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What is Japanese cinema? Who does it belong to – the people of Japan, or a global audience? 

Outside of Japan, what does Japanese cinema mean to people? The rather muddled understanding 

of Japanese cinema, as popular cinema or art cinema still matters, because the representational 

stakes are high: which films travel to where is important because films often become enmeshed in 

wider discussions about ‘ideology’ and ‘culture.’ In academia, publishers and scholars have tended to 

focus on films that are internationally available, which therefore means that only certain films get 

‘speak’ the Japanese nation, while others remain invisible to international audiences. Given that our 

earliest international understandings of ‘Japanese cinema’ came through film festivals and were 

consequently driven by notions of ‘art cinema,’ it is worth exploring an audience’s understandings of 

internationally distributed Japanese cinema today against this ‘traditional’ sense of an international 

Japanese film culture. By focusing on Japanese ‘art cinema’ for this study, we want to unpack a little 

of what this term means beyond academia (particularly given how infrequently academics engage 

with this category overtly); to seek out some of the meanings of contemporary Japanese cinema by 

asking people what they think counts within the category of ‘Japanese art cinema.’ 

We want to revisit the slippery category of ‘art cinema’ through an exploratory qualitative analysis of 

a UK sample audience’s responses to a simple question: How would you define ‘Japanese art 

cinema’? To help clarify the definitions provided, the sample group was also asked to provide 

exemplar film texts.   

The question was asked of a self-selecting group, who attended a lecture on Japanese Art Cinema 

given by Rayna Denison in Norwich, UK in June of 2012. There were 34 responses in total from a 

group who all asserted that they were over 18 (with a range between those in their 20s to a group 

self-identifying as ‘70+’). While it was a predominantly British group, there were also Japanese and 

German sample members (four in total). The group was evenly split between genders. 

Unsurprisingly, while interesting patterns are visible in the sample’s responses, no single identifiable 

definition emerged. Despite the relatively small sample size, we wish to offer the proceeding analysis 

as a starting point; as a counter to the academic approaches to, and understandings of, what ‘art 

cinema’ and ‘Japanese art cinema’ might be, and how they might be approached. We do not suggest 

that this single sample group is representative of the wider UK community, but rather that their 

comments can be used purposively, to begin a reconsideration of academic understandings of 

Japanese art cinema.  In doing this, we also want to tackle the category head-on, to work with this 

sample group’s responses in order to explore what values people place on contemporary Japanese 

cinema and its relationship to ‘arthouse’ filmmaking.1 

                                                             
1
 The term “art cinema” and “arthouse” cinema are used here interchangeably, in line with the languages 

deployed on film festival websites. See, for example, the Cannes Film Festival website at: http://www.festival-

cannes.fr/en/about.html (last accessed 26/07/2012). 

http://www.festival-cannes.fr/en/about.html
http://www.festival-cannes.fr/en/about.html


Japanese ‘Art Cinema’: History and Approaches 

The category of ‘art cinema’ is crucial to our understanding of how cinema moves through cultures. 

Rosalind Galt and Karl Schoonover, for example, write that art cinema has been ‘[u]sed in critical 

histories of postwar European and U.S. cinema to carve out a space of aesthetic and commercial 

distinction that is neither mainstream nor avant-garde’ and that the ‘term remains an everyday 

concept for film industries, critics, and audiences.’ (2010: 5) However, it is not just important to 

European and U.S. cinema; it forms the basis of much of what we know of other ‘world’ cinemas. 

Japanese cinema may offer the most clear-cut example of a national cinema whose international 

distribution has been inextricably linked to the postwar rise of the ‘art cinema’ category. Since Akira 

Kurosawa’s Rashōmon won at the Venice Film Festival in 1951, the history of Japanese cinema has 

been an inherently international one. However, the extent to which ‘Japanese art cinema’ is a 

category used and understood by audiences has never been investigated by academics. 

In fact, academics are not very transparent about what categories of cinema are being investigated 

when studying Japanese cinema. Many perform analyses of particular directors, genres and even 

modes of production (like animation), but few have taken a step back to address the question of why 

we know so much about some types of Japanese cinema and yet very little about other kinds of 

Japanese cinema. Pioneering work by scholars like Donald Richie tended to have an inward-looking, 

domestic understanding of Japanese cinema (for example see: Anderson and Richie, 1983). 

However, a lot of the work undertaken by academics since those pioneering overviews done by 

Richie has taken a different approach. Much of the work undertaken to explain ‘Japanese cinema’ in 

English has focused on the films and filmmakers most famous outside of Japan. This is at least 

partially due to the historical dominance of film festivals in making particular kinds of Japanese 

cinema available to international samples, and (as part of those samples) to international scholars.   

