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ABSTRACT

Returning to Okakura, who fashioned his own sense of
cultural possibility from extensive travel throughout Asia
(especially India and China) and through a sense of “Asia” as a
broader narrative field than Japan, contemporary Japanese
artists are highly alert to Asian and no longer Western models
and collaborations. In this paper, | consider Koreeida's film,
Maboroshi (1995), whose apparent stylistic indebtedness to Ozu
is now mediated by the presence of Hou Hsiao-hsien (about -
whose work Koreeida had earlier made a documentary), and
whose music is scored by the Taiwanese composer, Chen
Ming-Chang. Familiar themes of loss (disappearance, suicide,
madness), or of displacement (the city scene giving way to the
pull of the “country”), are here dramatized as being survivable.
But note that to tell this survivor's tale, a Japanese filmmaker
required the active intervention of Asian, and not only Japanese,
practices and traditions.
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My focus here is on a Japanese film made in 1995—Koreeida
Hirokazu’s Maboroshi no hikari—about its Taiwanese connections,
as well as what it means, near the end of this century, to encounter
Japanese art that openly acknowledges Asia, and not Japan only. But
first, I need to make a few prefatory remarks, and offer some
historical and theoretical comments, regarding the origins and
conditions of modern Japanese narratives, including film.

Let me begin with the observation that behind artistic
representations of “modern Japan,” there seems to loom a
commanding narrative. This in turn has generated at least two
interpretive strategies. The first treats the story of “modern Japan” as
being idiosyncratic and distinct from the stories about modernities
elsewhere. The second treats “modern Japan” as just another
“imagined community,” of the kind recent theory on nation-state
formations has made fashionable—Japan as a mere variation on a
global theme. At one time or another, I have myself used one or the
other of these reading strategies. But I have come to feel that both are
inadequate, because both presume that a commanding narrative
topos—“modern Japan”—nevertheless exists, to be demonized or
idealized, according to one’s need.

But what if this “modern Japan,” this commanding object of our
scrutiny or our critique, were an illusion? What if it were found to
possess neither the shapely contours of a primitive country scene, nor
the mass and scale of a cosmopolitan city? What if, in other words,
the real power within modern stories made in Japan has less to do
with their alleged “seriousness” or “realism” or “sincerity” regarding
a stable entity, but rather from their capacity to mystify, to splinter, to
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fabricate; to trace no deliberate path (along the road toward
“modernization” etc.), only multiple breaks and fault-lines? I ask
these questions because specific Japanese stories, films, or works of
cultural criticism, themselves fit uneasily if at all within a
“commanding narrative” model. Indeed, it is possible to return to the
origins of modern Japanese literature, as Karatani Kojin has
repeatedly done, to discern how much fabrication was present in the
beginning, when, in the name of modern realism, subjects and
landscapes, as well as a new “colloquial” written language, were
routinely re-formed or invented and then called kindai bungaku. 1t
was never a matter of an unchanging tradition being replaced by an
unambiguous modernity, or of the East, through the agency of Japan,
furiously resisting or passively yielding to the West.

Rather, what may identify the most resonant Japanese narratives
of the last hundred years, is not their commanding realism, but their
experimental edge, their repeated fall from a representational “here
and now” into shadows or ghostly abstractions. My intent, then, is to
trace specific forms or conditions of consciousness, if not the material
conditions of their production. Yet I do not intend thereby to obscure
the historical record, or what it teaches; namely, that in the throes of a
ghost-filled ideology, Japan would become a colonizer of Asian
territories, including this one, exercising degrees of educational,
linguistic, and of course political control, backed up by military force.
Still, history as method does not necessarily reveal, and cannot fully
explain, all that constitutes human action, especially artistic action,
charged as it is with more meanings and mysteries than an appeal to
mere chronology, or to economics or to material structures, could
ever generate or contain.

Yet I must confess that this talk possesses its own chronology,
and an originating premise that modern Japanese stories occur after
the collapse of overarching narrative structures. They emerge, that is,
after the loss of a sense of a continuous, integrated East Asian
tradition, or else of a pure, uncorrupted Japanese past. I believe all the
great founding Japanese modernists—Natsume Soseki, Mori Ogai,
Okakura Kakuzo—understood this, and encoded this awareness into
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their art or their commentary. It further strikes me that this awareness
and artistic practice remains operative even today, a hundred years or
so after the fall.

