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Mishima
A Life in Four Chapters

‘What is a cult film? A cult film is one which has a passionate following but
does not appeal to everybody. Just because a movie is a cult movie does not
automatically guarantee quality. Some cult fiims are very bad. Others are very,
very good. Some make an awful lot of money at the box office. Others make
no money at all. Some are considered quality films. Others are exploitation.’
From 1988 to 2000 Moviedrome was presented by Alex Cox and then Mark
Cousins. Across that time, more than 200 features were shown, and
generations of movie fans and filmmakers would be informed and inspired by
the selection, alongside the wit and wisdom of the introductions that preceded
each screening. Moviedrome was a portal into the world of weird and
wonderful cinema. This two-month season features some of the most notable
titles screened and wherever possible they are preceded by the original
televised introduction.

Nick Freand Jones, season curator and producer of Moviedrome

Alex Cox: Mishima is in Japanese. It is not, however, a Japanese film. The
distinction was made very clear at the Cannes Film Festival, where the
celebrated Japanese director Oshima said: ‘I was told that this was a
controversial film. It is not controversial. It is merely bad.’

The movie was shot in Japan with American money and directed by Paul
Schrader — creator of such tortured protagonists as Travis Bickle in Taxi Driver
and Nastassja Kinski in Cat People. It is the story of the last day in the life of
the Japanese playwright and novelist Yukio Mishima, seen in parallel from the
perspective of three of his stories.

Mishima’s death took place in 1970, and was hugely controversial. He was a
right-wing adept of bushido, the rigorous samurai code; unlike the cowboy
samurai of Kurosawa, he was desperately loyal to the Emperor. He spent his
time writing and drilling the cadets of his own private army, called the Shield
Society. He was disliked by the accommodating establishment which arose in
Tokyo after the Second World War; he was also gay. On 25 November 1970 he
raided the Eastern Army Headquarters in Tokyo, tied up and harangued a
general of whom he disapproved and committed suicide via the traditional form
of seppuku. Mishima is thus in many ways a touchy subject in Japan, and it’s
hardly surprising certain people got upset when a foreigner decided to make a
film about him.

Apparently Mishima’s heirs were able to exercise certain controls over the
content of the film: hence its complicated structure and relative restraint around
the sexual theme. Mishima illustrates a problem with the biopic: it’s always a
mistake when there are heirs around, worse when the character in question is
still living. When Bob Fosse made Star 80, he wanted Harry Dean Stanton to
play Hugh Hefner, the pipe-smoking, black-sock-wearing proprietor of Playboy.
Hefner, however, had final approval of the actor who was to play him and
decided that Cliff Robertson would be a more appropriate thespian. In the
same way, Mishima suffers from a slightly reverential approach to its subject —
much like the film The Doors, whose director apparently really believed the old
bullshit story about Jim Morrison being the reincarnation of an old Indian
mystic. Sure he was. And he’s still alive too, working as a carpenter in San
Diego, along with Mishima and Elvis.
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That said, there is much to praise in Mishima. It has outstanding music by
Philip Glass, and it’s a very unusual film, about a character unknown outside
literary circles. It provides a glimpse into a culture which still regards the military
arts as the highest form of study, although over the last 50 years it’s managed
to apply them to the world of manufacturing and international commerce, with
incredible results. It’s also a culture that does not regard suicide as failure, but
rather an acceptable and decent culmination to a satisfactory life. Hence
Kurosawa’s own attempt at suicide in the seventies. Hence, also, his brother’s
death: his brother was a silent-film narrator; he killed himself when the talkies
arrived.

The big question for me with Mishima was, can the director speak Japanese or
not? The answer is yes — but when they started shooting he directed in English
via three interpreters, because he could speak Japanese, but not think in it.

Alex Cox’s original introduction for Moviedrome. Also published in Moviedrome: The Guide 2
(BBC, 1993). With thanks to moviedromer.tumblr.com

‘| came to Mishima,” Paul Schrader has said, ‘because he was the type of
character | might have invented if he had not existed.’ In a sense, he has
invented him already, and Mishima merely embodies the last in a long line of
Mishima prototypes: heroes driven to destruction by their thirst for redemption;
narcissists compelled to shatter the wall of mirrors that separates them from
reality; fantasists eager to substantiate themselves by constantly recreating
themselves. Taxi Driver's Travis Bickle is probably Mishima’s most direct
antecedent — with his diary, his guns, his tortured sexuality and his attempt at
self-affirmation in a political acte gratuit. But Schrader has become the poet
laureate of the type: the crazed outsider who doesn’t shun the system so
much as long to create a finer, purer, nobler one — one created, in fact, in his
own image. Schrader has given a strange Calvinist complexion to the old
American individualist, and given us a live-wire, ‘hot’ version of the modern,
affectless, alienated hero.

Mishima is, if nothing else, a singular case of cultural projection, osmosis and
wish fulfilment. It is convincingly Japanese in language, detail, cultural and filmic
reference, yet never for a moment does it seem anything but Western in
thought and stylistic attack. (The question of whose projection it is might be the
most fascinating aspect of the film: Schrader working his way in towards an
alien mind and culture, or Mishima working his way out towards one.) Nothing,
at any rate, could be further from Schrader’s admiration for the refinement and
simplicity, the Zen attributes, of Ozu’s cinema (‘Because of Ozu’s normal
emphasis on unity rather than disunity ... he is not really the advocate of either
the old or the young, but the advocate of traditional Oneness’: Transcendental
Style in Film) than this multi-dimensional assault on both reality and the
psychology of his central character. In this, cutting between a dramatised
recreation of Mishima'’s coup at Eastern Army Headqguarters, black-and-white
episodes from his early life, and highly stylised excerpts from three of his
novels, Schrader has obliged his subject. He has carried out that work of
demolition and transformation which Mishima hoped would be the effect of his
writing, breaking down the primary reality of ‘Words, which could change the
world, and the world, which has nothing to do with words.’

Richard Combs, Monthly Film Bulletin, October 1985
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