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Since the Western “discovery” of Japanese cinema in the 1950s, there has been a tendency among
both Film Studies and Japanese Studies scholars to draw on essentialist visions of Japanese Cinema,
understating its uniqueness as a consequence of its isolation from the rest of the world. In other
words, Japanese Cinema has often been regarded as an inseparable part of Japan’s unique culture,
and film scholars have been making tremendous efforts to prove that Japanese Cinema developed
independently of Western forms of cinematic representation. One of the earliest examples of this
“Oriental turn” can be found in Burch’s influential text To the Distant Observer (1979), which highlighted
how the evolution of Japanese film was thickly informed by its own cultural heritage and developed in
correlation with its artistic, aesthetic, and philosophical traditions. This critical tendency of trying to
find in Japanese cinema a way of filmmaking alternative to Hollywood’s was consistent with what
filmmakers of New Waves and Third Cinemas in the 1960s and 70s aimed at and practiced.

Any film critics and historians emphasising “national” essence in Japanese films are prone to
conceptual mistakes: such reductive views lead to the underestimation of filmmakers’ full artistic
creativity. Such an arbitrary stance results in neglecting the complex interactions of local, transnational
and global cinematic components. Cinema has been international since its inception, and in this sense
Japanese cinema, one of the oldest in the world, is not an exception. The paradigm of “National
Cinema” started to be increasingly called into question from the late 1980s (Higson 1989; Elsaesser 1989),
and soon new methodological approaches to Japanese cinema, too, started to be proposed by various
scholars (Gerow 1993; Andrew and Raine 1993; Iwamoto 1993), which helped bring understanding of
the contradictions and fault lines of “distant observers” and cast light on the dialectical relationships in
filming practice, and film theory and criticism between Japan and the rest of the world.

During the last decade, the concept of transnationality in cinema has pervaded Film Studies, and in
2010 a new journal, Transnational Cinemas, was launched to host the ongoing discussions in this field.
Ezra and Rowden (2006) pioneered the theorization of transnational film, which has been followed by
studies engaged in nailing down the meanings of transnational cinema (Hjort 2010; Higbee and Lim 2010;
Ezra and Rowden 2006; Berry 2010; Higbee and Lim 2010). Other authors have embarked on projects
dismantling national boundaries from various different angles and come up with a variety of terms
for “transnational cinema” such as “global cinema” (Galt and Schoonover 2010), “impure cinema”
(Nagib 2019), “multicultural [cinema]” (Kō 2009), the “transcultural [cinema]” (Lau 2002), “diasporic
cinema” (Petty 2008; Berghahn and Sternberg 2010), “accented cinema” (Naficy 2001) and “translocal
imagination” (Miyao 2019). Concurrently with these theoretical discussions, studies applying
“transnationality” to Japanese film have proliferated in recent years (Miyao 2007, 2017; Baskett 2008;
Tezuka 2011; Brizio-Skov 2016; Dorman 2016; Dew 2016; Centeno Martín 2016, 2017a, 2017b, 2019;
Centeno Martín and Morita 2020). This Arts Special Issue expands contemporary discussions of
transnational Japanese cinema by proposing new theoretical frameworks, analytical methodologies
and critical approaches. Our aim is to challenge the old “national” paradigm by highlighting the
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limitations of studying Japanese film as a cinematic phenomenon confined to its national borders. Is
Japanese cinema National Cinema? To what extent is Japanese cinema Japanese?

This publication emerges as part of a collaborative project entitled “Japanese Transnational
Cinema” led by Birkbeck College, University of London and Waseda University in Tokyo. Partial
results were presented in two symposia: one held at Birkbeck in May 2019 and one at Waseda in July
2019. These international meetings were possible thanks to generous support from institutions such as
Daiwa Anglo–Japanese Foundation; Great Britain Sasakawa Foundation; MEXT-Top Global University
Project Fund; as well as to the collaboration of scholars from other universities such as SOAS, Kyoto
University, Nagoya University, Ochanomizu University and Sugiyama Jogakuen University.