I have gathered my thoughts here around a violent image which
occurs near the beginning of an otherwise quietistic book, The Book
of Tea. Its author, Okakura Kakuzo, could reasonably be called both
victim and shrewd practitioner of Orientalism, as enacted by Ernest
Fenollosa among others, who would teach Okakura art history and
ways to organize, after plundering the artifacts of distant times and
faraway places, then to align them within the connecting rooms of a
national or a municipal museum. Yet Okakura was no simpleminded
apologist or mouthpiece for the West, no abject purveyor of Oriental
curiosities to Western connoiseurs. He was an exemplary, if eccentric,
Meiji intellectual, who read Chinese and wrote English, and who
fashioned himself as a bridge between East and West. But we should
look closely at the opening chapter of The Book of Tea, because it
inscribes a more discordant and precarious image.

Okakura had, as they say, a good eye for art, coupled to a sharp
awareness that he and his countrymen were being sized up and
appraised. How indeed could he not have had such an awareness,
when he composed and published his little book in English, in Boston,
in 1906, fresh after yet another Japanese victory in war? And so
before Okakura describes for his cosmopolitan audience the joys of
tea-making and the medicinal effects of tea-drinking, or tea as a
practice derived from Taoism or Zen, he describes the historical scene
outside the tea-room, in language that anticipates Edward Said’s:

When will the West understand, or try to understand, the
East? We Asiatics are often appalled by the curious web of
facts which has been woven concerning us. We are
pictured as living on the perfume of the lotus, if not on
mice and cockroaches. It is either impotent fanaticism or
else abject voluptuousness. Indian spirituality has been
derided as ignorance, Chinese sobriety as stupidity,
Japanese patriotism as the result of fatalism.”
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Elsewhere in this opening chapter, the language of colonization and
of cultural collision is apparent at every turn. The “history of tea,” as
Okakura writes it, allows him to trace the history of European
expansionism, beginning with a notation by an Arabian traveler in
879, who observed that the main sources of revenue in Canton were
the duties on salt and tea. Okakura proceeds to follow the path of
Marco Polo, on to the formation of the Dutch East India Company,
right into Boston Harbor, where he wryly observes Americans driven
to declare their independence, because of the heavy taxes laid on tea.

But it is as we move closer to Okakura’s present—the mid-19"
century onward—that The Book of Tea fills with the rhetoric of
warring worlds or impending conflict. We read of the continents
“hurling epithets at one another,” of the modern “expansion at the
cost of restlessness,” or of what Okakura calls the “Cyclopean
struggle for wealth and power.” Here also we read of two dragons,
East and West, as they are “tossed in a sea of ferment.” And he retells
a Taoist parable, about the struggle to the death between the Sun of
Heaven and the Demon of Earthly Darkness. He describes how,
during their titanic struggle, the solar vault was struck, a collision that
“shivered the blue dome of jade into fragments.” Okakura records the
stark aftermath (in language strikingly similar to Lukacs in his Theory
of the Novel, when he is portraying post-classical cosmology): “the
stars lost their nests, the moon wandered aimlessly among the wild
chasms of the night.” Even the divine repairer from the Eastern Seas,
Princess Niuka, could not make whole the shattered dome, forgetting
to fill two broken places, and thereby condemning humanity to roll
endlessly through space.

Indeed, it is to rescue us from such convulsiveness, that Okakura
proposes drinking tea, as a calculated measure to limit the effects of
this free-fall. It becomes his way to convert chaos into calm, so that
amidst all the shattering and breakage, we might still imagine
quietude, even that we might hear, for example, the wind of the pines
in the sound of a boiling tea kettle.

“The heaven of modern humanity is indeed shattered,” Okakura
yet concludes, further observing a “world groping in the shadow of



34 Tamkang Review, Vol. XXIX, No. 4

egotism and vulgarity.” This is the modern world, as we have since
come to fathom it, over which there is no blue dome, no arching
narrative to span the felt difference, between continents or between
centuries. It is, as I have suggested, the primary topography of
modern Japanese narratives, even where they seem to provide a
tearoom of comfortable dimensions and emotional tranquility.
Okakura, we see, was driven inside, into his tea-room 10 feet square,
not because it was always already there, but because of wars he had
both witnessed and apprehended were yet to come.

