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Kurosawa's Ran: 
Reception and Interpretation 

ANN THOMPSON 

AKIRA KUROSAWA'S Ran (literally, war, riot, or chaos) was chosen as 
the first film to be shown at the First Tokyo International Film Festival in 
June 1985, and it opened commercially in Japan to record-breaking busi
ness the next day. The director did not attend the festivities associated 
with the premiere, however, and the reception given to the film by Japa
nese critics and reporters, though positive, was described by a French 
critic who had been deeply involved in the project as having "something of 
the air of an official embalming" (Raison 1985, 9). 

Ran has been insistently regarded, in both the East and the West, as 
Kurosawa's final statement, his last film, the consummation of his long 
directorial career, which began with Sugata Sanshiro in 1943. This despite 
his own frequent references in the innumerable interviews he gave during 
shooting and after the film's release to his next project, a documentary on 
the Noh drama, and to various other future plans. (Ironically, given the 
difficulty Kurosawa has had in raising Japanese finance for his films since 
Red Beard in 1965 and his dependence on Soviet finance for Dersu Uzala in 
1975 and American finance for Kagemusha in 1980, the two films previous 
to Ran, he now claims that, thanks to the success of Ran, he has had sev
eral offers to make films with exclusively Japanese capital [Tessier 1985, 
70 ].) 

But the impression of Ran as "the last work of the master" is also one 
which Kurosawa himself has helped to foster, often describing it as "the 
sum of my life's work." It is certainly the official view put out by the film's 
French-Japanese coproducers, both in the direct publicity for Ran and in 
A.K., the seventy-five-minute documentary by the French experimental 
filmmaker Chris Marker about the making of Ran, which they also 
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2 ANN THOMPSON 

funded. While A.K. is an original and superior example of its genre, it 
could still be described as "a promotional adjunct to the international 
marketing of Ran" which "starts from the assumption that Ran will be the 
crowning achievement of a distinguished career, and maintains a tone of 
respect that occasionally shades into almost mystical reverence" (Rayns 
1986a, 104). 

The tone may have become reverential by 1985, but Kurosawa's career 
has not been consistently nor unanimously regarded as distinguished, and 
Western critics who are acknowledged as experts on the Japanese cinema 
have more than once mourned its demise. Red Beard (1965) was seen as 
the beginning of the end both by Noel Burch, who thought that after it 
Kurosawa's spirit had been broken by the "stiflingly repressive structures 
of the Japanese film industry" (Burch 1979, 321), and by Donald Richie, 
who saw in it "the seeds of Kurosawa's decline as a film-maker" (Richie 
1984, 184). When Kagemusha appeared in 1980, Richie and another 
American critic, David Desser, agreed in regarding it as the final film, a 
bleak and pessimistic statement that could hardly have a sequel (Desser 
1983,116). 

But Kurosawa has a habit of coming back from the dead, rather like 
Hidetora, the central character of Ran, who emerges astonishingly and 
eerily from a burning castle after the watchers have agreed he must have 
killed himself. 1 Hidetora is said to be seventy-five years old, the same age 
as Kurosawa in 1985, and this is one of the factors that caused reviewers to 
identify the hero with the director (who did survive a suicide attempt in 
1971). It has also been claimed that the relationship between Hidetora and 
Kyoami in the film reflects the real-life relationship between Kurosawa 
and the performer Peter (Rayns 1985, 234-235). (Kyoami is the equivalent 
of Lear's Fool, and Peter is a popular singer and television star in Japan 
who is also a transvestite.) Kurosawa himself has never been so crass as to 
claim that he has turned King Lear into his own spiritual autobiography, 
but there is no doubt that the project was one in which he was intensely 
absorbed for the ten years before the release of the film. During that time 
he made more than a hundred color sketches or storyboards of the mate
rial/ and the only other film he was working on, Kagemusha, has subse
quently been seen by many as merely a "dummy run" for Ran. 

It has even been argued that Kurosawa's problems with the Japanese 
film industry are encoded as a subtext in Ran. As Ron Silberman (1986, 
51-52) interprets it: "foolish sons (read: the younger generation of direc-
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tors) throwaway the hard-earned kingdoms they inherit, and vain, ambi
tious lords (read: studio executives) suffer the fatal consequences of 
ignoring the advice of the skilled professionals (read: directors)." Whether 
or not we can accept such a simplistic allegory, it is evident that Kurosa
wa's relationships with the Japanese film industry and with Japanese crit
ics have been difficult. Even in his most successful and prolific years as a 
director (he made twenty-four films between I943 and I965), he was 
renowned for his arguments with the film studios, his refusal to compro
mise, his "unrealistic" and expensive perfectionism. 3 In interviews with 
the Western press he has often been disparaging about Japanese critics: 
when asked at the end of one session with a French critic whether a Japa
nese critic would have asked similar or totally different questions, he 
replied that "Japanese journalists never ask interesting questions" (Tessier 
I985, 70), and he has elsewhere complained that they misunderstand him, 
make arbitrary judgments, and are prepared to change their opinion 
according to who pays them (Hirano I986, 23-25). 

There has been bad feeling on both sides. Japanese critics ridiculed the 
enthusiasm of the foreign press for Kagemusha, claiming that it was based 
on a complete ignorance of Japanese culture (Raison I985, 9), while the 
Western press has been given to displaying a disagreeable smugness about 
its own appreciation of an artistic genius who is no longer recognized in 
his own country. Sadly, Kurosawa, who has frequently expressed his com
mitment to traditional Japanese culture, has become alienated, the 
"absent father" of his country's cinematic tradition, when he seemed of all 
people the one who had incorporated Western techniques into Japanese 
filmmaking practice and rendered Japanese films accessible to the West. 
After visiting the set during shooting, Peter Grilli asked (in an article enti
tled "The Old Man and the Scene") whether Ran is "the cry of an elderly 
and alienated artist, lashing back at a lifetime of detractors who have mis
understood his films, who have impeded his freedom to work? Is it the 
courageous final statement of a cultural nationalist who has watched 
modern society betray the deepest values of the Japanese past?" (Grilli 
I985,60). 

Even the most appreciative reviewers of Ran tend to see it in a decidedly 
nostalgic or elegiac light: Vincent Canby, writing in June I986 when Ran 
had been showing for twenty-five consecutive weeks in New York, 
described Kurosawa himself as "a glorious anachronism" and Ran as a 
"masterpiece" which, like its director, "stands outside time" (Canby I986). 
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Ron Silberman (1986, 52) found in the film's mannered style "the detached, 
meditative, even elegiac strain often found in late art in general and late 
cinema in particular - in Liberty Valance, for example, or Gertrud."4 

ApOCALYPSE NOH s 

Words like mannered, detached, and stylized recur regularly in Western 
discussions of Ran, whether the reviewer is sympathetic or hostile. Pauline 
Kael (1986) found the experience of watching it interesting but alienating 
- "Ran is like Lear as a silent film unfolding inexorably" - and Silberman 
concluded it was "overly deliberate, abstract and rhetorical, holding in 
check the cinematic and human vitality that has always been Kurosawa's 
greatest strength." 

This slightly disappointed response has been particularly evident when 
Ran is seen, as of course it overwhelmingly is in the West, as an adapta
tion of King Lear: critics are disconcerted by its relatively "cool" approach 
when compared with what is assumed to be the stunningly cathartic effect 
of Shakespeare's tragedy. Silberman claimed that Kurosawa "shifts the 
emphasis from word to image, from drama to spectacle" but "at the 
expense of characterization," and Peter Ackroyd, one of the few unasham
edly hostile reviewers in the up-market British press, described the film as 
"Shakespeare drained of its poetry, stripped of its human dimensions, and 
forced within a schematic framework derived from quite different atti
tudes or preoccupations" (Ackroyd 1986). From the academic viewpoint 
of a Shakespearean scholar, Stanley Wells also commented on the 
detached style, which he found "deliberately alienating" in its abrupt 
switches between episodes and in the very virtuosity of its effects (Wells 
1986,276). Like many other Western critics, he was happiest with the rep
resentation of the villainess Kaede, who, as Pauline Kael puts it, "gets to 
pull us in." 

Kurosawa was curiously reticent about his debt to Shakespeare in many 
of the interviews with the Western press, preferring to state that the pri
mary impulse came from his speculations about Japanese history: 

I had the idea of writing something about the sixteenth-century Japanese 
warlord Mori Motonari, who had three sons. And, having written an out
line of the script, it suddenly occurred to me that it was very similar to King 
Lear, so I went back and read that again, and developed it from there. 
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Motonari had three very good and loyal sons, so I started thinking about 
what would have happened if they hadn't been loyal, and developed a fic
tion around the actual character. (Billson 1986,14) 

He also explained that "the English sixteenth century and the Japanese 
sixteenth century were both periods of civil war and similar in many ways, 
so themes and events from Shakespeare are very suitable for covering this 
period" (Matheson 1986,80). 

This is somewhat disingenuous. On first experiencing Ran, a viewer 
familiar with King Lear may be more struck by the differences than by the 
similarities, but a second viewing, or a reading of the screenplay, leaves 
one in no doubt that the film is heavily dependent on the play. This is 
obvious in the long opening sequence where Saburo, Hidetora's youngest 
son, takes on Cordelia's role in refusing to flatter his father for his share of 
the kingdom, and Tango, one of Hidetora's chief retainers, combines the 
role of Kent with that of France (he is Saburo's prospective father-in-law) 
in taking his part and being banished with him. The structure of the visits 
to the castles of the two flattering children is repeated from Lear, along 
with the accusation that Hidetora's followers are unruly and with many of 
the gnomic utterances of the Fool. There are even closer echoes later in the 
film in the scenes of Hidetora's madness, his regrets for his actions, his 
reconciliation with his son, and his death. 6 While there are also some radi
cal alterations in the material, notably in the complete rewriting of the 
subplot, and in the prevalence of battle scenes, the debt to Lear is undeni
ably significant. 

Kurosawa has admitted as much, more often when talking to French 
journalists (Raison and Toubiana 1985, II-13; Tessier 1985). One some
times gets the impression that he rather enjoyed telling British and Ameri
can journalists that his film didn't have very much to do with King Lear, 
gambling on the likelihood that they would not know the play well 
enough themselves to challenge him on the issue. He could perhaps get 
away with this because the look of his film is so completely unlike what 
most Western viewers might have anticipated. The brilliant colors of Ran, 
the bright sunshine, lush landscapes and summery weather, the gorgeous 
costumes and elaborate armor, all come as a severe visual shock to those 
of us who think of King Lear as the archetypally appropriate subject for 
bleak, gritty, black-and-white photography. 

In The State of Things, a film made by Wim Wenders in 1982, real-life 
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film director Sam Fuller, playing the part of the cameraman in the film
within-the-film, explains his preference for black and white by saying, 
"Life is in color, but black and white is more realistic." This paradoxical 
principle was endorsed by two earlier directors, Peter Brook and Grigori 
Kozintsev, both of whose films of King Lear were released in 1970. Brook 
and Kozintsev exchanged letters while they were shooting their films and 
established agreement on certain points: that Lear must be made in black 
and white, that it must make full use of the cinema's capacity for close
UpS.7 They also agreed that Kurosawa's version of Macbeth, known in the 
West as Throne of Blood or Cobweb Castle (1957), was one of the best 
examples of a Shakespearean film, so it seems especially ironic that Kuro
sawa should break with these assumptions and produce such a startlingly 
different set of visual effects. 

Of course, the better-informed Western critics, including many of those 
already quoted, were aware of the need to relate the style of Ran to Japa
nese visual and theatrical traditions. The influence of the Noh drama is 
evident in the clothing and makeup as well as in the acting style and the 
reluctance to use close-ups (Noh actors wear masks). The music is a com
bination of the traditional Noh flute and a Western-style orchestral score, 
and the composition of the battle scenes is influenced by thirteenth-cen
tury Japanese scroll painting as well as by European painters like Uccello 
and American filmmakers like John Ford and Howard Hawks. 8 

Stanley Wells has an interesting comment on the rhythm of the film: 
"There are pauses, silences, reticences, punctuated by explosive emotional 
outbursts, such as we associate with Noh and Kabuki" (Wells 1986, 276). 
This alternation between moments of violent action or emotion and 
moments of pathos or static tension could indeed be seen as one of the 
characteristics of Kurosawa's films in general which he has inherited from 
Japanese tradition. Critics writing more broadly about his style tend to 
focus on this kind of compression and formalization, which Noel Burch 
(1979,3°1) has called "narrative geometry."9 

Kurosawa is undoubtedly proud of his native cultural heritage and fre
quently stresses this in interviews. Coming from a samurai family, he was 
schooled in the traditional art of kendo swordsmanship as well as in cal
ligraphy, and his first ambition was to become a painter. In Something 
Like an Autobiography, he describes his excitement at discovering other 
aspects of traditional Japanese culture such as ceramics, poetry, and espe
cially Noh drama in adult life, and he comments 



KUROSAWA'S RAN 7 

The Japanese have rare talents. In the midst of the war it was the encourage
ment of the militaristic national policies that led us to a fuller appreciation 
of traditions and arts, but this political sponsorship is not necessary. I think 
Japan can be proud at any time of having a very special aesthetic world of its 
own. (Kurosawa 1983, 147-148) 

At times he sees himself as the champion of Japanese culture in the face of 
a general feeling of national insecurity or indifference. Although he wrote 
it in 1982, he chose to end his autobiography at the moment when Rasho
mon (1950) achieved international success by winning both the Grand Prix 
at the Venice International Film Festival and the American Academy 
Award for Best Foreign Language Film, thus rescuing his already appar
ently doomed career. His remarks reveal a certain exasperation: 

Japanese critics insisted that these two prizes were simply reflections of 
Westerners' curiosity and taste for Oriental exoticism, which struck me 
then, and now, as terrible. Why is it that Japanese people have no confi
dence in the worth of Japan? Why do they elevate everything foreign and 
denigrate everything Japanese? ... I don't know how to explain this lack 
of discernment. (Kurosawa 1983, 187) 

While Ran, like Rashomon, was successful in the East as well as in the 
West, Kurosawa seems as eager to deny any perceptiveness to Japanese 
critics as he is to deny his dependence on Shakespeare. This is No(h) with 
a vengeance, but how far can his film be described as apocalyptic? 

"My VERSION Is LESS TRAGIC, I THINK" 

When it was suggested to him during an interview that his version of the 
Lear material is more tragic, more pessimistic than Shakespeare's, Kuro
sawa denied it and went on to explain: 

By way of contrast to King Lear, who has no regrets, who never thinks 
about his past, who never has any reason for undergoing these terrible expe
riences, Hidetora does reflect on his past, and he regrets it: in that sense, my 
version is less tragic, I think. (Tessier 1985, 69) 

Many reviewers have commented on the importance in the film of Hide
tora's evil deeds in the past, and for some this does indeed affect Ran's sta
tus as a tragedy. As Tony Rayns puts it: 



8 ANN THOMPSON 

The script of Ran is less interested in the possibility of Hidetora's moral 
regeneration than in charting the ramifications of his past crimes and mis
judgements, which denies the character much of his tragic stature. (Rayns 
1986b,1I6) 

Most reporters and reviewers do not have the time or the column space 
to enter into a discussion of the nature of tragedy and the extent to which 
this might be perceived differently in the East and the West. Nor can I 
expect to deal adequately with such a large topic in the remainder of this 
short paper, but it was a major focus of three academic discussions of Ran 
contributed to the World Shakespeare Congress in West Berlin in April 
1986, two by Japanese scholars and one by a Canadian. All three suggest 
that, in various ways, Ran replaces tragedy with history. Yoshiko Ueno 
argues that the search for individual identity, which is usually assumed to 
be a major focus of King Lear, is alien to Japanese thought, since the 
whole concept of self is different for Eastern and Western minds: 

According to a Japanese psychologist, Hiroshi Minami, "self" can be 
divided into two: the inner self, that is, oneself seen by oneself, and the 
outer self, that is, oneself seen by others. In many Japanese the inner self is 
inclined to be eroded by the outer self and remains weak or undeveloped, 
which results in an excessive consciousness of others' eyes. The outer self, 
"How do I look to others?" "What do others think of me?" is more signifi
cant for a Japanese than the inner self, "Who am I" "What is my real iden
tity?" (Ueno n.d., 4) 

She notes that Lear's speeches on this theme, "Who is it that can tell me 
who I am?" are curtailed in Ran and that Kyoami is a more straight
forwardly supportive figure than the Fool, since he is not given the bitter 
utterances that prompt Lear's self-discovery. Instead, there is much greater 
emphasis on social networks and relationships: the personal is replaced by 
the domestic and the historical. 

Toshiko Oshio agrees, quoting an interview with Kurosawa in which he 
said it was his wish to present a panoramic view of human behavior rather 
than focus on individual characters. Hidetora's experience is of interest 
only in so far as it is representative of "the l;mman world at large in a time 
of civil war."IO Brian Parker sees this in generic terms. Calling his paper 
"Ran and the Tragedy of History," he points out that the film has as many 
parallels with Shakespeare's history plays (especially the Henry VII 
Richard III civil war sequence) as with the tragedies. He reminds us that 
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King Lear is called a "chronicle history" on the title pages of the earliest 
published texts and argues that Kurosawa has taken up this historical 
dimension which was deliberately played down by Kozintsev and Brook 
(Parker 1986, 412-413). It is interesting that a similar sense of history is 
equally important to the most powerful Western adaptation of the play: 
Edward Bond's Lear is very comparable to Ran in representing the central 
character as a man whose past evils are catching up with him rather than 
as one whose suffering seems comparatively undeserved. 11 

Conceptions of tragedy are, of course, inseparable from the question of 
religious belief. While Shakespearean scholars have made a major debate 
of the extent to which King Lear can be seen as a Christian play, critics of 
Ran, and especially Western critics, have been puzzled by the extent to 
which Ran can be seen as a Buddhist film. Kurosawa himself claims not to 
be particularly religious: he told one British interviewer, "I'm almost an 
atheist. Like many samurai I take an interest in Zen Buddhism but more as 
a kind of stoicism" (Walker 1985). Religious issues are, however, explicitly 
debated in Ran, notably in the scene early on when Hidetora finds his gen
tle daughter-in-law Sue at prayer. He is angered by her mild and forgiving 
attitude and tells her she should hate him, since he caused the destruction 
of her home and her family. She says 

I do not hate you. Everything has been preordained in our previous lives. 
. . . All things are in the heart of the Buddha. . . . 

but he interrupts: 

The Buddha again? There are no Buddhas in today's world. This is a 
degraded age, when the Buddha's guardians, Bonten and Taishaku, have 
been routed by raging Asuras. It is not a world where we can rely on the 
Buddha's compassion. (Screenplay, sequence 33) 

This grim statement seems to be confirmed by a striking moment just 
before the great battle at the third castle. Hidetora's followers are desert
ing him and his body seems drained of strength: we are told that he "slips 
and tumbles down the stairs like a dead man falling into Hell." Then, as 
the screenplay (sequence 67) puts it: 

A terrible scroll of Hell is shown depicting the fall of the castle. There are no 
real sounds as the scroll unfolds like a daytime nightmare. It is a scene of 
human evil doing, the way of the demonic Asura, as seen by a Buddha in 
tears. 
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Another scroll features significantly at the very end of the film. The 
scroll of the Amitabha Buddha, which Sue has given to her blind brother 
Tsurumaru, telling him it will protect him in her absence, falls from his 
hand as he stands alone on the brink of the precipice, which consists of the 
ruined walls of their own former castle. We are told that it 

rolls down the high walls of donjon, opens, and lands on the grass in the 
empty moat. The picture of the Amitabha, torn in places, shines golden in 
the last light from the darkening sky. The face of the Buddha looks sad as it 
gazes at the upper side of the wall. 12 

When asked by a French critic if this final image signified the loss of reli
gious values, Kurosawa explained it in this way: 

The solitary blind person represents for me the essence of humanity today. 
We feel that we are lost and we do not know whom to ask for protection. 
The other way to see the loss of this scroll is that Buddha can no longer do 
anything in the face of human stupidity. What I wanted to say in the last 
scene is that we should stop thinking that we can count on God or Buddha. 
We should make an effort to accept responsibility for our own lives - and 
that comes from somewhere else in Shakespeare where a character says that 
we should no longer put our trust in the image of a protective God, but rely 
on ourselves. My film is not as despairing as that, it is more of a warning: 
"Concentrate your efforts on becoming happier, and not on heading for 
even greater unhappiness." (Tessier 1985,67-69) 

Perhaps it is not surprising that my brief and partial study of the recep
tion and interpretation of Ran should leave us with a set of paradoxes 
rather than a set of conclusions. Kurosawa is a passionate admirer of Jap
anese culture who has never been comfortable working in the Japanese 
film industry and who is openly contemptuous of Japanese critics. He is 
enthusiastic about Western culture, but when he "borrows" such a major 
work as King Lear he feels he has to deny it. He makes a film with strong 
religious overtones but claims to be an atheist and indeed implies that to 
talk of a decline in religious belief today is merely a polite way of ack
nowledging that there never was anything to believe in anyway. He is 
again at the age of seventy-eight universally admired, but only as a "glori
ous anachronism," and he is probably (as I fear this essay has helped to 
demonstrate) universally misunderstood. 
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Kagemusha and the 
Chushingura Motif 

JOSEPH S. CHANG 

W HEN THE rumors were circulating that Akira Kurosawa was going 
to make a film based on the King Lear text, there was a great deal of antic
ipation among his admirers. A great director, whose credentials had been 
established by the work of a lifetime, was going to essay what is probably 
Shakespeare's greatest play. The results have not disappointed those who 
waited years for this work, Ran. Some hoped that Kurosawa would also 
make his version of the quintessential Japanese epic, Chushingura. Or 
would he try his hand at the great swordsman, Musashi Miyamoto? In 
other words, would Kurosawa bring his considerable talents to the cele
bration of these greatest of the Japanese heroes, Miyamoto and the Loyal 
Forty-Seven Ronin? 

Kurosawa writes in his autobiography of his experience as an assistant 
director working on Chushingura under his mentor, Kajiro Yamamoto 
(Kurosawa 1982, 98-99). He worked meticulously to insure that the cli
mactic scene, the attack of the revenging warriors, had the snowfall that 
history records as part of the final vengeance. As it turns out, that appears 
to have been Kurosawa's last project with Chushingura, and he appar
ently had no interest in the subject which Inagaki developed in his trilogy, 
distributed in the United States as Samurai, featuring the exploits of 
Musashi Miyamoto. 

In a manner of speaking, the fact that Kurosawa did not try either of 
these projects is the central theme of this study. These historical subjects -
unusual by European standards in that they have the status of epic matter 
but are both of relatively recent date and concern actual events and per
sons - are the informing molds of Kurosawa's work. Or to pursue the 
analogy of molds more precisely, they function like wax does in pieces 



KAGEMUSHA AND THE CHOSHINGURA MOTIF 

formed by the lost-wax process. It is by virtue of their being stripped away 
that the piece takes its shape. 

Kurosawa's indifference to Miyamoto is understandable, for the direc
tor is really not interested in the swordsman as such. Most assuredly, he 
accepts the samurai ideal and has filmed swordplay brilliantly. However, 
a comparison of his work on the whole with Inagaki's trilogy on Miya
moto makes clear how deeply Kurosawa accepts the maxim that the 
sword is the warrior's soul. He is always interested in the soul, never the 
swordsmanship. As for Chushingura, it is everything that Kurosawa's 
films are not. But to understand what they are not, one must understand 
Chushingura. For while Kurosawa never made his own version of this 
work, it is only a small exaggeration to say that his whole career has been 
built around it. 

A remarkable aspect of Chushingura and the mystique of the samurai is 
that the central figure is not the daimyo, or lord; it is rather the retainer. 
The hero is not King Arthur; the lord to whom the samurai is loyal might 
well be a cipher. In the West, one can understand a book such as 
Machiavelli wrote on how to be a prince - to gain, wield, and maintain 
power over others. In Japan, the culture seems to have been more inter
ested in the arts of service, the Tennysonian submission, 

Theirs not to reason why, 
Theirs but to do and die. 

This is the ethos that lies behind that corps of young pilots who were given 
the sobriquet, "Divine Wind," during the Second World War, the kamika
zes. Theirs was a submission that was to Americans fanatical, and there
fore an index of Japan's inability to pursue the war effectively. 

Chushingura celebrates absolute commitment to one's lord and un
swerving dedication to that lord, even though he is dead. The fact that he 
is dead is immaterial. The possibility that he was unworthy of his loyal 
retainers' devotion may be raised, if only to demonstrate further their 
complete dedication. The point of the loyalty of the retainers is that it is 
total, absolute, and unquestioning. Such questions as, "Does my master 
deserve such devotion, was he a good man, or do my actions serve the 
common good?" are all utterly irrelevant. This is the aspect, one suspects, 
that Arthur Koestler (1961,165-173) found appalling in Chushingura, the 
play that elevated a historical event to mythic status in Japanese culture. 

Generally speaking, Kurosawa's films are about ronin, masterless sam-
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urai. The Hidden Fortress is one exception. The general serves his prin
cess, and while she acquires the conventional sort of wisdom expected of 
princesses on the run, there is no question as to whether or not she fully 
deserves the loyal services of her minions, an attitude quite different from 
Western conventions. One might imagine, for example, a film in which 
the swashbucklers question the wisdom of protecting an Infanta travers
ing the Spanish Main. The Han Solo role of Star Wars is typical of the 
American attitude: pretenders to power must win loyalty. Whether it is 
Rhett Butler or Rick in Casablanca, one affects disinterestedness in altru
ism; it's the money that counts. 

