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How to Read the Good Manners of Yasujiro Ozu 

 

              
 

Ozu’s seems the politest of cameras. You feel that if he suddenly tilted or panned or tracked, 

the film would come apart in shock. When characters are sitting, he keeps the camera below 

the level of their shoulders. When they’re standing, he keeps it about three feet off the floor, 

always granting them as much dignity as possible. It’s the cinematic equivalent of a bow. 

Even if he’s filming children, he appears to give them dignity, even when they’re rude. 

 Everyone in Ozu is polite. No adult ever raises their voice. You can’t imagine Toshiro 

Mifune in an Ozu film. No-one is ever sarcastic. Everyone smiles; in company, they twinkle 

genially at each other. 

 But it’s all seeming and show – Shakespeare’s favourite theme. Children, who haven’t 

learned manners, are either loud in protest or silent and sulky; but adults too show the same 

emotions, when they can afford to sacrifice face to do so. Married couples, when alone, never 

twinkle at each other. When the granny in Tokyo Story (1956) is taken on a tacky sightseeing 

tour of the city to get her out of the way, you see her face when no-one else can, staring ahead 

in the bus: Ozu may be filming her from below shoulder-height, but her politeness has gone. 

She’s bored out of her mind. In this world, only when no-one’s looking at you do you allow 

your face to fall. 

 The family pack the grandparents off to a place they describe as a spa. It’s a tatty 

institution with cheap gamblers, chattering maids, and loud, stupid music being played after 

midnight. Ozu shoots the gamblers and the maids from his usual respectful angle. Then 

suddenly we’re at floor level with the grandparents, lying in bed, unable to sleep, fanning 

themselves as a way of showing their tiredness and their disappointment. They both sit up and 

look at each other, with loneliness, and the knowledge that no-one wants them, written 

frankly on their faces. A cut – and Ozu puts them in a high-angled long shot! They’re sitting 

on a sea-wall the next morning, trying to make the best of it. As they walk away, the camera 

even tracks after them – but only for a second, then there’s a cut, as if Ozu had recollected 

himself. 

 Ozu’s objectivity won’t let us identify with the grandparents too much. The grandfather is 

the most boring character in the film. He has one tone of voice, and one expression. A retired 

education inspector, he has been polite and formal for so long that he has trained his real 

personality almost out of existence; very occasionally a human being surfaces for a moment. 

With two old pals, he goes out drinking. They’re obnoxious to the woman at the bar. The 

grandfather confesses how disappointed he is with his son, who’s only a doctor in the 

suburbs. We’ve already seen the son (instantly recognisable, by the way, as Admiral 

Yamamoto in Tora! Tora! Tora!) being professional and conscientious, and we object. “It’s 

hard losing a son,” says one of the old drunks, “but it’s hard living with one, too”. Back at 

home, the grandmother is with her daughter-in-law, the wife of another son who died in 1945. 

The young woman (played by Setsuko Hara) is massaging her back – one of the few signs of 

physical contact and affection we ever see in this or any other Ozu film. 
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 The grandmother asks her daughter-in-law why she’s still single after eight years. The 

daughter-in-law says with a smile she’s not unhappy, and turns the light out. As soon as the 

room is dark, she allows her face to fall. 

 The grandfather is brought home drunk by a policeman. His daughter, humiliated, strikes 

him on the shoulders with her fan – the gesture echoes and inverts the massage which the 

daughter-in-law just gave his wife. 

 On their way back, the grandmother is taken ill. When they get back, she becomes 

critical. Without too much rush or fuss, the children go to her bedside, and she dies. The 

grandfather’s tone when sitting by her deathbed does not alter. Once, in shadow, we see him 

swallow convulsively. The daughter weeps when her mother passes away. At the funeral, as 

Buddhist monks intone tunelessly, the younger son walks out, too distressed by their noise to 

listen. But at home afterwards, the elder daughter says she’d always hoped her father would 

die first. Her husband – the doctor – responds to this statement with an “Aaah…” expressing 

no apparent surprise, though the monosyllable probably expresses outrage. The younger son – 

the one who’d left the funeral – says he has to go now because there’s a baseball game he 

can’t miss. The elder daughter talks of which of her mother’s sashes and kimonos she’ll have. 