From our vantage, looking back over Japanese story-telling in
this century, the decades of the 1920s and the 1960s seem to have
been especially alert to the aesthetics of shock and productive of
narratives that featured, both formally and thematically, conditions of
shattering and breakdown. Simply put, I would argue that the
modernist experiments which dominate the twenties represent a
resistance to realism or naturalism fostered by the Meiji nation-state
(although 1 would further argue that Meiji realism was already
illusory, a reflection less of “life as it is” than of life as it is refracted
or romanticized through a variety of Western translations). The
earthquake of 1923, which demolished the twin capitals of Japanese
modernity—Tokyo and Yokohama—gave outward, if you will,
material evidence of fissures and fault-lines running deep within an
unstable, feverish culture. Yet the experimental art of the 1920s is
rarely “constructivist.”

Indeed, whether the inspiration comes from dadaism, or
futurism, or Marxism, this modernist art re-builds or repairs nothing.
Rather, it actively, energetically, seems to feed off anxiety (anxiety as
a “keyword” or a “structure of feeling” in Raymond Williams’ sense,
that would prevail throughout this decade and into the early thirties).
The world projected through this art of “new sensation”—the
Shanghai of Yokomitsu Riichi, the Asakusa Kurenaidan of Kawabata
Yasunari, the Tokyo of Akutagawa’s Haguruma—represents, at either
close or far range, a torn, scattered, topsy-turvy landscape, strewn
with the spewed up debris of both mass culture and the translation
industry. It is a collage or a montage of a world tilted at a precarious
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angle, where vertigo and confusion rule.

Kinugasa Teinosuke’s 4 Page of Madness, made in 1926, may
be the most searing, radiant example of the core impulses of the age,
by which time cinema had become a dominant narrative practice, and
so, as Rey Chow has argued, when the “power of visuality” had come
to determine and shape all other story-telling efforts. Kinugasa’s film
enacts through its use of the camera—its hyper-kinetic movements,
its dizzying, tilted, shadow-filled angles, its whip-pans and speeded
up revolutions around spinning objects—the felt sense of what it
means to live beyond the bounds of a controlling narrative, like mad
patients ourselves, caught in a swirl of nightmare and loss, where
identity is a torn-up photograph pasted to a cell wall; where a broken
tea cup signifies the break-up of families and the broken structure of
the world.

Only in the thirties, with the new consolidation of power under a
militarist regime, would these sharp-angled experiments be smoothed
out, and the landscape refreshed with images of the country home, or
indeed, the tranquility of a timeless tea-room (I should note that the
thirties corresponded to the decade of The Book of Tea’s greatest
popularity in Japan, with due emphasis on it most quietistic or “Asia-
friendly,” “Asia-as-one” aspects). But we have only to recall what
Kobayashi Hideo, the great critic of that age, had to say about this
“return to nature”—an ideological movement which coincided with
Japanese expansionism and its “return” to Chinese, or Filipino, or
Southeast Asian “nature”—to gauge the real pressure and the anxiety
which it masked.

“To go off for inspiration to the beauty of nature may seem
to be a perfectly natural activity, but on reflection we must
admit that it is just another manifestation of our quotidian
intellectual unease. It is not at all a matter as
straightforward and reasonable and innocent as “loving
nature.” I have grown increasingly skeptical about the
existence of anything concrete and actual behind my being
moved by the beauty of nature. Looking closer, I see much
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in common between intoxication by the beauty of a
mountain, and intoxication by the beauty of an abstract
idea. I feel I am looking upon two aspects of a spirit that
has lost its home. Consequently, I am not heartened by the
recent craze for mountain climbing. And I feel all the more
uneasy as the number of afflicted climbers rises each
year.”