 In contradistinction to Richie’s work, therefore, it has been a shifting notion of the ‘festival’ film that 

has come to define much of what we understand of Japanese cinema. Film festivals have long acted 

gatekeepers between the Japanese domestic film industry, and the films from Japan that the rest of 

the world gets to see. This is not just limited to films made to be distributed as ‘arthouse’ cinema, 

but is also true of even the most popular forms of Japanese cinema today, like anime. Fukashi 

Azuma, for example, explained in interview with one my colleagues, Hiroko Furukawa, that TV Tokyo 

(a big domestic producer of anime television) goes to the Cannes festival to their cinema market in 

order to sell their products to international distributors (see 

www.mangamoviesproject.com/publications ). Through such means, film festivals act as a conduit 

from local to international distribution, and what they show of Japanese cinema largely relates to 

the films we get to see from Japan. 

Academic publications on Japanese cinema have tended to follow the patterns set by international 

film festivals. Consider, for example, the number of books written about Kurosawa and Yasujiro Ozu 

(see, for examples: Bordwell, 1988; Cowie, 2010; Prince, 1999; Schrader, 1998) by comparison to 

their less well-travelled contemporaries; or, the numerous books and articles on festival favourites 

like Takeshi Kitano and Hayao Miyazaki (see, for instance: Gerow, 2007; Denison, 2007 and Napier, 

2001) compared to the total absence of many of their contemporaries in current academic work. It is 

worth noting though that, as the number of film festivals around the world has risen (to in excess of 

500 festivals per year according to Julian Stringer, 2002), so too has the variety of the ‘festival film’ 

http://www.mangamoviesproject.com/publications


category become greater. This may account, at least in part, for the increasingly broad scope of 

Japanese film studies. In this way, the distinction between popular and arthouse films is becoming 

blurred by festivals, making it difficult for audiences or academics to pin down the nature of a 

category like ‘Japanese art cinema.’ Take one audience member’s comments during the discussion 

after Rayna Denison’s recent talk at the Sainsbury Institute for Japanese Arts and Cultures as an 

example. The audience member quite rightly pointed out that the director’s brand name may be a 

more significant factor in getting a film into a festival than the film’s genre or content. However, the 

category of ‘festival film’ is still dominating what we get to see; therefore, it is worth questioning the 

idea of what this means to the public. 

An Audience in Norwich Challenges Academic Definitions of ‘Japanese Art Cinema’ 

We wish to compare our findings with the now largely normative frameworks produced in the wider 

academic analysis of art cinema; in essence, we want to compare academic frameworks to those 

used by a sample group in order to begin an exploration of what  ‘Japanese art cinema’ means to 

people. The first thing worth noting about ‘art cinema’ is the lack of agreement about how even 

academics approach it. This seems to stem from two distinct approaches used to define art cinema. 

One or other of these approaches seems to apply in academia no matter whether art cinema is seen 

as a generic category, as a set of aesthetic practices, or as a set of institutions governing the 

production of films. The first approach originates with David Bordwell, who worked to define art 

cinema through its aesthetics, producing a textual approach to art cinema (1979). The second 

approach was popularised in an article by Steve Neale about European art cinema’s institutional 

history (1981; for a recent appraisal of this situation see Mark Betz, 2009).  

The first thing that emerges from examining the definitions supplied by our sample group is that, for 

them, the concept of ‘art cinema’, let alone ‘Japanese art cinema’ is inherently unstable. The 

majority of respondents treated the term generically, but a few offered institutional or industrial 

definitions. Within these industrial definitions, the idea of ‘independence’ was clearly important: 

they are ‘Independent films from Japan’ according to one female respondent, while another 

proclaimed this kind of cinema to be, ‘Indy cinema/ Free for me’.2 These responses suggest this 

importance of alterneity to an undefined industrial, mainstream norm, complete with alternative, 

and low cost distribution. Institutionally, this makes sense within the UK, as there are a growing 

number of film festivals and screenings series that offer Japanese cinema free to participating 

consumers. Recent examples include the Terracotta Film Festival (http://terracottafestival.com/), 

Third Window’s regular London-based film festivals (see their Facebook for details) and the Japan 

Foundation’s regular screenings of Japanese films 

(http://www.jpf.org.uk/whatson.php?department=art#445).  However, if independence and 

alterneity are crucial to some definitions, then finding a means to differentiate Japanese art cinema 

from other forms of art cinema proved equally important to other respondents. 