No shock or grief ruffles the even good manners of it all. 

 Only when they’ve left does the younger daughter say to the daughter-in-law how selfish 

she thought they’d been. The daughter-in-law, towards whom Ozu has been carefully 

directing our sympathies throughout the film, defends them as best she can. The penultimate 

scene is a dialogue between her and the grandfather.        

 Ozu has her speak directly to camera, while the grandfather, shot from further away, 

speaks just to camera right – a disturbing effect, which alienates us from him – not difficult, 

because he’s so boring – and makes us feel for her. She accuses herself of selfishness, and the 

more she does so, the less selfish she seems. For once in the film the grandfather’s eyes blaze 

with sympathy (mostly they’re half-shut, making him appear somnambulistic); and he insists 

on giving her his late wife’s watch. 

 The last scene has him sitting alone, with a cigarette in one hand and a fan in the other. A 

neighbour passes, and, with the politest of twinkles, comments on how lonely he must be. He 

says he’s now sorry he’d been so inconsiderate to his wife when she was alive. The neighbour 

smiles with another twinkle, and leaves him to it, fanning himself and smoking with seeming 

complacency. 

 A steamer passes on the river outside. The film ends. 
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Tokyo Story (these seem to be publicity stills). 

 

From all this we begin to see a way in which Ozu can be read. Let’s go back to an earlier film. 

The sadness of Tokyo Story is a long way from There Was a Father, made during the war – 

1942 – and containing perhaps a propagandist, conservative message, appropriate to the 

times. Here all is tranquillity and love in the family, as it is in society; even though the mother 

is dead, her shrine is in the house, and husband and son confer with her spirit regularly. Father 

(Chishu Ryu, the grandfather in Tokyo Story) is a maths teacher in Tokyo, and a very dull one 

indeed, to judge from the single shot which shows his technique with geometry. After the 

lesson is over, he announces a school trip, and instantly the class is animated, where 

previously they’d been mute and static. It’s all done in one shot, from low at the back of the 

classroom: the boys’ full faces are not seen. However, on the trip, some boys go for a canoe 

against his advice, and the canoe overturns. One boy drowns. Nothing so vulgar as an action 

sequence: all we see is one shot of the upturned boat, and that suffices. The father is ashamed 

that he hadn’t told them more forcibly about the dangers of canoeing, resigns, and returns to 

his home town with his son. 

 

 
 

 The film catalogues their relationship as the son grows up. He too becomes a teacher, 

every bit as Gradgrindish as his father was, to judge, again from the one lesson of his that 
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we’re allowed access to (this time we don’t see the pupils at all). They have to make 

sacrifices: the father can’t make enough money in his home town to support them both, and so 

they have to part. The boy weeps, and is told not to. 

 At one point in the film, the father clasps his son by the elbows to show love and 

enthusiasm. In another medium shot, father and son share a hot bath, on one of their rare 

holidays together. 

 The relationship endures. At the end, there’s a class reunion, and the old pupils remind 

the father of how often he chid and punished them. He agrees. He did. However, he does 

remember his school nickname, which was “Badger”. Just as he’s about to recite a poem, Ozu 

cuts to the next sequence. 

 The father has a stroke, and dies. As the son and his new wife travel back by train, the son 

says how much he was looking forward to having his father with them at home. The daughter-

in-law bursts into tears – whether because of the opportunity she’s missed in getting to know 

the father properly, or because of the revelation that her husband is fonder of his father than 

of her, we can’t see. Whatever, as she weeps, we know the last thing her husband is going to 

do is sit next to her in the train and put his arm around her shoulder. 

 He stares out of the train window. The train hurtles into the night. The film ends. 

 
Late Spring (1956) starts where Tokyo Story leaves off. It opens with a shot of a railway line, 

upon which, however, no train is passing. As if to compensate for such an omission, Ozu later 

hangs the camera out of the door of a train and films the train’s progress – very unusual for 

him. In the train, going to Tokyo, are the film’s two leading characters, a professor (played by 

Chishu Ryu) and his thirty-something daughter (Setsuko Hara). At one point in the journey, 

with him sitting and her standing, he asks if she would like to change places. She says no, 

she’s quite all right standing. From this we deduce that she’s devoted to him. 

