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introduction

In January 1968, the popular film magazine Eiga Geijutsu (Film art) pub-
lished a dialogue —sensationally titled “Fascist or Revolutionary?” —
between Oshima Nagisa, an acclaimed cinéaste and critic-representative
of Japanese New Wave cinema, and Mishima Yukio, a renowned nov-
elist who was to stage a failed coup d’état and ritual suicide as a spec-
tacular media event two years later. The dialogue is intriguing not so
much because it suggests a rare point of agreement between Oshima
and Mishima, who are considered to stand at opposing ends of the spec-
trum of political activism (the antinationalist Left and the ultranation-
alist Right). Rather, the dialogue is fascinating because it highlights
their shared interest in television and, more broadly, in the political
effects of televisually induced media events. Oshima and Mishima con-
cur that the New Left generation of Japanese student protesters are the
children of television whose political actions are deeply conditioned by
the ubiquitous presence of the news camera. Oshima calls this media-
conscious form of student protest an “expressive act” akin to an artistic
performance. Mishima criticizes this view by noting that the substitu-
tion of political action by the expressive act attests to the bleakness of
the television age in which they all live. Oshima, in contrast, regards
this blurring of the boundary between artistic performance and politi-
cal action in a positive light, suggesting that the very meaning of politics
and art should be rethought in light of this situation.!

Oshima and Mishima were not alone in remarking on the media con-
sciousness of student protesters during the so-called season of politics



(seiji no kisetsu) that erupted in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Various
factions of student protesters allegedly chose the colors of their ubig-
uitous construction helmets (worn during protests) based on how they
would look on color television.> Both the dialogue and this anecdote
point to the increasing imbrication of politics and media in Japan, to
which the rise and consolidation of television greatly contributed. The
season of politics, which coincided with the golden era of leftist inde-
pendent and avant-garde filmmaking practices, was, in effect, the sea-
son of image politics.

Oshima’s call to redefine politics and art in light of the media-
conscious student protesters also sheds light on a little-studied aspect
of Japanese political avant-garde filmmaking in the 1960s: the tension
between journalistic media and cinema that became visible against the
backdrop of intensifying image politics. During the 1960s, the prox-
imity between cinema and journalism gained wide attention from
critics and filmmakers. Political avant-garde filmmakers started to ap-
proximate —or, more precisely, to appropriate —television and other
journalistic media forms. This avant-gardist appropriation of journal-
ism marks an important but overlooked tendency within postwar Japa-
nese cinema. The timely appropriation of sensational news, high-profile
media events, and other topical images widely circulating in the press
by filmmakers such as Oshima Nagisa, Matsumoto Toshio, Wakamatsu
Ko6ji, and Adachi Masao in the 1960s and early 1970s points to a collec-
tively shared concern with journalistic actuality. For the sake of clarity,
I will call this body of films the “cinema of actuality.” The spectacular
terrain of sensational newsmaking and media events in particular at-
tracted these avant-garde filmmakers, but their appropriation of jour-
nalism was not a simple reversion back to cinema’s early social function
as a “visual newspaper.”® Instead, the journalistic production of spec-
tacular and sensational news became a complex site of calculated ap-
propriations and critical experimentations in the 1960s, as these Japa-
nese avant-garde filmmakers grappled with the intertwined questions
of how to radicalize cinema in light of the escalating mediatization of
politics and how to situate cinema within a rapidly changing media en-
vironment.* The appearance of the cinema of actuality was hence an
extremely timely response to profound changes occurring in the Japa-
nese media sphere.

Although these filmmakers belong to the generation of cinéastes
who have been subsumed under the category of New Wave, not all of
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the so-called New Wave filmmakers contributed to the cinema of actu-
ality®> Likewise, the filmmakers whose works I analyze in this book
have affinities with underground and lesser-known experimental film-
makers, such as Jonouchi Motoharu, Okabe Michio, and Kanai Katsu,
who do not appear in most studies of the Japanese New Wave. I hence
eschew the clichéd label New Wave in favor of the term political avant-
garde in describing the filmmakers whose works form the cinema of
actuality. The term political avant-garde acknowledges the permeability
between commercial and underground forms of filmmaking—a perme-
ability that is erased by the term New Wave.® Their common strategies of
appropriating and recycling current, topical, and often sensational ma-
terials culled from the realm of journalism should also be read against
the historical situation of the 1960s, a decade marked by a seemingly
endless series of televised assassinations, hijackings, hostage crises, and
mass street protests. My argument is that cinema—itself an appara-
tus of spectacle —became a testing ground for the reflexive critique
of media spectacle precisely at this moment in Japan. Central to my
analysis is the changing conception of cinema in relation to television
and other image-based media; this change is registered by the rising
intermedia consciousness among the filmmakers whose works form the
cinema of actuality.