In Rashomon, the status of the samurai is not defined, but presumably 
he is not a ronin. However, his is not the central figure of the film, of 
which the thematic center is a questioning of values one can hold. Seven 
Samurai offers six ronin who pledge fealty, for rice, to farmers. Throne of 
Blood presents the absolute corruption of bushido, the Way of the War
rior; Washizu, far from defending or avenging his lord, kills him. After 
that, there are Sanjuro and Yojimbo, both about ronin. 

It is not until Kagemusha and Ran that the figure of the lord makes his 
full appearance, with the majesty that the princess of Hidden Fortress 
could not indulge. And of the two, the first is puzzling because the plot 
revolves around a peculiar situation. After the death of Shingen, one of 
three contending warlords, a common thief plays his double. The lord is 
there, insofar as the double is effective and convincing, but he is not there, 
being in fact dead. Thus, the entire Takeda clan is without a master. With 
Ran, Kurosawa provides a story with the strong figure of the daimyo 
dominating the opening sequence, but eventually he is rendered impotent. 
Kagemusha is therefore the one work that most specifically approaches 
Chushingura, because it is about how the Takeda clan reacts to the death 
of its lord. The difference is a radical one, allowing an insight into the 
melancholy, if not despair, that characterizes so much of Kurosawa's 
work. 

Chushingura occupies its special role in Japanese culture because it 
exemplifies the virtues most admired by the Japanese. Unlike the primary 
epics of the West, such as Beowulf, it appears very late, long after the cul
ture has had a chance to define itself and its myths in written language. 
And unlike the secondary epics, such as either Virgil's Aeneid or Milton's 
Paradise Lost, Chushingura, while it was probably never written with the 
high purpose of an epic by its three authors, it immediately seized the 
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approbation of Japanese audiences and has since held it. It presents the 
image of virtue the Japanese would most like to emulate. 

The play, first written in 1748, drew upon actual events of the recent 
past. All commentators agree that Chushingura holds a command over 
the Japanese imagination, being the "grand apotheosis of samurai ideals, 
... a monument of Japanese popular drama, a work of eternal appeal" 
(Keene 1971, X).l The events on which the play is based are summarized 
by Donald Keene: 

On the night of the fourteenth day of the twelfth month of the fifteenth year 
of Genroku, or January 30,1703, by the Western calendar, forty-six former 
retainers of the late Lord Asano Naganori of Aka burst into the mansion of 
Lord Kira Yoshinaka in Edo and killed him. They immediately carried his 
head to Sengaku-ji, the Buddhist temple where Asano was buried, and 
offered it before his grave. With this act their vendetta was completed .... 
It was generally agreed that the murder of Kira Yoshinaka had been justified 
by the events of twenty-one months earlier. Asano, an inexperienced coun
try baron entrusted with the reception of an imperial envoy from Kyoto, 
had been instructed to seek guidance from Kira, an expert in court ceremo
nials. He failed to provide Kira with the expected bribe, and Kira taunted 
the younger man until at last Asano lost his temper, drew his sword, and 
slashed him. The wounds were superficial, but Tsunayoshi, the shogun, 
was so outraged by this unseemly breach of decorum in the palace that he 
commanded Asano to commit suicide. His lands were also confiscated, and 
his retainers set adrift as ronin. Kira naturally feared reprisals, and his spies 
kept watch on Asano's men, but the forty-six conspirators, led by Oishi 
Kuranosuke, the senior retainer, bided their time. When at last they struck 
they penetrated Kira's defenses. (Keene 1971, 1-2) 

This summary of the principal events omits the details that give testimony 
to the devotion of the retainers. The degradation and humiliation to 
which Kuranosuke and others submit in order to deceive Kira's spies only 
inspire awe for the single-minded devotion of the league. A husband per
mits his wife to be sold to a brothel, a man divorces his wife, and Kurano
suke, who has permitted his sword to rust, himself violates the anniver
sary of his lord's death by eating flesh. Not the challenges one ordinarily 
expects a samurai to overcome, these demonstrate even more the commit
ment to bushido. 

The virtues of the West, and of Americans in particular, are individual
ism, personal freedom, and self-realization (as opposed to accommoda-
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tion to society). They are entirely incompatible with the Japanese sense 
that one is bound by a set of obligations, debts, to the nation, society at 
large, and one's family. In terms of the feudal society that endured so long 
in Japan, duty was to the emperor, the shogun, to one's daimyo, and to 
one's family. Chushingura captures the essence of Japanese ethics because 
it presents the triumph of honor in meeting all demands. The conflicts are 
subtle, in that the play never presents the characters in the throes of 
divided duties - they always act with alacrity and decisiveness. But the 
conflicts are there by implication, and the sacrifices are great. The play 
enjoys its epic status precisely because there are no ambiguities or ambiva
lences. The ethos is affirmed by the absolute resolution of the protagonist 
and his fellows. This is not a play for Prince Hamlet. 

Kagemusha presents the destruction of the Takeda clan, one of the prin
cipal stages leading eventually to the unification of the nation under the 
Tokugawa dynasty. The historical situation at the film's beginning is that 
three great clans contend for supremacy. The contending warlords are 
Shingen Takeda, Nobunaga Oda, and Ieyasu Tokugawa. The time is I573. 
Ieyasu and Nobunaga have entered into an alliance, while Shingen has 
laid siege to Ieyasu's Noda Castle, which is in imminent danger of falling. 
In the course of the siege, Shingen is mortally wounded, and a double 
assumes his role in order to deceive the enemy. 

The film proceeds to the battle of Takatenjin Castle, initiated by 
Shingen's son, Katsuyori, against the wishes of the Takeda councilors. 
However, the Takeda clan prevails, presumably because of the leadership 
of Shingen, played by the double. Soon enough the imposter is exposed, 
and the film concludes with the final battle in which Katsuyori attacks 
Nobunaga in the Battle of Nagashino in I575. This time, the truth of 
Shingen's death is known, and the Takeda armies are destroyed. The film 
ends at this point, but presumably, Japanese audiences are well aware of 
the final stages of the contest for supremacy. Nobunaga dies in I582, and 
Ieyasu Tokugawa consolidates control over Japan by his victory at the 
Battle of Sekigahara in I6oo. The long Tokugawa period begins. 

Thus the historical context for the film is a critical time in Japanese his
tory. Typically, Kurosawa chooses to examine the end of an era, the death 
of a clan, rather than to focus on the beginning of what is generally 
regarded as a successful period in the country's history. As he did with 
Rashomon, Kurosawa directs his lens toward that which is lost, rather 
than what is gained. He does not simply use the losing cause as a foil to his 
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hero's nobility and disinterestedness. He is concerned about the values at 
stake, the cause for which so much life and treasure were expended. For 
all of Kagemusha's apparent complexity of plot, the thematic center turns 
on a single issue. The Takeda clan can prosper so long as the Mountain, 
Shingen, does not move. When he remains steadfast - even in the person 
of his double - he prevails. And when he moves, through the actions of 
his son, the clan is destroyed. The questions to be resolved then are all 
focused on Shingen. Who is he, or what does he represent, that even when 
played by a common thief, he can prevail? Why is it necessary to preserve 
the illusion at all? 

The film begins abruptly, without title or credits, and it offers not two 
but three Shingens: the man himself, his brother - who in the past has 
assumed his identity, and the thief. The problem is that the brother does 
not resemble Shingen enough to fool the Takeda clan itself. The thief 
does. Kurosawa thus immediately subverts the premise of Chushingura. 
Here, it will matter very much whether or not the great lord is alive. He is 
the very soul of the clan's strength, but there are doubts as to whether his 
retainers can persevere in the face of his death. 

Shingen's indispensable nature is not immediately made clear; one first 
has the impression that the use of a double in the past was a ruse princi
pally intended to protect the lord and to confuse the enemy. Only later 
does the truth emerge that the Takeda clan depends on him as its abso
lutely effective talisman. In Chushingura, if anything, the situation is 
reversed: there one has the feeling that things would go much better if the 
various lords would simply defer to their retainers, who often show better 
judgment. The retainers do not depend on their lord for the prosperity of 
their clans or causes. Quite the opposite; even with the death of their lord, 
the retainers remain bound by their loyalty to him. In a very real sense, the 
dead lord provides as much leadership to the ronin as the kagemusha, or 
shadow warrior, does to the Takeda armies at Takatenjin. Simply by being 
there, by existing, as it were, Shingen, through his double, emboldens his 
men. The wonder of the Chushingura ronin is that they honor their obli
gation as though their Lord Asano were still alive. 

By making Shingen's presence essential to victory, particularly in the 
form of a double, Kurosawa would seem to be raising questions about the 
Chushingura myth. The idea that the Takeda armies are effective only 
when Shingen is there, in person, suggests that his warriors do not have 
the same quality of commitment as did the loyal forty-seven. Or it might 
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suggest that their dedication is of more human proportions compared to 
those of the past. These soldiers are loyal only to the living. Alternatively, 
one might consider the view that Kurosawa was asking himself, conjec
turing, as it were, as to the foundations of human loyalty and devotion. 
Exactly what is the basis for the extraordinary code of debts that Japanese 
values rest upon? 

In Chushingura, such questions are never asked; even to wonder 
would, one suspects, betray a scintilla of doubt and thereby detract from 
the honor and virtue that are the subject of the play. Kurosawa himself is 
certainly capable of the question, which lies at the heart of Rashomon. 
And sentimentalist though he is, he requires his six true samurai (Sir Kiku
chiyo being but a pretender) to see exactly the kind of farmers they are 
fighting for. They are not simply the pitiable and oppressed victims of 
marauding bandits. They are themselves like hyenas, feeding on the car
rion remains of fallen samurai. The feeling is aroused that every farmer 
should fall to his sword. 

In Kagemusha, this equivalence between those who rule and those who 
violate order is declared immediately. The thief, already awaiting crucifix
ion for his crimes, indicts Shingen Takeda for being an even greater crimi
nal than he is. Shingen allows the truth of the charge, but insists there is an 
altruism to his quest for power. By overwhelming Nobunaga and Ieyasu, 
he can bring unity to the nation and end the bloody rivalries. However, 
Shingen's defense should be regarded with some skepticism. For one 
thing, the unification of the country - a euphemism for the consolidation 
of power under Ieyasu Tokugawa - was won at bloody cost. For another, 
one finds it difficult to distinguish between the motives of the three 
warlords. 

Shingen is in fact no better than any other man, not even better than his 
rivals. Unlike Machiavelli, Erasmus, or any other theoretician of the art 
of rule, Kurosawa asks little more of his magistrate than that he be there. 
In Chushingura, the remarkable thing is that the lord exercises his author
ity over his retainers even in death. The center can be gone, but the circle 
will nonetheless hold. In Kagemusha, Kurosawa tests the ability of soci
ety, here, the Takeda clan, to survive without its center. In doing so, he 
raises questions never asked in Chushingura: What defines the center? 
What is the foundation of the rigidly hierarchical society? The puzzle is 
expressed within the contradictions of the fable: a thief, judged worthy of 
execution, is as good a man as a daimyo or lord. The thief can function 
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effectively in meeting the duties of the lord, but his power derives not from 
what he is but from who he is. And so, although he can perform the duties 
required of him, revelation of his true identity strips him of all authority. 
Kurosawa thereby reworks the epic matter of Chushingura, transposing it 
to a tragic key. Kurosawa understands the difference between the world 
he would like to see exist and the one that we are left to work with. The 
first thing is that he shows us the possibility of the ideal working. A com
mon thief is for unexplained reasons capable of that altruism and selfless 
dedication which defines the warrior's ideal. 

Intent upon a little larceny, the thief discovers that Shingen is dead. He 
is no longer the double, the original having been lost. There is no lord; 
only a copy remains. Soon enough, at the scene of Shingen's burial in the 
waters of Lake Suwa, the thief accepts the duty he never asked for. He per
ceives a personal obligation, his own giri, toward the dead lord, and he is 
prepared to fulfill it. Doing so, of course, he transcends the lowliness of 
his status, just as Heiemon, a common footsoldier, and Gihei, a merchant, 
do in Chushingura. While neither character is bound by the bushido, or 
Way of the Warrior, imposed upon the samurai, both nevertheless 
embrace the same ideal for themselves. The samurai is not different from 
the classes below him; he simply embodies to the highest degree possible 
the ideals of the whole society. Thus does Gihei express his eagerness to 
live up to the standards of the samurai: 

It's a miserable thing to be a merchant. If I were a samurai, even if my sti
pend had been a mere handful of rice, I would cling to your sleeves and 
skirts when you set out on your mission and go with you, if only to dip 
water for your tea when you stop for a rest. But I cannot do even that. Yes, 
it's a wretched thing to be a merchant. I see now how fortunate a man is to 
know a master's kindness and the authority of a sword. I envy you that you 
can lay down your lives for them, and I hope that when you are serving your 
lord in the afterworld you will find some occasion to inform him how Gihei 
showed his loyalty. (Keene 1971, 161-162) 

Kurosawa's thief becomes a character very much like Gihei, entirely 
unworthy of the samurai who have through necessity entered his life, but 
still willing to accept whatever role he might perform to serve the great 
lord. From a Western perspective, the thief must become an actor, a mimic 
or an impersonator. Within the Japanese context, the process is also like 
Zen discipline; the thief must attain no-mind-ness, pure egolessness. In 
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effect, he must attain Shingen's own spiritual state; he must acquire and 
manifest the tranquillity and imperturbability of soul which are his man
date to rule. He must attain that equanimity which formed the basis for 
Shingen's authority. The film makes no effort to show him being trained 
to acquire Shingen's characteristic gestures. Only two things are stressed: 
he must behave with spontaneity, a naturalness, and he must remain 
immobile, for Shingen was the Mountain. 

The evidence of the film is that the thief succeeds. Although Kurosawa 
will then proceed to dismantle the fragile structure upon which the Takeda 
clan's respite from history rests, he first insists on allowing for the epic 
ideal. One wonders if the fact that Chushingura is a puppet-play, in which 
the characters are manipulated by black-robed men visible to the audi
ence, was not part of what inspired Kurosawa. For while Chushingura 
obviously has had a compelling power over the Japanese imagination, in 
its form as well as its theme, it is unabashedly unreal. Perhaps this 
explains the play's epic status. The wonder of the forty-seven is that they 
made real what men could only imagine as an idea. The paradox of Kage
musha is that for nearly three years, the Takeda clan could survive on the 
basis of a charade. Which is not to say that stability born of that charade 
is superficial or without validity. 

The bonds that tie a society together are probably at their best ephem
eral. Something of that gossamer quality is suggested by the subtle trans
formation of the thief into Shingen at various moments. The most striking 
of these, of course, is the display he puts on for Shingen's personal body
guards. The inner repose he conveys as he pulls the armrest before him, 
tilts his head, and strokes his moustache is compelling. It is not as though 
he fools them into taking him for Shingen; they already know who he is. 
He has succeeded in capturing that inner quality which inspires respect 
and fierce loyalty. He has not become Shingen so much as he has 
matched him. 

There is probably no way possible to define what that quality is. West
erners think of leaders in terms of specific abilities or qualities, of cha
risma, leadership, authority and the like, assuming them to be uniquely 
vested in an individual. The leader deserves to be followed to the very 
gates of hell, if not beyond. But the Japanese apparently have no such par
allel requirement, or at least it is not acknowledged. This in part explains 
the passive role given to the thief - the one action he must master is non
action. He must be the soul of impassivity. It is as though Kurosawa is 
saying, what is at the very center of order but nothingness! At the very 
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core of order and harmony lies the emptiness of ceremony. What makes it 
work is that it is accepted on faith. 

The direction of Kurosawa's thoughts, it seems, is to raise the paradox 
of a society which is built around a set of values, which by their nature, 
once exposed to be fraudulent, can no longer work. Even the saying of it 
seems ridiculous, certainly to Westerners. For it is our faith that if the val
ues that a society embraces are in themselves authentic, then that society 
can survive. But if it is founded on inherently flawed premises, that society 
must eventually succumb to disintegration. Thus, in the United States of 
America, the only challenge is to live up to the requirements of the Consti
tution and the Bill of Rights. The nation can fulfill its spiritual destiny if it 
is willing to adhere to its own principles. By contrast, for Americans, it is 
an article of faith that a nation raised on the foundation of unequal treat
ment of racial groups - apartheid - must eventually fail. South Africa can 
only delay the moment of its own demise. 

Kurosawa seems to be offering a third option. He is most assuredly pre
senting an apocalyptic vision. While history may celebrate the consolida
tion of Japan under the Tokugawa dynasty, within the compass of Kage
musha, clearly the destruction of the Takeda clan is of a cataclysmic order. 
What is maddening about the outcome is that it could have been averted 
so easily. The sense of waste, after the shock of the extended montage 
revealing the ravaged army, is especially vivid. All the carnage, the viewer 
is apt to feel, could have been avoided because the thief had made such a 
good double. The third option which Kurosawa offers is that even though 
founded on a beguiling deception, an honorable society can be built. 
Unfortunately, the pretense must be taken for truth. Once revealed, it can 
never work again. 

Unfortunately, the proposed interpretation sounds too close to what 
might be called the Peter Pan effect: if you believe in fairies, clap your 
hands. For Westerners, the notion that a good society can be built around 
devotion to nothing but an empty symbol is bizarre. This is a Japanese 
film. I offer as an analogy, and only an analogy, the role of the emperor in 
much of Japan's history. Imperial restorationists such as Yukio Mishima 
agitated for returning Hirohito to his historic status, a status with no func
tion. Comparing the restored emperor to the queen of England is perhaps 
fair, but again, in the West, the understanding that she wields no power in 
her ceremonial role is crucial. In Japan, by contrast, there is no duty for 
the emperor to perform except to be emperor. That is the extent of the 
role. 
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Ruth Benedict's classic study, The Chrysanthemum and the Sword, pro
vides excellent insight into the efficacy of an empty symbol. For one thing, 
she points out that apart from the earliest days of the nation, 

through all japan's seven feudal centuries the Emperor was a shadowy fig
urehead. Every man's immediate loyalty was due to his lord, the daimyo, 
and, beyond that, to the, military Generalissimo, the Shogun. (Benedict 
1946,29) 

The daimyo and the shogun were the effective rulers of the nation. How
ever, it seemed to some American analysts coping with managing a 
defeated Japan that the emperor had to be undermined the way Hitler 
was, as 

this evil Fuehrer concept that japan had recently concocted. It was the very 
heart of its modern nationalistic Shinto religion and if we undermined and 
challenged the sanctity of the Emperor, the whole structure of enemy Japan 
would fall in ruins. (Benedict 1946, 30) 

By this analysis, the emperor had a specific role, that of "evil Fuehrer," 
and he was at the center of its warlike nature. Benedict reports that 
regardless of their attitude toward the war, Japanese prisoners of war saw 
the emperor as fundamentally embracing their own feelings about the 
war. The emperor was a cipher. 

japanese prisoners of war who were out-and-out bitter-enders imputed their 
extreme militarism to the Emperor and were 'carrying out his will,' 'setting 
his mind at rest,' 'dying at the Emperor's command.' 'The Emperor led the 
people into war and it was my duty to obey.' But those who rejected this 
present war and future Japanese plans of conquest just as regularly ascribed 
their peaceful persuasions to the Emperor. He was all things to all men. The 
war-weary spoke of him as 'his peace-loving Majesty'; they insisted that he 
'had always been liberal and against the war.' 'He had been deceived by 
Tojo.' 'During the Manchurian Incident he showed that he was against the 
military.' 'The war was started without the Emperor's knowledge or permis
sion. The Emperor does not like war and would not have permitted his peo
ple to be dragged into it. The Emperor does not know how badly treated his 
soldiers are.' (Benedict 1946, 31) 

Only in one respect was the American analysis nearly correct. The whole 
structure of Japan, as against an enemy Japan, was dependent upon the 
emperor. 
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The Americans, led by General MacArthur, determined that the 
emperor must disavow his divinity, ignoring the fact that it was precisely 
that divinity and nothing else which made him emperor, and therefore the 
soul of Japan. As reported by Benedict (1946, 32), the Japanese prisoners 
could not reconcile either the nation or its people without the emperor: 

The Emperor was to them, however, inseparable from Japan. 'A Japan 
without the Emperor is not Japan.' 'Japan without the Emperor cannot be 
imagined.' 'The Japanese Emperor is the symbol of the Japanese people, the 
center of their religious lives. He is a super-religious object.' 

The emperor-like figure apparently is a significant feature in the yakuza 
film genre as well. In his paradigm of the yakuza, or gangster, film, Ian 
Buruma describes the confrontation of values in which a "Japanese para
dise where tradition still rules supreme" is threatened by representatives of 
the modern world. The contrasts are obvious. The villains wear Western 
suits, smoke fat cigars, and drive large American automobiles. The 
beleaguered traditionalists are shown in their happi-coats and kimonos; 
their music is "the piercing sounds of festival flutes and the irregular beat 
of drums." In sum, "There are variations ... but the meaning is always 
the same .... the old world has come to an end" (Buruma 1984,171). 

In contrast to the Westernized gang leaders, there is 

... the oyabun, literally 'father-figure', a sickly old man, shaking and trem
bling from some crippling disease, and always dressed in the simplest of 
kimonos. The contrast with the bad oyabun could not be greater. The ideal 
Japanese leader, let us remember, is more like a symbol than a strong boss; 
he is the banner, or, as one unusually perceptive yakuza said, 'the portable 
shrine on the shoulders of the kobun (child figures)'. His function is like 
God: he is always on our side. For this reason he must remain vague, pas
sive and preferably old and weak - an idol to protect rather than a Fuhrer. 
In short, he is like a typical Japanese emperor. (Buruma 1984, 172-173) 

The broad outlines of the stylized conflict between good and evil in the 
yakuza film clearly run in parallel to Kagemusha. The differences are 
what elevate Kurosawa's work above popular art to the highest level. The 
tragic denouement resulting in the annihilation of the Takeda clan is made 
fatally necessary by inflicting the oyabun with the crippling disease of 
death. The film actually closes with the banner of the Takeda clan being 
carried out to sea, eluding the dying thief's last effort to grasp it. 
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More important than the simple fact of the bad turn of events in Kage
musha is Kurosawa's effort to define the undefinable. Unlike most genre 
films, Kagemusha does not take for granted the existence of a golden age, 
that past which is being threatened by cliched villains. Unlike popular art 
forms that operate within a conventional system of values, conflicts, and 
resolutions, like a true work of art, Kagemusha seeks to make a fresh 
inquiry into, in this instance, the tragic world of human existence. 

To be sure, the film also conforms to the Japanese audience's inclination 
toward heroes who lose. Buruma (1984, 169-17°) notes that the "stereo
type goes back to the earliest Japanese heroes" who show a "willingness to 
die for a lost cause." Such heroes were "fighting for a world that was fast 
slipping away. The very hopelessness of their fight made it seem more 
noble, because it was more sincere." One can see how such heroes are 
appealing, though they can often be shallow, if the fable turns only on 
using the lost cause to enlarge the heroic image. Unless the world at risk is 
carefully articulated, such heroic tales break down to mere posturing. The 
heroic tale must define the world being defended; when such values are 
taken for granted, art deteriorates into sentimentalism. 

Defining exactly what it is that Shingen represents for the Takeda clan 
is difficult, in part because he is simply the embodiment of the clan itself. 
What he brings to the clan is neither wisdom, leadership, nor charisma. 
The first quality is easily provided by the council; as for leadership, the 
double can provide that by merely being, not by exerting himself or 
imposing his will upon his men. Charisma is a word that comes close to 
describing what Shingen brings to the Takeda faction, but as we under
stand the word, it suggests highly personal qualities, which, by definition, 
are beyond transfer or mimicry. If Shingen was insurmountable by reason 
of charisma, then no man could hope to lead in his place. But the double 
succeeds in doing just that. 

There are two qualities that the double must emulate. The first is 
immobility; Shingen is the Mountain, and his double, to succeed, must 
achieve that same absolute stability. The second quality is naturalness, a 
spontaneity that seems to be at odds with his granite immobility. These 
are attributes that one can acquire or cultivate, unlike charisma, and the 
thief does indeed succeed. The distinction needs to be made between the 
thief's ability to mimic Shingen, to adopt his mannerisms and characteris
tic gestures, and to cultivate the seemingly contrary attitudes of natural
ness and resolute stability. With regard to the gestures, one can say that 
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the thief is only play-acting, pretending to be the man he is not, assuming 
an identity that is not his. And this deception is easily revealed. 

Commenting on the reason for the thief's exposure, Donald Richie, 
building his view of Kurosawa's work as focused on the theme of appear
ance and reality, notes that men could be fooled, but animals could not. 
He seems to mean that Shingen's horse, brute thing of nature that it is, 
cannot be deceived by artifice, whereas human beings are ever subject to 
taking appearances for reality. "Though the double has misled the enemy, 
fooled Shingen's own men, and deceived the lord's grandson and wives, he 
cannot lie to the animal" (Richie I984, 208). 

However, things are not as simple as that. The thief's exposure takes 
place after the attack on Takatenjin Castle. The assault on Takatenjin is 
the acme of the double's success, following hard upon the two critical tests 
of his successive confrontations with Shingen's grandson and son. In both 
instances, the role ,played departs from the script prepared by Shingen's 
brother, Nobukado. The question Richie fails to address is out of what 
resources does the double draw in order to pass these trials? The tests that 
he does fail to pass - the exposure by the horse and by the courtesans -
are of the lowest order of proof for a great lord. What the horse knows 
about his mount is about as trivial as what the courtesans know of 
Shingen's soul. If these tests are meant to expose reality, then reality is 
dross and artifice is gold, for the clan prospers under the thief's art. 