 She twinkles relentlessly – sure sign that something’s badly wrong with her life. We 

gather that during the war she became very ill from malnutrition, and from having to 

scavenge for food; but she’s now much better. Everyone wants her to get married, except the 

professor, who will only admit that he should have thought about it. 

 Her aunt tells her of a suitable husband that she’s found for her. The actress (Haruko 

Sugimura) who’s the aunt, plays the mean daughter in Tokyo Story, and is Ozu’s usual vehicle 

for the expression of banal and slightly evil, manipulative conventionality. The man, she says, 

is from a good family, works for a chemical company, and is a graduate of Tokyo University. 

At once the daughter ceases to twinkle, and stares at the table thoughtfully – she resents what 

her aunt is trying to do with her life. She perks up a bit when told that the man looks like Gary 

Cooper – the aunt thinks she’s pleased at the idea, but we can see she finds marrying a Gary 

Cooper lookalike ridiculous, and the recommendation typical of the aunt’s stupidity. 

 Eventually the aunt gets from her that she’d hate to leave her father alone: “I’m the only 

one who knows what he needs”. There is a pause in the conversation, and the aunt carefully 

polishes the table-top. Then she suggests a woman suitable to marry the professor – a woman 

with excellent taste. The daughter’s face drops a mile, and she stares at the aunt bitterly. What 

does her father think of the idea? she asks. He hummed and hawed but didn’t object, says the 

aunt (we can imagine his non-committal grunt). The daughter’s face almost creases into tears, 

and all she will say is, if he has no objection, then why should she? Ozu then cuts, and shows 

the professor clipping his toenails on to a sheet of newspaper. 

 The scene can be read in two ways. Has the mean aunt won by making the daughter drop 

her façade and express some real emotions, or do we admire the daughter for being human 

and not being ashamed to show it? The aunt seems to act from charity – but is she sincere? So 

consistently does she twinkle, that we can’t tell, twinkling has been brought so seriously into 

disrepute by what we’ve seen of it in previous Ozu films. On the other hand, for a woman in 

her thirties to be so attached to her father can’t be right. Ozu, in other words, sees both sides 

of the issue, and makes us do so too. 

 There follows an amazing scene without words. Father and daughter go to a Noh play. As 

the – to occidental senses – impenetrable drama proceeds, the daughter sees on the other side 

of the auditorium, the woman for whom her father seems destined. Setsuko Hara’s mime-
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acting as she sees the woman, bows politely, looks at her father, watches him bow politely, 

tries to gauge the attitude of the woman as she bows politely, and then hangs her head in 

misery, is wonderful to see. Later she drops a tear – one of the few tears I’ve seen in an Ozu 

film. 

 
 

Setsuko Hara. 
 

 Now if the professor were more interesting, played by Toshiro Mifune perhaps, you 

might see the daughter’s viewpoint. But by now you’re so bored and annoyed with Ozu’s 

repetitive way of filming this actor (open with a profile, then have him turn to camera with an 

inscrutable smile) that you have to suspect that hers is not so much a case of filial piety as of 

arrested development: but we never know. We never see the man she marries – all we see is 

her in her elaborate Japanese bridal kit on the morning of the wedding. She kneels before the 

professor and thanks him for the life he’s given her so far. 

 After the wedding her best friend – who’s been married and divorced – has a drink with 

the professor. He says he never intended to marry, but told everyone he wanted to so that his 

daughter could have a normal life. The friend, who’s a bit feisty, says he won’t be lonely 

because she’ll come and visit him a lot. 

 Back at home, he settles down to peel an 

apple. Ozu gives you a close-up of the apple. 

You cut from the apple to him, but you still 

hear him peeling it. Suddenly his head drops 

and you see how miserable he’s going to be 

without his daughter. 

 The last shot is neither of a train nor of 

clothes drying – neither would work in this 

context. Instead Ozu gives you a shot of 

waves breaking on the sea-shore. 