THE JOURNALISTIC TURN

The journalistic turn of political avant-garde filmmakers in the 1960s is
exemplified by the increased discursive currency of a loan word: aku-
chuaritii (actuality). This term started to widely circulate in the Japa-
nese discourses on film, photography, television, and literature dur-
ing the late 1950s and became one of the key concepts used to discuss
the political efficacy of art throughout the 1960s. The broad range of
connotations (topicality, newsworthiness, currentness, contemporary
relevance, and factuality) attached to the term actuality is integral to
understanding why journalism became an object of critique for film-
makers concerned with the political efficacy of cinema. Another key
term that entered the Japanese film-theoretical discourse during this
period was eizo (image), which gained currency around the same time
as the journalistic concept of actuality began to circulate among avant-
garde circles. The term eizo was often invoked in order to articulate
cinema’s relation to television, the newly dominant medium that gen-
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erated strong sensations of actuality. The concurrent proliferation of
discourses on the image and actuality attests to a historical correlation
between these two concepts as well as to the impact of television.

Not surprisingly, these intertwined discourses on the image and
actuality arose when the Japanese film industry itself was undergoing a
significant restructuration. Since the late 1950s, television had steadily
eclipsed cinema as a prime source of entertainment, bringing about
the fast decline of the vertically integrated Japanese film industry. The
disintegration of the industry, as the narrative goes, in turn enabled
small independent production companies to flourish in the 1960s.
This decade thus came to be known as the golden age of independent
cinema, a decade marked by an outburst of experimental and avant-
garde film productions. The establishment in 1961 of the Art Theatre
Guild (ATG)—a unique production, distribution, and exhibition com-
pany exclusively dedicated to the dissemination of art cinema—was
emblematic of these institutional changes.” Almost all the filmmakers
whose works are analyzed in this book exhibited their films at the Art
Theatre Shinjuku Bunka or its underground counterpart, Theatre Scor-
pio (Sasori-za). Named after Kenneth Anger’s experimental film Scorpio
Rising (1964) by none other than Mishima, Theatre Scorpio was an epi-
center of Japan’s underground film culture and a hotspot for avant-garde
theater, experimental music, and intermedia performances. Located
below Shinjuku Bunka in Tokyo, this clandestine basement art space
hosted lively discussions on politics and art, and fostered close collabo-
rations among filmmakers, musicians, photographers, performance art-
ists, and playwrights. A growing number of intermedial experiments
that defied conventional boundaries between different media emerged
directly from this social and cultural milieu.

This rough sketch of the sociocultural context of the 1960s that gave
rise to the cinema of actuality, however, is perhaps not complete with-
out a few additional remarks. One such element is the transfer of the
principal production site of visual news from the film industry to the
television industry. During the 1930s, newsreel theaters specializing
in newsreels, short animations, and documentary films flourished in
Japan. Major national newspaper companies, such as Asahi, Yomiuri,
and Mainichi used to dominate the production of newsreels, with each
running its own film production company regularly supplying newsreel
theaters with their products. Major studios such as Shochiku also began
producing and marketing newsreels or visual newspapers (me no shin-
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bun) as early as 1930.2 In the 1950s and throughout the 1960s, the same
newspaper companies shifted their focus and investment from film to
television, while continuing to exert control over the journalistic sphere
of news production.’ Television gradually replaced newsreel theaters as
the principal channel of disseminating visual news. The cinematic en-
gagement with the sensation of actuality that emerged in the 1960s was,
arguably, a response to this shift. Before the rise of television, cinema
was a privileged medium for capturing the moment: it was the visual
medium of actuality. Yet the rapid development of news shows on tele-
vision, along with the postwar restructuring of the film industry with
its emphasis on program pictures based on the star system, significantly
weakened cinema’s association with actuality. The journalistic turn of
political avant-garde filmmaking during the 1960s came after this rup-
ture, which severed cinema’s affinity with news journalism. In this re-
gard this journalistic turn was, partly, a gesture of return to the original
fascination with the sensation of actuality that cinema used to impart
in the early days.