As has been noted, there is no single definition for transnational cinema (Shaw 2013; Centeno
Martín and Morita 2020), and we do not claim any single methodology as a variety of approaches
to the transnational are beneficial in assessing all aspects of this increasingly complex phenomenon.
It will be more productive to understand the “transnational” as an area of theoretical inquiry, that is,
transnational film theory (Fisher and Smith 2020), than to seek the definitive notion of it. The papers
represented here propose innovative approaches to Japanese cinema, surpassing narrow “national”
perspectives that neglect the extraordinary transnationality and even global nature of Japanese film in
terms of its aesthetics, narratives and theoretical approaches, as well as its production, consumption
and distribution systems.

We should not forget that there have been and are, even now, very active international flows in
Japan of images, stories, iconographies and theories. As many papers in this volume note, even films
considered as milestones of Japanese National Cinema were clearly exposed to foreign influences, such
as those of Kurosawa Akira (Martinez 2018), Mizoguchi Kenji and Ozu Yasujirō (Centeno Martín 2018),
Yoshida Yoshishige (De Vargas 2019) or Kawase Naomi (Schoneveld 2019). Most of the articles included
in this Issue question whether external influences and Japanese film uniqueness are compatible or not,
or to what extent Japanese specificity is compromised by foreign codes of representation.

Cross-cultural representation is also part of cinema’s transnationality and issues, raising the
following questions: What misrecognition and misrepresentation surface when Japan is represented
as ‘other’ from outside (Mestre Pérez 2018) or when the rest of the world is represented by Japan
(Kirsch 2019)?; How has the global cultural flow shaped Japanese creativity? (Kawashima 2019;
Muñoz-Garnica 2018; Martinez 2018; Centeno Martín 2018). In addition, the film industry has
developed complex structures, and the way it operates cannot be completely understood without taking
into account its increasing transnational characteristics in production, distribution and consumption
(Mestre Pérez 2018; Schoneveld 2019). Questioned, in that sense, is the extent to which films can still
be regarded as products of a national domestic market when they are distributed and consumed in the
transnational or even global market (Centeno Martín 2018; Martinez 2018). Additionally, Frisch (2019)
points out the possibility that Japanese aesthetic and cultural traditions might provide useful tools to
renew film theories that have traditionally been dominated by the Western canon of writings and create
theoretical frameworks from a transnational perspective. The papers in this Issue present innovative
analytical approaches that could unravel cultural complexities of films in a transnational context and
propose to assess Japanese and transnational cinematic phenomena from several different perspectives.

Centeno Martín (2018) provides theoretical background to the notion of “national cinema” and
discusses the contradictions that are caused when this paradigm is applied to the Japanese case. His
article illustrates that what makes Japanese films Japanese are imaginarily created by the Western
gaze, which is often blind to transnational influences on Japanese filmmakers. Centeno Martín shows
how the idea of “Japanese National Cinema” was originally articulated from outside and presents
evidence to prove the weight of Hollywood in Japanese domestic films. Kawashima (2019) explores
how metamorphosis becomes a transmedia and transcultural trope and is employed by Yamamura Koji
for his Franz Kafka’s A Country Doctor based on the Kafka’s short story. This article calls into question
the national paradigm as, while metamorphosis is a frequently used motif in Japanese animated films,
Yamamura’s A Country Doctor remains outside the Japanese film culture and instead relies on European
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aesthetic and philosophical traditions. Kawashima describes Yamamura’s animation as an example
of transnational cinema, which both adapts and renews foreign cultural elements at the same time.
De Vargas (2019) questions the validity of the national cinema model by claiming that films should be
assessed not in relation to national identities but rather political affiliations. Rather than studying the
national culture in a film, his article proposes to analyse certain national ideologies that the film is
aligned with. De Vargas uses Yoshida Kijū’s Eros +Massacre (1969) to illustrate how the Japanese New
Wave can be understood as a result of the filmmakers’ alliances with the New Left movement from the
late 1950s.

