André Scala,
philosopher and
author of a book on
the Dutch painter
Pieter de Hooch,
compares, in a
surprising reading,
the films of Naruse
Mikio (1905-1969)
with a few
fundamental
parameters of the
seventeenth century
Dutch school of
painting'.
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Along with directors like Ozu Yasujiro and
Gosho Heinosuke, Naruse Mikio? is known for
his profound insights into vicissitudes in the
life of the average person, the shomin.
Naruse - orphaned at the age of fifteen and
largely self-educated - knew many of the
hardships his cinematic protagonists later
endured (a quality Phillip Lopate refers to as
“earned pessimism”?). His career streiched
from the latter half of the silent film era to
the 60s, an era when the ‘restructuring’ of
postwar japancse sotlety was being re-
examined.

Naruse’s cinematic style is marked by
sudden transitions from one condition to
another (as in life itself). Another great
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director, Kurosawa Akira, referred to this
masterful editing style as “a deep river with a
quiet surface disguising a fast-raging current
underneath”*.

Dutch genre painting, at its peak from
approximately 1610 to 1670, emphasised

realistic, everyday events, but it cast them in
a remarkable light. To these artists, the art

of painting nature and everyday life could be
viewed as imbued with moral values and a
disguised symbolism.* The laughing figures
captured by Frans Hals (1580-1666), the
increasingly philosophical portraits of
Rembrandt van Rijn (1606-69), the delicate
colour and light of the paintings of kitchen
maids and women lost in the reading of a
letter by the ‘Sphinx of Delft’ Johannes
Vermeer (1632-75) or by Pieter de Hooch
(1629-after 1684), all mark the anti-
Mannerist style of this period.




Meshi (Repast,
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1951)

t the end of Yama no Oto (Sound of the Mountain,

1954), old Shingo and his daughter-in-law

Kikuko are walking in the garden of the capital.
Shingo is surprised that everything seems so vast.
Kikuko replies that it is because of the vista, the
perspective: “a well-thought-out vista makes things
appear larger,” she recites in the manner of an
interior monologue, like a lesson she has learned.
This singular conversation is, by its intention and its
composition, emblematic of Naruse’s art. It expresses
a tension between the illusory fullness of the visual
perceptions and the inner concentration emphasised
by the dialogue. The without and the within have no
common boundary; they are completely separate.
Seeing and speaking do not take place in the same
space. Naruse borrows this dialogue from the novel
by Kawabata Yasunari from which the film is
adapted, but he changes the wording somewhat: “It
Is a result of perspective; from here, the park appears
deeper still.... It is optical effect. The edge of the
grass and the inner paths all outline the gentle
curves.”

In the book, the perspective is said to produce an
effect of depth by the use of curves in the road; in
the film we discover a rectangular alley and are at a
loss to perceive the ‘vista’ that enlarged objects and
exalted the protagonists. The perspective which gives
the impression of a greater depth, and thus of the
greatest possible movement, is different from the
one that makes things larger than they are. Objects
usurp space and, by this usurpation, exaggerate space
in all directions. The vista that Naruse has chosen is
not the dimension of the possible: it is without a
future.

There are a number of reasons to evoke the
connections between Holland and the Orient. And

the relations between these twe worlds, whose
- beginning coincides with that of the Golden Age of
Dutch painting in the seventeenth century, are
formed by complex and reciprodil influences which
lead to numerous hypotheses in the aesthetic realm:
what influence, for example, could the discovery of
Chinese painting have had on the brief eccentricity
of Dutch art? Claudel, who was very familiar with
these two worlds, would sometimes suggest connec-
tions between “these suites of rooms, these alleys
and corridors of Pieter de Hooch and Vermeer, this
mirror like a secret eye where something exterior
and excluded is painted,” and “the countryside in
superposed stages or zones representing the succes-
sive states of exploitation by the eye and by the mind
(la pensée) in more and more simplified lines and
tints” of Chinese painting.® According to Claudel, the
Dutch and the Oriental share the same “philosophy
of perspective” - not the one which translates distant
connections and gives illusions of depth (a perspec-
tive which the Dutch nevertheless knew well and
which the Iapane;e would have waited for until the
goodwill of the eighteenth-century
Portuguese missionaries).” No, not that
perspective, but the other one or its
other side, the one which produces a
movement (that the spectator will have
to complete), a movement about which
F Cheng said: “The movement of
distance in space is in fact a circular
movement which returns and which, by
the inversion of the perspective and the
look, transforms in the end tht relation-
ship of the subject-object.”s
Is it via the slant of Chinese painting
that a particular Japanese film finds
some resemblance to Dutch genre
# painting? Perhaps. The question descrves
: to be investigated thoroughly if only
because of the complex connections between Chinege
painting and Japanese cinema.’ Nevertheless, it
would appear that an aspect of Japanese cinema, the
shomingeki, offers a likemindedness of themes, motifs
and formal problems with seventeenth-century Durch
painting. From a necessarily abstract point of view,
this likemindedness considers that genre painting
and films work in their own way among three
elements: the everyday, the relationship between the
looks and the acts of the protagonists, and composi-
tion.
Dutch genre painting (of Hooch, Vermeer, Ter