A number of seminal theoretical texts on the mass media and tele-
vision were also translated into Japanese during the 1960s. For instance,
Daniel J. Boorstin’s influential text, The Image: Or What Happened to the
American Dream? (1962), appeared in translation in 1964, the year of the
Tokyo Olympics, which boosted the nationwide sale of television sets.
The following year the first translation of Walter Benjamin’s texts ap-
peared, including his essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical
Reproduction,” which came out in print three years prior to its English
translation. Marshall McLuhan’s 1964 bestseller, Understanding Media:
The Extension of Man, was translated in 1967, accelerating the so-called
McLuhan boom in Japan, and stirring passionate debates on the rela-
tion between contemporary art and mass media.’® But if these newly
translated texts found enthusiastic receptions from critics and artists
in Japan, it is because these readers already were familiar with many
of the theoretical issues articulated in these texts. Among my aims in
this book is to present the theoretical and discursive context of debates
around the image that preceded and accompanied the translations of
such texts, and that prepared the way for their wide reception.

The focus on the discursive context points to another intervention
I hope to make: to shed light on the important relationship between
theory and practice among political avant-garde filmmakers of the time.
There is an enduring misconception of Japanese film culture, namely
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the assumption that “the very notion of theory is alien to Japan; it is
considered a property of Europe and the West,” to invoke Noél Burch’s
memorable statement." Even today, the term theory within film studies
predominantly—and almost exclusively—refers to theoretical writ-
ings penned by European and North American critics and scholars,
as is evident in the focus of numerous anthologies bearing the words
“Film Theory” in their title. Yet there is irony in this exclusivity. For
one, Japanese cinema played a significant role in the development of
the film theory that emerged in the 1960s and the 1970s (also called
70s film theory or screen theory). Japanese cinema, as Mitsuhiro Yoshi-
moto notes, was instrumental at this formative stage of film studies
as a discipline in North America. Some of the canonical texts of this
film theory drew heavily on the work of Japanese filmmakers such as
Ozu and Oshima." The critical role Oshima’s work played is especially
visible in influential texts such as Stephen Heath’s “Narrative Space”
(1976).” In spite of such accrued interests in Japanese cinema in the
1970s, however, rich theoretical discussions on the cinema that Oshima
and his contemporaries generated have not received due attention.**
Disproving Burch’s claim before the fact, many of the avant-garde
filmmakers at the time also thought of themselves as theorists. And
their writings, published in numerous film journals (Kiroku Eiga, Eiga
Hyoron, Eiga Hihyo, Eizo Geijutsu, and so on), were in close conversation
with the filmmaking practices of the time. This is particularly true in
the case of someone like Matsumoto, who spearheaded the experimen-
tal film and video art scene of the 1960s and 1970s. Matsumoto’s first
book, Discovery of the Image: Avant-garde and Documentary (Eiz6 no hak-
ken: Avangyarudo to dokyumentarii, 1963) had a wide-reaching impact
on his contemporaries, including Oshima, his greatest rival, and on the
following generation of experimental filmmakers, such as Adachi, J6-
nouchi, and others who congregated around the vaN Film Research
Center (a filmmaking collective formed by former student filmmakers
from Nihon University). Similarly, we cannot overlook the equally in-
fluential role played by an earlier generation of leftist intellectuals like
Hanada Kiyoteru in inspiring the postwar generation of political avant-
garde filmmakers. Matsumoto, Oshima, Adachi, and others took seri-
ously Hanada’s call to synthesize the avant-garde and documentary arts,
and they also consciously inherited the activist notion of the “move-
ment” (undo) that Hanada’s cohort of avant-garde artists advocated in
the 1950s. The activist edge of political avant-garde filmmaking that
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arose against the intense mediatization of student movements was fur-
ther sharpened by the participation of activist-theorists like Matsuda
Masao. Furthermore, the discursive attempt to theorize cinema in rela-
tion to politics at this time was paralleled by similar efforts in the adja-
cent field of photography. For instance, the work of the photographer-
critic Nakahira Takuma—a co-founder of the influential photography
group and magazine Provoke —should be read as a part of the dialogue
with filmmakers and critics, such as Adachi and Matsuda. What unites
the writings of these critics, filmmakers, and photographers is their
shared concern with the actuality of the image and the political force of
the mediatized spectacle.