‘I associate ‘art cinema’ with European films so I never thought what ‘Japanese Art Cinema’ might 

be.’ (Japanese Female Respondent, in her 40s) This fascinating response demonstrates how even 

concepts that academics feel secure using can be made problematic by sample members from 

                                                             
2 Respondents are referred to here by their gender and/or age, so that people from within the sample group 

will have a greater opportunity to recognise their own responses. 

http://terracottafestival.com/
http://www.jpf.org.uk/whatson.php?department=art#445


different cultural backgrounds. Moreover, this European geographic definition speaks to a sense of 

global cinema hierarchies of art cinema, in which European films occupy a higher position than those 

from Japan. Nor was this Japanese respondent alone in challenging the notion of ‘art cinema’ and its 

connection to Japanese film. In a longer response, a 70+ male British respondent wrote:  

Definition: Impossible. Depends on the view of what is Art? On this there may be more 

ideas, Japanese, Western etc. To me a film in Art Cinema would be ‘Throne of Blood’.  ‘Art 

Cinema’ depends on what an ‘Artist’ does, and ‘Artists’ are self-defined e.g. Tracey Emin, 

Damien Hirst. So you can't pin it down other than defining it for yourself, and others may 

well differ. Or is ‘Art Cinema’ any film that is not appreciated by the masses and only 

appreciated by an educated clique? 

Here, the treatment of ‘art cinema’ generically, as well as institutionally, begins to raise difficulties 

for definition. The shifting sands recognised by this respondent contain many of the same sinkholes 

into which other sample member’s definitions fell: authorship, audiences and even shared national 

communities are all seen as problematic and as having a stake in the way we approach film as ‘art’ 

or something else. One respondent even went further, writing that ‘Art is justified - consecrated by 

cultural intermediaries.’ (British woman in her 40s) In this elegant turn of phrase, the respondent 

highlights the power once again, of particular groups to label cinema as ‘art cinema’. In these claims, 

then, we can see why the issue of ‘Japanese art cinema’ has been so contested, and so unstable: it 

has largely been the product of competing groups’ attempts to create a space for Japanese cinema 

in the crowded UK marketplace for film. 

Despite these competing approaches, many respondents offered definitions that contained 

substantially overlapping generic tropes. These generic tropes offer some surprising insights into 

how this, predominantly British, sample group views the hallmarks of Japanese art cinema. One 

respondent, a British male in his 20s, offers a nice overview of these kinds of approaches. For him, 

Japanese art cinema, ‘Exists outside of the mainstream, heavy stamp of authorship, distinctly 

Japanese in style. Often slow in pace.’  These sentiments are partially reflected in those cited earlier, 

who argued for a sense of ‘independence’ at the core of Japanese art cinema’s identity. And again, 

the opposition of art cinema to a mainstream or ‘popular’ cinema haunts this, as well as many other, 

attempts at defining Japanese art cinema. The definition also chimes with several responses that 

point to the significance of recognisable Japanese cultural elements within Japanese art cinema.  

While some respondents challenged all aspects of the ‘Japanese art cinema’ category, others were 

more confident in defining the cultural aspects of these films. A British woman in her 50s wrote that 

these are ‘Films that reflect Japanese culture’ and for a British man in his 60s Japanese art cinema is, 

‘A film made to tell an essentially Japanese story.’ However, another respondent wrote that, 

‘Japanese art cinema is cinema that explores issues that challenge the viewer and incorporates [sic.] 

artistic images’. (British male in his 50s) The inclusion of ‘issues,’ ‘stories,’ ‘cultural elements’ and 

Japanese ‘style’ all suggest the differing ways that ‘Japanese’-ness makes its way into discussions of 

Japanese art cinema. At one moment a set of aesthetic or narrational practices and at another a set 

of cultural practices relayed through films from Japan, the ‘Japanese’ of ‘Japanese art cinema’ offers 

a complex national signifier that led one respondent to reject art cinema as a term entirely, instead 

offering: ‘Perhaps the word ‘world cinema’ - stuff that appears at festivals ie from 50's on’  as an 

alternative (British woman in her 30s). This foregrounds the space of exhibition as the most 



significant factor in the definition, but also hints at a metageneric category of ‘world cinema’ within 

which a genre of Japanese ‘national’ cinema’ operates. Here, then, it is the presence of Japanese 

cinema at film festivals that allows it to shift through categories, including ‘world cinema.’ 

