Kokutai
(2019)
by Ryushi Lindsay
Running Time: 11 mins

Pigs and Battleships
(1961)
by Shohei Imamura
Language: Japanese with English subtitles
Running Time: 108 mins

Pigs and Battleships by Isolde Standish

Donald Richie makes the astute observation that historically in Japan there is a distinction between the
‘official’ version that the authorities and the public like to present to the world, and the ‘real’ version as
depicted in Imamura Shohei’s films; the ‘official’ version relates to the world of tea ceremony, kimono,
ukiyoe prints and the Noh theatre. On celluloid, this version is exemplified in the films of Ozu Yasujiro with
whom Imamura worked during his apprenticeship at Shochiku. Richie continues: ‘The other Japan might,
judging from Imamura’s films be called the “real” version. His people [...] do not behave like “Japanese”
because none of the rules of order and decorum insisted upon by the official version apply. These people,
always from the so-called lower classes, do not know the meaning of fidelity or loyalty. They are
completely natural [...] They are selfish, lusty, amoral, innocent, natural and all of the vitality of Japan
comes from their numbers.

The black comedy, Pigs and Battleships, is set in and around the American naval base at Yokosuka which,
for many Japanese of Imamura’s generation, symbolised all the negative effects of American materialism
and foreign occupation—prostitution and the criminal (yakuza) underworld. As Ogawa Toru comments, in
this society ‘people devour each other, therefore in Pigs and Battleships, the people eat the pig that ate
the corpse’. Pigs and Battleships is just one film from a genre that became known as the ‘base film’. This
genre was originally derived from the 1946 novel by Tamura Taijiro, Gates of Flesh, which, quickly
becoming a bestseller, was adapted to the stage and then the screen in 1948 with several subsequent film
versions; the best known to Western audiences being Suzuki Seijun’s 1964 version. Imamura returns to the
symbolism offered by US military bases in two subsequent films, Insect Woman (1963) and the quasi-
documentary Post-War History of Japan as Told by a Bar Hostess (1970). In these three films, pragmatic
women from the ‘lower’ classes are at the centre of the narrative—Tomei from an impoverished northern
farming family, and Madam Onboro from the Burakumin class. In reminiscing of his experiences in the
‘black-market’ days of the post-defeat period, Imamura makes the following comments which, in part,
explains the centrality of these women to his films: ‘| was eighteen at the end of the war. During the war
women remained formal, tense and strong and never expressed their true selves (hon’ne), in the burnt-out
black market at the end of the war, | was astonished to see the true selves of the women | came into
contact with, which while living in the black market, they could express for the first time. [...] it is the



women who have the real power, because of this, my respect for women was strong. If women had to use
their bodies as weapons in order to obtain rice then that was fine. After all there was no other way..." As
such, in Pigs and Battleships it is the young heroine Haruko (Yoshimura Jitsuko) who walks out of Yokosuka,
and in so doing, rejects the materialism and corruption symbolised by the town. Her hapless boyfriend, the
would-be yakuza Kinta (Nagato Hiroyuki), dies in a shootout during an absurdist pig stampede. The film
ends as it begins with high-angle shots of the Yokosuka cityscape as the soundtrack reverberates to a naval
tune. In this sense, the film’s ending advocates a classic liberal statement of self-reliance, and perhaps
more importantly, self-worth.

Ryushi Lindsay in Conversation with Jordan Brooks

Jordan Brooks: The word kokutai can encapsulate many different ideas: sovereignty, national polity, the
body politic, national entity, Japanese constitution, etc. What is yours, and how do you think the film
represents this idea?

Ryushi Lindsay: | made the film before | had a title, and it was only later that | chanced upon the concept of
kokutai—| had initially been toying with ideas relating to the body beautiful. | read kokutai to mean
something between national essence and body politic, collecting individual citizens into one collective
body; the kanji literally means nation and body. | aim to literalise this title by showing the baseball players
as national bodies, that is bodies belonging to the nation, sites of spectacle that huge swathes of the
population turn their attention to. Sports’ ability to unite is often celebrated, but | wish to approach it with
more ambivalence.

JB: Did you do much research into the history of baseball in Japan to make this, or was the project more
instinctual/reactionary than that?

RL: | was aware of nationalist and Class A war criminal Shoriki Matsutard’s involvement in founding the
professional Yomiuri Giants (still owned by the Yomiuri newspaper which Matsutaro took over in the
1920s). And | did some basic research into Japanese high school baseball, discovering the infamous 1942
‘Phantom Koshien’ held by the Ministry of Education for the purpose of ‘encouragement of war’. For me,
the film is more an interrogation of contemporary society and a gentle acknowledgement of Japan’s
history and the debate surrounding the correct political label for pre-1945 Showa Japan, and less about
baseball itself, so | did not delve too deeply into research on the sport.

JB: How do you see your finished film?

RL: Remarkably, | managed to make the film | set out to make, though editing was a challenge, having a lot
of footage and no clear structure planned out in advance. Early cuts matched the first few minutes of
Riefenstahl’s Olympia (1938), and | retained some of that structure when | rearranged it into the final
sections of opening ceremony, play, media and spectators. | was still gripped by a fear that the film did not
work when | had the final cut—It was lacking a punch and something to ground it in my thesis—until | tried
laying in a Paul Dessau composition as a temp track. Suddenly the film felt unified.

JB: What would your dream legacy of this film be? To have the Japanese recognize the history of the
imagery that surrounds high school baseball, or is it larger than that?

RL: | think there is some acknowledgement within Japan that there is something odd going on with high
school baseball. Writing this, | found an article in the journal Serial Fashion and Gender from November
2000 criticising the militaristic marching and singing, and from a child-protection perspective, there is an
ever-increasing debate surrounding the ideas of spirit and all-out play at Koshien. For many of the players,
playing at Koshien is the highlight of their lives (aged 16-18), and they are expected to play until their
bodies literally break.



Rather, | wish audiences to consider the imagery surrounding all large-scale sporting events. Flag waving
and spectacular opening ceremonies are hardly unique to Japanese high school baseball, and rivalries
become more intense once we move beyond youth sports. To quote George Orwell, ‘Even if one didn't
know from concrete examples (the 1936 Olympic Games, for instance) that international sporting contests
lead to orgies of hatred, one could deduce it from general principles.” What role did the 2012 Olympics,
labelled ‘leftie multicultural crap’ by Conservative MP Aidan Burley, actually play in the Brexit vote (I've
opened a real can of worms here)? Why do we sing the national anthem at sporting events? Why has (at
the time of writing) the rising sun flag not been banned from the 2020 Tokyo Olympics? Why wave flags at
all?
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