THE POLITICS OF THE SPECTACLE

Indeed, this discursive milieu that brought together a number of intel-
lectuals, filmmakers, and photographers was profoundly affected by the
intensifying production of media spectacles that reconfigured the per-
ception of politics as such. As Mishima and Oshima rightly recognized,
student revolutionaries were children of the television age who learned
to stage their political dissent for the camera. This deepening imbrica-
tion of politics and the media suggested that the image itself was fast
becoming the very locus of political struggle. Nakahira’s 1972 essay
“The Document Called Illusion” (“Kiroku to iu gen'ei”), for instance,
addresses the increasing dissolution of the distance between the media-
tized spectacle and so-called reality: “A naive belief that assumes pho-
tography to be a record of reality gets inverted in the mass media, which
gives rise to the mass hallucination that whatever is photographed is
real. But this also suggests another logical inversion: whatever is not re-
corded by photography or not broadcast on television is unreal.”** The
word gen'ei (“illusion” or “hallucination”) used in the title of this essay is
a direct reference to the word image used in the Japanese translation of
Boorstin’s book, The Image: Or What Happened to the American Dream?®
Here, Nakahira follows Boorstin’s observation that the very process of
televisual mediation gives rise to “pseudo-events.” For Nakahira, this
causal inversion of mediation and event generates “a strange myth . . .
whose logic confounds reality and its image.”*” This conflation of reality
and its image, moreover, produces a new form of policing power. Once
documented and broadcast on television, a simple snapshot of an ordi-
nary house might start to look like a crime scene, and a passerby like
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a criminal. It is this imposition of moral judgment unleashed by the
image and by newsmaking practice that Nakahira objects to.

Nakahira’s critique of the manipulating power of the image forms
the perfect obverse of Oshima’s observation that the parameters of poli-
tics have greatly changed since the emergence of media-savvy student
protesters, underlining the fact that the critique of the image was by
no means uniform across the Left. Their complementary take on tele-
vision and its power suggests how ambivalent the mediated appeal of
the spectacle could be even for those on the Left who ostensibly share
the same critical stance toward politics. The spectacle works not only
in favor of one who benefits from the existing structure of domination,
but also for those who contest it. For the camera-conscious protesters,
the efficacy of direct action resides as much in the indirect process of its
dissemination through the media as in the action itself. A clear distinc-
tion between directness and indirectness, or the immediacy of action
and the mediatedness of its image, becomes untenable. In this Japanese
version of the society of the spectacle, what we find is the fundamental
ambivalence of the image.

If Nakahira’s distrust of television comes close to Guy Debord’s well-
known critique of the spectacle, Oshima’s call to reconceptualize poli-
tics in light of the spectacle reminds us of Jacques Ranciere’s recent
critique of Debord’s narrow definition of the spectacle as a source of
disempowerment.!® For Oshima, the deliberate act of setting up and
staging the protest for the camera is nothing to be denigrated. Mishima,
in the dialogue referred to above, assumes that there is an essential dif-
ference between a real political action and a theatrical or expressive
act (with which he aligns student protests), and would thus seem to
be in agreement with Nakahira’s critique of the spectacle. Oshima, on
the other hand, insists that such a distinction no longer holds. Here,
Oshima might be envisioning the relation between politics and the
spectacle in the manner comparable to Ranciere, who overturns the
Platonic prejudice implicit in Debord’s negative view of the separation
between the spectacle and the spectator.'® Ranciére’s understanding of
politics as something spectacular is a view that Oshima strongly es-
pouses in his conversation with Mishima and in his filmmaking prac-
tice throughout the 1960s. For Oshima, the expressive act of student
activists is often immediately political, and politics in turn is radically
reconfigured through the dramatic act of staging the spectacle that at-
tempts to dislocate and disrupt the existing police order.
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As is evident in the disagreement between Oshima’s and Nakahira’s
critique of television, however, the Japanese leftist discourse on politics
and the spectacle in the 1960s and early 1970s is far from uniform: the
spectacle is variably viewed as a polemical object of critique as well as
a site of empowerment. In short, the problem with the image produced
and relayed by television for these critics resides not in its spectacular
appearance per se; rather it derives from the end to which it serves. This
duality of the image as a means and a medium became, in effect, a re-
current problem for political avant-garde filmmakers. If the mediating
function of the image in cinema and television received such intense
scrutiny by political avant-garde filmmakers and critics in the 1960s, it
is precisely because politics could no longer be thought apart from the
fundamental ambivalence of the spectacle. This ambivalence marks the
cinema of actuality and thus informs the tension between cinema and
journalism.