 

 

 

Early Spring (1957) is about uniformity and alienation – two necessary concomitants, it 

seems, of the early days of the Japanese Economic Miracle. All the men wear white short-

sleeve shirts. As they line up on the platform of the suburban railway station, the racist cliché 

comes true – you can’t tell them apart. Windows in concrete block-houses reveal dozens of 

people doing the same job. Interior shots of lines of typists inside the building make the same 

point. It is the life of the “salary-man” (the Japanese phrase is the same as the English, except 

that it’s never been an English idiom), who lives only for the company which employs him. 
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 Being self-employed offers no relief. The man who’s opened his own bar and the woman 

who reads manuscripts for a living offer the same flat conversation we’re used to from Tokyo 

Story. 

 Retirement offers no relief. In one late scene, a man who’s had thirty-one years with the 

company (he’s instantly recognisable, by the way, as Admiral Nagumo in Tora! Tora! Tora!) 

complains of the paucity of his pension, and comments on the inhumanity of companies in 

general. 

 Games offer no relief. Mah-jong is a routine performed to fill up the time. As they sit 

around the table in their t-shirts, we long for a Japanese Stanley Kowalski to turn up and teach 

them how to play five-card stud, and to show them how you really wear a t-shirt. 

 We’re a long way from the insane twenty-first century Japan of Lost in Translation; 

though both cultures embody a terror of inactivity, an inability to sit still and contemplate, 

which seems the reverse of Zen. 

 Holiday offers no relief. A party of workmates go on a hike. Ozu treats himself to a 

number of tracking shots here; but there’s no new experience on offer to justify the increased 

variety on the cinematic palate. The landscape is flat, the road looks like an airstrip. Only two 

brave souls who hitch a lift in a lorry and mock those they leave behind have any sense that 

they’ve done anything new and exciting. They start an affair – really, for the same reason that 

the men play mah-jong: because there’s nothing else to do. After the briefest of snogs in a 

tiny private room in a restaurant, he lights up a fag and she goes on with the meal, so that 

we’re surprised when in the next sequence they’re booked into a hotel room. When she asks 

when they’ll meet again, and he says he doesn’t know, she reacts like a child deprived of a 

toy, and then, when he leaves, goes on brushing her hair. 

 

 
 

 We’re a long way from In the Realm of the Senses. 

 What does offer relief – but only to men – is a reunion with your wartime buddies, in 

which you sing jolly soldiers’ songs, and reminisce, recycling tame wartime anecdotes. The 

war was obviously a much more lively bonding experience than the peace is proving. 

Actually women can share it – in Equinox Flower, a mother expresses nostalgia for air-raids, 

because the family was brought together by them. Here, the adulterer brings two of his 

drunken buddies home, to his wife’s disgust. She leaves him, and goes home to her mother.  

 Soon the affair, which was hardly built to last, is over. The guys at work invite the woman 

to of all things a noodle party, and try and impugn her morals to her face; but she’s too clever 

a liar for them, and bluffs herself out of the room. She then contrives two dramatic 

confrontations with the man she knows already to be her ex-lover; and Ozu brings two new 

factors into his filming to emphasise her desperation. In the first confrontation, he shoots 

them from an angle lower even than usual, and with a dark sky as background – that is, with 

virtually nothing as background, in contrast to almost ever other shot, which always has a 

building or a domestic interior behind it. Here, the despair of the woman and the regret and 

indifference of the man (for he rejects her and walks away) are intensified by isolation, 

devoid of the social context which has elsewhere both brought about their temporary union, 

and caused its disruption. In the second confrontation, she is still more desperate than in the 

first, and actually hits him, albeit feebly, about the face and shoulders. Violence, like physical 

affection, is normally absent from Ozu’s work. 
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 At his farewell party (where Auld Lang 

Syne is sung twice) the woman arrives late 

and shakes hands with him as a farewell 

gesture. Has she discovered stoicism, or is 

she just putting on an act to fool the 

workmates? We can’t tell. But we do know 

that her surface will, in this society, redeem 

her. 