Boch, etc.) has as its subject the life of the Dutch,
their acts and their everyday activities. In each case
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the subject is not adequate enough to make a ‘
pictorial problem out of the everyday. The composi-
tion, therefore, must allow one to distinguish a
servant who holds a broom from a Judith who
prandishes a sword; otherwise the servant could well
be an allegory of cleanliness. If the problem pre-
sented itself in this way to the Dutch, it was because
the representation of the personages was in general
dominated by three great forms: the portrait,
(hi)story'® and allegory. Three aspects challenge the
essence of genre painting: the ordinary nature of the
moment of the scene, the atmosphere of familiarity,
and the anonymity of the figlres. Thus, it is a
particular aspect of time that has to be presented. But
thepresentation of a moment in time could not be
direct. Motifs are there to affirm it and, more
particularly and without any paradox, space will
engage it - space and the relationship of the figures
to space.

One of the most remarkable characteristics of the
composition of the quotidian was brought out by
Alois Riegl" who speaks of the opposition between
(hi)story painting and genre painting, and translates
it into an opposition between painting of the will"
and painting of attention. No doubt Riegl borrows
the terms of this opposition from Schopenhauer’s
definition of (hi)story painting: “the adequate
objectification of the will by means of a purely
spatial phenomenon...." (Hi)story painting, in that it
is action painting, subordinates to the characters the
space which surrounds them. All the elements of
space converge to become the favourable or
unfavourable place of an act: space is the accomplice
or the enemy. And, in every figure, there is some-
thing which resists the expanse or produces with it a
shock, willpower. Will (desire) finds in space an
obstacle, and the representation of a voluntary action
or an act determined by a transcendental will, as
(hi)story painting often is, isolates the figure from
what surrounds it. Or in what amounts to the same
thing - space clings to the ends of the figure pre-
sented not with what surrounds it, but for or against
that which surrounds it. If several forms are arranged
in the painting, all of them are arranged by the
principle of action, and the space between them is
thus subordinated. It is exactly this intermediate
space that Riegl sees liberated. How indeed to give
unity to a composition with several characters in it
when action is absent? Riegl responds by entrusting
all the figures with an attention that surrounds them
in such a way that all the parts of the composition
are perceived in all directions by the figures. Thus
the space between them is'freed of all possible or
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projected action; space becomes truly intermediary.
It is a matter here of optical space to the degree that
the figures have an optical rapport with it. If it is
difficult to know what the figures are looking at,
they at least hold under their eyes the space that
connects and surrounds them.

In genre paintings, however, the figures do not
place themselves but act (a lace worker, a mother
who delouses her child ...). And when one wonders
what the figures are doing, oge knows that the final
word is not in the task to which they devote them-
selves, because, in fact, they do nothing other than
but see. All that is painted has, in a certain way,
already been seen by the figures. Everything and
much -more, for the look of these figures, as in “The
Lace Maker” for example, does not scrutinise the act
but makes an angle with it, stays away from it or is
tangential to it. From this comes this impression of
absorption and exteriority which express recurring
themes of absent looks and sightings in the work of
Hooch or Vermeer. To link the presentation of the
quotidian of a given moment, of the momentary

with an optical situation of figures, was the
highpoint of Dutch genre painting.