As had the Great Earthquake of 1923, the Pacific War and its
disastrous aftermath would occasion another round of artistic
experimentation, although this work was in important respects
forestalled until the 1960s. Here again, another illusionary order—this
time the “miracle” of a post-war Japan rebuilt from the ashes—would
be dismantled, or, in the language of the criticism born at that time,
“deconstructed.” Throughout the sixties, in virtually every Japanese
art form and cultural institution, the “realism” of the economic and
infrastructural recovery was exposed as an empty fake, its apparent
stability built upon historical amnesia—a precarious order, then, with
a certain black hole deep inside it.

And so against the image of an economically aggressive yet
putatively “pacifist” Japan, devoted to prosperity and lyrical
reflections about its own nuclear trauma or its own authentic, nativist
traditions, emerged a contentious art, wired to expose both national
and self-deception—the killing of consciousness by the myth of a
stable, hard-working, universally middle-class Japan. As Abe Kobo
and Teshigahara Hiroshi reveal in each of their versions of Woman in
the Dunes, the ground of post-war culture appears to be re-built and
sturdy. But it reveals itself to be a wall of collapsing sand, a dream
world composed of extravagant, if absurd, neo-colonialist ambitions:
to conquer economically what could not be taken by military means.
The ground, in that sense, turns out to be an underground, a pit of
twisted meanings and psychological unrest. Their experimental art
framed a world sinking or dissolving fast, for want of any real
questioning of history or ethics or freedom. And even when the
sixties avant-garde did not take the Pacific war as its overt theme, the
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war appears refracted in the many desert wastelands, the evacuated
silent cities, or in certain figures still puzzingly caught “behind the
lines,” looking for some lost meaning, some way out.

Now, keeping in mind this pre-history, I want to look at
Japanese narratives in the nineties, in other words, at the culture of
our own times, about which most of us tend to be hesitant before we
speak, being active consumers or contributors to its formation, I mean
this first of all as a self-reflection, as a teacher of Japanese and East
Asian Studies at an American University; or as a scholar, editor, and
translator, shaping a sense in English of what Japanese and Asian
writing contains, of how it “fits” into the context of contemporary
literary theories and debates, about say, aesthetics and fascism,
narration and the nation-state, power and gender, critical race theory,
etc. I am part of the post-Vietnam generation of East Asianists now
populating the tenured ranks at major universities in my country.
Many of us would cite Edward Said’s Orientalism as the pivotal,
paradigm-changing work of criticism in our time, even as our
institutions perpetuate structures that reinforce the starting point of
Said’s critique; namely, that there is the West, and then there is the
East which is either a reflection of it, or else a dark mystery.

It is further the case that East Asianists of my generation are
primarily trained, linguistically first of all, to be specialists in a single
region. In teaching undergraduates, using all translated texts, most of
us, at Columbia anyway, try to teach about East Asia at large, to
inform students about historical and cultural traditions and issues
relating to Taiwan and China, Korea and Japan. But at the graduate
level, or in our own writing, most of us limit our attention to one
country, to texts of a single language, even though we know how
dense and interconnected several Asian regions are to one another.

It might be argued that at least until the nineties, modern
Japanese culture invited any student or scholar to focus on Japan only,
or else Japan as it encountered successive waves of European or
American influence, right down to the music videos, hip-hop and rap
styles of today. Yet there is obviously another distinguishing
characteristic of Japanese culture in the nineties, what might be called
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its “Asia consciousness.”

I am aware that much of this “asiana” in Japanese art forms,
whether seen from the production or the consumer angle, has been
criticized as an expression of cultural neo-colonialism, or else as a by-
product of global post-modernism. Yet it is surely possible that
certain artists are making deliberate, not random or net-surfing,
choices. One such example is the focus of this talk: the film
Maboroshi no hikari, made in 1995 by a young Japanese director,
Koreeida Hirokazu, who had earlier directed several acclaimed
documentaries, including one on Hou Hsiao-Hsien and Edward Yang.
Maboroshi was financed and distributed outside the major Japanese
studios, its modest production costs provided by TV Man Union, a
coalition of respected, independent television producers founded in
the early seventies. The Koreeida film, nevertheless, marked the first
venture by this group into dramatic, as opposed to documentary, film-
making. _

Tonally, Maboroshi bears comparison to the ghost-family
fiction of Tsushima Yuko, the daughter of the legendary literary
suicide Dazai Osamu. She is, to my mind, the most profound story-
teller at work in Japan today. Formally, as many Japanese critics have
noted and Koreeida himself acknowledges, there are signs of
OzuYasujiro’s lingering influence—the stillness of the camera, the
precise framing, the weightedness of isolated shots or the objects in
any given scene. But there are telling differences too. The colors in
Maboroshi seem to bleed deeper into both the architectural and the
emotional landscape. The shadows here are heavier and more
pervasive than Ozu would ever allow (more reminiscent of Mizoguchi,
or earlier silent films, within either Japanese or Western tradition,
although perhaps most reminiscent of Hou Hsiao-Hsien).