But is it mere art? Is it only the practice of simple imitation, or is it like 
that high art which exceeds nature to capture its very essence? In fact, the 
thief does not deceive the child any more than he does the horse or the 
courtesans. The boy knows there is something different about this grand
father. Where the shadow succeeds is in going beyond his model, revealing 
a gentleness that endears the man to the child. Presumably, the relation
ship between the double and Shingen's grandson was never quite so warm 
or close, for the old relationship was tinged with a large fear now dissi
pated. 

In the council scene, when the clan considers its response to Ieyasu's 
attack on one of the Takeda castles, the thief again must go beyond the 
considerable limits of the technical actor, the master of prescribed lines 
and gestures. Again, he must improvise, being confronted by Shingen's 
son, Katsuyori. The resources he drew upon are his alone. Is it more accu
rate to say that he understands the role, rather than that he performs it 
well? The question of the difficulty in being the daimyo's double is under-
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scored by Nobukado. It is worse than hanging on a cross; it is a burden 
that will test the mettle of the man. Surely, in ordinary understandings of 
the art of the actor, one would not expect the player to have the spiritual 
resources of the hero, but that is close to what is being claimed for the 
thief. 

The thief does not become Shingen, but he becomes a leader worth 
dying for, becoming for others the kind of man that they would submit 
their lives for. The clan generals had thought him incapable of the kind of 
loyalty that they had, a readiness to die for the Takeda clan. How wrong 
they were is demonstrated at Nagashino, where he carried the Takeda 
banner among the dead littering the field. Of greater significance is the 
fact that men would die for him because he was accepted as the symbol of 
the clan. At the battle for Takatenjin Castle, the thief has his role to play. 
He must sit and remain immobile. Presumably, his contribution is to pro
vide that presence which will embolden the Takeda forces. At first, Nobu
kado reminds him to be implacable, to hold his position. As the battle 
swirls about the watchers, the double rises from his chair, but his atten
dants remind him of his duty. Throughout the scene, the soldiers provide 
him with a wall of bodies to protect his life. Seven men are shown falling 
to musketfire. Later, as the final cohort led by one of Ieyasu's best generals 
orders a retreat, Shingen's double commands the men to hold their posi
tion and not to attack the retreating forces. "Do not move." Just as he had 
in the council scene, he gave the appropriate command by some instinct. 

The shadow warrior ultimately fails to stem the tide of ruin, and if we 
are to accept the film's premise, it is because he could not be still. Actually, 
it was Katsuyori who could not restrain himself and ordered the attack at 
Nagashino. Nevertheless, how are we to understand the opposition 
between stillness and chaos? What is the value of simply sitting, not mov
ing? Reconsidering Kurosawa's corpus, it is worth noting that in film after 
film, there are long takes of men sitting: the opening scene of Throne of 
Blood, as the fate of the rebellion is awaited; the samurai in Rashomon, as 
he contemplates the implications of his wife's submission to Tajomaru; the 
scene of Hidetora after the boar hunt in Ran; in Seven Samurai, the many 
shots of Shimada, the leader of the mercenary samurai, pondering a 
course of action. The fact is that men sit in Kurosawa's films, and they are 
very still as they sit. In contrast, Washizu in Throne of Blood, on the eve 
of the final battle, is agitated and unable to sit. He berates his seated staff 
for their cowardice before riding off to invoke the aid of the forest spirits. 
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D. T. Suzuki is informative on the significance of the posture, sitting: 

It may not be uninstructive, I think ... to notice how Rodin's The Thinker 
is differentiated from Sekkaku's Zen master in meditation. Both are 
intensely engaged in concentrating the mind on a subject of the utmost inter
est or significance. But Rodin's figure seems to me at least to be on the plane 
of relativity and intellection, while the Oriental one is somewhere beyond it. 
We also have to notice the difference in the posture assumed by each one of 
the two "thinkers." The one sits on a raised seat while the other squats on 
the ground. The one is less in contact with earth than the other. The Zen 
"thinker" is rooted in the foundation, as it were, of all things, and every 
thought he may cherish is directly connected with the source of being from 
which we of the earth come. To raise oneself from the ground even by one 
foot means a detachment, a separation, and abstraction, a going away to 
the realm of analysis and discrimination. The Oriental way of sitting is to 
strike the roots down to the center of earth and to be conscious of the great 
Source where we have our "whence" and "whither." (Suzuki 1959, I05n) 

The ability to sit, to be still, is an index of one's harmony with the cosmos, 
the orientation of one's being with the procession of the universe. 

In the two scenes, at the council and in the battle, the double actually 
persuades those who know his true identity that he is a man worthy of 
Shingen's role. Katsuyori is fully aware of the impersonation, but he nev
ertheless poses the unexpected question. Later, when the Takeda forces 
unexpectedly appear to support his position while attacking Takatenjin 
Castle, Katsuyori is furious, for he senses that they will diminish his 
accomplishment. With bitter rage and frustration, he says, "Again he 
stands behind me at every battle. He treats me like a child." One cannot be 
sure, since Katsuyori is with an aide, but it seems that at that moment, he 
confuses the double for his father. In the council scene, he challenged the 
double as he would never have dared challenge his father, but now he 
resents the double as though he actually were Shingen. 

Certainly, some of the men who died for him knew who he was. As the 
thief takes his seat on the hill overlooking Takatenjin Castle, Kurosawa 
with deliberation cuts to the two samurai beside him, cutting from one to 
the other, showing each gazing intently on the double. They are the men 
who knew the lord most intimately, being his personal bodyguards. They 
know whose life they are protecting, and they accept their duty with 
appropriate resolution. In the course of the battle, first two men fall to the 
fire of snipers, then two more, then three more. Shingen's shadow is asked 
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to regard the pile of dead men: "Look. They died for you." At the end of 
the scene, there is a shot of the double, a cut to the dead bodies, and a pan 
up to the Takeda battle flag, the same flag that will be featured in the 
film's final seconds. 

Who is the "you" that these men died for? Is it for Shingen? But it is 
probable that the speaker knows the identity of the man in Shingen's 
clothes. Surely he would not have said such a thing to Shingen himself. In 
what sense might it be said that the thief is truly the leader of the clan, vir
tually Shingen himself, even while he retains his proper identity? The 
ambivalence of the question is reflected in the treatment accorded to the 
thief when his secret is exposed to all. First he is treated with some mea
sure of respect, being escorted to the gate and protected from the driving 
rain by an umbrella carried by one of the bodyguards. He is paid and is 
given a bonus. But then he is reviled and stones are cast at him to drive 
him away. He is a man who commands some sympathy, and perhaps even 
some respect, but he is also only a common thief. Kurosawa is reverting to 
the same ambivalence of Seven Samurai, where the warriors serve masters 
who are their social inferiors, but who yet are deserving, as victims of 
cruel brigands, and are also despicable as scavengers profiting from dead 
and dying samurai. 

The fact is that Shingen himself deserved allegiance no more and no less 
than his double. Because the clan itself must be served, the daimyo must 
command absolute loyalty. The Takeda clan falls simply because Katsu
yori places his own ambition and ego above all else. He is unable to 
endure the torture that the double does, to be still, to be natural. Sponta
neity and naturalness are attributes that Shingen had, and so does the 
thief. However, those qualities probably mean different things in the ethos 
of the film than they do to Western audiences of the 1970S and 1980s. For 
Americans, they probably mean acknowledging one's instincts and acting 
upon them, even to the extent of defying society. Clearly this is not the 
sense intended here. Spontaneity and naturalness are closer to Zen escape 
from deliberation toward cosmic harmony in the egoless condition. 

Nothing in traditional Japanese ethics could permit the placing of one
self as the primary object of one's responsible actions. As Ruth Benedict 
(1946,70) so well describes it, the notion of debt to others permeates Japa
nese behavior. 

The Japanese, more than any other sovereign nation, have been conditioned 
to a world where the smallest details of conduct are mapped and status is 
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assigned. During two centuries [of the Tokugawa era] when law and order 
were maintained in such a world with an iron hand, the Japanese learned to 
identify this meticulously plotted hierarchy with safety and security. So long 
as they stayed within known boundaries, and so long as they fulfilled 
known obligations, they could trust their world. Banditry was controlled. 
Civil war between the daimyo was prevented. 

The whole structure of a person's life is predicated on one's obligations to 
others; managing the complex web of duties and debts is one's role in life. 
This is the sense that one must bring to Nobukado's observation on the 
wit of the thief in successfully parrying Katsuyori: "He must stay within 
the limits of his role." The limits of his role are to be Shingen, not to be 
himself, not to gratify himself. This is, in fact, close to what every Japa
nese person understands of his or her own life. Naturalness and spontane
ity bring one to understanding and meeting this responsibility, and thus it 
was when, at Shingen's burial in the waters of Lake Suwa, the thief saw 
his duty and asked that he be allowed to perform his role. 

There is another motif that adds richness to the theme of the individual 
role in the preservation of social order. Ultimately, the effort to maintain 
the Takeda clan through the use of a double fails. It fails because Katsu
yori could not do what the thief could; unable to stand the pain of obscu
rity any longer, unable to maintain a passive role, he did something aston
ishing and absurd. He caused the Mountain to move. Had Takeda stayed 
within its proper region, it might have prevailed for centuries. Instead, 
Nobunaga's riflemen annihilated the Takeda army, and within twenty-five 
years, Ieyasu Tokugawa ushered in a dynasty that by any standard was 
remarkable. The Tokugawa era, beginning with the Battle of Sekigahara 
in 1600, was to last until 1867. 

There can be little question that Kurosawa was not much interested in 
the stability and peace that the Tokugawa victory at Sekigahara brought. 
The final scene of Katsuyori's defeat, the destruction of the Takeda clan, is 
the focus of this film. The film presents the events which culminate in a 
cataclysmic event, the price paid for the Mountain's moving. The enor
mity of the defeat can hardly be explained by one man's vanity. The cost is 
disproportionate. In Throne of Blood, Washizu is punished for his own 
folly; indeed, his own army turns against him with a hail of arrows. The 
Battle of Nagashino must be seen as an emblem for something of greater 
significance than Katsuyori's impetuosity. 

Kagemusha is unusual among Kurosawa's period films in that it seems 
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to rely on history to a larger extent than usual. Donald Richie (1984, 207) 
has noted, 

The idea for Kagemusha came from a note in a history that Kurosawa was 
reading. . . . the idea for this new film was discovered when the director 
read that just before Japan's unification into a feudal state one of the lords, 
Takeda Shingen (1521-73), had apparently employed a double in order to 
confuse his enemies. 

No less important are some other facts. The culminating Battle of 
Nagashino has a special significance in Japanese history, representing the 
first truly tactical deployment of firearms against sword and spear, with 
devastating results. Furthermore, Kurosawa takes care to reflect on 
Nobunaga's major role in the effort by the Jesuits to proselytize in Japan. 

The film covers the period 1573 to 1575, years during a pivotal period in 
Japanese history. Japan was in the final decades in the century-long period 
of feudal strife, the sengoku jidai, or "the age of the country at war." By 
1600, it would be a unified country. No less important was the impact of 
foreigners on the insular Japanese. The first firearms were introduced to 
Japan in 1543 by European traders, and until 1615, Portuguese, Spanish, 
Dutch, and English traders and missionaries moved about freely in Japan. 
After 1616, that freedom was by degrees limited, with the Spanish and the 
Portuguese being expelled and the Dutch required in 1641 to move to an 
artificial island of just three acres. Japan had opened her country to the 
West, and in just short of a hundred years decided it was not in her best 
interest to do so. Somewhat surprisingly, it also eventually abandoned 
firearms after embracing and mastering both their manufacture and use. 

The Battle of Nagashino, the cataclysmic denouement to Kurosawa's 
film, was a watershed in the history of warfare in Japan. The successful 
battle strategy Nobunaga employed changed the nature of warfare. What 
seems in Kagemusha to be hyperbole are the facts of history: 

In this battle, Lord Oda, the former devotee of the spear, appeared with an 
army of 38,000 men, of whom 10,000 were matchlockmen. Of these, the 
three thousand best trained were the chief cause of his great victory. He 
never even considered letting them introduce themselves [as had been the 
traditional practice] or even be honorably visible. They were concealed 
across the Taki River, a narrow stream but still wide enough to slow up 
charging cavalry. 

Not only were they across the river, they were behind breastworks. Lord 
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Oda had them drawn up in three ranks. Like the Americans at Bunker Hill 
two centuries later, they were told to hold their fire ... until the last 
instant. Then they were to shoot on command, in volleys of a thousand. 
Thus, the men in the first rank could be nearly reloaded, and those in the 
second rank reaching for their bullet pouches, before the third rank ever 
fired. 

It all worked out brilliantly. Takeda's samurai did charge, and they were 
mowed down. In fact, the plan was so successful that a Japanese lieutenant 
general writing in 1913 could say that in his opinion very little improvement 
in infantry tactics had been made since. (Perrin 1979, 19) 

To the uninformed eye, Kurosawa's battle scenes appear more impression
istic than factual, where the truth is that they virtually recreate the event, 
succeeding as well in evoking the horror of making war by mass destruc
tion. At Nagashino, sixteen thousand men, the Takeda army, died (Perrin 
1979,23). At a time when Japan is estimated to have had a population of 
2.5 million people, the deaths at Nagashino may be compared to 1.6 mil
lion Americans being killed today. 

However, just as Japan was to expel the foreign missionaries, it would, 
at a more leisurely pace, give up the gun. The last major battle in which 
firearms had a significant role was in 1637, during the Shimabara Rebel
lion. Appropriately enough, it was the last effort of the Christian converts 
to preserve themselves against persecution (Perrin 1979, 65). By 1696, the 
manufacture of guns had virtually ended, with only about fifteen gun
smiths practicing their art in the next century, repairing weapons for the 
government (Perrin 1979, 64-65). Japan had not only created order in the 
Tokugawa era, it had purged itself of alien influences. 

In the film, one has a sense as to why the Christian missionaries were 
expelled. Christianity is merely alien and exotic in Japan. Nobunaga was 
in fact a patron of the Jesuits, and under his benign protection, Christian
ity took considerable hold. By 1582, the Visitor-General Valignano esti
mated that there were in Japan some 150,000 Christians and 200 churches 
(Sansom 1961, 294-295). While many of the converts were doubtless sin
cere and held strongly to their new faith, when reaction took the form of 
persecution, their faith was incompatible with Japanese culture. This 
Kurosawa suggests quite simply. 

At one point, as Nobunaga rides up, there appear in the background 
three Europeans, Portuguese Jesuits, probably, wearing cassocks and sur
plices, and they intone in Latin the blessing in the name of the Trinity. 
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Nobunaga ends their blessing with a crisp "Amen!" Even more bizarre is a 
cardinal's scarlet hat, which is carried before Nobunaga or placed beside 
him as though it were the flag of his clan. By its color and shape, it is out 
of place. How significant the Christian religion may be to Nobunaga one 
may gather by the man's reaction to news of Shingen's death. Three years 
after the sniper fatally wounded Shingen, the truth finally emerges. 
Nobunaga hears the news in his chambers, where he is shown seated 
before a great screen, and to the side, his suit of armor, his sword, and the 
red hat. Nobunaga does not pray for the man's soul, invoke Christ's 
redemptive mercy, or appeal for the intercession of the saints. Instead, he 
reflects on the briefness of life, after which there is nothingness. The cen
tral tenet of the Christian faith has no place at a moment as grave as this. 

One suspects that Kurosawa has added to history in his version of 
Shingen's being wounded. As one unable to read japanese, I have no 
access to the sources that might shed light on the actual circumstances sur
rounding Shingen's being wounded. Perrin's history of firearms in japan 
makes it clear that Kurosawa's version is not at all far-fetched. The weap
ons probably had a range and accuracy that would surprise most of us. To 
judge from the manuals of instruction, the competence of japanese mus
keteers was high. In some of the plates Perrin reproduces, one gathers that 
samurai were trained to fire from horseback, while in full retreat on horse
back, and even at night (Perrin 1979, 34 ff). One plate shows the proper 
technique for shooting in the dark: "You tied a firing string (hinawa) to 
your belt, which kept the gun at a fixed angle to your body. Once you had 
zeroed in on a target, you could go on reloading and firing, confident that 
your gun was at the right elevation" (Perrin 1979, 40). 

What Kurosawa had his musketeer do was to train his sight on the 
empty chair, fix the elevation by using a plumb line, the bob of which he 
carefully located by stones on the ground. In the dark, the rifleman could 
gently ease his bob into its niche, and his musket would be trained on the 
seat. Firing, he could be assured that he would hit the seat and anyone 
who held it. The special kind of mindlessness which the Zen practitioners 
would preach had been anticipated by another sort, the technological 
variety which has always troubled men more concerned with preserving 
human values than in sheer efficiency. 

With the understandable exception of Dersu Uzala, Kurosawa' has 
never shown guns in a good light. In Seven Samurai, virtually all of the 
samurai who fall fall to gunfire. Not one is brought down by spear, arrow, 



KAGEMUSHA AND THE CHOSHINGURA MOTIF 35 

or sword. In Yojimbo, the revolver represents the most formidable chal
lenge for the bodyguard, and he prevails with a simple knife. With Kage
musha, the ultimate threat of the gun is represented. A product of technol
ogy, it diminishes the role of the warrior, substituting process for practice. 
Kurosawa takes his case a step further. He does not simply review the old 
prejudices against firearms. His treatment of firearms in Ran and Kage
musha adumbrates the modern experience of mass destruction (though 
the Battle of Nagashino compares very favorably with contemporary 
instances of total and senseless destruction). 

Kurosawa's explanation of how Shingen was wounded in the dark 
encapsulates the distinctive feature of modern warfare, wherein techni
cians seated at consoles direct deadly fire against enemies they neither see 
nor know. Whether in a supersonic jet five miles above the earth or in 
some cave five thousand miles from the target, destruction can be visited 
on the unseen enemy. Whether one uses a simple string and bob, radar, or 
a computer to calculate where one's enemy lies in hiding, it's all the same 
thing. It is all completely impersonal, completely effective. 

In the Battle of Nagashino and the destruction of the Takeda dan, in 
what was japan's first battle fought with modern weapons and appropri
ate tactics, Kurosawa seems to have found events that reflect his own 
world. The japan of the 1980s is quite removed from the broken world of 
the 1940S and 1950S. japan a generation ago was rebuilding itself, per
haps, in the manner of the priest in Rashomon, attempting to reconstruct 
a faith in the midst of ruin. japan a generation later is an economic colos
sus, in some respects towering over the nation that conquered it. But it 
may have won its eminence at a great price. In Arthur Koestler's dark 
vision, it has reduced its culture to a decorative prettiness and at the same 
time become a grotesque parody of the West, a mixture of Lotusland and 
Robotland, a nation without a soul (Koestler 196I, I65-I73). 

The vexing question in Kagemusha is why did it matter so much that 
the identity of the double be kept secret? What difference would it make, 
since he proved himself truly to be Shingen's alter ego? Why could they 
not avert the fatalism of the dan's destruction? I suspect that for Kuro
sawa the answer is the same as he might have responded to Yukio Mishi
ma's plea that japan restore the emperor. Mishima ardently believed it 
possible to return to what had been; if he did not truly believe it possible, 
he nevertheless was willing to stake his life on it, as if to say it would be 
worth giving up a life to recover the soul of japan, for it was not worth 
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being Japanese and living without a soul. Kurosawa, if he ever thought 
about it, probably would almost agree, differing only in believing that 
once the divinity of the emperor was cast aside, it could never be put on 
again. The reduction of the emperor to mere mortality ruptured an indis
pensable faith. It was such a faith that it could never be reconstituted by 
mere men; it had to by its nature be self-sustaining. 

Kagemusha is not an allegory. I do not intend a simple or rigid equation 
between the fable and the details of modern Japanese history. Rather, I 
wish to suggest that the film carries the burden of the challenges that con
front the great nation as it reexamines its role and identity in the modern 
world. The price for its dominant position in the world economy is that 
Japan had to participate in the world. Where its wonted response to the 
challenge of foreigners was a withdrawal into its own resources, Japan 
now caters to the West's rampant consumerism. There is a special irony in 
the fact that the highest price paid (at this time) for any work of art, a 
painting by Vincent Van Gogh, was paid by the Japanese. That purchase 
made a kind of good sense, financially, protecting the profits of trading 
with the West against devaluation of Western currencies. It also represents 
a Pyrrhic victory, for what the Japanese invested in was Western culture. 
As Kurosawa noted in Seven Samurai, the victors have lost again. 

At the level of pure supposition, one can advance the notion that Kuro
sawa's despair is rooted in his sense of history. He makes no polemic 
against the West, as Yukio Mishima did. He does not advocate a Luddite 
destruction of Western culture or technology. How could he, when he 
himself is Japan's foremost practitioner of film art, when he, as a young 
man, entertained ambitions of being a painter in the Western mode? His 
despair perhaps arises from the feeling that there are no choices left to 
Japan. Japan has always responded to the world by refusing to join it. 
Like Shingen Takeda, Japan could survive so long as it remained within its 
proper territories, within its own world. But somehow, Japan was lured 
out of that world, the world where the machine has greater power than 
the spirit, and that world will destroy the Japan he loves. Perhaps Kuro
sawa even knows that his lush and indulgent historical epics are them
selves no more than the same kind of deception he presents in Kagemusha, 
at once essential to survival for a moment, a means of staying the inescap
able future, but nevertheless doomed. 

The great beauty of Chashingura is that it celebrates the persistence of 
an ideal: even in death, the lord commands loyalty. The center holds. In 
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Kagemusha, every effort is made to maintain and preserve that center, but 
it cannot be done. When Shingen died, it is as though a whole way of life 
was lost. In Chushingura, only a man's life passed away; in Kagemusha, 
the values that gave shape and form to Japanese culture for so many cen
turies give way to the gaijin, the foreigner, with his red wines, priestcraft, 
muzzleloaders, and egocentric individualism. The willful Katsuyori is the 
very antithesis of Yuranosuke, chief of the loyal forty-seven. Akira Kuro
sawa will never make a film on either Chushingura or Musashi Miya
moto. He is not enough of a romantic and too much of a realist to do so. 
Perhaps he so loves the traditions of his culture that he might think it a 
betrayal of those ideals and forms to reproduce them in sentimental 
images after they have in fact been abandoned. Once before, the Japanese 
expelled Western technology and religion, retreating into complete cul
tural insularity. It is unlikely to do so again, and Kurosawa seems to 
know it. 

Joseph S. Chang teaches Shakespeare and various film courses in the Department 
of English atthe University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee. 
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Inspiring Images: The Influence 
of the Japanese Cinema on the 

Writings of Kazuo Ishiguro 

GREGORY MASON 

KAZUO ISHIGURO has been acclaimed by the London Sunday Times as 
"Britain's leading young novelist" (Sinclair 1987, 36). His first novel, A 
Pale View of Hills (1982), was awarded the Royal Society of Literature's 
Winifred Holtby Prize and has since been translated into eleven languages. 
His second novel, An Artist of the Floating World (1986), won the 1987 
Whitbread Book of the Year Award, the largest literary prize awarded in 
Britain. Ishiguro's family moved from Nagasaki to England in 1960 when 
he was five years old, and he has not revisited his native japan since. He 
writes in English and sees himself essentially as a Western author, claiming 
only a passing acquaintance with japanese literature. At the same time, 
Ishiguro's most successful works have been set in japan, albeit a Japan 
viewed through the prism of memory. Critics, moreover, persist in 
describing Ishiguro's writing as "typically" and even "unmistakably" japa
nese. 

Where does this perceived "Japaneseness" in Ishiguro's writings come 
from? Aside from his family upbringing, it transpires that Ishiguro's Japan 
has come to him almost entirely from Japanese films. According to Ishi
guro (1987): "Cinema is the one area of Japanese 'culture' which I believe 
has had a direct effect on my writing." Japanese films have modeled a set
ting and a style that have inspired Ishiguro very strongly. With their stimu
lus, he has conjured more than "the first expatriate view of a lost home
land" (de jongh 1982). From his privileged stance as insider/outsider, he 
has fashioned japan into a metaphor for the broader ironies of history. 

This essay will examine the various ways in which Japanese cinema has 
influenced Ishiguro. It will review first how certain japanese films have 
furnished Ishiguro with a suitable setting of Japan and then consider how 

39 



GREGORY MASON 

the Japanese cinema has offered him alternative narrative techniques that 
are different from those of Western plot construction. It will then assess 
the specific influence on Ishiguro ofYasujiro Ozu and Akira Kurosawa. In 
this context, it will investigate how one particular genre, the shomin-geki, 
or domestic drama, has provided Ishiguro with access to his homeland's 
past, an alternative tradition to the discredited cliches of militarism and 
suicide. 

Having lived all but the first years of his life in England, Ishiguro 
insists: "I don't know what it feels like to be Japanese" (de Jongh 1982). At 
the same time, long years in his adopted homeland have not displaced the 
vivid impressions of his early childhood: "I find that Japan triggers off 
images, memories and thoughts in me in a way that writing about Cam
den Town [a district in North London] wouldn't" (Tookey 1986, 33). Aug
menting his infant memories, the visual images from the many Japanese 
films he sees have "great poignancy" for Ishiguro. Films set in the Japan 
that he actually remembers, he finds "riveting .... Just to see those old 
images, it's almost like I'm being taken back" (Mason 1986, 4). 