In its own way, cinema too has contained an
opposition similar to that which has distinguished
(hi)story painting from genre painting, both by its
themes and also by its form. Nowhere, indéed, and
particularly in Japan, has one been able to make post-
World War II cinema like the cinema before the war,
apart from such precursors as Ozu. When Deleuze

Tsuma yo Bara no Yo ni
(Wife! Be Like a
Rose!, 1935)

CINEMAYA 31 /1996



et

analyses this change which he caljs ‘crisis of the
action-image’, he asserts the connection between the
currently quotidian and ordinary frames, and the

often. It changes faster than the blinking of an eye
(Meshi/Repast, 195 1); men are not Strong enough for
it (Repast); it is unchangeable (the resigned mother

the neighbour’s daughter to join their land; hjs son
prefers to leave for the city; what then will become
of the land (Summer Clouds)? The war changed every-

thing, but so diq the law: agrarian law, the law op

and of metamorphoses that occur (o early or too late
in the lives of the characters,

When Naruse declyres: “Nothing mych happens in
my films and they end withoyt concluding, Jike
life,” or when he admits his tenderpegg for the men

absence of shot/reverse shot), the profiles to which
one speaks are always lost, Walks have a
somnambulant quality which js translated by
oinque-angIe travelling shots that begin only after

neither be my will nor Ty representation. And yet
cinema stj]] appears capable of doing what the

why Naruse’s heroes Jike 80ing to the movjes so
much, even if the movies are sad.
The ordinary becomes problematic, subject to

11€ss is no longer Something to attain by the object
of an uncertainty, of , Suspense, of 3 beljef which
has the form of suspense, like chis ‘suspense

too complicated.) Va]yes disappear (parents canpot
be indefinitely responsible for the marital unhapp;.
ness of their children). It js Dot that there are no
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Ukigumo (Floating
Clouds, 1955)
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ordinary is to be conquered: the quotidian is not that
which escapes but what has escaped - not the
insignificant but what is not yet insignificant. One
can no longer even say “It's nice outside,” nor
simply look at a sunflower. The world passes
through the ordinary and the characters are seeking a
new ordinary. From this arises their pensive, absent,
abstract look which is not the image of a conscious-
ness but the abolition of the very frontier, and of the
connection, of the interior and the exterior, of the
subject and the object. That is why the theme of
sneezing and nose-bleeds returns so often - the nose
is the exterior inserted into our interiority.

If on the one hand the quotidian offers us the
world under the mode of the look, the world on the

other hand deprives the quotidian of its ordinary and
commonplace insignificance. The world changes and
this change affects the quotidian in a way that strips
it of its form and content. Therein lies the tragic
nature of Naruse’s characters, their “eternal nullity”"*
as Laforgue would say, and nothing, neither pillow
shots nor still life will, like with Ozu’s films, restore
what the world has stolen. What remains are the
shreds of existence, disconnected from one other, the
egotism of men, the attempts of women, the spaces
between them so free that they cannot traverse them
--- Dot even with a look. The kisses themselves have
already been exchanged and the extraordinary
Interior monologue of Repast uttered by the woman
while her husband sleeps in the background gives to
the sound a power of disconnected spaces. “Life is
filth, but you are my whole life” is the cry of
Naruse's characters.

In these disconnected, syncopated spaces ... the
surface and breadth conjure up an all too-optimistic
depth, shape of a belief, or of a perspective illusion

that does not take place; the looks of characters have
always gone beyond what they were directed at; they
undergo the unnoticed part of the quotidian. Thus,
the infinite, when it is earned, is earned by amplifi-
cation, repetition or intensification of the quotidian,
like at the end of Summer Clouds. It follows a process
that one finds at the end of The Earth Trembles, where
the woman in the rice-field pushing her harvesting
machine will ceaselessly separate rows of paddy that
the eye unites with the horizon.
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5. Notonly was the subject matter democratised
during this period, so was the distribution of
paintings in the Netherlands. Asan independent
Protestant country, the Netherlands encoura ged
private ownership of art, rather than a monopoly held
inthe church. Middle-class shopowners were likely
toowna fine painting, This democratisation of
ownership contributed to the new focus on the
commonplace as fit subject for paintings by great

masters.
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9. Noél Burch analysed these often conflicting connections (op. cit.). For
the connections between Chinese painting and Mizoguchi, see G Deleuze,
L'image-mouvement. Paris: Minuit, 1983: pp-253-263.

10. Histoire in French is both ‘history” and ‘story’.

11. A Riegl, Das Hollendische Grappanportrait. Vienna, 1902.

12 Volont¢is translated as "will, willpower’ or fig. ‘Pleasure or desire.
13. Douchet analysed these flashbacks inTraficno. 2.

14. Eternullité is a word made up of the words étemel and nullité.

Translated from the original French and with an
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