film will free itself from this "literary fanaticism" and will be created 
by the skill of the movie producers. I feel that the future of the movie 
industry in Japan lies in this direction. 
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Today the Japanese movie industry is in a predicament. One production 
after another has ended in failure. There is no definite trend for the indus
try. The realities of Japanese life are more stimulating than the world of 
the film industry and rich in opportunities. Movie producers are trying 
their utmost to catch up with the realities of present-day Japan. Old films 
have been making a comeback. Television enthusiasts think that television 
and the movies are the same, but they are definitely different. The movie 
shown on the television screen is like stale beer. It is only a digest of a 
movie. There is no such thing as closeup in television. The closeup on tele
vision is at best life-size. 

The progress in technology brings the movie closer to the book rather 
than to television. This is a very important point. In the past, in both film 
and television, one could neither stop the image nor reverse it freely. It was 
a transient thing. 

Video cassette tapes appeared and entered into our daily lives. Tapes of 
movies that are put on the market can be purchased and played and 
replayed two or three times. This has brought the movie closer to a book. 
The pictorial representation on the screen is the birth of the so-called book 
of the film. With a book, one can stop at a favorite place, contemplate the 
content, and read a particular page over and over. This is the special char
acteristic of a book. The time will come when one no longer needs to go to 

the theater, but instead goes to a bookstore. When that time comes, the 
movie industry will undergo a great change. 

HIDEKO TAKAMINE 

I would like to continue with the topic of the closeup, which Matsuyama 
just finished. This technique of the closeup is found only in the movies and 
is not present in either the stage play or television. 

The closeup represents a film actor or actress' true worth, and so if an 
actor cannot skillfully manage this, I would argue, he or she cannot 
become a star. Ordinarily in acting, no matter what the situation is, one 
uses the entire body, but in a closeup, the acting is condensed to the face 
only. 

The closeup that is reflected on the screen represents an enlargement of 
the human face one hundred or two hundred times. Even if one grimaces 
slightly, that is magnified one hundred or two hundred times, so one must 
be very careful. Rather than showing an appealing force, it becomes 
unsightly and vulgar. 
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What must be expressed in a closeup is that particular person's back
ground, in other words, the person's birth, upbringing, education, refine
ment, and emotions. 

What is impossible in closeup is the actor's age. With makeup a dif
ference of five or six years can be manipulated, but it is too much for a 
fifty-year-old actress to portray a fifteen-year-old maiden. Again, it is 
impossible for a ten-year-old actress to portray a forty-year-old woman. 
Especially in my case, I prefer to act without any makeup. The reason for 
this is, if one feels like a thirty-year-old, the movements, feelings of a 
thirty-year-old will naturally show. That, I feel, is what acting is all about. 

The closeup is used when the emotions of joy and anger must be vividly 
shown. This art of closeup is a special feature of the movies, so the image 
is already exaggerated and appears deformed, and when the actor exag
gerates on top of the closeup, the result becomes childish and without 
good sense. 

How much acting for a closeup naturally depends on the director, but 
the actor himself must read the script carefully and adjust to his role or the 
result will be an incoherent, messy portrayal. If the director's energy is 
electrifying, the actor will follow suit. 

A Lifetime as an Actress 

When I was four, my father took me to visit a film studio, and there I 
was "found" and performed a major role at that age. Before I knew it, I 
became an actress. Naturally, at that time we had only silent films. Then 
the talkies followed, then color, then CinemaScope and Panavision. It is in 
this movie history that I grew up. 

I had the leading role in the first sound movie in Japan as well as in the 
first color movie. I made about four hundred films in all, but I remember 
the title or story of only about two hundred films. I am an antique of the 
movie industry. 

Before the war, I was a child, and I merely did what the director ordered 
and so I did not know anything about the techniques of acting in the 
mOVIes. 

I feel that acting is closest to the true imitation of a person. One does 
not excel in acting by being taught by another or by studying it. Part of 
excelling in acting is to be a born actor, and the other is to be able to 
mimic a person with one's own innate charm and appeal. If you compare 
the acting of a cheap movie and one that has received accolades, you can 
understand what I am saying. 
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In other words, in making a cheap, frivolous movie or, on the other 
hand, a deeply moving, serious film, half of the responsibility lies with the 
actor. No matter how hard the director tries, it is the actor who appears 
on the screen and communicates with the audience. 

Because I have spent a great deal of my life acting in filmmaking, I have 
become tired of acting physically as well as emotionally, and I have 
thought of retiring from making movies many, many times. 

However, when I was twenty-five years old, I met Keisuke Kinoshita 
(Twenty-four Eyes) and Mikio Naruse (Floating Cloud), two wonderful 
directors, and I have continued acting to this day. One cannot predict 
one's life. 

With these master directors, I had the good fortune of making more 
than twenty films and was able to leave several films considered master
pieces in the history of Japanese movies. I became a full-fledged actress 
after my twenty-fifth birthday. 

Naturally, the roles were not of a young person, but those of a woman 
whose life went haywire due to the war, the trials and tribulations of a 
housewife, of a mother's role. Not a new, modern woman, but always 
portraying the older Japan, moreover, not losing one's identity. Not a 
flashy, but a quiet, demure, obedient, modest Japanese woman was my 
stereotype. 

There are two types of actors. It is the same in Hollywood. To forever 
portray to the audience a young and beautiful self and never show age is 
one type. The other is the type that portrays naturally one's age. I belong 
to the latter group. More than anything else, I prefer the natural, unaf
fected quality. 

Zeami (Motokiyo, I363-I443), a noted Noh actor of long ago, wrote a 
book called Teachings on Style and the Flower (Fushikaden). I feel that it 
is a book everyone in the performing arts should read. Zeami used the 
phrase oriori no hana ("successive stages") over and over again. For a fif
teen-year-old person, there is an essence or quality (hana: literally, flower) 
that is unique to that age, and for a forty-year-old, an essence or quality 
unique only to someone of that age is present. To perform in a Noh 
drama, one must perform to depict the age the character represents, 
meaning that to do it any other way is to be ineffective. 

I have never gone to any acting school; the only thing I studied was 
voice for opera, and so I was a lazy actress. However, there was one thing 
that I always kept in mind. That was: "A movie actor should be immersed 
in the role, never upstage another actor, and never overexaggerate one's 
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role, to avoid dominating the scene;' This type of maxim is old and may 
not be applicable today. However, it represents myself as an actress, so it 
is fine as it is. 

The last movie I made was four years ago. A movie critic of a certain 
newspaper at that time commented that my performance was like ibushi
gin. [Translator's note: Ibushi-gin literally translates as "oxidized silver." 
In English, it has a negative connotation and is meaningless. But in Japan 
it has a deeper, beautiful meaning. A piece of silverware loses its original 
surface brilliance but through the years acquires a special patina and a cer
tain charm, dignity, beauty, and value. In calling Hideko Takamine's per
formance ibushi-gin, the critic has paid her the highest compliment.] 

In reflecting upon my life as an actress, it is oriori no hana. There was a 
period when it was a ruby, and there was a time when it was a pearl. 
There must have been a golden period as well as a copper period. 

Continuing my work as an actress for more than fifty years and ap
proaching sixty, to be called ibushi-gin, I cannot help but feel some deep 
emotion. 

Translation and transcript by Satsuki Izutsu and Paul Clark 