Almost palpably real for him, these film images remain immune to the 
changes that have affected the world itself. And Ishiguro realizes that, if 
he were to confront these altered conditions, he might destroy his muse. 
His grandparents' home in Nagasaki presents a vivid case in point. He 
used this as the setting of his short story, "The Summer After the War," 
and An Artist of the Floating World, and he recognizes that: 

The house, as I remember it, is a rather grand and beautiful thing, and if I 
went back, the reality would be rather shabby and horrible; and in a way, 
that is how I feel about that whole area of my life. It's very powerful to me 
while it remains a land of speculation, imagination and memory. If I go 
back to Japan, it will probably cease to be that. (Sexton 1987, 19) 

Times change, but films continue to embody the ambience of the period 
in which they were made. Because of this, Ishiguro has been able, through 
film, to revisit the Japan of his childhood, while remaining distanced from 
the actual Japan of today. This suits his purposes very well: "I am not," he 
insists, "essentially concerned with a realist purpose in writing. I just 
invent a Japan which serves my needs. And I put that Japan together out 
of scraps - out of memories, out of speculation, out of imagination" 
(Mason 1986,13). 

Ishiguro's first novel, A Pale View of Hills, is set in just such a Japan. 



Figure 1. When a Woman Ascends the Stairs. Hideko Takamine and Tatsuya Nakadai. 
National Film Archive, London. 

The first-person narrator, Etsuko, a middle-aged Japanese woman, is now 
exiled in England some thirty years after World War II. Traumatized by 
the recent suicide of her elder daughter, she tells her story and that of a 
wayward friend in postwar Nagasaki before she left. Her enigmatic recall, 
tantalizingly hamstrung by gaps and inconsistencies, works toward a dis
quieting and haunting revelation, masterfully embedded in the point of 
view itself. 

This novel is redolent of various Japanese films. The heroine, Etsuko, 
embattled in her search of independence and dignity, recalls the heroines 
in such films as Mikio Naruse's When a Woman Ascends the Stairs (1960; 
figure I). The doubling presence surrounding the guilt-ridden central fig
ure also evokes images from Kon Ichikawa's The Heart (1955) . And the 
ghostly tale of mothers, daughters, and old ladies echoes Kenji Mizo
guchi's Ugetsu (1953). Aptly, a comment by Basil Wright (1974, 450), in his 
response to Ugetsu, might equally be outlining a reader's growing discov-
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ery in A Pale View of Hills. In the novel, too, the reader "begins to realize 
that it involves things which are not what they seem," and that "there may 
be mirror realities in reflection or opposition." As Etsuko's present visions 
and dreams fuse with her past memories, the reader gets a growing sense, 
as in Ugetsu, that there may be "a stream of ghostly existence running as a 
kind of parallel to our own, with branches reaching out to cross our lives 
at moments capriciously determined by fate." 

In Ishiguro's second novel, An Artist of the Floating World, Ono, an 
aging artist, tries to negotiate the Japan of the late 1940s. A decade earlier, 
he had rejected his earlier style of demimonde genre painting to become a 
highly successful propaganda poster artist, promoting Japanese militariza
tion. Now, national defeat has prompted a wholesale renunciation of this 
recent past. In his extended diary entries, Ono gropes toward a realization 
of the ironies of history in which his own erstwhile sincere convictions 
have enmeshed him. The gently ironic conclusion leaves Ono both humi
liated and dignified, a kind of comic everyman figure, wistfully trapped 
within his own horizons. Once more, the first-person perspective allows 
Ishiguro to finesse the confines of a linear plot; and with this novel he 
moves toward a refinement of focus reminiscent of a filmmaker he greatly 
admires, the late Yasujiro Ozu. 

The works of Ozu belie their apparent outward simplicity. The follow
ing scene from Tokyo Story (1953) illustrates what Basil Wright (1974, 456) 
has termed Ozu's "continual process of revelation," in which "we find our
selves in that real human world of give-and-take in which there is forever 
some aspect of a person yet to be revealed or, perhaps, to remain forever 
hidden." In the following scene (Ozu 1977, 234-235), the newly bereaved 
daughter, Kyoko, complains to her sister-in-law Noriko, herself widowed 
from the war. Kyoko's callous brothers and sisters have just left, following 
their mother's funeral: 

KYOKO: They are selfish. Wanting her clothes right after her death, I felt so 
sorry for poor Mother. Even strangers would have been more considerate. 
That's no way to treat your parents. 

NORIKO: But look, Kyoko. At your age I thought as you do. But children do 
drift away from their parents. . . . 

KYOKO: I wonder. Well, I won't ever be like that. That would be just too 
cruel. 

NORIKO: It is. But children get that way ... gradually. 
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KYOKO: Then - you too .... 

NORIKO: I may become like that. In spite of myself. 

KYOKO: Isn't life disappointing. 

NORIKO: Yes, it is. 

43 

A scene from Ishiguro's An Artist of the Floating World shows a parallel 
tact and compassion, as the older speaker seeks both to teach a gentle les
son and to protect his own and others' feelings. The discredited older art
ist, Ono, is questioned by his seven-year-old grandson, Ichiro: 

"Oji, why did Mr. Naguchi kill himself?" 
"That's hard to say for sure, Ichiro. I never knew Mr. Naguchi person

ally." 
"But was he a bad man?" 
"No. He wasn't a bad man. He was just someone who worked very hard 

doing what he thought was for the best. But you see, Ichiro, when the war 
ended, things were very different. The songs Mr. Naguchi composed had 
become very famous, not just in this city, but all over Japan. They were 
sung on the radio and in the bars. And the likes of your Uncle Kenji sang 
them when they were marching or before battle. And after the war, Mr. 
Naguchi thought his songs had been - well - a sort of mistake. He thought 
of all the people who had been killed, all the little boys your age, Ichiro, 
who no longer had parents .... And he felt he should apologize .... He 
was brave to admit the mistakes he'd made. He was very brave and 
honourable" (pp. 154-155). 

Especially in his later films, Ozu worked to achieve an authentic sense 
of personal interaction by deflecting the impact of plot. He came to feel 
that "a picture isn't good if it has too much drama or too much action" 
(Anderson and Richie 1982, 360). Ozu's professed aim in Late Autumn 
(1960), for example, was "to portray a man's character by eliminating all 
the dramatic devices" (Schrader 1972,19). Ishiguro has recently expressed 
himself in strikingly similar terms: "Increasingly, I feel plot spoils a lot of 
books that are otherwise good. Often, when I form a picture of what I 
want to do, plot is something that would go counter to it" (Mason 1986, 

4)· 
Kristin Thompson and David Bordwell (1976, 70) have shown how in 

Ozu's films "space becomes a signifier to which the narrative becomes 
'parametric.' " At moments when a viewer is accustomed to receiving 
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strong causal cues, Ozu often attends to seemingly irrelevant physical and 
spatial details such as passageways, hat racks, or teakettles. He lingers on 
these spaces or objects to subvert the linear trajectory of the narrative and 
to challenge its dominance as an all-consuming focus of viewer interest. 
According to Noel Burch (1979, 160-161), these shots have a "de-centering 
effect" and "suspend the diegetic flow, using a considerable range of stra
tegies and producing a variety of complex relationships." 

Ishiguro employs analogous devices to retard and disperse the impetus 
of his narratives in order to reveal subtle and surprising aspects of charac
ter. In A Pale View of Hills, the narrative contains gaps, apparent contra
dictions, and later emendations. Rather than proceeding in a horizontal 
line, events appear to be vertically stacked. The outing to Inasa Hills, for 
example, is recalled in the middle of the book as occurring when Etsuko, 
the narrator, is pregnant with her first child, Keiko. It offers her a brief 
escape from the dreary and deprived routine of postwar Nagasaki, as well 
as an unrealized promise of future domestic happiness. Etsuko is accom
panied by her "friend" Sachiko and Sachiko's daughter, Mariko. On being 
reminded of the outing very near the end of the novel, Etsuko explains 
why it was so special by saying, "Keiko [the supposedly still unborn child 
being carried by Etsuko] was happy that day." The disoriented reader is 
left to reorder the chronology of events, to reevaluate the actions, and to 
reassess the very identities of the protagonists. And in the end, even 
though the plot has a startling denouement, the reader's thoughts return 
to the enigma of the heroine's personality. 

In An Artist of the Floating World, the central character begins his nar
ration by referring to a certain place, the Bridge of Hesitation. At several 
points in the narrative, Ono crosses this bridge, meets people on it, or sim
ply pauses in passing to contemplate. The order in which the reader 
receives events is determined by the narrator's stream of consciousness, 
lighting from present to past events and back. Ongoing events and distant 
memories are presented with equal vividness in convoluted order, not so 
much unfolding as piling up. As the reader works to file events in order, 
the significance of the temporal trajectory is challenged by the contempla
tive resonance of the place, the Bridge of Hesitation. 

At the same time, the Western author in Ishiguro again maintains a 
firm, if unseen, hand in the plot. The reader uncovers an oblique logic in 
events which move to a decisive conclusion. David Sexton (1987, 18) 
points to Ishiguro's "method of holding back from authorial pointing 
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[which] makes the reader work to see what is happening," and Malcolm 
Bradbury (1986) comments how, in Ishiguro, "the story hides behind itself, 
forcing the reader persistently to unlock it." 

If the style and technique of Ozu have influenced Ishiguro in many 
ways, it is in the form that Ozu perfected, the shomin-geki, or domestic 
drama, that the Japanese cinema has had the strongest influence on him. 
The shomin-geki genre, the film about the life of ordinary people, began 
as a form of domestic farce in the silent films of the 1920S. It gradually 
developed in scope and texture as various directors, Yasujiro Shimazu, 
Heinosuke Gosho, Naruse, and especially Ozu, used the vehicle as a form 
for more complex personal and social statements. According to Joseph 
Anderson (1983, 270): "The shomin-geki discarded the big passions of 
wrath, valor and rapture to focus on small joys and a passive endurance of 
the world." Ishiguro has described the shomin-geki as "a profound, 
respectable genre, and distinctively Japanese. It's concerned with ordinary 
people in everyday life, and it has that sort of pace: a pace which reflects 
the monotony and melancholy of everyday life" (Tookey 1986, 34). 

This vision of domestic life accords strongly with Ishiguro's sense of his 
own Japanese past. It gives him a sympathetic point of access to Japan 
that he can recognize and write about. As he readily admits: "I'm very 
keen that whenever I portray books that are set in Japan, even if it's not 
very accurately Japan, that people are seen to be just people .... My 
experience of the Japanese people in this realm is that they're like every
body else. They're like me, my parents. I don't see them as people who go 
around slashing their stomachs" (Mason 1986, 30). Ishiguro is anxious to 
demystify the Japanese: "There's a reluctance on the part of the West to 
think of the Japanese as human beings, and this is encouraged by the Japa
nese themselves who like to think that they're different from everybody 
else too" (Sexton 1987, 18). Ishiguro's claim is amply borne out by the 
long-standing and ever burgeoning nihonjinron industry in Japan, that 
quasi-scientific speculation devoted to what Peter Dale has recently 
dubbed "the myth of Japanese uniqueness." The unself-conscious mun
daneness of the shomin-geki, by contrast, provides Ishiguro the model he 
needs of a "normal" Japan. 

Both of Ishiguro's novels deal with the classic shomin-geki domestic 
configuration of conflict between parents and children in an extended 
family setting with certain comic overtones. His boisterous, sometimes 
disrespectful children, like Mariko in A Pale View of Hills and Ichiro in 



Figure 2. Tokyo Story. Father and daughter-in-law: Chishu Ryu and Setsuko Hara . 
National Film Archive, London. 

An Artist of the Floating World, find clear precedents in shomin-geki clas
sics like Ozu's Good Morning (1959). The affectionate relationship 
between the father, Ogata, and his daughter-in-law, Etsuko, in A Pale 
View of Hills directly parallels the situation in Ozu's Tokyo Story (figure 
2). Likewise, Ishiguro's scene in A Pale View of Hills where Jiro's drunken 
colleagues invade his home at night rehearses a scene from Early Spring 
(1956). The novel harkens again to the same film in the noodle shop 
scenes, which offer the female characters a convenient occasion to confer 
and commiserate. Bar scenes, conversely, feature repeatedly as the locales 
for male characters to unburden themselves in Ozu; and Ishiguro makes 
equal use of this shomin-geki convention in An Artist of the Floating 
World. 

An elegiac mood often prevails in the shomin-geki, and certain images 
recur characteristically. Passing trains conjure a sense of dislocation and 
longing. This exoticism is offset, in turn, by an equally powerful domestic 
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image on the landscape. Kathe Geist (I983-84, 6) has noted that "laundry 
hanging out to dry ... occurs in almost every Ozu film." These clothes 
drying everywhere epitomize the stubbornly prevailing continuity of 
everyday life. Ishiguro evokes this same image in A Pale View of Hills, as 
Etsuko and her father-in-law walk through an unbombed section of post
war Nagasaki: "The district had not changed greatly over the years. As we 
walked, the narrow roads climbed, twisted and fell .... Blankets and 
laundry hung from many of the balconies" (p. I4I). 

As in the shomin-geki, these outward signs of continuity are both com
forting and deceptive. The objects appear almost timeless, and yet they 
are fraught with a transience, a mood summoned by the Japanese term, 
mono no aware. This term, often translated as "the sadness of things" or 
"sensitivity to things," was coined by Norinaga Motoori (I730-I8oI) to 
describe the dominant mood in Lady Murasaki's eleventh-century novel, 
The Tale of Genji (de Bary I958, I72-I73). It has come to denote a perva
sive Japanese sensitivity to the deep poignancy that inhabits those objects 
which embody or reflect life's transience - be they cherry blossoms, curl
ing smoke, or any items of sentimental value. 

Especially the characters in later Ozu films experience this sense of 
transience. Slipping into the isolation of old age, they are overcome with 
feelings of wistfulness and regret. The retired couple in Tokyo Story 
review their lives and conclude that "children don't live up to their parents' 
expectations." The aging barfly in Good Morning sees his career as 
"Twenty years rain or shine, on a crowded train, empty ... futile." These 
feelings of disillusionment are clearly heightened in the films of the I950S. 
In prewar Japan, according to Harumi Befu, the long-standing feudal 
ideal of loyalty to one's lord had been transformed into the ideals of patri
otism and nationhood. Loyalty to the emperor, as head of the Japanese 
family, was seen as filial piety writ large. 

Although these ideals were widely discredited in defeat, Ozu continued 
to cling to a "familial" sense of Japanese identity and social obligation. 
According to Anderson and Richie (I982, 359): "In every Ozu film, the 
whole world exists in one family. The ends of the earth are no more dis
tant than the outside of the house. The people are members of a family 
rather than members of a society, though the family may be in disruption 
or nearly extinct." This outlook is illustrated very clearly by the handling 
of the father figure (played, as always, by Chi shu Ryu) in Ozu's last film, 
Autumn Afternoon (I962). The aging widower's recurring nostalgia for 
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his loss of marital companionship and wartime military camaraderie is 
constantly indulged by all the characters who surround him, be they fam
ily, colleagues, or casual barroom acquaintances. At the film's end, the 
teenage son good-naturedly scolds the father to go to sleep, as he lies in 
bed, tipsy, groaning out snatches from an old wartime song: "This flying 
fortress, the pride of our land." 

Ishiguro, by contrast, came of age after the watershed of Japanese mili
tary defeat and adopts a more critical stance. In An Artist of the Floating 
World, the parochial vision of his main character, Ono, is rendered with a 
sense of irony rather than of identification. With this ironic distancing, 
Ishiguro shows decisively his own detachment from the Japanese experi
ence and his own stamp as a Western writer. According to Ishiguro: "To a 
large extent, the reason for Ono's downfall was that he lacked a perspec
tive to see beyond his own environment and to stand outside the actual 
values of his time" (Mason 1986, 17). By the novel's end, the reader smiles 
at the narrator's comic recalcitrance, as he falls back on his old friend 
Matsuda's maxim: "We at least acted on what we believed and did our 
utmost" (p. 209). 

For Ishiguro's characters, the gulf between past and present is perva
sive, if not obsessive. This preoccupation is clearly accentuated by Ishi
guro's own history. Having experienced Japan at close quarters in early 
childhood, he has since grown to see it with the fresh gaze of a detached 
observer. Whereas the Japanese people in defeat largely wrote off their ill
fated past and energetically adopted the new values imposed by the Amer
ican occupation, Ishiguro adopts a more reflective, problematic stance. 
His novels show coming to terms with the past as a necessary, complex, 
and morally testing business. In A Pale View of Hills, the retired school 
teacher, Ogata, is taken to task by his son's former playmate. The younger 
man berates his senior: "In your day, children in Japan were taught terri
ble things ... not to see, not to question .... And to be fair you 
shouldn't be blamed for not realizing the true consequences of your 
actions .... Very few men could see where it was all leading at the time 
and those men were put in prison .... But they're free now" (pp. 147-
148). More than just a setting, the cultural upheaval and reorientation of 
postwar Japan furnishes Ishiguro a rich metaphor for a world in transi
tion. From a rare Western perspective, familiar with but removed from 
traditional Japanese experience, he is able to explore the psychological 
and ethical dilemmas common to both cultures. 

While the shomin-geki of Ozu adopted a compassionate and even 



Figure 3. Ikiru. Takashi Shimura. National Film Archive, London. 

indulgent stance, another filmmaker, Akira Kurosawa, confronted Ja
pan's postwar crisis in values in a more engaged manner. The ronin, dis
placed samurai, of Kurosawa's The Seven Samurai (1957) stand heroic, 
but finally unappreciated by those they serve. Ousted, yet clinging to an 
outmoded code of honor, they evince a kind of existential dignity amid the 
breakdown of traditional values. Likewise, Watanabe, the hero of Kuro
sawa's Ikiru (1952), a terminal cancer victim, wrests some affirmation of 
life in a defiant manner that exudes both poignant sadness, aware, and a 
kind of optimism (figure 3). This same spirit comes through clearly in Ishi
guro's heroes, Etsuko in A Pale View of Hills and Ono in An Artist of the 
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Floating World. Both affirm their lives and press forward despite daunting 
circumstances. Ishiguro claims that in writing A Pale View of Hills: "I 
wanted to see how people were putting their lives together in the Fifties, 
and how they dealt with the optimism and self-delusion then. I was con
cerned with a time of recovery" (de J ongh 1982). 

Recovery came fast, and Kurosawa's struggling postwar heroes soon 
lost their appeal as Japan surged into a new age of economic growth. 
Already in 1958, when Ishiguro was but four years old and had not yet left 
Japan, Yasuzo Masamura called for "the destruction of the historic Japa
nese cinema that championed restrictions on the individual personality." 
The rising young director, Nagisa Oshima, for his part called for an end to 
lyricism, an end to aware (Anderson 1983, 273). Audie Bock has causti
cally commented on the changing tastes of a new generation of Japanese 
cinema-goers: "Kurosawa's commitment to the humanistic idea comes 
into direct conflict with the unspoken philosophy of the largely teenage 
contemporary audience - a self-centered anti-sentimental conservative 
materialism. These people prefer to be terrified rather than inspired" 
(Bock 1978, 163). 

Quite soon, the conditions that had made possible the golden age of 
Japanese cinema had passed. But for Ishiguro, this personally formative 
historical period had been preserved in the great shomin-geki films of the 
time, and through them it has continued to exert an influence on him. For
tified by the textural realism of the shomin-geki, and sharpened with 
Western irony, Ishiguro explores themes with a Japanese resonance but 
with a Western incisiveness. Like Dostoevsky, whom he admires, Ishiguro 
probes deep psychological dissonances, the struggles between the urges to 
hide and to rebel, to temporize and to confess. Like Chekhov, Ishiguro 
portrays strong currents of emotion moving beneath a seemingly quiet 
surface, and an oblique forward movement of plot, to reveal and confront 
moral issues. Again like Chekhov, Ishiguro uses irony in a way that is both 
judgmental and humorous. His older male characters, Ogata and Ono, 
for instance, preach the questioning of authority, but are upset and baffled 
when their own authority is overthrown. 

In his borrowing from the Japanese, Ishiguro blends the humanism and 
objectivity of the shomin-geki with the revealing inner dimensions of the 
subjective novel. In so doing, he has succeeded in creating a psychologi
cally probing dramatization of personal motives within his characters 
which is both realistically situated and psychologically distanced. He has 
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put his Japanese sources to work at the service of his craft as a Western 
writer to create a distinctively personal style of unusual resonance and 
subtlety. 

Gregory Mason is professor of English at Gustavus Adolphus College in Saint 
Peter, Minnesota, where he teaches world literature and film and serves as coordi
nator for the college's Peace Education Program. 
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Video Mom: 
Reflections on a Cultural Obsession 

MARGARET MORSE 

Virgin, Mother, Queen and Goddess, Keep Us in 
thy Grace. 

GOETHE, Faust II 

W HY IS IT that the imaginary of the family in the West, the Patriarch 
and the Virgin, are still not "used up," though they have long since been 
declared "dead"? Americans live in a world in which the extended family 
has virtually disappeared and only 8 percent of families are of the nuclear 
variety - a husband and housewife and two kids. 1 Now mom (or her 
functional substitute) has to or wants to work and often raises her chil
dren alone and at the poverty line but always in her spare time. Yet the 
world of cultural representation, including the socio-political and legal, 
still appears to be structured around familial images without much coun
terpart in social reality. Recognizing this cultural gap might mean that we 
could make changes in our divisions of labor and wealth that would better 
the lot of the poorest group in our society - thirteen million children, pri
marily in single-parent (read "mostly-female-head-of-household") fami
lies. 

It would also mean recognizing that women are indeed desiring, speak
ing, and knowing subjects and representing them and positioning them in 
enunciation as such. The "glass ceiling" that limits the ambitions of the 
most privileged women in the social world has its counterpart in the image 
of woman behind the glass as object of a subject's gaze. But inversely, on 
this side of the glass, the viewing subject position, it also presumes a "glass 
shell" - which Serge Leclaire (198oa, 129) tells us is naught but "an oneiric 
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egg" - that encloses the privileged masculine position of enunciation as an 
imaginary realm. 

Why are these positions gendered? And why are they never intersubjec
tive, never at the same level of discourse? Why do both positions, male 
and female, spin in their tracks, held back by the glass or some imaginary 
fourth wall? For some time our cultural projections have been sending us 
back the message over and over again - "I am dead"; "I am nothing but 
the copy of a trace"; "I never lived." What could holding on nonetheless to 
these cadavers mean other than a desire for dead things to remain in circu
lation and for the living to be occluded from leaving their traces? 

At a social level it is easy to surmise in such obduracy a reluctance of 
masculinity per se to abandon a position of dominance. But such simple 
explanations do not suffice to explain the motivations of the "son": for 
one, he does not exercise power or make utterances as a subject. He -
that is, the son in a world in which the father's position is still operant but 
never filled - is himself foreclosed from subjectivity. He is, instead, a 
usurper enjoying privileges illegitimately. While he is capable of using lan
guage, he is not identified with the "I" of enunciation nor even symbolized 
by the "I" of the utterance. Thus, the power of language to represent, to 
reflect, or to reconceive the world is not for him. Rather, the capacity to 
"change one's mind" is reduced to a sentience oscillating between life and 
death - its own or the death of language or the world. 

In the constellation of the imaginary "Holy Family," woman, in con
gruence with the Holy Virgin, as "mother / daughter /lover" of her son, is 
similarly problematic. The Madonna herself has become an empty, no
longer-viable symbol in our century - but as Julia Kristeva notes in "Sta
bat Mater," motherhood remains, "after the Virgin, without a discourse."2 
Kristeva's essay provides an enlightening description of how, over centu
ries, the Virgin, Mother of God, the Ecclesia who married her son Christ, 
was constructed. The Madonna is in effect the term that stabilizes a lop
sided patriarchal regime by binding her son to her own desire and her own 
image. This Virgin mother-wife of the West is a consequence of a depen
dent and subordinate relationship with a husband, who structurally and 
functionally must refuse to recognize her as a subject, yet who is himself 
but an inadequate echo of the Patriarch. The mother-son relationship that 
results is compensatory, a narcissism that insures the reconstitution of the 
same constellation in the next generation. 3 If the Patriarch has been gone 
so long, he is reported missing, presumed dead, and the Madonna is 
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present but "empty," it appears our imaginary "Holy Family" is not "full" 
enough to require some sort of deconstruction. It is rather "undead" and 
in need of some kind of exorcism. 

To propose a metapsychology of late-twentieth-century Western culture 
would be to explore the means and apparatuses by which we maintain 
"undeath." (Such a project would do much to lend a psychoanalytic foun
dation to phenomena loosely grouped under postmodernity and postmod
ernism.) All aspects of our means of reproduction would be included -
from belief systems to cultural representations to the family as it is 
imagined and recreated by the subjects constructed within its relations. 
The questions that have primarily engaged feminist film theorists - such 
as the suppression of women as desiring subjects in filmic representation -
do provide us with symptoms of a cultural pathology and perhaps some of 
its etiology. But pursuing the images of hysteria and questions of gender 
do not help us understand why, in our culture, the same figures are repro
duced in such "nauseating repetition." Our hypothetical metapsychology 
is less concerned with the mechanisms of disavowal based on fetishism 
(does mom have a penis or doesn't she?) and more modeled on the trans
formations and apparatuses of obsession. With that, the focus of theoriza
tion shifts back one step from the image of woman as Virgin-Mother
Wife, or some inversion thereof, to the narcissistic relationship of the son, 
or male position, to her, the female position. 