A first glance at the synopsis of the film’s story, based on a
novella by Miyamoto Teru, and first published in the journal Shincho
in August, 1978, reveals a “familiar” work of lyrical realism,
embodying themes that are widely evident throughout story-telling in
twentieth century Japan: themes such as suicide, loss, the dislocation
from country to city, the “return” to the country, among them. But the
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film strips away the layer of “personal confession” that Miyamoto’s
novella retains, being told from the single point of view of the female
protagonist. And, wherever possible, the film moves closer toward the
mystery elements contained within or which lie at the edges of the
fictional landscape and its naturalist plot. In this way, the “local”
becomes synonymous with the “strange.” Tellingly, the sounds of
personal lamentation are made by instruments, in a musical style, that
opens up the field of dramatic possibility to include more than this
fishing village, and even more than just Japan.

For surely among the several questions raised by the Koreeida
film, the issue of its Chinese, Taiwanese influence is conspicuous.
What does it mean in our time, for this level of collaboration to take
place, between makers of film culture in Taiwan and in Japan? Is it
only a matter of collusion between capitalist forces, a suspect
alignment of basically conservative, even reactionary cultures?
(Parenthetically, I would answer those questions “yes” with regard to
popular culture, the various joint-ventures between Japanese and
Taiwanese recording and television production companies). In the
present critical climate, it is indeed risky to suggest that anything
beyond identity politics or Foucaultian power-plays are at work
behind any cultural production, particularly one like Maboroshi,
susceptible as it is to treatment as just another late capitalist
allegory—a marketing effort to cash in on nostalgia, of locating
oneself in the soil or the seascape around some quaint country home.
Yet the identity projected here represents neither the rational outcome
of conjoined market forces, or the last gasp of an expiring nation-state.
For me a more basic question remains: what constitutes Maboroshi,
this phantom light, and within what possible realms does it show
forth?

First, I would argue, Maboroshi adheres to core modernist, not
post-modernist principles. That is, it is driven by an aesthetics which
presumes that art can and should be difficult, shocking; can be, and
make us as audience feel “estranged.” Such modernist art always
reveals its indebtedness to foreign “influence,” a deliberate, focused
attentiveness upon the effects of a foreign style, whether it be Van
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Gogh’s attentiveness to wukiyoe, Kinugasa’s attentiveness to German
expressionism, or here, Koreeida’s attentiveness to the visual
language of Hou Hsiao-Hsien, and even more dramatically, his
submission to Chen Ming-Chang in the creation of the film’s mood
and acoustical atmosphere.

This is not pop, post-modern random sampling or citation
(Koreeida should not be confused, then, with Puffy or to other “return
to Asia” celebrities, who artistically tour Thailand or Taiwan, the
Phillipines or Korea, picking up, then merchandising Asian bells and
gongs or exotic, being “Asian,” manners and customs). With regard to
its modernism, Maboroshi is as much connected to the experimental,
risk-taking, shadow-laden 1920s as it is a normative reflection of
standards or consumer tastes in Japan today.

Second, Maboroshi need not be reduced thereby to an abstract
accumulation of modernist, now mannered, forms, but to use David
Bordwell’s expression, should be analyzed as a composition in
“saturated forms.” Such forms reveal or encode a whole series of
historical and political details and meanings, regardless the
ideological intention of the artist or producer. For example, in the
opening, establishing shots here, we see a tugboat chugging upstream,
at a pace hopelessly slower than that of the rushing train on the tracks
and the bridge above it—an obvious citation of a favorite Ozu image.
But many of the subsequent “still” shots, do not feature Ozu, so much
as Hou: the many tunnels here surely derived from repeated viewings
of Dust in the Wind.

