Audition (Odishon)

SPOILER WARNING The following notes give away some of the plot.

Our habitual tools for categorising fiims and filmmakers seem woefully
inadequate for an encompassing approach to Takashi Miike (and, by
extension, to several decades of Japanese film production and distribution).
The critic Tony Rayns once appropriately described Miike as ‘a law unto
himself’. More recently, the noted American scholar of Japanese cinema
Aaron Gerow devoted an entire essay to the difficulty of studying Miike,
observing that even the director’s style resists our preferred paradigms for
understanding cinema, demonstrating, on the one hand, an excess of
dizzying editing that sets him apart from art cinema, yet on the other hand
often featuring long takes that defy his inclusion in the postmodern MTV-style.
Just as Miike, with a good decade’s worth of selections at Cannes, Berlin and
Venice under his belt, seems comfortably poised to enter the world cinema
pantheon, it seems we have a problem.

But perhaps we shouldn’t be too shocked to find that Miike defies easy
categorisation. After all, his international breakthrough Audition (his 32nd work
as a director) made an impact precisely because it refused to follow
expectations. It was made for that purpose, in 1999, the same year as many
other projects hoping to benefit from the massive success of the Hideo
Nakata-directed J-horror touchstone Ring (1998). Two of the production
companies behind Audition had been involved with the Ring cycle, and
Audition was set up as a horror movie to follow in its footsteps, but also to
consciously deviate from the J-horror template. Based on a novel by Ryu
Murakami, a specialist in very adult tales of fractured human relations and
urban despair, Audition demonstrates a conspicuous lack of supernatural
elements and ingredients that would appeal to the teen demographic which
helped make Ring a hit. Miike was chosen as a director because he was not,
at that time, associated with the horror genre: he had been active
predominantly in yakuza films and had occasionally reached a wider
mainstream audience, as with the theatrical flms Andromedia (1998), a
science fiction film that was a vehicle for an all-girl pop group, and White-
Collar Worker Kintaro (1999), an adaptation of a popular manga about a
heroic corporate worker who is also a single father.

The result is well known: Audition’s cautiously paced first hour contributes to
the sensory impact of the subsequent climactic violence, which sidestepped
the expectations of international film festival and art cinema audiences as they
settled into the familiar beats of a placid relationship drama, only to have that
comfortable rug violently pulled from under them. Yet this carefully weighed
interplay between languid drama and unremitting violence would be largely
obscured during the film’s subsequent shelf life as one of the foundational
pillars of the Asia Extreme wave.

Tom Mes, Sight & Sound, January 2018

Miike may be as prolific as Fassbinder was in his heyday, but the films he
makes are closer in spirit to the best by the veteran fringe Hollywood director
Joseph H. Lewis: genre movies, made on a for-hire basis, with the generic



elements left on auto-pilot while the director busies himself with form, rhythm,
texture and the implications of the characters’ sexual pathologies. To borrow
Manny Farber’s famous distinction, Miike makes ‘termite art’ (‘no ambitions
towards gilt culture but... involved in a kind of squandering-beaverish
endeavour that isn’t anywhere or for anything’) rather than the kind of ‘white
elephant art’ beloved of A-list festival programmers.

No matter how disparate, Miike’s work has a number of defining
characteristics. First, a nonconformist approach to film grammar and narrative
structure. Like many Hong Kong directors, Miike has no time for Hollywood
approaches to visual storytelling: no master shots with inserted close-ups, no
reverse-angle cutting. Each shot in his films, whether it lasts a few frames or a
few minutes, whether it’s formally composed or hand-held, is a new camera
set-up. At the same time, he is no respecter of orthodox plotting. Second, an
Imamura-like conviction that what goes on below the belt is as interesting as
what goes on in the back of the mind. Third, a clear sense that the classical
Japanese virtues of modesty, emotional restraint and self-denial — all present
and correct to some degree in everything he makes — need to be balanced by
liberating excesses, as found in neighbouring Asian cultures. Fourth, a very
open-minded view of the spectrum of human sexuality; no straight director
has introduced more gay elements into his films, or shown gay sex with more
gusto. Fifth, a wicked, albsurdist sense of humour.

Audition, which Miike introduced in Rotterdam as ‘a film | know some of you
will intensely dislike’, invites a feminist reading. Video-company executive
Aoyama, who lost his wife seven years earlier, is urged by his teenage son to
remarry — to stop him from ageing so fast and becoming lonely. A colleague
reminds Aoyama of an abandoned feature film project and suggests mounting
auditions for the female lead, which will allow him to pick a potential bride.
He’s greatly attracted to a 24-year-old woman with dance training; her
seeming docility and politesse are precisely the qualities he craves in a
woman. His nightmarish comeuppance at her hands may be no more than a
projection of his latent paranoia — or it may actually be true that she is
vengefully obsessed with acupuncture needles and amputations. Miike
constructs the climactic sequences as a series of alarming time-slips between
alternative realities, but leaves no doubt that the central issue is the effect on
women of Japanese male sexual attitudes, assumptions and actions.

Like Dead or Alive, Audition came to Miikke as a commission; it was another
script he altered substantially before and during production. (In the original
story by Ryu Murakami the woman is apparently a deranged harpy, furious
when she discovers that the man dating her has been married before.) But the
critics who showered the film with prizes in Rotterdam, and some who have
written about it since, appear to find a qualitative difference between Audition
and Miike’s gangster films, probably because of its emphases on psychology
and sexual politics. | think this supposed difference is an illusion; Miike thinks
in vigorously cinematic terms whatever material he’s reworking, and his
iconoclastic ideas are just as clearly expressed through action as they are
through character.

Tony Rayns, Sight and Sound, May 2000
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