SEEN & HEARD

37 Seconds

Writer-director HIKARI on ‘37 Seconds’

Firstly, in light of this being your first feature film, what was it like transitioning
from the short film meaium into the world of features, and why did you decide
fo make this story, in particular, your first foray into feature filmmaking?

| didn’t know what would be ahead of me; | should have listened to what my
teachers said when they told me that in case a short film does well, you
should have a feature script ready.

| would say ‘OK sure!l” but | wasn’t ready to make anything. When my first
short film, 7suyako, received such a positive response at film festivals around
the world, | realised how powerful this medium is and how people were
moved by what they were seeing. | thought, ‘OK, this is great, | can do
something with it.’

When | wrote 37 Seconds, | already knew this was going to be the movie
because | knew exactly how | wanted to shoot it and how the story was going
to unfold.

What was it about the differently abled and their experiences that made you
want to tackle that issue cinematically?

In Asia, people don’t want to talk about differently abled people having sex;
it’s not even a discussion.

| felt like much of the time they were disregarded in society, and | thought that
was very problematic. The more | interviewed people with disabilities, the
more | saw that they seemed to be thinking, ‘Well I'm in a wheelchair, so
therefore I’'m not going to be able to be in love’ — it’s important to let the
audience know that that’s how they feel.

If people can understand how difficult it can be to go through these things,
and can be encouraged to give some kind of support, we can make a more
peaceful world.

It’s so rare to see a differently abled character being portrayed by an actor
who faces those challenges in real life. Could you tell me a bit about casting
the wonadertful Mei Kayama who plays the lead character, Yuma and how her
cerebral palsy shaped 37 Seconds 7

Originally | was planning to make a love story, but also a story about sexual
awakening and living an independent life. Those elements are there but initially
the protagonist was going to be paralysed.

| went into casting with my mind completely open because | had no idea who
| would meet, and when | found Mei she was just a surprise. She was nothing
like | had imagined; she looked so innocent and so young too.

| was like, ‘It’s a sex story, does it work with her? She looks like she’s 15
years old...” but after talking to her and really seeing what she could do, |
thought she definitely had the part.

So when | cast Mei | had to ask myself what the story was going to be — ‘Do |
change it? Do | go with it?’ —and that lead to me interviewing her and
reshaping the story from there.



The portrayal of the experience of someone with cerebral palsy, particularly in
a big city such as Tokyo, is so accurate in the film. | was wonadering what your
research for that aspect of the film involved?

When | was working on the script, several times | got myself a wheelchair and
| went around town. | am from Osaka, and | found it to be a little bit more
wheelchair friendly and the people to be more open and helpful than in Tokyo.
Whenever | would bump into something or struggle there would always be
someone saying, ‘Are you okay? Do you need help?’ | thought that was so
sweet, but at the same time | would have to say thank you to so many
people, and at times the attention became a little overwhelming.

You've really hit the nail on the head, because that’s the contradiction in
feelings that so many disabled people have. Obviously | want people to be
aware, to help out and to know that it can be tough sometimes, but at the
same time it can be frustrating constantly thanking people, telling them that
I'm fine and that | don’t need their help.

Yes, ‘I don’t want to hurt your feelings but I'm fine!l” Although, when | tried the
same thing in Tokyo it was the opposite: nobody helped me and the train was
particularly hard. Sometimes you try to get on the train, and because there are
too many people you can’t get on and you’re just left waiting. So that was
frustrating. | had to experience it to see what it’'s really like and how people
would really treat me in those situations.

I've heard you speak before about negative attitudes towarads differently abled
people in Japan. Are you hoping this film can change the perception of
aisability for people who view it negatively in Japan and elsewhere?

We recently had it confirmed that the film will receive a PG-12 rating in Japan,
meaning that pretty much anyone of any age can see the fiim as long as their
parents are okay with it.

Educating people at such an early age that we’re all the same is so important,
and | hope that when people watch our movie, they see that it’s about a girl
who’s trying to make it work in the life she’s living, whether she’s disabled

or not.

She obviously has unique challenges to face, but at the same time you can do
anything you want, right? So | really wanted to plant that into young people’s
minds early on.

Finally, is there anything about 37 Seconds that we haven’t covered already
that you’'d like to put out there and let people know?

| really hope that when people watch the film, they see that it’s really not just a
film about a girl with a disability; really, it’s about us. Boys, girls, old, young, it
doesn’t matter; it’s about us and how we can do whatever we want to do —
there’s no limitation. We are the only people who limit ourselves.

George Rogers, BFI NETWORK, network.bfi.org.uk, 29 March 2019

George Rogers is a student filmmaker, a graduate of the BFI Film Academy and a freelance
film journalist. As a wheelchair user, George hopes to promote the representation of
differently abled people in the film industry.
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