Also, on the central themes of the film—its disquiet over
inexplicable loss, its consequent lamentation and requiem—the music
of Chen Ming-Chang is obviously crucial. The issue of musical usage
in Japanese films, however crucial it may seem to all of them, from
either the “long” silent era (when the often “sung” narration of the
benshi held sway), or from the sound pictures made since the early
thirties, has yet to be carefully addressed in film scholarship or theory.
The “American” sound, at its best jazz and dance music, is an early
and again, a post-war staple; and throughout Japanese film history,
we note repeated efforts to introduce the sounds of traditional
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instruments (samisen, shakuhachi, biwa, taiko), in films ranging from
Ozu and Mizoguchi to Oshima and Teshigahara. Against this
“normative” musical practice, there are as well “asian” sounds,
although to hear Chinese instruments in Japanese films, one needs to
return to wartime melodramas like Shina no yoru, a tear-jerker
featuring a Japanese naval officer and a Chinese orphan girl, whose
“love” presumably signified both the difficulty and the possibility of
making Asia one. In this context, the expressive force of Chen’s
music, and its estranging, almost contrapuntal effect (the scenes say
“small Japanese fishing village,” the sound signifies “across the ocean,
far away”), fills out the form by which we understand the loss.
Without Chen’s music, or with a Japanese substitute (even, were it
possible, the bamboo flutes and nativist percussion explored by the
late avant-garde composer, Toru Takemitsu), the loss could be
perceived as being merely internal to the heroine herself, or with
reference to nationality, as a purely Japanese loss. Here, Koreeida’s
reach for an “extraterritorial” referent, his embrace of Chen’s music,
allows indeed for a wider frame of affective response, a more
generous understanding of what is at stake in this simple story about
loss and obsessive memory. The “saturated forms” of Maboroshi
possess both Japanese visions and “other” Asian sounds (and Asian-
derived, for example, Hou Hsiao-Hsin-derived images). Within them,
a certain expressive history about loss is inscribed, loss within
Japanese culture, but loss too as recorded in Taiwanese and Chinese
culture over the course of this century.

I would not want to be misunderstood on this point. My
argument is not that Maboroshi represents an intended critique of
Japanese colonialism or offers explicit “apology” for any Chinese
“loss” at the hands of militarists or fascists. But neither should this
film be dismissed as yet another “back to the pure land Japan,”
crypto-nationalist fantasy. Nor should it be lumped together with an
array of examples of “internationalization” or “Asia-consciousness”
ranging throughout Japanese popular culture in the nineties, from
manga to computer games and music videos, containing quick hit
citations of an often exoticized “Asian” style not certainly for its own
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sake, but to gratify hyper-consumerist demands.

Looking into the way Maboroshi was produced, and
acknowledging the seriousness of its collaboration with Taiwanese
filmakers, we must see it as a real fin de siecle experiment. And an
examination of its themes reveals that Maboroshi is about survival
after an apocolypse, after a dome has shattered. Yet we must also
recognize that it crucially differs, in tone, in intention, and in
historical circumstance, from the experimental art of the twenties or
the sixties. Indeed, I am inclined to say that the achievment here is to
reach back beyond the record of these earlier experiments, to a period
before the existential hope of the sixties or the expressionist anxiety
of the twenties, to recover the survivalist tone and intentionality
within The Book of Tea.

Recalling again the Taoist parable Okakura retold, about the
shattering of the cosmic dome and of its imperfect repair, we should
also remember the imperative the author leaves with his readers:
“everyone,” Okakura concludes,” has to build anew his sky of hope
and peace.” In that sense, Okakura’s work can be seen as a
constructive, survival manual, disguised a a recipe book for making
tea. Further, The Book of Tea instructs us that Japanese survival is a
function of cosmic survival (as do Godzilla and other fifties sci-fi
films, I would observe); moreover, this survival cannot be achieved
through following only Western ways. Rather, what seems to be
required is a deliberate, painstaking reflection on even the small bits
and pieces of a shattered but still available Asian tradition. As
Okakura insists, using a Taoist language of paradox: “those who
cannot feel the littleness of great things in themselves are apt to
overlook the greatness of little things in others.” It is this attitude,
held at the beginning of this century by Okakura Kakuzo (and other
Meiji intellectuals such as Natsume Soseki and Mori Ogai, who were
steeped in Chinese learning long before their encounter with English
or German), that Koreeida, working at this century’s end, seems to
reach back for and to recapture.

