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Abstract

The cherry blossoms are regarded as the symbol of beauty in Japan. They are
admired by the Japanese, who eagerly learn about the “cherry bloom front line”
by the weather forecast in March every year so that they may go and view the
beautiful cherry blossoms in full bloom in the right place at the right time. The
cherry blossoms penetrate deeply into Japanese society. If you look at a Japanese
coin of one hundred yen, you will realize that cherry blossoms are portrayed on the
front.

Such deeply-loved flowers have been depicted in Japanese art such as
literature, painting, music, and film, and their representations have been variously
studied except in film studies, which came much later than the other research fields.
There has been no publication about cinematic representations of cherry blossoms.
Standing at the intersection of film and gender studies, this essay explores the way
cherry blossoms have been depicted in Japanese film. I will argue that the cherry
blossoms are gendered in Japanese film, and that there are three traditions of
depicting them.

The first tradition was established in 1938. The feature of this tradition is to
show a male protagonist committing seppuku or ritual suicide of disembowelment
under the full bloomed cherry trees with cherry petals falling to the ground. The
location is important. The cherry blossom is identified as this dying protagonist,
who glimpses the falling petals to recognize his parallel fate. The ephemerality
of the cherry blossom represents the short life of the male protagonist. The first
example, Chushingura or The Treasury of Loyal Retainers (1938) directed by
Masahiro Makino and Tomiyasu Ikeda, employed the style of shooting the male

protagonist and the cherry blossoms in one frame, which has been carried through
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to the present.

The second tradition is marked by opposite values such as happiness, pleasure,
and love, and the male protagonist brings happy cherry blossom to people around
him. This change in the depiction of cherry blossom came in the 1870s, and the
first example can be found in Otoko wa tsurai yo: Uwasa no Torajiro or Talk of the
Town Tora-san (1978) directed by Yoji Yamada.

The third tradition also came out around the 1970s. It was a total innovation
from the perspective of gender, though the male cherry blossom films would still
continue. The cherry blossoms visually overlap with female protagonists and
virtually perform as femmes fatales in that they tend to take their lovers into death
or destruction. Under the Blossoming Cherry Trees directed by Masahiro Shinoda
in 1975 is indicative of this new tradition. It introduces a vulgar man living in the
woods, who is afraid of walking under the blooming cherry trees. But one day he
forgets his fear and usual cautiousness, because he is so happy to be able to move
from the city back to his old woods with his beautiful wife. He steps into the full
blossomed cherry trees. Suddenly an extraordinary change occurs. Rapid spinning
cherry petals are blown against the wife, and she turns into a hideous monstrous
old woman. Surprised by the change, he strangles her, on whom cherry petals are
piled to make her disappear. Her disappearance causes him to disappear as well.
The moment she is identified as the cherry blossom, she becomes a fermme fatale to
take the man to death.

I have thus clarified three traditions in the depiction of cherry blossom’s in
Japanese films. The next step of my research is to examine why the conspicuous

changes occurred in the 1970s.
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