Patriotism
(1966)
by Yukio Mishima and Domoto Masaki
Starring: Yukio Mishima, Yoshiko Tsuruoka
Language: Silent with English intertitles
Running Time: 28 mins

Mishima: A Life in Four Chapters

(1985)
by Paul Schrader
Starring: Ken Ogata
Language: Japanese with English subtitles
Running Time: 120 mins

On Mishima: A Life in Four Chapters and Patriotism — by Damian Flanagan

Paul Schrader’s magnificent film Mishima: A Life in Four Chapters is one of those rare cinematic
achievements, a film that makes you rethink the possibilities of the form itself.

We follow, almost in real time, the movements of Mishima during his last two hours on earth. He puts his
final affairs in order, and, immaculately dressed in the uniform of his private army—The Shield Society—
walks past the statue of Apollo in the small garden of his bizarrely decorated Italian-Spanish style residence
in Tokyo. Climbing into the specially procured Toyota Corolla where four of his similarly uniformed young
acolytes are waiting.

What was about to unfold, that bright November morning of 1970, was a drama as meticulously
choreographed and sequenced as any film script. Mishima and his cadre arrived at the Tokyo headquarters
of Japan’s Self-Defence Forces for a pre-arranged meeting with a general, only to suddenly take him
hostage and demand—on pain of killing the general—that the army assemble in front of the building’s
large balcony to listen to Mishima address them.

At precisely 12 noon, Mishima, now with a samurai bandana around his head, emerged on the veranda. He
intended to deliver his great speech about the Japanese nation—how it had lost its spirit and been sold
into unmanly slavery, not even able under the pacifist constitution to admit it had a true army. But he was
shouted down and heckled by the bemused, apathetic crowd and after 7 minutes, gave up, retired back to
the room and began a precisely prepared ritual suicide, taking out of a briefcase the short sword he would
soon plunge into his abdomen before one of his acolytes clumsily attempted to behead him.



There is a filmic sense of ‘High Noon’, a ratcheting up of tension around the events of Mishima’s final
morning, something Schrader perfectly captures in his film. But he also intercuts that real time unfolding
with flashbacks into the hinterland of Mishima’s life and art. We are introduced to the protagonists and
stories of key Mishima novels—The Temple of the Golden Pavilion (1956); Kyoko’s House (1959); and
Runaway Horses (1968)—works whose themes strongly overlap with Mishima’s own life. Another
referenced work, Confessions of a Mask (1949), offers a vivid account of Mishima’s own cloistered
childhood, which fed the power of his imagination, at once oppressing him while fuelling a belief that the
everyday reality of post-war Japan was somehow insubstantial and pointless. Mishima yearned for
something greater, something transcendent, something making him feel more intensely alive and
connected to the true eternal life of the nation.

At the heart of Schrader’s film is another film—the short, silent film Patriotism (1966) that Mishima himself
produced and starred in. Based on his own beautifully-written short story of the same title from 1961, it
tells the final hours of the life of a young lieutenant caught up on the margins of a coup attempt by
sections of the army in 1936. The coup was frowned upon by the emperor and fearing that he would be
ordered to take action against his own comrades, the lieutenant resolves to kill himself by ritual suicide—
described in excruciating detail in Mishima’s original story. Before his suicide, the officer and his devoted
wife make love, and after his death in front of a vertical scroll depicting the character for ‘sincerity’, the
wife too commits suicide by severing an artery.

Mishima famously used a pig’s bladder to produce the flood of blood for the lieutenant’s suicide—causing
shock and revulsion when the film was premiered in France. But it’s not just the actual content of the film,
but the mood that make it so peculiarly haunting—its silent-era style, complete with intertitles and scored
by the ‘Liebestod’ from Richard Wagner’s Tristan und Isolde, all which lend a hypnotic feel akin to the slow
motion of a Noh play.

Throughout the 1950s many of Mishima’s novels had been turned into films and he had sometimes even
made cameo appearances, going as far as taking the star role in gangster flick Afraid to Die (1960). For
Mishima, cinematic and literary works were always intertwined. He undoubtedly conceived of his worldly
exit—his personal identity finally enmeshed with the fate of the nation—as his most dramatic artistic
performance.

It is something of an irony that Mishima’s wife, after her husband’s death, set out to destroy every copy of
the film Patriotism, and Mishima: A Life in Four Chapters has for decades, due to concerns over the
reaction of the right wing, remained unreleased in Japan. Yet one cannot help but feel that Mishima would
have been rather pleased with a film that managed to capture the intersection of his life, art and death in a
way that is so uniquely, creatively and, above all, beautifully executed.
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