With some of these connections in mind, I would like now to
address issues of landscape and of character in Maboroshi, and to
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draw out the film’s “structure of feeling” as it lies embedded within
its “saturated forms.” From the first scenes, we know that this is to be
an “historical” film. Something occurred in the heroine’s past—the
disappearance of a loved one—that the present cannot piece over or
wholly efface. Through the tunnel and across the bridge of this film’s
first movements, a young girl follows her grandmother, who says she
is leaving the city and going home to die. Later that night, riding
across the same bridge (coming in our direction from the “other”
side), Tkuo, the boy whom the heroine will marry, appears, bicycle
headlamp ablaze, back through the tunnel, coming to a stop under a
streetlamp in the alley: a boy caught in a time-frozen moment.

And it is the deep-shadowed, dimly lit “darkness” of this past
which bleeds directly into the atmosphere of the film’s present. From
a distinct spot in childhood time, we awaken, as do Yumiko and Ikuo,
now lovers, into the surrounding darkness of their bedroom. Further,
this present is overhung by Yumiko’s bad dreams—she is still back
there, in another time of loss and longing for her vanished
grandmother, her own bereft childhood self—so that as Ikuo turns on
the nightlight, he also tries to jolt her into some awareness of where
she is now, urging her not to confuse the grandmother, the loved one
who went away, with himself.

But the mood of the film is established, as is its basic narrative
structure: when someone leaves, on bicycle or on foot, and passes
through a tunnel or over a bridge, that person may well disappear,
consumed by a darkness or entranced by a mysterious phantom light,
never to see the light of this world again. The sense of impending loss
is both temporal and spatial: you cannot escape it by either retreating
into the past, or by staying in the present, just as you cannot outrun it
in the city, or hide out from it in the country.

There is a stillness within the camera movement, shots held for
long duration—on a bicycle, a hallway, an overpass, a cove—that
should remind anyone of Ozu. Yet on entering an Ozu film, passing
over from the chaos and disorder of real life into the becalming
orderliness of his cinematic fiction, there are no more distances to
cover. Everything in Ozu adheres to a seasonal, or architectural



44 Tamkang Review, Vol. XXIX, No. 4

balance, no matter whether the theme of parting or lost love or even
death. We linger with the steam rising from the kettle, the tugboat
chugging along, for what they are and how they shape this world, in
long moments. It should not occur to us to ask who made or who will
drink the tea, much less where the boat is going.

What startles about Maboroshi, thought of in the context of
Japanese film, is how much distance it covers without recourse to
whip-pans, jump-cuts, fast-tracking or hand-held cameras. Koreeida
has found a way to use the old vocabulary, emphasizing stillness and
long duration shots, to shock and estrange as much as to pacify. This
is a procedure, I am arguing, used by Okakura in his manual on tea-
drinking, and which allowed him, despite the slimness of the book
and the privileged space of its hut ten feet square, to follow tea to
China, there to savor the possible tastes of tea—the sour, the bitter, or
the sweet—using the Song allegory of the “jar of life,” which
instructs us that the same jar, holding the same substance,
nevertheless will taste different, according to the Confucian, Buddhist,
or Taoist beliefs of the taster.

Koreeida’s jar holds loss. We all taste loss, or we would not be
human. In modern fiction, to be sure, the trope of lost homes, lost
parents, lost or betraying lovers, as well as the incipient loss of nature,
of local communities, is widespread (and in Japan and Germany,
perhaps never more omnipresent than in the 1930s). How then, if at
all, are we to distinguish Koreeida’s representation of loss, in the
nineties, from earlier appeals to the same theme, or from the largely
insular, nationalistic ideologies that inspired them?