The only way, we are told, to get someone to abandon an obsession is 
to push its logic to its very end. 4 Steve Fagin's 1986 video, The Amazing 
Voyage of Gustave Flaubert and Raymond Roussel, is a feature-length 
audio-visual essay organized precisely around this subject, exploring a 
pathological relation between the "Virgin, Mother, Queen and Goddess" 
and her Son-lover by "pushing" the obsession to a conclusion. Before dis
cussing Fagin's The Amazing Voyage and its form, the audio-visual essay, 
I would like to introduce the psychoanalytic concept of obsession and 
briefly review the "backstory" of Flaubert and Roussel in order to explain 
the opposition between them established in the video. 

OBSESSION: MACHINES OF UNDEATH AND "ROUSSELIAN SPACE" 

Obsession as a pathology reportedly consists of a series of transformations 
of the question, "am I dead or alive?" (as opposed to the question of fetish
ism and hysteria, "Am I a man or a woman?") (Leclaire 198ob, 108). Here 
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transformation is far from a means of change or of "getting somewhere"; 
it is rather a means of retaining or holding onto forms of life that have 
long been emptied and declared dead but have yet to be replaced. As long 
as the answer oscillates uncannily between life and death, that is, as long 
as the recognition of death as the absolute other remains in question, the 
answer is held in abeyance and one remains enclosed within a "glass shell." 

Thus, what follows the deus absconditus and a half-realized Oedipal 
relation to the mother in the Western Holy Family is a series of transfor
mations in which undeath comes to occupy all the positions. As a cultural 
obsession, the cycle could be said to have been initiated in discourse by the 
time Nietzsche's declaration, "God is dead," shook the Western intellec
tual world in the late nineteenth century. But God had not seen his death 
certificate, for this declaration had no force of law and caused nothing to 
end. Instead, it inaugurated the recycling of a "dead man" that one is still 
not sure is really, quite sincerely dead. In the late twentieth century, the 
transformation has reached the stage of the Sophist paradox ("I am 
lying."): "The Word of God: 'I am dead.' "5 

Someone "in the Nietzsche position" - let us call him the son of the 
patriarch - waits for God's death to really happen. But for the one who 
waits, the patriarch is like the dead log in the story a patient recounted to 
his psychoanalyst (himself a silent man who might have been dead many 
patients ago) - an apparently sleeping crocodile in a documentary film 
whose jaws can open instantly and swallow the native up. "The moral is 
playing dead can permit one to eat the other" (Leclaire 198ob, 94-99). 
Thus, the son, fearing being eaten up by the father, fends off death by pre
tending to be already dead. From that point the circulation of apparent 
death or undeath is reflected onto everything in the glass that screens the 
obsessive from the world. 

The obsessive thus ceaselessly waits for the other, the Absolute Master, 
to "break his enchanted sphere, the glass ball of this dream," in effect, to 
recognize him - but it is apparent he doesn't wait sincerely. For one thing, 
he needs the other as alien, at a distance, to maintain his obsession. For 
another, he fears the other as that which would mean his own death, or at 
least the end of what he was, the son-husband-father of his mother. 
Rather than recognizing Death, the one and only perfect Master, he 
wavers, «he plays dead."6 

In the metapsychology of cultural obsession, the son consequently pro
jects death onto the living (in the image of the mother) and life into in ani-
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mate matter: mummies are recirculated as copies and copies as simulacra 
in a repertoire in which sameness and difference are buried in the accumu
lation. Thus, the undead patriarch plays a role like the dummy in bridge -
the entire game is organized around him, an absence on the other side of 
the cards; what is present on the cards are the images of Woman, objects 
of desire. (Card playing is an insistent referent in Fagin's video.) 

What this means, oddly enough, for the son who inhabits a glass world 
of undeath and never quite enters the symbolic realm is that he also is not 
able to invest an imaginary fullness or depth to some other place and time. 
The space of representation collapses into signs and images themselves, 
flat as words and pictures in a book. Thus the son, stuck in his glass
enclosed dream, has no access to language but tokens in the subterfuge of 
a simulation game. 

Thus, there is a mode of representation linked with the metapsychology 
of obsession. This mode is neither primitive nor realistic nor modern, but 
rather a post-perspectival space in a temporal realm of the undead, admi
rably and lucidly explored in Fagin's video. I am tempted to call this repre
sentational mode "Rousselian," since Raymond Roussel is a key exponent 
of its manifestation in literature of "language blocking up and backfiring, 
producing lots of images, but failing to depict a world; the more the lan
guage describes, the more the images fall apart" (Fagin in Wollen 1987, 
79-80). 

Roussel, in order to overcome his incapacity to write, had invented a 
kind of "bachelor machine" for producing texts, a method of composition 
he explained in How I Wrote Certain of My Novels. His writing block 
was due, on one hand, to the annihilation of his first production by critics; 
but, at a more profound level, it was a result of the alien nature of lan
guage for him. While his machine laboriously produced work, it did not, 
until our era, enchanted and obsessed by automatons, produce critical 
acceptance. Indeed, in his own lifetime Roussel's works ran up "against an 
almost totally hostile incomprehension."? 

Roussel's relation to his mother was extremely close, the son-husband
father of obsession. (He is said to have had his mother lowered into her 
grave with her face visible behind a glass-windowed coffin.) Immensely 
wealthy and well-connected, "a drug-crazed homosexual scribbler" (a 
quoted voice in the video text), he led a celibate life of great eccentricity, 
outfitting, for instance, his own gentlemanly equipped trailer, the mobile 
equivalent of a "glass shell." His death is the subject of the first sequence 
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narrated in the video after the credits - a suicide behind a locked door, or 
as the graphics indicate, "on this Side of the Large Glass." Beyond the door 
lay the apartment of Roussel's female companion in celibacy. 

In dealing with the mother-son relation and its ramifications, Fagin was 
faced with the problem of how to represent obsession (from without) and 
yet "push" obsession (from within). That is, he needed both to recreate 
and to reflect on a "Rousselian space" in audio-visual terms. In an inter
view, Fagin explained how he based his scenario on Roussel's composing 
process, involving similarities and transformations of language at the level 
of signifiers (puns, homonyms) via free association. "It is fabulous, and I 
wanted to unravel its writing process and psychoanalytic makeup, to 
deconstruct it and at the same time produce a double of it, an invocation" 
(Wollen I987, 79-80). To the measure that Fagin was successful in this 
double project, his video both exemplifies and contributes to the recogni
tion and understanding of a far-reaching mode of representation in post
modernity, with manifestations that reach from the art of Duchamp to Pee 
Wee's Playhouse to the world of Ferdinand Marcos Fagin is exploring in 
his next video. 

In Fagin's tape, images and visual symbols retain an amazing flatness -
as he says, they "reek" of the symbolic. In video, the illusion of depth is 
rather attenuated anyway, but in Fagin's translation of Rousselian space 
from literature to image, the illusion of a third dimension or perspectival 
space is virtually abolished in favor of a shallow field of found images, 
miniature objects, and persons. These objects take shape against a flat 
backdrop: a door, screen, canvas, veil, or even a floor seen from above. 
This interior is correspondingly shallow, little more than one could imag
ine if the monitor were a diorama, or a Cornell box, to which Fagin has 
compared his visual composition. The scene inside the monitor is most 
often like a tableau - but different in that while it has a glass, it does not 
necessarily have a fourth wall. That is, in many scenes there seems to be 
direct orientation on the viewer position and at times there is an interven
tion by (the narrator's, the viewer's, or amputated female) hands into the 
diorama- or aquarium-like display of objects, refracted as if by the surface 
of water. The hands bring cards, dolls, and toys within the tableau to life, 
while the live women beyond the glass are pressed into doll-house service. 
The constant oscillation between "life" and "death" in the play of images, 
objects, and persons typical of the obsessive is expressed in the work of 
the hands as well as by the camera: for example, the technique of pulling 
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the camera back from an object only to reveal it as a photograph (of a 
photograph); the layering of images on each other, cutting them up and 
repositioning them, or the incessant setting of objects into the scene, ani
mates them into something in-between life and death. Inversely, women 
are frozen into hysteric poses, images, and dolls, rendered undead. 

By design, the visual objects pop up, but they never pop into any overall 
perspective. Fagin likens this collage effect to the use of props and back
drops in nineteenth-century photography as well as paintings, used to 
produce exotic lands never seen by the unaided eye. His visuals are thus an 
allusion to a "before" that is "after" the illusion of depth and elsewhere 
produced by the imaginary/symbolic has disintegrated - not an imagi
nary before, but the props and signs from which the illusory depth of per
spectival space was fashioned. 

Rousselian space alone is not, however, enough to portray the oscillat
ing post-perspectival world of the obsessive - for even obsession has an 
imaginary. In this tape, Gustave Flaubert represents the imaginary of this 
time before the world and/ or language fell apart, a pre-focalized realm 
from which shades entice the living into an abyss. 

FLAUBERT : ROUSSELIIMAGINARY : SYMBOLIC 

The authors who undertake The Amazing Voyage, Gustave Flaubert and 
Raymond Roussel, present two different kinds of mother fixation and two 
different subterfuges for using symbols without entering into the symbolic 
realm. 8 The title journey in question then is either the imaginary one of 
"undeath," which endlessly awaits recognition by the absent father; or, it 
is the journey that would ultimately break through the glass and into con
tact with another realm and another subject - by accepting death. 

It seems paradoxical that Flaubert and Roussel could not be "subjects" 
in either a linguistic or Lacanian sense and yet could be famous authors. 
The video presumes a familiarity with their biographies, so a discussion is 
required on how they function oppositionally in the scenario. Their rela
tionshipin the tape is fictive, for they were not contemporaries but of suc
ceeding generations, Roussel (1877-1933) following long after Flaubert 
(1821-1880). Their journey to the exotic East in this video is an imaginary 
one as well, concocted as well as recounted on the basis of their journals, 
fiction, and biographies by a male narrator. The journey is also informed 
by contemporary critiques of orientalism: we know we learn more about 
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the West thereby than about the East, an entity invented by the West. To 
cite the video's Flaubert: "I didn't like much of Egypt except for the 
mirages." In another incident related in the video, the sleeping Roussel and 
his mother are in a ship on a journey East. When Roussel's mother is 
informed that land looms ahead, she cries out to the captain to turn 
around - Roussel had missed India. Roussel is also notorious for travel
ing with his shades drawn. Such anecdotes simply illustrate what is at 
stake here, that is, not a reference world like the "East," but the capacity 
to project worlds into existence - or merely to repeat the commonplace. 
In other words, the issues are really subjectivity and authorship, not 
referential reality. 

Jean-Paul Sartre chose Flaubert for his magnum opus on the construc
tion of subjectivity, The Family Idiot. On the basis of quite fragmentary 
evidence, perhaps as one might reconstruct the passion of Christ from 
nearly imperceptible stains in the shroud of Turin,9 Sartre narrates a pre
history of Flaubert in his family constellation in order to unearth "the 
deep, always hidden wound" of his earliest childhood (Sartre 1981, x). 
Sartre describes Flaubert's father as a distant ruler; his mother as stunted 
in her capacity for affection by the death of all her early care-givers. 
Treated by his mother like a token or object, Flaubert was a child locked 
from his earliest days into passivity. He was surrounded by death, being 
raised in what was literally a charnel house near dissection chambers for 
cadavers. His relation to language was, according to Sartre, that of one 
who has never passed into the symbolic, an animal materiality aping alien 
thought. 10 

It is this very animality, an awareness to what Kristeva would call the 
"semiotic" rhythms and "soft" and fluid thoughts on the periphery of per
ception that led Flaubert to become the great writer of "untamed thought" 
in Madame Bovary, which "through its contents escaped social determina
tions" (Sartre 1981, 627).11 That is to say, Flaubert didn't have an imagi
nary, he was the imaginary. In another sense, he also represents the imagi
nary for an obsessive who is waiting for recognition by the absent father 
- Flaubert achieved acclaim as a great writer in his own lifetime. 

The enchantment of Flaubert's writing could be compared with 
Maurice Blanchot's explanation of the power of the Sirens' song. This 
song entices the hearer into nothingness, the place of origin where songs 
begin, not because it is perfect, but because it is imperfect. The enchant
ment of the song is not its inhumanness, but rather that ordinary human 
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song could be sung by beautiful animals. 12 It is this combination of human 
song and inhuman singers which invokes the imaginary and creates the 
gap that inaugurates the symbolic. But in this constellation, the Sirens and 
Flaubert are themselves foreclosed from the despair and ecstasy of imagi
nary delights or the humanness of exchanging symbols. 

Flaubert as Siren is invoked in the tape appropriately enough not in 
images but in echoes. The sound track is filled with songs from operatic 
arias to innocuous vintage adolescent rock music. Phrases are looped to 
repeat the same words or sounds over and over again, from the "Ha, ha, 
ha" of an aria from Verdi's Masked Ball, near the beginning of the tape, to 
the Shangri-las' "And that's called sad," mixed with a phrase from Bellini's 
Norma in the section called "Dying in Front of the Large Glass: the Per
fect." These high- and low-culture songs aren't synchronized into anyone's 
mouth. Rather, they are unanchored "ambience," emanations of the air 
around the screen, or as we are aware, of a tape recording. In this way the 
ordinary becomes inhuman via its automatic repetition. 

If the lure of Flaubert's song was its untamed animality, a hypertrophy 
of the imaginary, Raymond Roussel's inhuman lure was the automaton, a 
hypertrophy of the symbolic, an act of impersonating a subject of enuncia
tion, which remains nonetheless alien. Fagin's simulation of Roussel's 
method of composition allowed him to switch between fields of reference 
and between image and sound in a chain of associations via "switch
words": for example, Cy Twombly's painting, Empire of Flora, is linked 
to major league baseball via Cy's father, and the verbal associations 
"Angel, Tiger, Cardinal, Twin" result (Wollen 1987, 80). As a result, 
Fagin's tape is different from something composed entirely in written lan
guage - it is rather rebus-like, that is, a convergence of pictorial, aural, 
and word-images in which nothing "signifies" itself or a referent, but 
rather is linked in by means of association at the level of the signifiers. I 
for one could never recreate these associations; but I can appreciate many 
items for their beauty, their own pop, obscure, or elegant reference in 
scholarly discourse, as well as the visual-aural collage at the level of pure 
juxtaposition. 

The relation between audio and video tracks, between images, words 
and sounds, is one of great complexity. Sometimes, as in the section of the 
video, Requiem for Sight: India Song, sound and image seem utterly unre
lated. At other times, there is a passage between image and language in 
which sound is privileged as the marker of change. In his interview, Fagin 
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suggests that when a visual reference (a Bellini painting) becomes an aural 
reference (a Bellini opera), there has been some kind of passage. When the 
stakes are becoming a subject, attention to sound and to "who is speak
ing" is ultimately the decisive issue. When a child in a Renoir painting is 
said to speak through the mouth of the bather in a Gerome painting, the 
Sirens have already begun their enchantment of signs with imaginary pow
ers. Even, and especially, ambient sound is a marker of passage: the 
sounds of breaking glass that begin after the mid-point of the tape suggest 
that a change is occurring, one that is eventually to be marked in the 
image as well. But this tape is more than the representation of a Rousse
lian space to the accompaniment of Flaubertian Sirens; it is a reflection on 
obsession - namely, a video essay. This reflective level occurs largely by 
means of the voices of multiple narrators at various levels of narration. 

THE VIDEO ESSAY: NARRATING VOICES IN A BOOK-LIKE 

CONSTRUCTION 

Ultimately, the most important player in this video essay is the virtual one 
in front of the video screen, represented by the narrator's voice. This voice 
is grappling not only with his bond to a mother-lover and the glass limit of 
his world, but also with his apparent incapacity to produce symbols in 
exchange with the other - and to be recognized as a subject. Then the 
travelers on this "amazing voyage" include the narrator, as well as 
Flaubert and Roussel, but none of them appears in the video except as a 
voice, perhaps a shadow or mirror image. The video image is, in contrast, 
peopled exclusively by women, including, according to the script, "stand
ins" for Roussel's and Flaubert's mothers. The visuals we see are "written" 
by the narrator in voices and visual objects; he is a kind of "bachelor 
machine" on this side of the glass. Thus, the narrator and the monitor 
build a narcissistic dyad of obsession - monitor as "mom" and narrator as 
son-father-husband. The title image (of an image), Jean-Leon Gerome's 
Guard of the Harem, establishes the position of the narrator-viewer 
before the glass, at the edge of another world guarded by the threat of 
death. 

But before the titles, a quest is initiated, and a preview tells us the struc
ture of the whole piece and provides images of some of its events. The 
quest begins with an interrogation of a beautiful young woman about her 
first sexual experience: is she a virgin? The script indicates that the 



VIDEO MOM 

woman is a stand-in for Roussel's mother. The sequence ends with the 
implausible but desired answer: "I've never been fucked." There is also a 
young stand-in for Flaubert's mother. The youth of these women suggests 
the point of view of a (presumably male) child as well as of an adult fixed 
to an image of mom in every object of desire. Later in the tape, a chorus of 
giant red-lined mouths (which include Little Richard's - gender isn't very 
secure in the world beyond the glass) seen from below, hysterically shriek
ing phrases, suggests both the child's terror at the rage of the all-powerful 
mother as well as the discourse of psychoanalysis on hysteria which sup
ports obsessive masculine interrogation of the feminine. Various possible 
answers to the opening interrogation of virginity (conducted by a female 
voice) are explored, with the actress facing right, left, and in direct 
address to the viewer-son position, just as, later, the women in "The Line 
of Received Ideas" are oriented East, West, and in an inaccessible "here" 
on the other side of the glass. (Only the woman artist is viewed with her 
back turned to the viewer. We later see that her image is in a mirror.) 

After the opening interrogation, an Italian female voice of indetermi
nate provenance is the first narrator of this piece consisting of "one farce 
after another" - only the "mothers" and "artists" speak in voices synchro
nized with their images. There are three other narrating voices: an Ameri
can girl speaks Flaubert's letters, while an American woman speaks Rous
sel's. (It somehow makes sense to impersonate male beings enclosed on 
this side of the glass by female voices.) The deep, melancholy male voice 
then speaks as a super-narrator of the quest for the Virgin and for the cre
ation of the piece as a whole. He is evidently the author of the piece we see 
before us, a suffering voice of the pain of writing and of not writing, of 
authorship in an age of the Great Ruin and the Museum of Copies, in the 
realm of received ideas, copies, and simulcra. 

The female narrators are very insecurely placed in relation to the virtual 
subject of the tape in front of the glass of the monitor. The two represent 
the male title subjects in the story who do not figure in the visuals; these 
voices do seem to emanate from this side of the glass, as if the glass repre
sented a bar where gender reverses. Yet there is another female narrating 
voice which seems to come from nowhere and represent no subject in par
ticular. 

While unanchored narrating voices float before the glass, the flat visual 
field the glass reveals throughout the tape is matched by the book-like 
structure of the narrative: facing pages in a mirror-relation with a fold in 
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the middle, where the plot turns around on itself. The second pre-title 
sequence is a preview of all the following sequences in a form that matches 
the shape of the piece as well - a pop-up book. A black-gloved hand turns 
the pages for us, the "child" viewer, much as later, a hand dangles jewels in 
an aquarium. The folding structure of the piece as a whole is matched the
matically by the dualism of the piece: Flaubert and Roussel, the imaginary 
and the symbolic, the "Great Ruin" in the line of Received Ideas, which 
has two sides, only one of which can be seen at any time. Furthermore, 
only the spectators viewing it may be photographed, but the "Great Ruin" 
itself cannot be seen directly by the viewer of the video. 

The piece also presents symmetrically matched sequences, suggesting 
the repetition of obsession. For instance, Roussel's death is narrated at the 
beginning and at the end. On the other hand, the narrative is a progres
sion: the evidence for this change is very subtle, carried in the details of 
ambient sound, image, and narration. For instance, though we are pre
sented with the "Virgin" mother at the beginning, there are many visual 
references to a stain (menses or defloration of the mother? wound of the 
son?) which appears in relation to canvas, veils, shrouds, doors, floors, 
and walls. At one point, a woman artist uses her body to smear brightly 
colored paint all over herself and a canvas floor. Thus, the flat surface of 
the monitor glass is repeated over and over again within the image with 
pop-up or with stain, which, like the stain in the shroud of Turin, can be 
expanded into a narrative that may include passion and redemption. It is 
this veil or shroud which is apparently lifted in the fold or center of the 
tape (that is, a Middle Eastern woman's veil, or rather, a veil in the dance 
of the Isadora Duncan-like dancers in a primitive movie). At the same 
time, the ambient sound is of glass breaking. 

There is also change in repetition: what began as the story of Roussel, 
in Dying in Front of the Large Glass: the Coward, dying of an overdose 
behind a locked door, on the other side of which is his female companion, 
will end with the same story - but with a different meaning. For one 
thing, Roussel's death is repeated in the narrative after the male narrator 
has just been confronted with The Perfect (indicated in a title, and con
sisting of a sketchy collage from the perfect game in baseball, the image of 
perfect Woman - Maja? Ingres? Olympia?, and the narrative image of the 
perfect movie via a poster). This collage of perfection is also perfectly still 
- the climax, the arrival of death. But there is also a progressive marking 
of a passage from within the story world of the amazing voyage. A Polyne-
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sian stick-dance by the stand-in for Roussel's mother is interwoven into 
the narration of the voyage at various points in the tape. This grass
skirted, red-clad young woman dances at the edge of what appears a par
ticularly cold ocean, the water line dividing the world behind her into the 
oceanic unconscious and the sky. As she dances in this icy scene, beating 
patterns with her stick and gesturing in illustration of her tale, she nar
rates a story in "postcards" of the travels of her son. Gasping with effort, 
she becomes more and more exhausted and breathless in the course of the 
tape, but the story she tells gradually constructs, sequence by sequence, a 
matriarchy in the Land of Propp. . 

Her effort is recognized by the end of the video, when the male narrator 
acknowledges her achievement. He notes that the fathers were absent -
"Their fathers never spoke, so images were found to replace them," but 
" ... At least their mothers spoke to them." Then the visuals show the 
anamorphic images of Flaubert and Roussel alternately come into shape 
by means of a conical mirror, shaped like the stick in the mother's dance. 
This event is followed by a last scene of the stand-in mother at the edge of 
the sea, gasping with her final gesture: she bows down and holds the stick 
across the waterline - a visual representation of s I / s or signifier / signi
fied, the mark of a subject who thereby grants her child entry into the 
world and the symbolic/ imaginary field. The suggestion that a change has 
taken place - both in the stand-in for mother and in the narrator-son - is 
left at that. The credits of the tape reiterate an even more colorized version 
of the Gerome painting, Guard of the Harem, to the glissandos of Hawai
ian music. 

THE VIDEO ESSAY AND THE VIEWER 

Why would one choose to contemplate such complex psychoanalytic and 
philosophic issues in the form of an audio-video essay? Why not the writ
ten discourse of film or cultural theory, which has a history of treating 
filmic and other material as just so many psychoanalytic symptoms? Of 
course, one would sacrifice the opportunity for visual and aural pleasure, 
for vaudeville, for a compendium of the very materials that circulate in the 
imaginary and that an obsessive can manipulate so well. One would thus 
miss the demonstration of repetition itself. But at a more strategic level, 
the division of labor in film theory repeatedly divides th~ one-who-knows 
in writing from the one-who-endlessly-repeats in images. It thus precludes 
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recognition that the absent Patriarch is really, sincerely, absolutely dead 
and the mother is no Virgin at the level of the obsession itself. The audio
visual form invites the exploration of nauseating repetition from within -
for any breakthrough must come from this side of the glass, not from 
some world constituted as some "outside." To work from within, as Son
Husband-Father, presumes that one assumes the position as subject of 
enunciation only via a subterfuge. So, for the obsession to be pushed from 
within, the place in front of the glass box or monitor becomes the most 
important part of the representation. 

While the new audio-visual fo~m of essay is not tied to "film" or "video" 
per se as a material form, it evolved in a marginal world deeply influenced 
by the discursive presentational techniques of television. Neither classic 
nor avant-garde filmic traditions support the multi-leveled mix of discur
sive and fictional representation that has begun to take hold in some areas 
of video art. Like television, video is a syncretic audio-visual form, but 
unlike television, video is free to "push" material both formally and in 
terms of its internal logic. The price is economic and cultural marginality 
in an "offworld" of the art world, cinema, and television - a place where 
there is little to lose, within its own terms, by not being popular. 

Where is the video viewer in all this? Certainly when the nature of 
obsession itself is adequately represented, as here, the ordinary invocation 
of another world and identification with the other within is foreclosed. 
The viewer is indeed invited to take the virtual place of the obsessive in 
front of the machine from where one might imagine the narrator's voice 
originates. Yet can one presume that the spectator "identifies" with that 
narrator? Chances are great that one will not. 