In order to set up the main framework of analysis, I trace in chapter 1
the genealogy of the term eizo (“image”) and examine its sudden prolif-
eration in the wake of television. Beginning in the late 1950s, theoreti-
cal and popular discourse on cinema in Japan increasingly dealt with
the question of cinema’s specificity in relation to other forms of image-
making media. The concept that played a crucial role here was eizo, a
term that dominated the debates around image-making practice, and
which designates a special class of images produced and mediated by a
technological apparatus. This growing concern with the image, which
took shape in various forms of image theories from the late 1950s and
throughout the 1960s, also helped to revive discussions about cinema
and its medium specificity. Through a close analysis of Matsumoto’s and
Oshima’s intermedial experiments with still photography and the comic
book, I lay the groundwork for the consideration of the cinema of actu-
ality within a wider media-historical context.

The image is, of course, a topic that has received much attention
in North America in recent years through the work of theorists such
as W. J. T. Mitchell, Anne Friedberg, Jean-Luc Nancy, Georges Didi-
Huberman, and Marie-José Mondzain. There has been a growing inter-
est in the status of the image in contemporary societies among scholars
of film studies, media studies, cultural studies, and art history, in part
because of the growing prominence of digital media that radically re-
configured our understanding of the materiality of the image. However,
this widely shared interest in the image has been marked by a curious
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tendency toward generalization that seems to leave out questions re-
lating to its historical and cultural specificity. Scholars have too often
used the word image to mean anything from the representation of an ob-
ject in one’s mind to a painting, a photograph, or a computer screen.?®
The shortcoming of this approach is that the image comes to encompass
anything from an ancient cave painting to a photo displayed on a laptop,
all while its implicit rootedness in Judeo-Christian epistemology re-
mains unquestioned. Just as the term theory has been assumed to be an
exclusive property of the West (Europe and North America), the term
image in the disciplines of the humanities often presupposes its epis-
temological roots in this Western or Judeo-Christian tradition. My at-
tempt to map out the genealogy of the term eizo is intended to provide
an alternative framework of analysis grounded in the historical and cul-
tural conditions of the postwar Japanese media environment.
Accompanying the discourse on the image I discuss in chapter 1is an
equally prominent concern with the concept of actuality. Extending the
interrogation of cinema’s relation to other media, in chapter 2 I histori-
cally situate the tension between cinema and journalism, and ask what
was at stake in these cinematic experiments. In order to think through
this question, I focus on the connection between theatricality and actu-
ality. Tracing the tension between the documentary understanding of
filmic actuality as factuality and the journalistic conception of actuality
as topicality, I examine key debates in Japanese film theory surrounding
this concept of actuality. These debates inform my analysis of Matsu-
moto’s and Oshima’s timely appropriation of high-profile media events
and news in films such as For the Damaged Right Eye (1968), Funeral
Parade of Roses (1969), Death by Hanging (1968), and Diary of a Shinjuku
Thief (1969). Instead of simply reproducing the journalistic sensation
of actuality, these films, which often directly appropriate and “remedi-
ate” topical media events, reveal the constitutive artifice at the heart of
actuality, or what I call “artifactuality” (following Jacques Derrida).?!
In chapter 3 I extend the investigation of artifactuality by highlight-
ing the temporal difference between two economies of the image: jour-
nalism and cinema. The markedly experimental “Pink” or softcore films
by Wakamatsu K&ji, which consciously and swiftly appropriate contem-
porary media events, provide a unique vantage point to analyze this dif-
ference. Wakamatsu’s films from the 1960s and early 1970s play with a
well-calculated timing of the cinematic appropriation of media events
that generated an intense sensation of actuality. By situating Wakama-
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tsu’s practice within the larger political climate of the time, I explore
how this mode of cinematic intervention was responding to the increas-
ing mediatization of politics —both left wing and right wing —that tele-
vision facilitated.