First, recalling the sequence and setting of “loss” in Maboroshi,
we should note that the disappearance of the grandmother, and then
the first husband, occurred in the city. In the aftermath, Yumiko sits
in urban, seemingly suicidal isolation in her second floor apartment
room. In this way, her survival becomes predicated not just on her
marrying again, but on escaping this claustrophobic city space in the
direction of the country. Now this is a narrative trajectory widely
noted in Japanese (and, no doubt, Chinese, Taiwanese, and Korean)
stories and films of the twentieth century, wherein life in the big city,
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be it Tokyo or Osaka, Shanghai or Taipei or Seoul, fills with signs of
decadent confusion and spiritual corruption. And if such stories
permit recovery, they often take place away from the city, where,
even if human, generational relations should remain tense, there is at
least the saving grace of seasonal rhythms associated with the land
and country living.

And so here, Yumiko, an abstract arrangement in black, hand in
hand with her fatherless son, crosses the tracks to board a train headed
away from the city (Osaka) toward the Asia-facing seacoast, and the
fishing village where, we are conditioned by genre to imagine, she
will locate some measure of peace and possibly salvation. To be sure,
the dark wood and the amber lamps of the old house seem to envelop
her in their cozy warmth, as does the local community of neighbors,
celebrating the marriage over flagons of sake and folk songs, or even
trading gossip at the local market.

But we should remember too that it is in the old house, framed
by a wall of shadow cut by a wondrous, Vermeerlike shaft of light,
that Yumiko breaks down. It is a subtle movement, a pause really in
her routine of dusting the wooden stairs, yet the pause manages to
convey many years of shock and silence and grief. Soon thereafter, on
a bright winter morning, at a bus shack along a mountain road
overlooking the sea, that Yumiko emerges confused, lost somewhere
within herself.

My point here is that being in the country, surrounded by
common folk, performing routine manual tasks, does not shield this
woman from her city-born grief and misery. The film’s “return” to
this sector of rural Japan does not of itself becalm her spirit.
Maboroshi, like much of the truly resonant art of Japan’s twentieth
century, is itself the illumination of something broken, the
painstaking trace of life lived at a distance, either in half-light or in
depressive darkness, a place where what one loves—a grandmother, a
lover, the routine of ordinary family life—threatens to disappear over
the bridge, down the tracks, into the waves.

Recall now the lost woman, banished from the warmth and
protection of any shelter or home, as the snow begins to fall. A
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sound—Ilike the bell on her keepsake, lkuo’s bicycle key—only more
insistent, draws her vision toward a funeral procession, coming down
the mountain. The camera, which at middle distance had been
tracking this sound and the procession now sets up and frames the
continuing movement, this processional line, from long distance. The
line moves slowly, from right to left, precisely filling the space
between the shoreline and the rose-blue horizon.

What allows Koreeida to draw and to hold this remarkable
narrative line? It is a line of pure loss, but drawn at a distant remove
from any individual. Yumiko here is but a single, isolated vertical line
outside a wider band of lines moving horizontally to the picture’s
edge. Yet before this line is broken by a cut to the next shot—the
husband in his battered car rumbling through a tunnel toward the
bonfire and the apparent rescue of his grieving wife—there is already
within Chen Ming-Chang’s stunning, zither-led dirge, a musical
passage that leads not only down but also away, as if toward the sky’s
remaining, surviving light.

Here, with formidable artistry and concentration, a Japanese and
a Taiwanese, makers of this film, do what Okakura Kakuzo had
recommended we all do: after the shattering of the dome, to build
anew a sky of hope and peace. Living in the developed world, either
East or West, amid the contentiousness, warfare, and speed that have
already shattered or severely strained our traditions and systems of
belief, a “small” film like Maboroshi, through its shadows and music
and its “saturated forms,” like the work of Hou Hsiao Hsien before it,
traces a modest path toward narrative survival in our time.

For Koreeida, it is a path that carefully sidesteps Japanese
insularity, or only western influence. The primary sights and sounds
of Maboroshi derive from Asian, and not only Japanese, experience:
the shock of modernity, the disappearance of the familiar, the ensuing
loss and anxiety coupled to hope for possible transcendence. It is
fitting that the last shot of the film is set in an empty second floor
room, no one if not each one of us inside, gazing through the shadows
out past the waving curtains, at the scene framed by the open window:
no shattered dome, just clear blue light.