In my case, a female spectator more prey to hysteria than obsession, 
definitely not. I did, however, have a choice of several points and levels of 
involvement. I could have identified with my own brief appearance on the 
tape or at least with other women on the other side of the glass were our 
images not so obviously constructed and absurd. Yet, ultimately, the tape 
depicts the effort of women to make a world nonetheless, despite the 
adverse conditions on the other side of the glass - something that most 
women, myself included, can appreciate in representation. I could also 
take an unanchored position in alliance with a female narrating voice 
emanating unmistakably from this side of the glass, and, potentially at 
least, from a subject. And, insofar as I find myself on this side of the 
glass, I have ceased to be complicit in the narcissism of the son and "video 
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mom." And finally, I could also follow the process of the narrator's 
inquiry. That is, the narrator oscillates between being a fictional and a 
"real" entity; he is the obsessive and he is also the subject of an essay of 
inquiry into obsession. And, like an essay, the movement of the argument 
also marks the movement of the subject into a different position and, con
sequently, a change in the way the world is viewed. As a result, I too may 
see the world differently, recognizing many of its facets I never understood 
before. I am also an interested party in this essayistic process, for it is one 
necessary to change in my world. It is that subject at third remove with 
which I do not so much identify as commune. 

The result in Fagin's tape is not the "quick read," which audio-visual 
images in narrative typically provide, nor does it merely reach the com
plexity of television's mix of discursive and narrative layers, which has 
become naturalized and accessible. So many items and complex interrela
tions appear in and among scenes that it is impossible to focus on them all. 
Indeed, the whole video would bear many, many viewings with the atten
tion one would lend a novel, plus, perhaps, a delightful but difficult lyric 
poem. It seems to me that the most rewarding way to view the tape is over 
and over, sometimes with full attention and sometimes as ambience. 
(Fagin resists such a notion of exhibition wallpaper - I am suggesting 
multiple viewings in a mixture of the kind of attention one might lend a 
painting, an audio tape, and a novel overlaid and barely visible under a 
theoretical essay.) 

There is another way to consider the position of the spectator in rela
tion to this video: the tape is funny - a compendium of vaudeville and 
farce. The wit is somewhat forced and manic, indicating the underlying 
sadness, perhaps Freud's joke envelope for repressed material? Comedy in 
Hegel's aesthetics is the last stage of a cultural development, that is, after 
thesis, antithesis, comes synthesis, and dissolution to a new formation. 
The comic is then a compendium of all that went before - but at a dis
tance, making a gap in which something new can form. 

Margaret Morse is assistant professor of critical studies in cinemaltelevision at 
the University of Southern California, Los Angeles, California. 
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Notes and References 

I. Statistics cited from a meeting of the National Council on Family Relations 
in Libman (1988). The article points out that a wide variety of family types exist 
(grandmother raising grandchildren, stepparents, single fathers with sole custody, 
etc.) that are not recognized as families. David Demo of Virginia Polytechnic 
Institute and State University in Blacksburg and Alan C. Acock at Louisiana State 
University in Baton Rouge evaluated more than a hundred studies of various fam
ily structures and children's well-being. According to Demo, "What researchers 
have documented is that the quality of relationships within the family, whatever 
the family structure, is important to a child's well-being. That includes the quality 
of the parent-child relationship as well as the relationship between adults." Fritz 
Spanier, head of the council: "Instead of trying to come up with a different 
America, we need to find ways of adapting to what's happening today," going on 
to mention unrealistic concepts of day-care and the toll of the work/ family 
dilemma on women. 

2. Kristeva concludes (doubly) that the motherly bond constitutes a sociality 
which can crush the child as specifically irreducible, but it can also provide a ref
uge when the "speaking being" finds his or her "symbolic shell" has cracked under 
the extremes of illness, passion, or death. When Kristeva espouses an ethics 
which would include the mother as "a-mort," it is not the "undeath" referred to 
here. To the contrary, her ultimate goal is the reformulation of ethics, which 
includes imaginary and symbolic, male and female (Kristeva 1987, 262). 

It is interesting to note the affinity of the journey of the Western subject "Faust" 
in Goethe's play and the referents of postmodern discourse on subjectivity. 
Goethe's homonculus or test-tube mannikin would be the more likely counterpart 
of the postmodern not-yet-subject's desire than Faust's obsessive drive for knowl
edge and power. Schiller's naive and sentimental writing are distant cousins of the 
Flaubertian and Rousselian variations opposed in the tape. In Faust II "mothers" 
were the gaps or holes through which myth is enunciated. The primordial femi
ninity of creation was reevaluated by a late-nineteenth-century misogynistic artis
tic discourse and women were emptied of their power as "enunciators." Cf. my 
chapter on "the woman question" in my dissertation (Morse 1977) for a hypothe
sis on why this antagonism of writers and artists to the aspirations of women 
arose. 

3. This mother-son dyad is not mutuality, nor the primary narcissism of infant 
and child, but a mirroring, in which the image of other resides at a different level 
of language and reality than does the viewer. The image is a projection of 
demand, never become desire, onto the other. It makes sense to also see this 
mother-son bond as a fetter, a kind of revenge of the mother on the Father or 
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masculinity per se via the son, something that Philip Slater sought to demonstrate 
within the aristocratic family of the slave society of ancient Greece in The Glory 
of Hera. 

4. "From the position of the obsessional, for instance, everything of the order 
of the gift is caught in this narcissistic framework from which it cannot escape. 
Doesn't one have to exhaust the dialectic of narcissism right to the very end for 
him to find the way out? Does one have to force him to beat a retreat in such a 
way that he never articulates another word, or on the contrary should the dis
course be pushed to its end in such a way as to take over the whole story? The 
obsessional's basic story is that he is entirely alienated in a master whose death he 
awaits, without knowing that he is already dead, in such a way that he can't make 
a move. Isn't it by making him realise who he is truly the prisoner and slave of, of 
the dead master, that you can hope for the solution? It isn't by forcing him to 
abandon his discourse but by inciting him to follow it through to the terminal 
stage of its dialectical rigour, that you will be able to get him to understand how 
he is frustrated of everything in advance. The more he grants himself things, the 
more he grants them to the other, to this dead man, and he finds himself deprived 
of any enjoyment [jouissance] in the thing. If he doesn't understand this step, 
there is no way that you'll ever get yourself out of it" (Lacan 1988, 217). 

5. Title of an essay by Denis Hollier (1988). Stories of the undead elucidate the 
relation between the obsessional and the simulacrum. Hollier calls this passage 
from Le my the et l'homme by Roger Caillois, "the founding text of the modern 
reflection on the simulacrum": "Things start out, reasonably enough, with a situ
ation of danger in which death is used as a defense mechanism: to save its life, the 
mantis plays dead. The second stage is already less banal. And it is more difficult 
to interpret it in utilitarian terms of external cause and of struggle for life: an ini
tial raising of the stakes of gratuitousness and simulacrism links mimicry to the 
notion of expenditure [depense]. The mantis, now, is really dead. But a reflex 
automatism allows it to continue various activities: to walk, to right its balance 
when necessary, to carry out different protocols of self-protection (including 
automutilation), to copulate, to lay eggs, to build a cocoon, and so forth. Life 
imitated death. Now it's death that imitates life. The insect, like the messenger 
from Marathon, hasn't realized that it is no longer alive. It is dead but, too busy, 
it hasn't had time to notice. It hasn't read its obituary. And it continues to exploit 
the posthumous fringe of its living being. But things don't stop there. The final 
degree is reached when, among the signs of life that the dead insect continues to 
make, there appears what Caillois terms a 'false cadaverous immobility.' Return 
to the starting point. The insect plays dead once more. But now it is dead. It has 
lost the life it continues to protect. Dead, Caillois says, the mantis simulates 
death. It is dead and says it. Now it is death that imitates itself in the fold of life, a 
life reduced to serve as mirror to death. Dead, it only shams being alive because, 
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living, it shammed being dead. Doubly dead, simultaneously real and sham: the 
cadaver plays at being what it is. Later, Blanchot would associate this collapse of 
space through cadaverous resemblance with access to literary space. Death 
through resemblance" (Hollier 1988, 76-77). 

6. "It would seem that he has no other way to break his enchanted sphere, the 
glass ball of this dream, than to reveal himself constantly: to show himself (but
tocks or sexual organ) as a doubter, an unfortunate, a subtle dialectician, a para
doxical failure, in the secret hope that finally an other, man or god, but a true 
one, will manifest himself, will intervene to recognize, wake him from his dream, 
render him free to desire, even if this is in punishing him. 

" ... Philo has never left the orbit of his mother's desire; it has not crossed his 
mind that his father or any other subject can live with desire, can nourish dreams 
different from his. . . . This is the way we should understand the formula that 
the other is necessary to sustain desire. Philo, on the other hand is captive of his 
unique passion and is fundamentally ignorant of the other as desiring. And yet, in 
order for his own desire to live, the other is necessary. In this impasse he will 
make use of anything at all to create a fancied other, the illusory support of a ster
ile desire. To give to the inanimate object the appearance of life, to make it live 
and die, to care for it, then to destroy it, such is the derisory game to which Philo 
is reduced. The obsessional's object is invested with this essential function of 
otherness. 

"Without an industrious activity to sustain it, the dream may well evaporate, 
and Death then threatens to bear witness to the truth. In order to avoid this ruin, 
the obsessional ceaselessly takes up the exhausting work of reducing the living to 
nothing and of giving to others the impression of an ephemeral life. 

"This impossible quest for the other remains the most notable characteristic of 
the obsessional's desire. 

"Thus the circle is closed: the desire that was prematurely satisfied is substi
tuted for the demand; it remains isolated in a solitary daydream peopled with 
shadows, calling ceaselessly to the other, excluded yet necessary" (Leclaire 198oa, 
127f). In this light, images of hysterics are the projections of obsessives. 

7. "The only kind of success 1 have ever really experienced derived from sing
ing to my own piano accompaniment, and above all my numerous imperson
ations of actors and ordinary folk" (Roussel 1977, 19). Indeed, Roussel, con
vinced of his own greatness, came to realize that his fame would have to be 
posthumous, claiming as much in a letter to Cocteau, in a phrase quoted, charac
teristically enough, from a Cocteau play: "First gramaphone: But this telegram is 
dead. Second gramaphone: It's just because it's dead that everyone understands 
it" (Roussel 1977, 34n). 

8. The "symbolic" is used here in a linguistic sense - the capacity to say "I," to 
propose opinions, to be a subject in discourse - and in the Lacanian sense in 
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which the imaginary identity between an image and self is recognized as just that, 
imaginary. The gap between language and the world, between conscious and 
unconscious, signifier and signified that makes it possible to be a subject in lan
guage is one created by the recognition of loss or the Absolute Master, death. The 
gap that creates the symbolic also allows reentry of an imaginary fullness into a 
world that is not-self - which is the other - that allows us to speak and listen to 
another subject as well as to love. Thus, the imaginary and the symbolic are 
dependent on each other and come into existence in mental life as such at the 
same time. (The "imaginary" of the child, which precedes the gap and the entry 
into language and society is an undifferentiated and presocial state.) 

9. Georges Didi-Huberman traces the constitution of a figure or stain into an 
image and a narrative, via the virgin passage of a luminous vector, i.e., crossing a 
surface without touching it. The blood of Christ in question "did not flow from 
the side of Christ, but miraculously, they say, from the image of Christ (imagine 
Christi) that someone had struck. It is therefore imag(inary) blood. And no less 
miraculous for that" (Didi-Huberman 1984,81). 

10. "This means, effectively that in his early childhood he was incapable of an 
act of affirmation. I have shown above that he was quite unaware of the possibili
ties of reciprocity - which is the measure of truth - and that the indifference of a 
morose mother had condemned him without reprieve to the terrain of simple 
belief. For this reason he received language, not as a structured collection of 
instruments to be assembled or disassembled in order to produce meaning, but as 
an interminable commonplace that was never based on the intention to express 
something or on the object being designated; and keeping a kind of consistency of 
its own, language inhabited him and was spoken inside him and even designated 
him without him being able to use it" (Sartre 1981, 601). 

II. "He lives, however; he cannot prevent himself from living nor can he pre
vent obscure, almost animal thoughts from forming in him all the time. These 
profound significations, which are scarcely disentangled from perception, from 
emotion, from dream, are untouched by analytic rigor: they are syntheses - hesi
tant, timid, irreducible. But they are not like accepted ideas either, for they are 
formed without the concurrence of language - 'soft' and fluid thoughts that run 
close to life and matter and are often merged in dreams. In them we might see 
nature without man, for man is absent from them, contracted in his negation, in 
his willful absence; in any case, they express the deepest solitude, the solitude of 
the beast; such thoughts are what give Madame Bovary its incomparable rich
ness" (Sartre 1981, 626). 

12. "But, others say, there was something even stranger in the enchantment: it 
caused the Sirens merely to reproduce the ordinary singing of mankind, and 
because the Sirens, who were only animals - very beautiful animals because they 
reflected womanly beauty - could sing the way men sing, their song became so 
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extraordinary that it created in anyone who heard it a suspicion that all human 
singing was really inhuman. Was it despair, then, that killed men moved to pas
sion by their own singing? That despair verged upon rapture. There was some
thing marvellous about the song: it actually existed, it was ordinary and at the 
same time secret, a simple, everyday song which they were suddenly forced to rec
ognize, sung in an unreal way by strange powers, powers which were, in a word, 
imaginary; it was a song from the abyss and once heard it opened an abyss in 
every utterance and powerfully enticed whoever heard it to disappear into that 
abyss" (Blanchot 1981,105-106). The transformation in the "mothers" that takes 
place in the video could be compared with what happens to the Sirens in Blan
chot's essay. Disgusted by Ulysses's attitude, that of a coward using his privilege 
to hear while his oarsmen were forced to remain deaf, the Sirens despair - and 
become real or human (enunciators) within the truth and depth of their song (p. 
107). Blanchot stresses the paradox of the tale that, in the telling, brings about the 
metamorphosis of the situation of its own enunciation. 
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Questions of Female Subjectivity 
and Patriarchy: A Reading of Three 

Indian Women Film Directors 

WIMAL DIS SAN A YAKE 

As A CONSEQUENCE of the process of modernization, the role of 
women in society has begun to attract increasing attention in many parts 
of the world, and India is no exception. Rights and obligations, duties and 
privileges, independence and respect for authority, and many other related 
issues have taken on a new urgency. This is reflected in literary, intellec
tual, and artistic work. 

In order to attain a truer perspective on women's issues in India in mod
ern times, it is important to take a historical look. The nineteenth century 
witnessed the launching of social reforms of different kinds, including 
those pertaining to women's issues; these reforms reflected the confluence 
of a number of different discourses, such as colonialism, missionary 
activities, Western liberal thought, and Hindu reformism. As a result of 
these reform movements, such obnoxious practices as widow burning 
(sati) and the prohibition of widow remarriage were proscribed and edu
cational opportunities opened for women. However, these reforms were 
largely confined to the upper classes and were slow to affect the lower 
rungs of society. 

The Hindu Reform Movement emerged in the third decade of the nine
teenth century largely as a consequence of colonial rule. In a sense, it was 
both a reaction to and an extension of colonial ethics in that there was 
both a subversion and an internalization of the symbolic order bequeathed 
by the colonial masters. The Hindu Reform Movement articulated the 
aspirations and concerns of a colonized subjectivity, and women's issues 
were one important dimension of this reform agenda, which touched on a 
whole range of issues, social, economic, political, juridical, and religious. 

74 
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The Hindu reformist discourse focused attention on such issues as libera
tion of women, male dominance, patriarchy, gender equality, the role and 
authority of tradition, and unjust and restrictive practices. While these 
were obviously steps in the right direction, the reformism was confined to 
semi-Westernized, upper-class elites. The net result of this was that the 
reform movement failed to clear a path for the emergence of a mass, egali
tarian, and comprehensive women's liberation movement, circumscribed 
as the reformist discourse was by elitist imperatives. 

While in one sense the influence of the West contributed to the accelera
tion of the women's reform movement, in another sense, it retarded it by 
the power of its hegemonic discourse: the obliteration of tradition, the 
Third World being co-opted into the global system, Third World differ
ences perceived through Eurocentric presuppositions and assumptions, 
homogenizing the experience of the women in the developing world and 
thereby erasing all marginal and resistant modes of experiences all 
affected the liberation of the women negatively and positioned them in a 
situation surrounded by insuperable obstacles. 

In this essay I wish to discuss three Indian women film directors who 
are closely associated with the New Indian Cinema and whose works have 
generated considerable critical discussion both inside and outside India. 
Their works stand at an interesting angle to some of the issues mentioned 
above. The three directors are Prema Karanth, Vijaya Mehta, and Aparna 
Sen. In significant ways, they point out some of the tensions and contra
dictory pressures connected with the representation of female subjectivity 
in the context of the family in Indian cinema. 

Prema Karanth, a gifted director from Karnataka, was the art director 
for two films, Hamsa Geetha and Kudure Motte, and has also acted in 
such films as Kadige Hodovaru and Kudure Motte. Phaniyamma, directed 
by Prema Karanth, is based on a novel by M. K. Indira that deals with 
female subjectivity in an essentially patriarchal society. The film explores 
the life of a woman over a seventy-year period against the background of 
Brahmin orthodoxy. Phani is a pleasant little girl who helps with the vari
ous household chores of older women while her brother attends the local 
school. At the age of nine, as custom would have it, her horoscope is me
ticulously studied and compared with that of one of her relatives, equally 
young; as the horoscopes match admirably, the elders resolve to arrange a 
marriage. Ph ani and her child husband go through the marriage cere
mony, the camera beautifully catching their bewilderment and boredom. 
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After the marriage ceremonies are over, Phani's husband goes back to his 
village and she goes to live with her uncle until she reaches puberty. 

As luck would have it, this carefully mapped out scenario goes sour 
when Phani's little husband is killed as a result of a snake bite, and she is 
left a widow at so young an age. Widowhood entails various humiliations 
and derogations. Her wedding chain (mangalsutra) is taken away; her 
attractive bangles are broken; the red mark on her forehead is wiped out. 
When she reached puberty, in accordance with custom, Ph ani's head was 
shaved. From that point onward, it was obligatory that she go about bald
headed dressed only in a white sari to signify her being a widow, and to 
make herself as unattractive as possible to the opposite sex. It is indeed 
interesting that by this time, as a consequence of the activities of the social 
reformers, the Hindu Widow's Remarriage Act and the Child Marriage 
Restraint Act had already entered the statute books. 

Cut off from normal social activities, Phani endures her suffering 
silently - not quite understanding the reasons for her painful existence. 
As she grows up, she resolves to transcend the barrenness of her life and 
give it meaning by being of help and service to others in society. With the 
passage of time, the unfortunate and uncomprehending child widow 
becomes a caring and compassionate Aunt Phani. She becomes a highly 
recognizable and much-loved person in her village community as she goes 
about her business of offering help, advice, and consolation to the rest of 
the villagers. 

Not only does Phani help others, but she also begins to question and 
challenge some of the traditions people have upheld unthinkingly. She 
helps with a complicated delivery of a woman despite the fact that she 
belongs to the untouchable caste. She pillories the hypocrisy of a man who 
sleeps with an untouchable woman and ritually purifies himself the fol
lowing morning. A young woman who is ill-treated by her husband, as a 
consequence of his inability to bear children, is encouraged by Phani to 
take the uncommonly bold step of leaving him. 

Phani's growth into emotional maturity and confidence is vividly 
brought to life in one episode. Dakshyani, a sixteen-year-old widow, defi
antly refuses to have her head shaved, as is dictated by custom, and to 
subject herself to other humiliation associated with widowhood. Her 
mother-in-law and other village elders are outraged by this. Ph ani is the 
only person who is audacious enough to side with Dakshyani; she points 
out that as times have changed, they need to give up outmoded traditions 
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and obsolete modes of thinking in favor of more modern and enlightened 
attitudes. Dakshyani succeeds in holding her ground; she continues to 
have her long hair and wear bright-colored clothes. Eight months later she 
becomes pregnant and announces that she is going to marry the father of 
her child, her brother-in-law. At the age of seventy, Phani, who was the 
victim of blind tradition, has successfully challenged it. 

Phaniyamma obviously is a film that deals with female subjectivity in a 
world circumscribed by immutable laws, conventions, and traditions. It is 
indeed a patriarchal society with a vengeance. What Prema Karanth has 
sought to do is to call attention to the terrible plight of women in such tra
dition-bound societies and to underline the need for willpower, self-confi
dence, and strength of character in overcoming it. Phani, in her earlier 
phase of life, emblematizes submission to tradition, while Dakshyani 
becomes a metaphor of revolt. What is interesting about the film is the 
way in which Phani, who was initially a symbol of submission to tradi
tion, as the story unfolds, becomes a symbol of change, the question of the 
realization of female subjectivity lying at the base of this metamorphosis. 

The second film that I wish to discuss here is Rao Saheb by Vijaya 
Mehta. Mehta has had a close and vital relationship with the theater, hav
ing distinguished herself both as a director and an actress. Her first film, 
Memory Episodes (Smriti Chitre). won the National Award for the best 
Marathi-Ianguage film produced in 1983. It is a probing examination of 
some facets of the Brahmin tradition. The film is set in the early twentieth 
century and deals with the lives of Narayan Van an Tilak and his wife Lax
mibai. In accordance with custom, they are married while they are still 
children. At her husband's request, she educates herself. Surprisingly, her 
husband, a Brahmin scholar, becomes a Christian, and she is caught 
between loyalty to her husband and loyalty to the religious tradition in 
which she was brought up. And gradually, as the film progresses, we 
begin to see how she realizes that religion and caste make for division in 
society and embraces secularism. 

Rao Saheb. Mehta's second film, also deals with the interplay of tradi
tion and modernity, inherited custom and progressive reform. The film is 
both a study of society and of Rao Saheb, a social reformer who fails the 
ultimate test - practicing what he preaches. The film is based on an 
extremely popular play, Barrister. which in turn was based on a novel. 

The story is set in the early twentieth century, which witnessed an inter
esting confrontation between Westernization and traditional Indian cul-
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ture. The film deals with Brahmin orthodoxy, widow remarriage, and 
social reform - topics that generated much debate in the 1920S. A twenty
year-old municipal clerk, Bhaurao, comes home with his fifteen-year-old 
bride, Radhakka. They live in a small outbuilding at the back of a man
sion, which has now fallen into disrepair. The mansion is owned by Rao 
Saheb. In this mansion live three people who lead strangely isolated lives: 
Rao Saheb, an English-educated barrister who lives amidst an artificially 
created Victorian ambience; his brother, Nana Saheb, who is suffering 
from some mental disorder and has withdrawn totally into himself; and 
Mawsi, Rao Saheb's aunt, who was widowed at the age of ten and now 
leads the austere life of a widow in accordance with custom. 

A certain gloominess, both physical and psychological, pervades the 
mansion. The arrival of vivacious Radhakka infuses a new vitality into the 
environment. Mawsi takes a liking to her. Radhakka is fascinated by Rao 
Saheb and his charmingly foreign ways. Rao Saheb is nervous and indeci
sive, caught uneasily between two cultures. 

Meanwhile, Radhakka gives birth to a son. Everyone in the household 
is thrilled with the arrival of the baby, except the mentally deranged Nana 
Saheb. One night in a heavy downpour, he leaves the house to be lost for
ever. Bhaurao goes in search of him, but unfortunately fails in his mission, 
contracts pneumonia, and dies soon afterward. 

Tatya, Bhaurao's father, who is given to heavy drinking, blames Rao 
Saheb for the death of his son and is emphatic on the need to shave 
Radhakka's hair, as is prescribed by traditional custom as an indication of 
her commitment to a life of austere widowhood. Rao Saheb, who is con
stantly harping on the theme of social reform, tries to dissuade Tatya from 
doing so, but he fails. Rao Saheb is engulfed by a sense of frustration and 
helplessness. In the meantime, as fate would have it, Tatya drowns in a 
well. 

In response to Rao Saheb's request, Radhakka starts to grow her hair 
and wear bangles, forsakes the austere life of widowhood, and begins to 
educate herself. The mutual, emotional attachment between Rao Saheb 
and Radhakka seems to be growing. Mawsi tells Rao Saheb that he should 
marry Radhakka. He accedes to it in principle but cannot bring himself to 
take the necessary action. He comes up with evasive plans. We observe a 
failure of will and a crisis of decisiveness. In sheer frustration and annoy
ance, Radhakka resolves to go back to a life of widowhood. 

Rao Saheb is a sensitively photographed film; there is a cogent visual 
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presence and a ruminative rhythm to the film that enhances its emotional 
appeal. This is a carefully crafted work that examines both social issues 
and the complexities of individual character by probing beneath the 
received stereotypes, paying close attention to the plight of women 
trapped in gendered discourse. 

The next two films - 36 Chowringhee Lane and Parama - are by 
Aparna Sen, who has been associated with cinema from very early in life. 
She first gained critical recognition as an actress in Satyajit Ray's films and 
then as a filmmaker in her own right. 36 Chowringhee Lane is Aparna 
Sen's first film and deals with the loneliness and disappointment of an 
Anglo-Indian school teacher. The term Anglo-Indian is normally used to 
designate the children of mixed Indian and English parentage during Brit
ish rule. They were not totally accepted by either the Indians or the British 
community living in India; they led a precarious existence. The Anglo
Indians adopted British ways of life, wore Western clothes, ate Western 
food, and took Christian names; however, they were not considered fully 
British by either the Indians or the British. 

36 Chowringhee Lane deals with the life of one such Anglo-Indian 
teacher, Violet Stoneham. She is now an aging school teacher trying to 
teach Shakespeare to an uninterested and unappreciative group of girls in 
the city of Calcutta. She lives in a dark and dingy apartment by herself, 
with a cat to keep her company. Her friends and relatives have all 
departed India for good. She leads a lonely existence surrounded by mem
ories. The only person close to her who remains in India is her brother 
Eddie, who is spending his last months, senile and mentally deranged, in a 
home for the aged. 

