Bright Beyond Bearing
(2017)
by Monika Uchiyama
Language: Japanese with English subtitles
Running Time: 4 mins

How Can You Know Where to Go if You Do Mot Know Where You Have Been
(2017)
by Mizuki Toriya
Language: Japanese with English subtitles
Running Time: 6 mins

Chiyo
(2019)
by Chiemi Shimada
Language: Japanese with English subtitles
Running Time: 12 mins

Fighting Elegy
(1966)
by Seijun Suzuki
Language: Japanese with English subtitles
Running Time: 86 mins

Fighting Elegy by Jasper Sharp

The forty or so titles Seijun Suzuki (1923-2017) directed during his fifteen-year early phase between the
1950s and 60s at the studios of Japan’s major film company, Nikkatsu, are often dismissed as exuberant
but ultimately frothy concoctions. If, however, pop-art titles like Detective Bureau 2-3: Go to Hell Bastards!
(1963) or Tokyo Drifter (1966) might be shrugged off as exercises of style over substance, one cannot deny
that he often went considerably further than that extra mile in experimenting with the spatial and
temporal dimensions intrinsic to cinematic narratives. Ludic rather than ludicrous might be a better way of
describing the Suzuki method—'showing spontaneous and undirected playfulness’ according to the
dictionary definition.

‘In my films, time and space are nonsense’, he once said, a line often taken out of context and
misinterpreted to suggest a lack of seriousness in his own work, and supported by the fact that his most
internationally recognised titles tend to fall within the pulpier end of his assignments within the
established ‘Nikkatsu Action’ line of crime, gangster and youth-genre-mashups. Nevertheless, throughout
his oeuvre one can find examples in which Suzuki’s eccentric approach to editing, composition and



performance bely a more serious intent, including such titles as Gate of Flesh (1963), Story of a Prostitute
(1965) and this masterpiece, Fighting Elegy (1966).

On a superficial level, this rowdy rite-of-passage allegory for the rise of militarism set in a provincial middle
school in 1935 might be seen as farcical. We see grown men like Nikkatsu’s rising star of the 1960s, Hideki
Takahashi, who plays Nanbu, dressed in school uniforms and engaging in teenage fisticuffs that reach
paramilitary levels of hyperbole. All the while skirting, with a comical gaucheness, around the dangerous
perimeters of a nascent sexuality embodied by angelic Michiko, the daughter of his landlady at the Catholic
boarding house.

But there’s a more serious intent lurking within the script, originally written by Kaneto Shindo (known for
the leftist allegories of his atmospheric supernatural tales made around the same time, Onibaba and
Kuroneko), and substantially re-worked by the eight-man ‘Guryu Hachiru’ screenwriting collective, which
would next develop the film that saw Suzuki fired from Nikkatsu, Branded to Kill (1967).

What Fighting Elegy ultimately presents is a serious warning call against the lure of the kind of fascism that
was sweeping the country during a time when Suzuki would have been the same age as his protagonist. If
Suzuki’s treatment of is absurd, then this is a reflection of the turbulent times of when the film was set,
and in which it was made. Its core message, nevertheless, can be seen as deadly serious.

Historytelling by George Crosthwait

Monika Uchiyama’s Bright Beyond Bearing, Mizuki Toriya’s How Can You Know Where to Go if You Do Not
Know Where You Have Been and Chiemi Shimada’s Chiyo: three films that share structural DNA; three films
told very differently. Each film features personal recollections told by a female relative of the director.
Uchiyama’s mother talks about a sterilisation operation she underwent in LA in the early 1990s, Toriya’s
grandmother recounts her wartime experiences as a young girl in the 1940s and Shimada’s grandmother
comments on her life in suburban Yashio. From these initial inter-generational encounters come three
distinct modes of visual storytelling; each filmmaker’s aesthetic continuation of a personal oral history
handed down by a maternal figure.

Uchiyama films her mother in a virtually static shot as she hangs out washing. Mrs Uchiyama is framed
through a sliding glass door covered with a sheer curtain. Whilst we hear her story in voiceover, her body
and face are obscured. We cannot fully know this character as the film draws a veil across her. Just as her
story is veiled by time. Her intimate memory makes us yearn to know her as an individual, but the
maternal symbolism of her housework frustrates our desires.

Toriya is in dialogue with her grandmother—we hear her phatic responses and occasional prompts. She
does not film the encounter, but instead animates sand paintings which harmonise with her grandmother’s
memories, sometimes literally illustrating the tale and sometimes abstractly. The animation creates a
three-way correspondence, inviting us to be present at this conversation. This is a gentle film that moves
gradually towards quietly profound conclusions on peace and memories and their value.

In Chiyo, Shimada immediately plunges us into timeless nostalgia by filming the daily routines of suburban
Yashio, along with local celebrations, on beautifully washed out 16mm film stock. In occasional discussions,
her grandmother comments on her dreams, her exercise class and the difficulty of holding chopsticks (no
huge personal or cultural memories here). In Shimada’s own words, the film offers ‘a contemplative space’
and situates the quotidian rhythms of an elderly women in her milieu.

Three different stories told three different ways, but each one an example of how film can mediate
between people, time and memory.
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