In chapter 4 I return to the relation between cinema and journalism,
this time with an emphasis on the way in which this relation was prob-
lematized in the film discourse of the fiikeiron (“theory of landscape” or
“landscape theory”) and its attendant filmic works: A.K.A. Serial Killer
(1969), an experimental documentary film shot by Adachi, and The Man
Who Left His Will on Film (1970), an experimental narrative film shot by
Oshima. These two films and the concomitant discourse of fikeiron
added a new dimension to Japanese film theory, as they approached
the image of landscape in terms of state power, and governmental con-
trol over urban space in particular. By drawing attention to the formal
similarity between the actuality films of early cinema and these two
landscape films, I show how the formal strategy of focusing on empty
landscapes helped these filmmakers to develop a new framework for
analyzing the policing power of the state.

In chapter 5 I investigate a case in which the cinema of actuality di-
rectly confronted television. In this chapter I closely analyze Wakama-
tsu and Adachi’s singular propaganda news film, The Red Army/PFLP:
Declaration of World War (1971), which opens with remediated news
footage of airplane hijackings. Comparing The Red Army/PFLP’s use of
televisual news and images of the landscape to the remarkably simi-
lar work Here and Elsewhere (1974), a film shot by Jean-Luc Godard,
Jean-Pierre Gorin, and Anne-Marie Miéville, I examine how these films
complicate the ideal of militant cinema. Emphasis is placed on the ten-
sion between the alleged directness of a militant action, such as hijack-
ing, and the alleged indirectness of the cinematic mediation of such an
action.

In the conclusion I map out the eventual decline of the cinema of
actuality in relation to two epochal events of the 1970s: the World’s Fair
in Osaka (Expo 70) held in 1970 and the hostage crisis known as the
Asama Sans6 Incident in 1972. By tracing the structural transforma-
tion in the governmental control over urban space, the policing of the
contiguity between street politics and cinema, the rise of video art, and
the increasing retreat of image-making practices into enclosed spaces
of exhibition, I situate the end of the season of image politics in a wider
historical context.
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In sum, I take as my point of departure the presupposition that Japa-
nese avant-garde cinema of the 1960s and early 1970s must be situated
firmly within its theoretical and its medial contexts. It is thus to the
discourse of the image and the burgeoning intermedia practice that I
now turn.
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one

intermedial experiments

and the rise of the eizd discourse

On 25 February 1967, Oshima Nagisa’s experimental film Band of Ninja
(Ninja bugeicho) premiered at the Art Theatre Guild’s main theater,
Shinjuku Bunka in Tokyo." Based on the comic writer Shirato Sanpei’s
1959-62 manga (a Japanese term for “comic book™) of the same title,
the film Band of Ninja is a meticulously filmed and edited version of the
original manga, sitting somewhat uncomfortably between comic book
and animation. The film strikes one as odd not only because it is entirely
composed of motionless drawings, but also because these drawings bear
the marks of original sketch lines. The drawings contain parts of word
bubbles and graphically rendered onomatopoeias (which are so preva-
lent in Japanese manga) as well as the speed lines used to designate the
movements of characters or things. Arguably, the very visibility of these
sketch lines, word bubbles, onomatopoeias, and speed lines contribute
to the incipient “intermedial” look of this film. Made in 1967, the year
when one of the first events bearing the word intermedia (intaamedia)
in its title took place in Japan,> Oshima’s formal experiment in Band of
Ninja offers a useful vantage point from which to consider a shifting
conception of cinema amid a growing number of border-crossing ex-
periments undertaken by avant-garde filmmakers, musicians, perfor-
mance artists, and graphic designers in the late 1960s.