As Violet Stoneham returns home from church on a Christmas day, she 
chances to meet Nandita, a former student of hers. Samaresh, Nandita's 
boyfriend, is with her, and Violet invites them both for coffee. It is with 
some initial reluctance that they accept the invitation because the prospect 
of spending time with an old woman teacher reminiscing about her past 
does not particularly appeal to them. However, they quickly realize the 
possibilities inherent in the situation; Samaresh and Nandita realize that 
they can use Violet's house as a place to meet in quiet rather than in taxi 
cabs. Samaresh persuades Violet to allow him to use her apartment while 
she is away at school so that he can write the novel that he has been plan
ning to write for so long in an atmosphere of peace and quiet. 

For the time being, this arrangement works well for everyone con-
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cerned. Samaresh and Nandita are able to spend time together while Vio
let is in school; and she in turn is able to return from work to an apart
ment full of joy and life. A warm and intimate relationship seems to 
develop between them. Nandita and Samaresh accompany her on walks 
and bring her dinner from restaurants; she plays her old records for their 
entertainment; Violet's life is once again filled with delight, and she even 
forgets to pay her weekly visit to her brother. 

In the meantime, Violet realizes that the atmosphere in school is begin
ning to turn sour. A new head of the English department is appointed. She 
is a young Indian teacher who has the right professional qualifications, 
but very little experience. Violet is ordered to confine her teaching to 
English grammar rather than literature. As her brother becomes more fee
ble, he grows more and more irritable. However, Violet is able to face 
these disappointments and frustrations with equanimity. 

Her intimate relationship with the young Indian couple offers her a 
much-needed sense of security and human warmth. However, that too 
proves illusory. One day she returns to her apartment unexpectedly and 
finds out for what purpose the young couple has been using her apart
ment. Events begin to take a turn for the worse. Eddie dies, and her last 
link with the Anglo-Indian world is severed. Samaresh lands a job, and 
Samaresh and Nandita get married. As a wedding gift, Nandita's parents 
give them a fully furnished apartment. Now they have no more use for 
Violet's apartment. Meeting friends, attending parties and receptions, 
Samaresh and Nandita very quickly forget Violet. 

Violet finds it increasingly difficult to accept this situation. Her misery 
is now deepened. She pays a visit to the young couple and hopes earnestly 
that their relationship, which means so much to her, will once again flour
ish. It's Christmas once again; Violet invites Nandita and Samaresh for 
tea, but they unfortunately decline, saying that they had made prior plans 
and that they will be out of town. Understandably enough, Violet is dis
appointed. The film ends with Violet enmeshed in total and unbearable 
isolation. The final image of her is on a dark and wet night, all by herself, 
reciting her favorite Shakespearean lines to a desolate street. 

The fourth film that I wish to call attention to is Parama, also by 
Aparna Sen. This film explores female subjectivity in the context of the 
Indian family and how we need to envision the plight of women as sub
jects in a culture that marginalizes, circumscribes, and imprisons them. In 
this film, Sen examines how the subjectivity of women can be rearticulat
ed in terms of the historical experience of gender. 
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The film centers on the life of Parama, who is now entering middle age; 
she married early and lives a protected life in a traditional upper-class 
family. She has absorbed the ethos of orthodox, upper-class, family living 
and performs her expected duties as wife, mother, aunt, and sister-in-law. 
She has totally submerged her authentic self in the various roles as
signed her. 

A family festival takes place at which Parama's role is crucial as the one 
who oversees all the details. At this festival, Parama happens to meet a 
nephew of a friend of her husband's called Rahul, who earns his living 
abroad as a photographer. He is visiting India, and his passion for record
ing traditional ceremonies results in his coming to Parama's house for the 
festival. There, Rahul is attracted by Parama's face. 

Rahul is much younger than Parama and is in fact a friend of her hus
band's nephew. Therefore, Rahul would customarily address her as aunt; 
instead he calls her by her first name, Parama. She finds this somewhat 
unsettling. Rahul brings to a family gathering the photographs he has 
taken, and Parama is deeply embarrassed to realize that in many of them 
she is at the center of attention. Her embarrassment is deepened when her 
nephew calls to inform her that Rahul is interested in taking more photo
graphs of her. At first Parama refuses, but later agrees as her mother-in
law and the rest of the family convince her that it would be impolite to 
ignore such a request. 

Rahul arrives one morning as Parama is attending to her daily house
hold chores and photographs her. Extremely self-conscious and somewhat 
troubled by all this, she is happy when Rahulleaves, saying that he has 
taken enough photographs. However, Rahul comes back and again asks 
her to introduce him to the old city. Parama's husband, Bhaskar, is away 
on business, and so with her mother-in-law's permission, she agrees to 
accompany him. Parama experiences a new sense of freedom; she finds his 
company invigorating. Gradually, Parama finds that she is being emotion
ally drawn toward Rahul. 

Parama, who in accordance with family custom has so far dutifully and 
submissively played the assigned roles of wife, mother, and daughter-in
law, now begins to realize that she is also a woman of flesh and blood. 
Her married life with Bhaskar has settled into a predictable and routine 
round of events; she takes care of his needs, looks after their children, and 
maintains a comfortable home. But now she feels an inner urge stirring 
deeply within her. She feels desire for Rahul; his understanding of her and 
his pleasant ways appeal to her. 
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At the same time, a certain fear overtakes Parama, and she calls up her 
husband, who is away on business, and asks him to come back immedi
ately. This is not the first time he has been away from home, and as every
thing seems to be normal, he is surprised by this request. In the meantime, 
Parama has resolved that she should be mentally strong and should not see 
Rahul again. 

But it so happens that Parama, quite by accident, meets Rahul in the 
house of one of her friends. There she yields to her temptations. From 
now on she delights in this new relationship; under various subterfuges 
she gets away from home and spends her time with Rahul. A new excite
ment has entered her life. In the meantime, Rahul goes back, and Parama 
returns to her customary way of life. However, things have changed irre
vocably, and neither her husband nor the household seems to have any 
attraction for her. 

Rahul writes from abroad, and Parama replies; in the next letter he spe
cifies a date for his' return to India. Rahul sends Parama a magazine in 
which some of his photographs of her have been printed. On one of the 
photographs he has scrawled with a pen a message of love. Bhaskar, see
ing that it is a magazine, opens it, and a firestorm breaks out. Parama's 
mother disappears to her bedroom and refuses to see her; her husband 
moves to another room; the children are unwillingly kept away from her; 
she is no longer allowed to play her earlier important role in the house
hold. She is overcome by unbearable pain. Rahul is presumed lost or 
stranded in some distant country. Finding no support, Parama decides to 
take her life. 

Parama's family find her lying bleeding in a bath, and she is immedi
ately taken to a nursing home. Her family, somewhat guilty, gather 
around her. She learns that Rahul has been located and is in good health. 
None of this seems to move Parama. The compassionate family doctor 
admonishes her that she should seek psychiatric counselling to recover 
from the trauma and erase her feelings of guilt. But Parama says with a 
great measure of self-assurance that she has no sense of guilt. Parama's 
teenage daughter, who had initially condemned her behavior, now comes 
and sits by her. 

I have summarized very briefly the stories of the four films, Phaniyam
ma, Rao Saheb, 36 Chowringhee Lane, and Parama. All of them, in their 
own different ways, touch on the questions of female subjectivity and 
patriarchy and show how patriarchy circumscribes female behavior. The 
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pain and anguish borne by Phaniyamma, Radhakka, Violet Stoneham, 
and Parama can be understood best in terms of gender difference and cus
tom and social practice that conspire to fortify it. The four films are obvi
ously different in terms of social background, nature of characters, and 
the human dynamics that propel the stories. But they are united in their 
attempt to focus attention on the question of female subjectivity in an 
essentially and constrictingly patriarchal social order. Clearly, these films 
are very different from the works associated with popular Indian cinema 
that also seek to call attention to the plight of women (Dissanayake and 
Sahai 1988). 

Phaniyamma deals with the plight of a woman, hemmed in by essen
tially androcentric customs and traditions, seeking to establish her subjec
tivity in what is indubitably a patriarchal social order. Her voice is 
silenced, as gender identity is fixed and determined in accordance with 
male values leading to female self-abnegation. Phaniyamma, as a child, in 
her bewildered and uncomprehending way, submits to these self-denying 
androcentric imperatives; but gradually as she matures and gains in social 
insight, she begins to challenge them. At the end of the film, not only is 
she mentally liberated from the constricting taboos and customs that had 
surrounded her, but she in fact helps a young woman confronted with a 
similar situation to fight them off. Phaniyamma is no revolutionary, but in 
her own thoughtful and quiet way is able to question some of the out
moded customs and traditions whose net effect is to thwart the subjectiv
ity of women. And this is all brought to the surface in the context of the 
family. What the film seeks to do is to point out the futility of adhering to 
such obsolete customs as the prohibition on widow remarriage and to call 
attention to the need to clear a space where questions of gendered subjec
tivity could be discussed more honestly and productively. Prema Karanth, 
the director of the film, cogently brings out the troubling relationship 
between women as historical subjects and women as a product of dis
course and the compelling need to give women a voice in forming their 
historically based subjectivity and to demarginalize women. 

Rao Saheb also deals with the question of femininity being repressed 
within patriarchal discourses, and of feminine subjectivity being culturally 
constructed. In this film, male gaze is dominant in that the narrative cen
tering on Rao Saheb controls the impulses toward female discourse and 
female desire. Rao Saheb demonstrates the way in which power relations 
are inscribed in patriarchal discourses. In this film, we see how Radhak-
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ka's life is treated with an utter lack of sympathy for her viewpoint, and 
how she in point of fact becomes a victim of patriarchalism. Mr. Rao fan
cies himself to be a social reformer and one possessing a modernist out
look on life. However, when the time arrives for him to put his reforma
tory ideas into practice and repudiate the age-old customs, he fails, hiding 
behind lame excuses. An ahistorical, eternal, feminine essence circum
scribed by the male discourse surfaces. This film deals with the life of Mr. 
Rao; but the real agonies and frustrations are experienced by Radhakka. 
In a sense, the entire film becomes a metaphor for the ineluctable power of 
the patriarchal discourse in that Radhakka's privations have to be seen in 
relation to the life of Mr. Rao. Rao Saheb points out how gender is the 
outcome of diverse social technologies, institutionalized discourses, and 
ways of making sense of the world. In the final analysis, we come away 
from the film firmly convinced that gender is a culturally constructed 
object of male discourse. 

36 Chowringhee Lane too deals with female subjectivity in the context 
of family and the absence of self-fulfillment in a world where power rela
tions are inscribed in accordance with the dictates of patriarchal culture. 
Violet Stoneham is a lonely teacher; she has not the comfort and security 
of a family life. In addition, she is living in a fast-shrinking world, where 
all Anglo-Indians have departed. Her only joy is teaching literature, and 
very soon that too is destined to be taken away from her. It is into this 
bleak situation that the young couple enters and raises her hopes, only to 
plunge her into a deeper darkness. The film portrays the plight of a lonely 
woman in a society that cares little for questions of female subjectivity and 
self-fulfillment. At first glance, it might appear as though Violet's priva
tions are culture-specific and situation-specific. However, the entire 
iconography of the film as well as the thrust of the narration make us react 
to Violet as a metaphor of the helplessness of women caught in the strands 
of patriarchal discourse. In this film we see the indubitable power of patri
archy which positions women as other. 

The film Parama explores the notion of female subjectivity in the con
text of the traditional Indian family and what it means to strive to realize 
one's authentic self. If feminism can be broadly understood as the recogni
tion of women's predicament as one of oppression, marginalization, sub
ordination on the basis of sexual difference, this film can legitimately be 
termed a film with a feminist vision. Parama lives in a traditional, Indian, 
upper-class household leading a routine life until Rahul enters the scene; 
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from then on, her life takes on a different complexion, and she realizes for 
the first time that she too has a distinct individuality that needs to be nur
tured. The film deals with the manifold implications of this awakening as 
it touches on questions of tradition, authority, and freedom. Parama dem
onstrates how culturally grounded imperatives of patriarchal discourse 
are mapped onto female subjectivity. Aparna Sen, as a sensitive artist, has 
sought to open a space for the rearticulation of female subjectivity in the 
context of family and the cultural foundations that support it. Parama, 
the protagonist of the film, challenges the traditional interpellations 
whereby a woman accepts as her own discourse one that is foisted on her 
through the power of patriarchy. Indeed, this is a necessary first step in the 
writing of a newer cultural narrative. 

All these films, very broadly, can be characterized as works of art that 
seek to extend the reach of feminist thinking in the Indian context. Karen 
Offen, in proposing a thoughtful reexamination and reconceptualization 
of the public understanding of the word feminism based on the history of 
the word and its cognates and on evidence of its use from comparative his
tory, makes the following comment: 

I would consider as feminists any persons, female or male, whose ideas and 
actions (insofar as they can be documented) show them to meet three crite
ria: (I) they recognize the validity of women's own interpretations of their 
lived experience and needs and acknowledge the values women claim pub
licly on their own (as distinct from an aesthetic ideal of womanhood 
invented by men) in assessing their status in society relative to men; (2) they 
exhibit consciousness of, discomfort at, or even anger over institutionalized 
injustice (or inequity) toward women as a group by men as a group in a 
given society; and (3) they advocate the elimination of that injustice by chal
lenging, through efforts to alter prevailing ideas and/or social institutions 
and practices, the coercive power, force, or authority that upholds male pre
rogatives in that particular culture. Thus, to be a feminist is necessarily to 
be at odds with male-dominated culture and society. (Offen 1988,152) 

Offen's definition touches on the intentions and achievements of the 
three Indian women filmmakers that I discuss in this essay at a number of 
significant domains. 

An important distinction needs to be made between films made by 
women and feminist films. The four films that I have discussed have all 
been made by women film directors. However, they cannot be termed 
"feminist" films in the strictest sense of the word, although they do contain 
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a vision deeply relevant to women's concerns. A feminist film demands, I 
think, a much more resolute and integrated effort of content, style, and 
vision to fundamentally challenge the assumptions of a patriarchal social 
order. 

The films under consideration here all have a feminist thrust; however, 
there is an interesting contradiction manifested in them whereby the style 
and techniques of presentation seem to unconsciously subvert the content. 
In a sense, this dramatizes the dilemma facing creative women artists 
working within a patriarchal social order. Before discussing this aspect, it 
is useful to focus attention briefly on the issue of projecting a characteristi
cally feminine vision in cinema. Sheila Rowbotham (I973) emphasized the 
need for women to look back at themselves through their own cultural 
creations, their action, their ideas, their pamphlets, their organization, 
their history, their theory. Teresa de Lauretis went a step further: 

As a form of political critique or critical politics, and through the specific 
consciousness that women have developed to analyze the subject's relation 
to sociohistorical reality, feminism not only has invented new strategies or 
created new texts, but, more important, it has conceived a new social sub
ject, women: as speakers, writers, readers, spectators, users, and makers of 
cultural forms, shapers of cultural processes. The project of women's cin
ema, therefore, is no longer that of destroying or disrupting man-centered 
vision by representing its blind spots, its gaps, or its repressed. The effort 
and challenge now are how to effect another vision: to construct other 
objects and subjects of vision, and to formulate the conditions of represen
tability of another social subject. For the time being, then, feminist work in 
film seems necessarily focused on those subjective limits and discursive 
boundaries that mark women's division as gender-specific, a division more 
elusive, complex, and contradictory than can be conveyed in the notion of 
sexual difference as it is currently used. (de Lauretis 1987, 134-135) 

In order for cinema to accomplish this, it is vital that we recognize that 
styles of cinema are by and large constructed in accordance with what 
Ann Kaplan termed the "unconscious of patriarchy." The organization of 
film narrative reflects this language of the unconscious. As Kaplan pointed 
out, "Women in film thus do not function as signifiers for a signified (a 
real woman), as sociological critics have assumed, but signifier and signi
fied have been eluded into a sign that represents something in the male 
conscious" (Kaplan I983, 30). When we examine Phaniyamma, Rao 
Saheb, 36 Chowringhee Lane, and Parama, we see this influence of the 
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"unconscious of patriarchy" clearly. Hence they fail to achieve a total fem
inist imperative. 

All four films, while pursuing feminist themes, adopt a neorealistic 
style. This style of filmmaking is closely associated with patriarchal dis
course; patriarchal ideology is inscribed in the visual codes, narrative stra
tegies, and in the iconography in general. This is not merely a question of 
the tradition of realistic filmmaking being forged and shaped by males; the 
language of film itself is pervaded by patriarchal ideology. Hence, when 
female filmmakers choose to adopt this filmmaking they unconsciously 
subscribe to that ideology. The content of the four films discussed is decid
edly feminist in nature, while the style is at odds with the general thrust of 
the content in that it reinforces masculine perspectives on things. 

Phaniyamma, Rao Saheb, 36 Chowringhee Lane, and Parama adopt a 
style of presentation that does not interrogate and criticize the patriarchal 
dominance that they seek to call attenticn to. In all these films, the specta
tor is urged to identify with the misery, the agony, and the suffering of the 
women protagonists who are trapped in patriarchal discourse. This leaves 
little for critical detachment. This style of filmmaking inhibits any ques
tioning of the status quo. As long as the close identification with the suf
fering woman protagonist is encouraged within a realistic context, the 
illusion of a closed and realistic world is reinforced. Questions of film 
itself being a product of a wider cultural discourse and the role of the spec
tator and technologies of image-making, which must be investigated in 
depth if the full significance of the role of patriarchy in the suppression 
and representation of women is to be understood, are never fore
grounded. Taking a more psychological approach, one can state that iden
tification with the pains and agonies suffered by the female protagonist 
would deepen the sense of masochism experienced by female spectators 
and offer male spectators an opportunity to get rid of their feelings of guilt 
through a process of catharsis. In the end, this reinforces the status quo; 
rather than provoking a critical frame of mind, this encourages women to 
acquiesce in their pitiable situation. 

What I am advocating is a more conscious attitude to filmmaking 
which makes the audience aware of the camera, of lighting, of editing, 
and the like and thereby helps to distance the viewers from the characters 
seen on the screen. A style of filmmaking that embodies this attitude 
would have stylistically reinforced the message contained in the four films. 
Such a style would have to reevaluate carefully such common cinematic 



88 WIMAL DISSAN A YAKE 

devices as close-ups, shot reaction shots, linear narratives, cross-cutting, 
and so forth, which prod the viewers to identify with the characters, and 
bring into play stratagems that promote critical detachment and reflec
tion. Seeing in this light, we can argue that there is a contradiction 
between content and style in the films discussed, which, in a sense, only 
serves to dramatize the plight of women situated within the strict discur
sive boundaries of patriarchy. 

Another point of interest is that all four films, in their different ways, 
point out the loneliness, the despair of women in the absence of a healthy 
male-female relationship leading to a satisfying family life. However, fem
inists could argue that this itself shows up a patriarchal bias, namely, that 
women can be happy and contented only if they are allowed to enter into a 
protective relationship with men; once again, this attests to the power and 
persuasiveness of the patriarchal discourse. 

So far we have been discussing the representation and self-representa
tion of women in the context of the family within a patriarchal discourse, 
without paying much attention to the question of cultural difference. This 
is an important area of investigation that film theorists and scholars of 
cultural studies often ignore. This brings into focus the bifurcation 
between women as other constructed through various discourses and 
women as material subjects with their distinct personal histories and living 
in specific cultural environments. The tendency of contemporary film the
orists to discuss women as other, paying inadequate attention to the his
torical and cultural specificities that determine the lives of women, has 
resulted in a failure to grasp the realities of women's lives, especially in the 
Third World. A sensitive analysis of the kind of films highlighted in this 
essay would promote a profitable discussion of cultural difference and cul
tural specificities as they influence gendered subjectivity. 

It is in the context of the family, with its linkages to kinship structures, 
norms, and traditions, that women are constructed and given definition. 
This is clearly seen in the four films discussed here, with their portrayal of 
the role of culture in family and shaping womanhood. A closer examina
tion of the trials and tribulations of Phani and Radhakka underlines the 
fact that it is somewhat misleading to conceive of women in an already 
constituted group without focusing on the historical and cultural specifici
ties. It is important, I think, to get away from the homogenizing tendency 
and to pay due attention to questions of cultural difference when we dis
cuss female subjectivity and patriarchy. 
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As these films attest, one area in which the cultural differences related 
to gendered subjectivity can be most fruitfully discussed is in the domain 
of family. Phaniyamma, Rao Saheb, and 36 Chowringhee Lane deal with 
women who are destined not to enjoy the comforts of family and mother
hood. Parama is different. The relationship between family and mother
hood in the Indian context is a very intimate one; motherhood has deep 
associations of religiosity. 

In traditional India, mother as divinity was indeed one of the prepotent 
symbols exercising a powerful influence on the imagination of the people. 
In the Vedas we find the image of the mother goddess, the feminine aspect 
of God in each of his manifestations. The feminine power in creation was 
held in the highest esteem; it was accorded such prominence that feminine 
power became the most universal of all forces. This, of course, is not to 
deny that there was a prominent masculine tradition in earlier Hinduism; 
but with the emergence of tantra the feminine power assumed great 
importance, with the worship of the great mother becoming a dominant 
feature. This worship of the great mother began to permeate diverse layers 
of thinking in society, ranging from the elite to the folk. It is evident that 
according to the guiding tenets of Hindu culture, a woman attains her 
social identity by becoming a mother and handing down the cultural tradi
tions that she has inherited to her children, thereby ensuring family har
mony and cohesion and establishing a continuity with the past. 

The agony, the frustration of the women protagonists in Phaniyamma 
and Rao Saheb is deepened by the fact that they do not have the opportu
nity to enter the sacred realm of motherhood: the force of custom and the 
power of the patriarchal discourse stand in their way. So while female sub
jectivity, as in most parts of the world, is severely circumscribed by gen
dered discourse, in the Indian context, there is a difference in the sense 
that motherhood seems to transcend those discursive boundaries and clear 
a space wherein gendered subjectivity attains a different level of discourse. 
That Phaniyamma and Radhakka are disallowed to attain this level makes 
their tragedies all the more poignant. 

Wimal Dissanayake is a research associate in the Institute of Culture and Com
munication at the East-West Center and is the coauthor of Raj Kapoor's Films: 
Harmony of Discourses (Vikas Publishing House, 1988). 
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One Single Blend: 
A Conversation with Satyajit Ray 

SURANJAN GANGULY 

SINCE The Home and the World, shown at the Cannes Film Festival in 
1984, Satyajit Ray has not made any full-length films. Two heart attacks 
and bypass surgery in Houston, Texas, led to a period of convalescence. 
Although advised by doctors to avoid the rigors of filmmaking for a while, 
Ray has not been inactive. He has been writing, as before, for children 
and editing Sandesh, a magazine for young people. Some of his stories 
that have appeared there and elsewhere have been translated by Ray into 
English and published by Dutton in The Unicorn and other Fantastic 
Tales of India (1987). 

Ray has also been busy writing screenplays and scoring music for a 
series of television films made by his son. Then in 1987 he made a docu
mentary on his father, Sukumar Ray, the gifted poet, writer, illustrator, 
and essayist, who died when Ray was only two and a half years old. Now 
the good news is that Ray is working on a new feature, his twenty-sixth. 
Based on Henrik Ibsen's The Enemy of the People, Ganashatru is in 
Bengali and scheduled for release this year. 

I met Rayon a hot summer morning at his house in Calcutta. We talked 
for about an hour, and he answered questions on the dissertation chapter I 
am writing on the "cellular" structure of his films, particularly Charulata. 
Here is the transcript, which he later read and approved. 

SG As a student of fine arts at Santiniketan, did you come in contact 
with a certain vision of life, a way of looking at things? 

SR At Santiniketan I learnt to look at nature. I never really had a chance 
before, having lived in the city. I had a certain feeling for nature, of 
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course, but there I learnt to look. My teacher, Nandalal Bose [I882-I966, 
Indian painter], would ask us to draw a tree not from the top downwards 
as in the West, but the other way round, since a tree grows up not down. 
All this proved valuable when I was making Pather Panchali [I955], 
although I did not know it then. Nandalal never did get to see the film, but 
from what he heard, he correctly surmised that I could achieve certain 
effects because of what I had observed at Santiniketan. All those atmo
spheric details: the feel of a storm coming, waterflies hovering over water, 
the first drops and the first ripples - I could create them because I had 
seen and felt them. 

SG You have said that everything you learnt there has gone into your 
films. Can you specify how your training has shaped your visual style? 

SR This is difficult to say because what I learnt there about images con
cerns painting only. Since images in film differ from those in painting, I 
find it hard to explain how my training in fine arts has shaped my visual 
style in another medium. I make films instinctively; only later in retro
spect, I can recognize particular influences and sometimes trace them back 
to their sources. 

At Santiniketan, what I consider important was my exposure to Chi
nese and Japanese art, specially to woodcuts, which have a cinematic 
quality of their own. And I learnt about the use of details there. 

SG You have drawn an analogy between your films and painting - the 
paintings of Bonnard [Pierre Bonnard, I867-I947, French painter]. 