The idea of pace (see above) was also picked up on by other respondents, who included it in their 

aesthetic definitions of Japanese art cinema. For example, ‘Something rather slow and beautiful’ was 

the definition offered by a British woman in her 50s. Aesthetic definitions like this made more 

reference to the idea of ‘beauty’ than those cited above. One further definition, by a British woman 

in her 60s, declares that, ‘Probably beautiful, had no idea what to expect. But a lot of beauty and 

‘fine art’ present.’ This notion of high art represented within Japanese art cinema does appear to be 

replicated across the decades of Japanese films at film festivals. Kenji Mizoguchi’s films, for example, 

often contain multiple different Japanese traditional arts and crafts, while director Takeshi Kitano is 

famed for having his own paintings included in the films he has directed.  Other aesthetic definitions 

by this sample tended to coalesce around the experience of viewing (Japanese art cinema as ‘Dark, 

expressive’ – British woman in her 20s), or around perceptions of the production practices involved. 

For those in the latter category, Japanese art cinema is made up of ‘experimental exploitations of 

the medium ‘film’ for cinema screening’ (German man in his 20s), and is a ‘Cinema which goes 

beyond the superficial in terms of the theme and patterning, skill in terms of animation/acting + 

originality of vision/artistry’ (British woman in her 60s).  

The ‘heavy stamp of authorship’ asserted through directors’ ‘vision/artistry’ was a factor cited in 

many definitions, regardless of what else respondents deemed central to Japanese art cinema. This 

chimes with the comment made in the post-talk discussion, about how important directors are as 

international name-brands that can drive the sales of films to new markets. For example, even those 

who felt unable to offer definitions often supplied a list of indicative films, and among the 

respondents Akira Kurosawa was the most frequently cited director. This is perhaps unsurprising 

given Kurosawa’s high international reputation, but more surprising would be some of the other 

films and directors frequently listed. Just as surprising are the whole decades of Japanese cinema left 

out of these lists. The earliest film mentioned was Kurutta Ippeiji, or A Page of Madness, by 

Teinosuke Kinugasa (1926). It is the sole silent film in amongst all of the films offered by 

respondents, and was part of the Pure Film movement from Japan (likened to the German 

Expressionist film movement in Europe).  

Following the popularly cited films and filmmakers of the Golden Age of the postwar era (especially 

Seven Samurai [1954], Rashōmon and Tokyo Story [1953]) it was perhaps a little surprising how few 

respondents mentioned the politically inflected art cinema of the 1960s Japanese New Wave, which 

includes famous directors like Nagisa Oshima and Shohei Imamura (whose film were listed only a 

couple of times). Even more surprising was how few people mentioned the contemporary directors 

from Japan who have been claimed to have generated a ‘new’ New Wave of Japanese art film 

production. Their works have received a deal of UK distribution, perhaps especially filmmakers like 

Hirokazu Koreeda (films from the new New Wave was mentioned by only three respondents). This 

leaves a long gap in ‘art cinema’ that was filled solely by Jūzō  Itami’s Tampopo (Dandelion, 1985). 

Given that this film has not received a wide release in the UK (at least not on DVD), it is particularly 

interesting that two sample members cited it, and others mentioned further Itami films, particularly 

ones that have received even less distribution than Tampopo.   



By contrast, there were some directors whose works were repeatedly cited by this sample group. 

Takeshi Kitano was mentioned by three individuals, for instance. What becomes clear is that there is 

a lot more variety among the contemporary films cited than there is among those from the ‘Golden 

Age’ of Japanese cinema. On one hand, this may suggest that, within this sample, there were 

individuals who were looking to demonstrate the depths of their knowledge and the lengths they 

had gone to in order to seek out rarer examples of Japanese cinema. On the other hand, the usual 

academic frameworks for discussing Japanese art cinema as ‘Waves’ or cycles of art film production 

(see, for example: Desser, 1998) are largely absent, suggesting an experiential understanding of films 

accessed, rather than a learned understanding of Japanese film history on the part of this sample 

group. This gap between the public and academic debates indicates potential new ground for 

academics to move into and new ways for us to engage with audiences; concentrating new arena of 

film history (perhaps particularly between the decline the of the studio system in Japan in the late 

1960s and early 1970s and the emergence of the new New Wave in the 1990s).  

However, if this sample group was split between a strong memory of the ‘classics’ of Japanese 

cinema and newer forms of ‘Japanese art cinema’, there was considerably more consternation about 

the place of animation (better known by its popular moniker of anime) within the canon of Japanese 

art cinema. Seven out of the twenty individuals providing film lists mentioned an anime feature film, 

meaning that a significant number of respondents rated anime films among Japan’s contemporary 

art cinema, particularly the films of Satoshi Kon, Mamoru Hosoda, Mamoru Oshii and Studio Ghibli. 

