JAPAN 2021: 100 YEARS OF JAPANESE CINEMA

An Actor’s Revenge
(Yukinojo henge)

Kon Ichikawa is often seen as a key modernist figure, bridging the gap from
the classical golden age of the 1950s to the more formally experimental 60s.
Alongside literary adaptations (notably 1955’s Kokoro and 1958’s
Conflagration) and contemporary satires, he made abrasive youth movies
(Punishment Room, 1956), period gangster movies (The Wanderers, 1973)
and commercial thrillers (The Noh Mask Murders, 1991). He was also
appointed to such prestigious commissions as the official chronicle of the
1964 Tokyo Olympics, Tokyo Olympiad (1965), and the multiscreen work
Japan and Japanese for the 1970 Osaka Expo.

Some of these were hugely successful at the box office, but the lack of
distinctive visual tropes or recurrent themes in his work has led to him being
considered a solid helmsman rather than an auteur. There’s no overt political
comment or agenda that compares to contemporaries like Shohei Imamura or
Nagisa Oshima.

And yet, looking more closely, you'll be sure to notice his painterly eye for a
strong image (he’d started his career as an illustrator). There’s also the
frequent dramatic focus on the psychology of the solitary individual who, by
choice or by accident, is set apart from Japanese society.

Ichikawa’s most visually distinctive film is 1963’s An Actor’s Revenge.

A remake of a 1930s Teinosuke Kinugasa serial of the same name, this was
produced to celebrate the 300th film appearance by star Kazuo Hasegawa,
who reprises his role as the ‘oyama’ female impersonator and toast of the
kabuki theatre world who takes revenge against those responsible for his
parents’ death.

For his version, Ichikawa goes all out with a startling representational
approach that both celebrates and parodies Japan’s artistic and theatrical
conventions. He fills the *Scope screen with bold colours, simple geometric
abstractions and de-centred compositions, teasingly leaving vast areas
plunged into pitch darkness and nudging our attention to the action that might
be unfolding outside of the frame. Even so, it’'s Hasegawa’s gleefully
exaggerated, effete performance that steals the show.
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Yukinojo henge (literally, Yukinojo the Phantom) has always been taken far
more seriously in the West than it was in Japan. Western commentators,
generally taken with its florid exoticism, admire everything from the play with
‘Scope framing to the perversity of the love scenes and the quasi-Brechtian
elements of deliberate artifice; most Japanese critics cannot get past the
project’s fundamental absurdity. The original story was written for newspaper
serialisation by Otokichi Mikami (1891-1944), and it was first adapted as a
movie in 1935 by Teinosuke Kinugasa, who had begun his own career as a
female impersonator on stage and in silent movies. Kinugasa’s adaptation
starred Kazuo Hasegawa (1908-84) in the dual roles of the effeminate
Yukinojo and the dashingly virile Yamitaro; it was an offbeat star vehicle by



Shochiku’s standards of the 30s, and one of Kinugasa’s more intriguing
entertainments. But it was not an obvious candidate for a remake nearly three
decades later, least of all with the ageing Hasegawa reprising his dual roles.
The Daiei management hit on the idea of the remake as a way of celebrating
Hasegawa’s 300th screen appearance (the opening caption proclaims this
motive), but they insured themselves commercially by surrounding him with
five of their most popular contract stars, some of them squeezed into fleeting
cameos. And they assigned the challenge of bringing the hopelessly dated,
kitschy material to life to their most reliable contract director, Kon Ichikawa,
whose films routinely turned up in the annual Kinema Junpo ‘Ten Best’ list.

Ichikawa responded, characteristically, by having fun. Far from trying to
update or modernise the material, he gleefully accentuates its creakiness by
using a battery of archaic visual and dramatic devices: iris effects, overtly
theatrical settings and staging, characters who muse aloud to themselves,
lurid lighting changes and so on. (He even enlists the well-known veteran
benshi Musei Tokugawa to speak the closing narration.) Equally, he does
nothing to disguise the plot’s blatantly opportunistic contrivances but plays
them up in a series of weird disjunctions. He thinks nothing of slipping in a
brief disquisition (complete with roller-caption) on the rice riots of the 1830s to
help explain the manipulations of the commodity market; indeed, he relishes
the incongruity of this gesture towards historical realism by placing it between
a scene in which Ohatsu flirts with Yamitaro to a score of cocktail jazz and
one in which Yukinojo stokes Namiji’s forbidden ardour to a score of lush
Hollywood strings. In the context of early 60s cinema, these archaisms and
crashing gears had an almost avant-garde thrust in the eyes of Western
viewers. For a Japanese viewer, though, the sheer density of generic clichés
prevents the film from transcending its pulp origins.

At this remove, it’s easy to see a parallel between Ichikawa’s work on
Yukinojo Henge and, say, Seijun Suzuki’s exactly contemporary work on
yakuza thrillers for the Nikkatsu company, which takes a similar delight in
pushing genre conventions to absurdist extremes and makes equally inventive
use of theatrical sets and mannerist widescreen compositions. Suzuki’s films,
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