 

 

 

 

 Finally the man submits to relocation in the interest of furthering his “salary-man’s” 

career with the company (as in Death of a Salesman, we never know what the company 

makes). After a few days, his wife comes back to him: and in the last scene they stare at a 

train going past. Trains and steamers are frequent linking images for Ozu, as is washing 

hanging out to dry. Perhaps trains are metaphors for the promise of a new world over the 

horizon, or just of events which are here one moment and gone the next. I don’t think that 

they are, as in A Streetcar Named Desire, a metaphor for driving fate or doom, for a vehicle 

from which there’s no climbing down. None of Ozu’s characters are passionate enough about 

anything for that. Washing hung out to dry may signify family unity. 

 Much more potent as a cinematic metaphor is the dirty smoke belching out of the factory 

chimneys of the town to which he’s relocated, with a shot of which the film ends. 

 

By the time we reach Equinox Flower (1958) we’re able to read the signs. Nothing here is 

what it appears; and yet the surface you create is all-important. Politeness dictates that when 

you’re desperately worried, you twinkle: if you’re morally outraged by something, you grunt 

non-committally. Two middle-aged ladies discuss the health of one of them, twinkling 

throughout: yet we’ve just seen the ill one at the hospital, wincing and grimacing and 

speaking brusquely to the nurse. One lady says cheerfully that she went to the toilet before the 

chat, as she thought it’d be a long one. The other suddenly feels nature call, but goes the 

wrong way to the loo. The other lady directs her in a twinkling manner; she responds in kind. 

Finding the loo, she notices that a broom across the corridor is standing on the floor, rather 

than dangling from its correct hook: though in agony from her weak bladder, she has to 

replace it on its hook before she can relieve herself. Appearance is vital. 

 It goes without saying that Ozu shoots all this from very still camera set-ups, and low, 

respectful angles. You start to suspect irony. 

 Later, a young man comes into the office of the father-figure who is the film’s leading 

character, and announces unexpectedly that he wants to marry the father’s daughter. The 

subtitles contain phrases like “This is a bolt out of the blue” and “I think you’d better go 

now”; but the conversation doesn’t rise above the tone in which you’d order a coffee. In 

Europe it would be called fearsome repression; in Japan, you’re starting to suspect, this is the 

way anger is traditionally expressed. The father has one tone of voice, and it expresses 

nothing; especially when he gets into tighter and tighter emotional corners, and it gets quieter 

and quieter as well. 

 Like the grandfather in Tokyo Story, huge parts of this man seem not to exist: and when 

Chishu Ryu, the grandfather in Tokyo Story turns up, playing another father with a problem 

(his daughter is living with a man, and working as a barmaid) and giving the same 

performance, you know that if you left the two there, went to Las Vegas for a fortnight, and 

came back, their relationship would have progressed not an iota. 
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Shin Saburi                                                                Chishu Ryu 

 

 The father is determined that his daughter shall have the husband he and his wife choose 

for her: determined that his power at home should be as unquestioned as his power in the firm 

he runs. But all the women in his family are against him, and in favour of his daughter 

marrying for love: even his wife opposes him, though it takes some time for her sympathies to 

become clear. Bit by bit he seems to be losing his position and self-respect. 

 He goes to an old school reunion. There the other father is prevailed upon to sing a song, 

which, he protests, was made for earlier and different times. The song tells of the glory of 

serving the Emperor, and of dying for him – the greatness of death or of victory in battle. All 

present, including the father, are moved almost to tears. This is their culture, the culture that 

gave them their status as men, and it has vanished. 

 After some days of obstinate refusal, he agrees to attend his daughter’s wedding 

(“everyone else is going to be there”). Ozu, who never fades or dissolves on any scene, 

lingers on the happy, relieved face of his wife – and then cuts to some clothes drying on the 

line. 

 

 
 

An Ozu interior from Equinox Flower (owned by a high-up salary-man). 

 

 The father even agrees to visit his daughter and new son-in-law. He goes first-class, and 

telegrams them to expect him. It’s his last capitulation. Ozu lingers on his face as he sings a 

verse from the old-fashioned song – and then cuts to his train, disappearing into the distance. 