Moreover, one respondent’s whole definition was comprised of what follows here: ‘2d drawn 

animated feature films e.g. Akira, Ghost in the Shell, Spirited Away etc.’ (British man in his 30s) 

Another responded, however, ‘I would define Japanese Art cinema as distinct from anime. Highly 

stylised, character driven.’ (British woman in her 20s) The status of anime within Japanese cinema is 

suggestively up for grabs in these responses. When mentioned specifically, people were more likely 

to cite particular animators, such as Hayao Miyazaki and Satoshi Kon, as art filmmakers, but there 

were many more instances where anime were not mentioned at all. This may speak more to the 

liminal status of animation within UK culture than it reflects the importance of anime to Japanese art 

cinema, but it simultaneously lends weight to the conceptualisation of Japanese art cinema offered 

by another sample member, that it is: ‘Most of that cinema which reaches us in the West (Northern 

Europe).’ Taking this at face value, this response would suggest that it is the distribution of films 

outside of Japan that begins to mark them as ‘art’ rather than popular cinema.  

This would certainly open a space to consider anime feature films and examples from genre cinema 

alongside those films and filmmakers favoured by film festivals. It would also explain assertions like 

that of one British woman in her 60s who wrote that Japanese art cinema is comprised of 

‘Extreme/Funky/cartoon-image, contemporary i.e. c20 and 21st. Violence.’ While this might seem at 

odds with the earlier aesthetic claims about pace and beauty, this reported shift in Japanese art 

cinema also chimes with the emphasis on filmmakers over films at film festivals. It also echoes the 

broadening scope of films made available through contemporary film festivals, and the notion that 

art cinema changes over time. At Cannes this year, for example, the ‘film festival’ film had clearly 

broadened out far beyond the new New Wave’s languorous, introspective, highly personal 

filmmaking to include the latest yakuza film from Takeshi Kitano (Outrage) and Takashi Miike’s For 

Love’s Sake, which contains musical, youth gang, high school and romance genre elements. While, in 

these cases, it may well be the fame of the director that enabled these films to appear at the world’s 

most prestigious film festival, it is also clear that this director-led approach to film distribution is 



impacting on the category of the ‘festival film,’ and, through that category, on notions of 

contemporary Japanese art cinema. 

This is the single most important lesson learned about Japanese art cinema through this sample 

study: that contemporary Japanese art cinema is a popularised art cinema. There is a great deal of 

contention within this sample group about what should and should not count as ‘art cinema’. There 

was even a claim by one member that audiences simply do not care about the idea of ‘art cinema’ 

any more:  

Would use the phrase ‘art cinema’ maybe 30 years ago e.g. subtitled foreign language films 

shown at the old Cinema City - probably nowhere else in Norwich i.e. not that popular. 

Japanese examples Kagemusha, Ran and Seven Samurai. Nowadays phrase doesn't seem to 

fit - films being more mainstream e.g. Totoro or other Studio Ghibli. Term only seems 

relevant within media branding, culture [sic.] studies or films studies (as opposed to 

‘popular’). (British Male Respondent in his 50s) 

The popularisation or ‘mainstreaming’ of Japanese films within ‘art house’ cinemas in Norwich 

suggests that, as film exhibition changes, it forces confrontations between categories that 

respondents see as oppositional, rather than complementary (‘art house’ of 30 years ago versus the 

‘popular’ of today; academic versus popular points of view).  

Rather than reading this shift negatively, as the respondent does here, but following his nod towards 

the instability of the category, it might be useful to think about how little of what is considered the 

‘world’ of ‘Japanese art cinema’ (film festival market places, trade events, press kits and so on) 

penetrates into localities and thus how little of that world is open to audiences. Within academia, 

and, as the respondent above points out, within film marketing cultures, the idea of art cinema is 

still much discussed and very much important (just look at the significant proportion of film posters 

given over to their film festival accolades for an exemplar). Given the responses analysed here, it 

appears that this sample group does still care about ‘Japanese art cinema,’ but that this term has 

shifted dramatically from what it used to refer to 30 years ago, largely because of the complexity of 

the new landscapes of film distribution. It may be therefore that, ‘Japanese art cinema’ matters 

most not actually academics or even film marketers, but to those making and promoting Japanese 

films in a crowded global marketplace for ‘art cinema’; it probably matters most to the industry, as 

they seek a global audience, like the sample group surveyed here, for ever-new and inventive forms 

of Japanese filmmaking. 
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