The term intermedia is often evoked in relation to the confluence of
Japanese and North American performance-based arts, exemplified by
the eponymous activities of Fluxus in the 1960s. Coined by the Fluxus
artist Dick Higgins in 1966, the term quickly entered the vocabulary



of Japanese music, film, and performance discourses, forming a close
semantic network with related terms.®> As Tone Yasunao, a musician
and another Fluxus member, explains, unlike neighboring terms such
as happening and event, the use of the term intermedia was initially asso-
ciated with an underground film movement.* By the early 1970s, how-
ever, its connection to cinema was no longer apparent. The following
definition of intermedia— offered by Ichiyanagi Toshi, an avant-garde
composer who worked closely with Fluxus members, in the 1972 article
“Encyclopedia of Contemporary Situations of Cinema”—is suggestive
in this regard.

There are many auteurs whose works exude an intermedial style or
attitude, though it is hard to name those who are specializing only
in intermedia. For instance, we can include filmmakers who are en-
gaged in the practice of expanded cinema, multiprojection, and en-
vironmental cinema, musicians who work on aleatoric music, live
electronic music, theater work, and so-called events, or visual artists
who do happenings, light art, kinetic art, and light shows. In one way
or another all of these people are working in the field of intermedia.

This inclusive sense of intermedia, which encompasses various me-
diums and platforms, emphasizes its eventfulness and multiplicity of
style. Cinema is in no way privileged. Instead, intermedia came to refer
more broadly to various kinds of artistic experiments that aim to facili-
tate mutual transformations of the multiple media involved in a single
work, a process through which generic expectations and aesthetic con-
ventions accompanying a particular medium are overturned or chal-
lenged. This gradual decentering of cinema as a primary site of inter-
medial artistic experiments is reminiscent of a similar process that had
taken place a few years earlier when the word eizo (image) entered the
discursive milieu of Japanese film theory and media criticism. Examin-
ing this process prior to the introduction of the intermedial discourse is
crucial, because it allows us to see how the boundary of cinema started
to shift, as the technologically produced image became a theoretical
problem in its own right.

The aim of foregrounding the concept of eiz, a term that designates
a class of images produced and mediated by a technological apparatus,
is twofold. First, it helps situate increasing efforts by Japanese avant-
garde filmmakers to appropriate and directly incorporate noncinematic
media into films within the larger historical, cultural, and theoretical
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milieu of the 1960s. Second, the concept of eizo helps better explain
how the incipient intermedial practice developed within the field of
avant-garde filmmaking interacted with the emergent theoretical dis-
course on the image. At stake in the interaction between practice and
theory is a familiar question of medium specificity, which the concept
of the image helped to revive and subsequently undermine.

The rise of television in the 1950s also played no small part in this
process. But while television was an obvious catalyst in reviving gen-
eral interest in the notion of medium specificity, it was by no means
at the center of “image theories” (eizo ron) that flourished in the late
1950s and the 1960s; cinema continued to occupy the privileged point
of reference. However, in spite of the seeming centrality of cinema in
the growing discourse on the image, cinema eventually lost its claim to
singularity. This subtle shift in the privileging of cinema is reflected in
the discourse. The fact that the technologically produced image was a
common property shared by other media forms, such as television and
photography, made it particularly difficult to maintain cinema’s speci-
ficity based on this concept, even though earlier proponents of image
theories tried to do so. The most symptomatic—and in some ways foun-
dational — case in which this tension unfolded was the “debate on the
image” (eizo ronso), a series of articles published in 1958-60. In this
debate we find a curious conflation of the image and cinema, as if the
former simply functions as a synecdoche for the latter; as if the image
is a part that defines the whole of cinema. However, the hierarchical
relationship between the two was eventually overturned, as cinema be-
came one species of the larger genus of image-based media. It is this re-
classification of cinema and its connection to intermedial experiments
that I want to investigate in this chapter.

One filmmaker and theorist who played a particularly important
role in shaping the discourse on the image and contributed to the grad-
ual decentering of cinema was Matsumoto Toshio. It is not surprising
that Matsumoto, who was an active contributor to Japanese film theory
throughout the 1960s, became heavily involved in two of the most
representative intermedia events of the decade: the symposium “Ex-
POSE-1968: Say Something, Search Now” (“EXPOSE-1968: Nanika itte-
kure, ima sagasu”), which took place at the Sogetsu Art Center in April
1968, and “Cross-Talk/Intermedia,” an international art event spon-
sored by the American Cultural Center in February 1969. Matsumoto’s
theorization of avant-garde documentary filmmaking and his own ex-
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periment with the still-image medium of photography thus provide an
especially useful context with which to interpret Oshima’s comparable
experiment with the still-image medium of the comic book.