 

However, Floating Weeds (1959) turns the usual Ozu scenario inside-out. It features paternity 

concealed and denied, and therefore – this is the moral – mistrust everywhere, treachery, and 

in the upshot, violence – even casual relationships. The leading character is reduced near the 

end to striking three of the others, two of them women, several times across the face. It’s a bit 

hard on the profession on which Ozu relies so much, that all this deceit and rough-stuff seems 

linked to the fact that most of the characters are actors, as opposed to the bourgeois he 

portrays so gently in his other films. 

 A troop of kabuki players arrives in a southern coastal town. A few of the male smaller 

part actors go looking for skirt, and find some. This is not normal for Ozu. Their leader is 
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played by Ganjiro Nakamura, a kabuki actor himself, rarely seen in Ozu films, who is a kind 

of Japanese Edward G. Robinson, short and stocky with a crumpled-up face expressive of low 

malignity. He makes for the house of his old mistress (Haruko Sugimura, in a sympathetic 

role for once), and we understand that her son is his son, although the son thinks that 

Nakamura is his uncle. The young man is very handsome, and anxious to get educated. 

 The leading lady (Machiko Kyo, the wife in Rashomon, the unhappy ghost in Ugetsu 

Monogatari, and so on), is jealous, and bribes the company ingénue to seduce Nakamura’s 

son and ruin his character. The seduction is played with a couple of unusual shots showing the 

young man’s face in complete shadow, emblematic either of the doom awaiting him if he 

yields, or because Ozu can’t bring himself to film the face of someone consumed by lust. 

Yield he does, but the ingénue falls for him too – they embrace passionately at two or three 

moments, revealing just how uninhibited physically Ozu feels Japanese can be if they’re not 

middle class. 

 When Nakamura finds that Kyo is doing the dirty on him, Ozu brings about a 

confrontation between the two in which they shout abuse at each other through the pouring 

rain from either side of a street, filmed at oblique angles. Further evidence that this is no 

ordinary Ozu film; but it’s clear he can handle such stuff without feeling the need to develop 

any stylish tricks to carry his new subject. 

 The kabuki troupe is playing to smaller and smaller houses. Kabuki is in fact on the way 

out as popular entertainment. As his personal life disintegrates, so Nakamura finds his 

professional life decaying too. In a sad scene, he has to concede failure, but brazening it out, 

and bidding farewell to his actors and technicians one by one. A further confrontation at his 

mistress’s house forces the truth into the young man’s head, Skywalker-wise: this is his 

father. The young man rejects him. Nakamura is crushed, forced to sit in a chair, and to leave 

– promising, however, that he’ll turn himself into a great actor, and that when he comes back 

his son will be proud of him. We have no faith that this will happen. 

 

 
 

A publicity still. 
  

 In the wordless penultimate scene, Nakamura and Kyo are in a railway waiting-room. She 

is anxious to be reconciled with him. He takes out a cigarette, but can find no matches. She 

lights a match. He goes on looking for his own. Her first match goes out, and she lights a 

second. Finally, he accepts her offer of a light, and they leave town together on the train. 

 

The title music for Good Morning (1960) advertises it as a comedy: fanfares and Rossinian 

tutti mix with tinkles from a xylophone and chatter from a mandolin. Time has moved on, and 

television has invaded Ozu’s world, perhaps adding a dimension to it. Children neglect their 

English lessons to watch the Sumo wrestling. They have in addition devised a game in which, 

if you press your companion’s forehead, he farts lightly. One of the grown-up men, however, 

farts without having his forehead pressed: every time he does so, his wife, in the next room, 

interprets the noise as one of his seemingly non-committal grunts, and rushes in to ask him 

what he just said. In one sequence, he and the two boys who are the film’s heroes stand on an 

embankment, doing exercises and farting rhythmically. 