SR Yes, I have, but that's not to be taken literally, of course. I love Bon
nard. I love the way everything has the same uniform importance in his 
paintings. The human figure is no more or less important than objects like 
chairs and tables, a bowl of fruits, or a vase of flowers. It's one single 
blend, and everything is expressed through it. I have tried to do this in 
some of my films, to mix all kinds of things together, so that they are all 
related, all important. You have to understand the characters in their con
text, in relation to everything - objects, events, little details. They all 
mean something together. You can't take a single element out of this with
out disrupting the whole. And you can't understand one small thing with
out the rest. 
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I find this in Cartier-Bresson's [Henri Cartier-Bresson, b. I908, French 
photographer] photographs all the time, even in his portraits. The one of 
Sartre shows him off-center so that you can see everything around him: 
the bridge, the lamppost, the shape of the building behind. You cannot 
ignore all this because they make the photograph what it is, and they 
express the man. Similarly, Matisse sits among his pigeons in another Car
tier-Bresson portrait, and there is a perfect integration of all these ele
ments. 

SG Don't you find this quality in Benode Behari [Benode Behari 
Mukherji, I904-I980, Indian painter, Ray's teacher at Santiniketan and 
the subject of his I974 documentary, The Inner Eye] as well? It doesn't 
seem to be there in N andalal. 

SR Yes, there is the same sense of a blend in Benode Behari, but Nanda
lal is different, more romantic. 

SG How important has Cartier-Bresson been to your work? 

SR Cartier-Bresson has been a major influence on my work from the 
very start. There is a wonderful shaping power in his photographs, an 
organic unity. He can create perfect fusion out of all kinds of diverse 
things, and at the same time, achieve a precise sense of form. I enjoy his 
wit very much. And I am drawn to his humanism, his concern for man -
always expressed with sympathy and understanding. 

SG You have said that you like to think of works of art as being "cellu
lar." In your films, moments/images become important because they 
acquire a certain density of meaning. Can these moments/images be 
regarded as the cinematic equivalent of Cartier-Bresson's "decisive 
moment"? 

SR I don't think his concept of "the decisive moment" can be applied to 
cinema where the images are constantly in a state of flux and the context 
changes all the time. Photography and cinema are after all two different 
things .... I never use images for their own sake. There are moments in 
my films that serve as some sort of a climax. A lot of things come together. 
But a single image cannot convey this. It needs other images with which it 
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can interact. There are certain moments that don't .even require words. 
The images speak for themselves. 

SG Such as Charulata's first seven minutes .... 

SR In the first seven minutes, there is virtually no dialogue. Charu's lone
liness, her playful nature, her relationship with Bhupati - all this is estab
lished through images. I show the distance between the couple by making 
Bhupati walk past her, turning over the pages of his book, unaware of her 
presence. No words are necessary. Similarly, Charu's restlessness is con
veyed through a series of wordless scenes in which she moves from win
dow to window looking at the world outside through her lorgnette. All 
these images together create meaning. 

SG The sequence ends with a final image: Charu's hand holding the lor
gnette flops down in resignation. Contact with her husband has not been 
achieved .... 

SR The gesture does serve as a climax since it sums up some of her feel
ings, but it does not convey the whole sequence. I don't think a particular 
image can be singled out like this and termed as decisive or representative. 
A film is like an organism. It has organic unity. When I call works of art 
"cellular," I have this organic quality in mind. What is important is the 
totality that results from various elements that come together. These ele
ments deal with each and every aspect of a film. But together they form an 
organic whole. 

SG There are filmmakers in the West whose films are also "cellular." ... 

SR Oh yes ... like John Ford and Billy Wilder. And the Japanese cin
ema has produced three outstanding examples: Mizoguchi, Ozu, and 
Kurosawa. 

SG In Charulata, did you use the storm that coincides with Amal's 
arrival consciously as a symbol? It creates a wonderful sense of irony 
when it recurs near the end. Bhupati returns to his bedroom because the 
storm interrupts his drive and discovers Charu's true feelings for Amal. 
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SR The storm could be symbolic, but it also has a certain realism of its 
own. This is the season of nor'westers - so it is appropriate that there 
should be a storm. Irony not only depends on a certain context, but can be 
expressed through parallel camera setups. One setup recalls another used 
earlier, but the situation has changed completely. 

SG Charulata ends with a freeze of hands about to touch. This is fol
lowed by a series of stills that capture earlier moments in the film. Did you 
use them to signal the end of the narrative and the beginning of a new 
sense of time and space? 

SR At the end of Tagore's story, Bhupati wants to take Charu to Mysore, 
but she refuses. And this refusal is conveyed through a single word which, 
I think, is highly effective (the English equivalent would be "That will 
do"). In the film, I knew it had to be different. The freeze creates a certain 
ambiguity, but it also suggests reconciliation. 

In Pather Panchali, just before the end, I show a snake entering the 
house. I think that works very well. Since this is the first and only time the 
snake appears in the film, the scene makes a strong impact. It keeps the 
audience in their seats when they know the story is over. So before I show 
the family leaving, I show the snake, and that creates a powerful relation
ship with the last scenes. It is never melodramatic. 

There are two versions of Charulata. The one shown in the West ends 
with the freeze, and I prefer that to the version which contains the stills. 
The stills suggest recollection - in silence. They allude to what happened 
before to convey the full impact of what has happened now. And they 
express the director's point of view. The silence is important because it dis
tances the narrative. And our sense of time and space also changes. 

Suranjan Ganguly, a Ph.D. student in the Department of English at Purdue Uni
versity, West Lafayette, Indiana, has taught undergraduate courses in film and 
film and fiction. He is writing an interdisciplinary dissertation on Satyajit Ray, 
Henri Cartier-Bresson, and Virginia Woolf. 



Hollywood and the Rise of Suburbia 

WILLIAM ROTHMAN 

T HE RISE of suburbia and the attendant transformation of the Ameri
can city into a decaying "inner city" with pockets of "gentrification" (that 
is, pockets of suburbia within the city), together with the simultaneous 
ascendancy of television and consumerism, is the central development in 
American society in the second half of this century. It is not difficult to 
understand how this development in the period following the Second 
World War changed the patterns of American moviegoing, leading to the 
present situation in which the primary audience for films in America is 
under twenty-five and suburban (at least in outlook). What remains mys
terious is why the generation that was Hollywood's American audience in 
the 1930S bought into suburbia and its attendant consumerism, how it rec
onciled this new form of life with the utopian dreams of the films it had 
taken to heart. Surely part of the explanation is that suburbia was aggres
sively sold, that Americans were manipulated and exploited by forces that 
stood to profit - and are still profiting - from this wholesale transforma
tion of the American landscape and social fabric. But to say that Ameri
cans were sold a bill of goods does not explain why Americans bought it. 

One possible interpretation of their choice is that Americans changed 
their minds, converted, gave up an old dream in favor of a new one - or 
in favor of no dream at all. I recognize the truth in this view but also the 
truth in the opposing interpretation that Americans saw their investment 
in suburbia as not only consistent with the old dream but compelled by it, 
as if at the end of the war America was seizing a historic moment to under
take the heroic enterprise of making the collective dream of its movies 
real. 

In an earlier essay, I characterized the changes of this period as a deci
sive turning point in the history of American film: 
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Hollywood's audience was fragmenting. The older generation, once the 
audience for classical Hollywood films, stayed home and watched televi
sion. Why the men and women of this generation abandoned movies, or 
were abandoned by movies, is no less a mystery than why they once 
demanded movies that spoke to them with the greatest seriousness. Surely, 
they could not have really believed that America in the fifties fulfilled the 
transcendental aspirations expressed by the movies they had taken to heart. 
Yet they opted for television's reassurance that what was happening now 
was not really passing them by, that they were plugged into a human com
munity after all. At the same time, rod 'n' roll (with its seductive promise of 
breaking down barriers now), not film (in which a screen separates the audi
ence from the world of its dreams), fired the imagination of the young. The 
fate of film in America, and the longing to become more fully human that it 
expressed, hung - and still hangs - in the balance. (Rothman 1986, 44) 

In this essay, I wish to return, with perhaps a bit more sympathy, to this 
mysterious moment at which the generation that was Hollywood's Ameri
can audience in the 1930S bought into suburbia and opted to stay home 
and watch television. 

When film was first displayed in Paris and New York on the eve of the 
new century, it was the latest technological marvel. That is, film was orig
inallya creature of the city. In France, "the city" means Paris; in England, 
London; in Mexico, Mexico City; in Japan, Tokyo. What is "the city" to 
the United States? In our time, New York City has been and is a major 
world capital and a center of American cultural and intellectual life. It is 
not a question whether Paris is un-French, London un-English, Tokyo un
Japanese, or Mexico City un-Mexican. Yet it is a question to America 
whether New York City is American as opposed, say, to un-American. 
Sophisticated Paris defines France, but sophisticated New York City does 
not define America. Indeed, what makes the American-ness of New York 
a question is precisely that it is sophisticated, is a cosmopolitan center of 
culture and intellect, or at least fashion, is perhaps less fully committed to 
the break with Europe and its culture of sophistication that serious Ameri
can thinkers have taken to be a condition of a specifically American soci
ety. For what is America if Americans rank Americans by their degree of 
cultivation? 

As narrative became the dominant mode of film production in the first 
decade of the twentieth century, the new medium hooked up with the 
chains of vaudeville and melodrama theaters that already blanketed the 
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nation. By the time of the country's entrance into the First World War, the 
audience for film in America encompassed small town, medium-sized city, 
large city, and metropolis. In this period, it was D. W. Griffith whose 
ideas and attitudes were most in tune with this audience. And his ideas 
and attitudes about the city were, 1 believe, deep sources of his hold, and 
film's, on the American imagination. 

Griffith grew up in Kentucky but dreamed of making his mark as an 
author of the Great American Play. That means he dreamed of conquering 
the New York theater world. Yet he failed to receive New York's recogni
tion as a playwright, barely scraping by as an actor before he sank so low 
as to accept a job - under an assumed name, of course - as an actor, then 
as a director, for the new medium of film. Through film, Griffith was des
tined to conquer New York after all. But the failure of New York theater 
to recognize him, combined with his self-reliance in refusing to lose faith 
in himself despite the pain of that rejection, taught Griffith to think of film 
as at war with "legitimate" theater and with New York's valuation of 
sophistication over native genius. 

A crucial event in the history of American film was the shift of produc
tion in the mid-teens from New York to California, a development that 
coincided with the birth of film as a modern industry. Los Angeles was 
hardly a city at that time, and to all intents and purposes Hollywood 
didn't even exist: the American film industry and Hollywood were each 
other's creations. As Hollywood became the center of film consciousness, 
Griffith's experience of the real city of New York lost its apparent rele
vance and authority. Figures like Cecil B. DeMille gained in prominence 
as Griffith's power receded. Yet despite its growing fascination with 
urbane Jazz Age values, the American silent cinema never unambiguously 
broke with Griffith's vision. The silent films Ernst Lubitsch directed in 
America are exceptions to this, but in their affirmation they remained the 
work of a European, not an American. Countering Lubitsch's European 
outlook was that of F. W. Murnau, another European Hollywood im
ported at the close of the silent' era. Sunrise, Murnau's first film in 
America, made an enormous impression on Hollywood. Sunrise took a 
Griffith-like stand against the corrupting influence of city sophistication, 
although its cachet in Hollywood was inseparable from Murnau's reputa
tion as an artist in the vanguard of sophisticated European ideas about the 
cinema. It was not until the simultaneous occurrence of the talkies and the 
Great Depression, I take it, that Hollywood formulated new ideas about 
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the city, ideas that were specifically American, ideas that reconciled the 
opposition between Griffith and DeMille, between Murnau and Lubitsch. 

Films like Mr. Deeds Goes to Town and Mr. Smith Goes to Washington 
may lead us to think that American films of the 1930S were opposed to the 
city or at least suspicious of it. Yet it is important to keep in mind that, for 
Capra, the city, by virtue of its energy and the diversity of its people, also 
represents America, an America in crisis. After all, Mr. Deeds's ideas turn 
out not to be alien to the city, since they win over the judge and the city
folk on the jury. The city as such is not un-American, in Capra's under
standing. America's cities need spiritual renewal but so does all of 
America. 

Many American films of the 1930S seem to tip the balance toward the 
city, toward the judgment that city sophistication is superior, not inferior, 
to a small-town or rural outlook. Musicals of both the Busby Berkeley and 
the Astaire-Rogers persuasions celebrated the American city - they were 
America's version of Europe's "city symphonies." And fast-talking come
dies like The Awful Truth and His Girl Friday took undisguised pleasure 
in sophisticated wit that often manifested itself in jokes - Ralph Bellamy 
always seemed to be their butt - that hilariously poked fun at such places 
as Oklahoma City and Albany. The brilliance of Hollywood's wit resulted 
directly from a new infusion of New Yorkers, or at least Broadway theater 
people, into the film industry, and perhaps indirectly to the studios' going 
into receivership to Wall Street. "Broadway" and "Wall Street," of course, 
are as mythical as "Hollywood" and not simply identifiable with the "real" 
New York. Yet there was a genuine cross-fertilization of New York and 
Hollywood sensibilities in the early years of talkies. In part from this 
cross-fertilization emerged a constellation of new movie genres and
unpredictably - an era of astonishing creativity and achievement. 

The consciousness that emerged in 1930S Hollywood was not Griffith's, 
but it also was not DeMille's. Neither was it Murnau's or Lubitsch's, 
although Lubitsch, as director but even more as Paramount production 
chief, played a major role in the period immediately preceding 1934, the 
year It Happened One Night swept the Academy Awards and inaugurated 
the new era. The consciousness of post-1934 Hollywood was American, 
not European; and it was new, although recognizably within an old tradi
tion, the tradition of American transcendentalism. It is not an urban con
sciousness, but it is not opposed to urbanity either. 

Stanley Cavell, the most astute student of Hollywood films of this era, 
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argues in his seminal book, Pursuits of Happiness, that Hollywood of the 
1930S constitutes a stage in the development of the consciousness of 
women, a stage at which what is at issue is a mutual acknowledgment of 
equality between men and women (Cavell 1981). To this I wish to add that 
it also constitutes a stage in the development of the consciousness of the 
American city. This stage likewise can be characterized as a demand for 
mutual acknowledgment, for equality of consciousness, in this case 
between urban America and the America of small towns and countryside. 
Hollywood films of the 1930S are saying America can only fulfill the uto
pian social aspirations of its founders if the failure of communication 
between the city and the rest of America is overcome - not by denying 
their difference but by attaining a new perspective in which the equal 
claims of both sensibilities are acknowledged. 

Cavell's book focuses specifically on what he calls the "Hollywood 
comedy of remarriage." By this he means such films as It happened One 
Night, The Awful Truth, Bringing Up Baby, His Girl Friday, The Phila
delphia Story, The Lady Eve, and Adam's Rib. As exemplified by this 
genre, Hollywood films of the 1930S attempted to formulate the condi
tions of an ideal marriage between a man and a woman, a marriage that 
acknowledges their equality without denying their difference. As envi
sioned by these films, such a marriage also "marries" the realities of the 
day and the dreams of the night; the realms of publicness and intimacy; 
and the worlds of city and small town or country. This last point is regis
tered in the films' insistence that, for the man and woman to resolve the 
conflicts in their relationship, they must at a certain moment find them
selves in a location conducive to the attainment of the new perspective. 
Shakespearean criticism calls such a place the "Green World," and it is typ
ically located, like Thoreau's Walden, just outside a major city. As Cavell 
points out, Hollywood films usually call this place "Connecticut." 

When America emerged from the Great Depression and the war and 
undertook to create suburbia, it aspired to make this Hollywood dream 
real by making it possible for all Americans (not really for all Americans, 
but we will come back to this point) to own a house in the real Connecti
cut or a place equivalent to the real Connecticut. This appears to interpret 
"Connecticut" as a real, not a mythical, place; to interpret America's lack 
of perspective, its need for renewal, as a material, not a spiritual, condi
tion. Or was the postwar aspiration the transcendental one of making the 
spiritual material, making the real Connecticut the mythical Connecticut, 
making the dream real? 
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The creation of suburbia heralds the ascendancy of consumerism in 
America, the ascendancy of materialism over transcendentalism, but it 
also expresses America's continuing wish for a spiritual renewal. In this 
sense it extends the utopianism of Hollywood films of the 1930S. Indeed, it 
precisely articulates an intuition crucial to these films, the intuition that 
happiness is not to be sought in some vague future, some "other" realm in 
which we might live "happily ever after," but is to be achieved in our lives 
here and now by living every day and night in a spirit of adventure or fes
tivity. And suburbia even goes the remarriage comedy one better. Even in 
The Awful Truth, after all, the 1930S comedy that most emphatically 
insists that spiritual renewal calls for a transformed perspective on the 
everyday, Cary Grant and Irene Dunne get to make the move to Connecti
cut only once. If "Connecticut" means the perspective that discovers hap
piness in the everyday, how much truer to the spirit of 1930S Hollywood to 
buy a house in Connecticut and make the commute every day! This would 
be to participate in the creation of a new American form of life in which 
attaining renewal was itself an everyday occurrence. 

In pondering these matters, I think of It's a Wonderful Life, surely as 
profound an expression as there could be of America's mood immediately 
after the war. I am struck especially by the Jimmy Stewart character's dev
astating depression as he finds his dream of seeing the world, his dream of 
adventure, continually deferred. And by his rage and despair - to the 
point of madness and suicide - when he realizes that he is fated never to 
leave his home town. Stewart's particular dream was not to live in a great 
city, exactly, but his dream could have taken the form of finding adventure 
in New York. When Stewart dies and is reborn into humanity like the her
oine of a remarriage comedy, he comes to understand that his dream of 
adventure had come true without his awakening to this fact: his everyday 
life is all the adventure of his dreams. With this understanding, in effect, a 
powerful resistance an American man might feel to settling in a suburb is 
overcome. (Moving to a suburb would have been less frightening to Stew
art than staying in a small town, since in a suburb a man is within com
muting distance of the city, from which only half his life need be 
divorced.) The renewed Stewart rededicates his life to his savings and 
loan, to helping the town's "little people" buy their own little houses with 
yards, their own stake in suburbia. The film's most prophetic image - to 
me perhaps its most horrifying one - is the glimpse it offers of the new 
suburb with its neat little streets of identical matchbox houses, a veritable 
miniature Levittown. 
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It's a Wonderful Life prophesies the creation of suburbia and envisions 
it as a utopian undertaking, the real fulfillment of Stewart's and America's 
romantic dream. Yet for the Stewart character himself, the man who 
dreams the dream of Hollywood films of the 1930S, choosing to live in this 
town - and hardly in a matchbox - requires a terrible spiritual struggle. 
What is devastatingly honest in the film is its deep acknowledgment that, 
for the generation that was Hollywood's audience in the 1930S - at least 
for the men of that generation - settling in suburbia threatened the loss of 
a dream, a trade of freedom for a life of domesticity and work. This pros
pect was traumatic, terrifying. What is devastatingly dishonest is the film's 
claim that Mr. Potter, the archetypal American capitalist, stands to lose 
rather than profit from the creation of suburbia; its insistence that "little 
people" have everything to gain and nothing to lose by moving into 
matchboxes; and its assurance - or is this ironic? - that, if one is worthy 
enough, a "guardian angel" will see to it that one's dream will come true in 
the end, that one will pass safely through this dark night of the soul and 
gain all that one risked - and more. Yet Stewart's desperate wish for a 
marriage of dream and reality, of romance and the everyday, and the film's 
conviction that one never wins one's dream without taking the risk of los
ing it, remain honestly faithful to the spirit of Hollywood films of the 
1930S. What It's a Wonderful Life is saying to its audience is that we have 
to risk change, America has to risk it, if Hollywood's dream is not to be 
abandoned; and beyond this, we must change now or our American 
dream, our dream of America, will be lost forever. 

It's a Wonderful Life entertains a vision of the death of the dream of 
1930S Hollywood only to proclaim the dream's rebirth. At the same 
moment in the history of American film, however, film noir was claiming 
to unmask that dream and to embrace its destruction. In film noir, a man 
possessed by a romantic dream, the dream of Hollywood films of the 
1930S, undergoes disillusionment. He comes to recognize that he has been 
the victim of his dream and the cynical male greed and the female evil that 
exploits it. If he is lucky, he will live to tell the tale and go on to a life 
stripped of illusions. He will marry a nice girl and live a safe, normal life -
ideally in Connecticut. In film noir's nightmare revision, suburbia is not 
the expression and fulfillment of the Hollywood dream of the 1930S. It is 
what is left standing of America after the welcome destruction of the 
American dream. 

What is striking is that both film noir, which "deconstructs" the 1930S 
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Hollywood dream, and It's a Wonderful Life, which reaffirms it, point 
their audience in the same direction: toward suburbia. On this point, 
there is a consensus. (At this moment also Hollywood stopped making 
"women's films," a genre that might have found it more difficult to 
endorse this consensus.) A subtler point is that both an unreconstructed 
utopian like the Jimmy Stewart character and the disillusioned protagonist 
of film noir share a characteristic prophetic of the fate of Hollywood's 
American audience of the I930S: before the metamorphosis each under
goes but not after his transformation, he can readily be imagined as a reg
ular moviegoer. It is in the nature of their metamorphoses that Hollywood 
no longer has anything to offer them. On this point, too, there is a consen
sus, which provokes me to observe that the concept of "consensus" is 
indispensable in thinking about this period in American film as it is in 
thinking about this period in American politics. The late I940S and early 
I950S constitute a moment in which consensus gains ascendancy over con
versation in American culture. Consensus is both a condition and an 
effect, for example, of television's supplanting of film as the dominant 
American medium. In the transition to television, the glorious conversa
tion of I930S Hollywood film falls silent. Rather, it is reduced to "talk." 

The reality of suburbia has proved to be a cunning instrument not for 
marrying but for separating city and country or small town, day and 
night, man and woman. Suburbia locks women into the domestic realm 
while it accords men but not women a public identity. And the aspiration 
of Hollywood films of the I930S of envisioning an ideal marriage, a mar
riage that would be of value in itself, gives way in the I950S to the more 
traditional imperative of raising children in the "proper" environment, as 
if bringing up babies could be the only valid purpose of a marriage. Subur
bia protects children from living in the city without depriving them of the 
city's "advantages," that is, its culture. In other words, suburbia also sepa
rates culture from the domestic realm, as though civilization within a mar
riage, or within a family, could be taken for granted. In all these ways and 
more, the reality of suburbia stands in opposition to the Hollywood 
dream of the I930S, which it precisely denies, that is, represses. This 
repression of the Hollywood dream of the I930S is, again, both a condi
tion and an effect of the triumph of consumerism. Consumerism is Ameri
ca's solution, along with the Cold War, to the threat of sliding back into 
economic depression. But already in the I930S, consumerism was the dark 
side of Hollywood's utopianism: American capitalism had begun to mar-
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ket products by exploiting the glamour of movie stars. By the 1940s, the 
American film industry was acutely conscious of the advantages of pro
moting films, especially "women's films," by linking them with product 
tie-ins. Manifestly, however, the primary product of Hollywood remained 
movies. What Hollywood sold was theater admissions, not consumer 
goods. The age of consumerism called for television, called for the repres
sion of film. Specifically, it called for the repression of what I have been 
calling the dream of Hollywood films of the 1930S. In the 1950S, Holly
wood's once profound understanding of romance degenerated into the 
belief that when one meets Mr. Right (or Miss Right) happiness will neces
sarily follow; and the cognate belief that appearances count for every
thing. This pernicious ideology left the children of Hollywood's 1930S 
audience with deep emotional scars. Then why were the parents unable or 
unwilling to avoid this ideological trap? 

Part of the explanation must be the sheer power of television at the ser
vice of forces aggressively using the new technology to sell consumerism 
by exploiting the utopian dreams as well as the greed of Americans. But 
another part of the explanation must be internal to the Hollywood films 
of the 1930S, to the dream that was their bond with their audience. The 
reality of suburbia failed that dream, but the dream too must have failed, 
failed in the new suburban reality. 

Cavell puts his finger on one source of this failure, I believe, when he 
points out that the Hollywood remarriage comedies, when they envision 
marriages that are of value in themselves, always represent such marriages 
as being without children; and when he points out that fathers but not 
mothers play major roles in these comedies. Remarriage comedies avoid 
addressing motherhood, and in the "women's films" of the 1930S and 
1940S that do center on motherhood, a woman's fulfillment in marriage 
and her fulfillment in motherhood never tum out to be compatible. The 
creation of suburbia is, of course, simultaneous with the celebrated "baby 
boom," that is, the moment at which the generation that was Hollywood's 
American audience in the 1930S stopped putting off having children. A 
house in Connecticut is one thing for two professionals with no children 
like Spencer Tracy and Katharine Hepburn in Adam's Rib. It is another 
thing when the wife has no career and is stuck in the suburbs with the 
kids. Hollywood films of the 1930S never envisioned combining children 
with a happy marriage. Hence the conversation of these films provided no 
inspiration or instruction for coping with the poignant new situation in 
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which their audience, and especially their audience of women, now found 
itself. 

So it was up to the next generation, with no help from conversation 
with their parents and no help from conversation with Hollywood, to cre
ate the next stage of feminism. In this stage, career and motherhood, not 
marriage, became the central issues for women. And it will be up to that 
new generation's children, the children of the children of Hollywood's 
American audience in the 1930S, to achieve the next stage in the develop
ment of the American city. Their unenviable task will be to address the 
conflict between the suburbs and the "inner city," to attain a new perspec
tive which will enable that conflict to be resolved. This would be to 
achieve a happy marriage of suburbia and the "other" America whose dis
possession is the other face of suburbia's creation. This is an aspiration 
worthy of a renewal of American film, a renewal of the utopian spirit of 
Hollywood films of the 1930S. 

William Rothman is the author of Hitchcock - The Murderous Gaze (Harvard 
University Press, 1982). 
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