AUDIOVISUAL REDUNDANCY IN BAND OF NINJA

Perhaps the slightly out-of-place look of Band of Ninja explains why
this is the most rarely discussed film by Oshima, one that tends to be
ignored by film scholars and critics.® After all, Oshima is known for
his innovative narrative filmmaking, but not for animation. The film’s
meticulous appropriation of Shirato’s original drawings has led some
critics to claim that Band of Ninja is his “most anti-auteurist” work.” And
yet for all the film’s oddities and peculiarities, and despite its general
neglect by film scholars in the past, Oshima felt it to be one of his major
accomplishments. Oshima compares his undertaking of this project to
Eisenstein’s ultimately unrealized project of creating a cinematic ver-
sion of Marx’s Capital. Much like making Marx’s Capital, argues Oshima,
“making a filmic version of Shirato’s Band of Ninja was considered to
be impossible.”® But the direct filming of the original manga panels al-
lowed him to realize this project, a success which led him to proclaim:
“Everything can be made into cinema.”®

While we may simply take Oshima’s statement as a self-congratulatory
remark, we can also probe its underlying assumption. For instance,
what does it mean to say that there is nothing that cannot be made into
cinema? Implicit in this statement is a presupposition that cinema has
the capacity to absorb and subsume other media forms, including the
heterogeneous medium of the comic book. Combined with the inter-
medial look of the film, this positioning of cinema as a metamedium co-
incides with a key transitional moment in the history of Japanese film
discourse, a moment marked by the rise of the image as a theoretical
problem.

Oshima envisioned making a filmic version of Shirato’s Band of Ninja
as early as 1962, when the scriptwriter Sasaki Mamoru first brought the
comic to his attention. However, it was only after Oshima made an ex-
perimental short film, Diary of Yunbogi (Yunbogi no nikki, 1965), entirely
composed of rephotographed snapshots, that he realized the feasibility
of turning Shirato’s comic into an actual film. A brief memo published
in 1966, the year Oshima started to film Band of Ninja, notes that he had
discovered a radically new, “unparalleled” method of making a film.*
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What he calls an unparalleled method refers to a double process of me-
diation that Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin have elsewhere called
remediation. According to Bolter and Grusin, all historically new forms
of media were developed by appropriating and absorbing the formal
traits of earlier media, and, conversely, older media appropriate newer
media in order to refashion themselves, even if these processes are not
always acknowledged."* What Oshima does in the production of Band
of Ninja is to make this process of remediation explicit to the point that
the presence of the appropriated medium of the comic book becomes
conspicuous and visible.

Instead of adapting the comic book and redrawing its images in order
to make an animated version of Shirato’s work, Oshima directly films
and remediates the original drawings. This cinematic remediation of
the comic book, which Oshima claims to have pioneered in Band of
Ninja, is produced by simply photographing each panel of the original
comic book in succession. However, the inventiveness of Oshima’s Band
of Ninja lies in its refusal to be animation. Strictly speaking, none of the
figures that appear in this film are animated. There is no attempt to cre-
ate an illusion of movement through the drawings themselves. Instead,
any motion that appears on-screen remains extrinsic to the drawings.
The impression of movement one perceives in viewing this film derives
solely from camera movement (mostly from the pan). This is why Noél
Burch calls Band of Ninja “an exercise in dynamizing still pictures.”*?
Oshima also occasionally crops and reframes Shirato’s motionless draw-
ings in Band of Ninja. But precisely because it is the camerawork that
adds a semblance of movement to otherwise motionless images, the
film constantly draws the spectator’s attention to the material gap be-
tween the filmic images and the images that serve as its profilmic ob-
jects. This material gap also surfaces through the film’s preservation of
audiovisual redundancies.

Abrief comparison between Oshima’s remediation of the comic book
and the standard practice of animation would be useful. One thing to
keep in mind while making this comparison is the fact that by the mid-
1960s the style of limited animation had become solidified primarily
through the works of television animators, such as Tezuka Osamu and
his production team.” In spite of the similar emphasis placed on the
stillness of the image in television animation (or anime), however, there
is a notable difference between Oshima’s cinematic experiment in Band
of Ninja and the conventional style of limited animation that was used
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