Mestre Pérez (2018) explores a cinematic phenomenon that moves across national boundaries
through Gisaku (2005), the Spanish animation film about the Japanese European mission in the 17th
century. This film projects a positive image of Spain and reverts predemocratic and premodern images
of this country. This case study becomes a unique transnational attempt because it demonstrates the
film is designed to meet national interests, while ironically it is made by transnational working teams
and targeted at the Japanese audience. Mestre Pérez also defines film as a transcultural production,
which seeks channels of interaction between Japan and Spain in order to enhance cultural transferability.
Her study then presents a Spanish “national” image that is consumed internationally and may be
continuously adapted and renewed. Frisch (2019) challenges Western paradigms used in film theory
by introducing concepts rooted in the East Asian aesthetic and cultural tradition. This article draws
on Ryōsuke Ōhashi´s theoretical work to show how the notion of kire in Japanese traditional art and
theatre becomes a useful epistemological tool in analysing bodily movements of film actors and the
transitory and ephemeral nature of cinematic images. Frisch proposes a sort of transcultural approach
for film theory, and illustrates how concepts that originated in Japanese cultural tradition, such as
cut-continuity (kire-tsuzuki), shift (zure) or incompleteness, can be applied not only to Japanese arts
(such as ikebana or theatre) but also to both Japanese and international films.

Since his discovery in the West in the 1950s, nobody had been regarded as a “national” filmmaker
as much as Kurosawa Akira, and the focus of the study on his films was mainly on his “Japaneseness.”
Recent scholarship, however, has shifted towards the transnationality of his films, and Martinez’s (2018)
paper is one of the invaluable contributions to the reappraisal of Kurosawa’s closer association with
Western cultural traditions and values. Her insight into Kurosawa’s adaptation of Macbeth makes it
unquestionable that the story of Washizu and Asaji’s sense of guilt in The Throne of Blood, retold as if it
were a Buddhist morality play, also has a strong affinity with Christian notions of guilt.

Ri Kōran (Yamaguchi Yoshiko, aka. Li Xianglan) was a rare “transnational” star in the prewar
and wartime periods, but no audience had known that she was an ethnic Japanese playing roles of
nothing but Chinese characters till her true ethnicity was revealed after the end of WWII. Kirsch (2019)
investigates how this ethnic ambiguity hides some ideological complexity by closely examining two
cinema texts, Suzhou Night and Sayon’s Bells, both of which star Yamaguchi. Her article discusses
the implications of featuring this figure in war-time films: The Japanese Empire was traditionally
envisaged as male, while its colonies such as China and Korea were envisaged as female; Li Xianglan
on screen was a colonized subject, while Yamaguchi Yoshiko was in reality a colonizing one.

Suwa Atsuhiro is an undeniable Europhile, and has made films as if they were homages to
European film and culture, particularly French ones. Muñoz-Garnica (2018) selects two of Suwa’s
most European films—H Story and A Perfect Couple—and closely traces the ways in which the first is
embedding the story and narrative situation of Hiroshima mon amour and the second those of Rossellini’s
Journey into Italy as if they were mise en abyme. That H Story is a virtual remake of Hiroshima mon amour
is clearly noticeable by everybody who has seen the film, but Japanese film critics and audiences largely
miss the mise en abyme structure of A Perfect Couple.

One of the most successful Japanese film directors in international film festivals, and whose films
are considered to have great appeal for international audiences, is Kawase Naomi, but Schoneveld (2019)
demonstrates that her major works such as Suzaku, Shara and Mogari are inextricably tied to a specific
Japanese locality, particularly Nara where she comes from, and her personal identity as Japan’s female
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film author. According to Schoneveld, these films are her “cinema of place,” which are also a spatial
metaphor for her position as a female film director in Japan.

In general, all these articles illustrate the need to reformulate the old paradigm of “national
cinema”, as films in general and Japanese Cinema in particular often expand beyond national borders.
This approach should not undermine the weight of Japanese film tradition but, on the contrary, should
help us to contextualize it properly within the global culture of images.

Conflicts of Interest: The authors declare no conflict of interest.
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