 Ozu’s style makes no concessions to comedy. It’s all filmed in the grave, self-effacing 

manner to which we’ve become accustomed. 
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 The world of Tokyo Story – the world of the father from Equinox Flower – has come 

apart. Words like “television”, “radio”, “Austin”, and even “pants”, have begun to invade the 

language. “I love you,” the smaller of the two boys says in English every time he leaves the 

room, no matter who’s in it. He and his brother scream loudly and drum their feet on the floor 

in protest because their parents won’t buy a television. Their father (Chishu Ryu again) tries 

an old-fashioned paternal talking-to (barking at them like a samurai); but they answer back, 

and leave the room undefeated. 

 

 
 

 The only person who employs old-fashioned methods effectively is a granny, who scares 

a villainous pedlar from the door by flourishing a huge kitchen knife at him, and sharpening 

with it one of the pencils he’s trying to sell her (the joke is borrowed from a barber-shop 

scene in Floating Weeds). But her daughter (Haruko Sugimura) wants to put her in a home 

because she forgot to hand over some money one of the neighbours brought round to put in 

the Women’s Association fund. The daughter is humiliated, and, true to form, goes to the 

house of the innocent neighbour and twinkles at her for five minutes by way of a grovel. 

 Their father, who thinks TV will turn Japan into a nation of a hundred million idiots, tells 

the boys they talk too much; so, by way of retaliation, they go on an unsponsored silence, not 

even talking to the teachers at school. Eventually they disappear: their aunt and mother 

twinkle, and their father grunts non-committally – evidence of deep anxiety all round. But 

their private English tutor finds them at the railway station, watching television. They return 

to find a new television in it box, ready to be unpacked and plugged in. Their father barks at 

them, but they can see he’s now only joking; so he barks comically, and leaves them to it 

 

 
 

 We’re a bit closer to the insane Japan of Lost in Translation. 

 The old retired man from Early Spring is there again, played by the same actor who gives 

the same performance, only more miserable still at being on the shelf. He turns up at one 

house and sits down drunk, not realising that he lives next door. The actor, Eijirô Tomo, 

shows about ten times more facial mobility than he does as Nagumo in Tora! Tora! Tora! 

(he’s also the thief who kidnaps the child in Seven Samurai). We’re a bit concerned when he 

gets a job as a salesman, but as he doesn’t seem a crazed dreamer, we’re not afraid that he’ll 

turn into Tokyo’s answer to Willy Loman. 

 The film’s last shot is of clothes drying on the line. As usual, we have no idea whose line 

it is or whose clothes they are. The question, we’re beginning to realise, is irrelevant. 
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Ozu is a great film-maker. He has flaws: someone should have told him that the western-

idiom music he uses often sounds cheap; and it’s possible to get very annoyed with his 

favourite bridging-shot, of either a corridor or a side-street, with anonymous figures crossing 

the T-junction at the end. I don’t think his use of his repertory company was at all creative; I 

hope that Chishu Ryu, especially, had more variety in him than Ozu is interested in exploiting 

(look at his performance in Kurosawa’s The Bad Sleep Well, where he plays a small role, and 

you’ll see that he had). I imagine that Setsuko Hara was a great actress whoever directed her 

(may be still – she’s eighty-four). 

 

 
 

 Ozu’s range is deliberately limited: whenever you do leave houses in the suburbs, or 

offices and bars in the capital, it’s either on a train journey between the two, or into a 

countryside which looks as if he’s wilfully deprived it of beauty. Perhaps he’s depicting Japan 

and the Japanese of the 1950s accurately in this. Most people very rarely go to a Noh play, or 

to Kyoto, even now that the country’s so self-conscious about its seeming exoticism and 

cultural exportability. 

 But for family and inter-generational relationships of an objectivity and tragic complexity 

comparable to those depicted by Ozu, you have to go to The Godfather – and there, there are 

different kinds of pressure on the characters. 
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I enjoyed reading your article on Ozu’s films.  You do not seem to 

like Ryu Chishu.  It is amazing how he established himself as an 

actor being so reticent and monotonous.  But he does convey his 

feeling by his very monotony.  Hara Setsuko is a legendary actress, 

and after she retired, nobody seems to have seen her.  I especially 

like Late Spring and Tokyo Story.  Perhaps we are impressed by the 

stoicism shown by parents or an unmarried daughter. We are asked to 

be conscious of slight changes in expression and I think you 

certainly have read a lot in those. 


