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The Typical Genius of Kamei Fumio

Abé Mark Nornes

Kamei Fumio was one of the greatest
documentary filmmakers in history. I say this
knowing full well that it invites charges of
Byperbole. But it's true. Few filmmakers in the
bistory of documentary achieved Kamei's
hﬂliance—perhaps only Vertov or Ruttman or
Jennings. | insert Kamei into this stellar crowd
© speak to two audiences, those familiar with
Kamei's work (for the most part Japanese) and
tose who have never heard of him (most
foreigners). Both need, it seems to me. to
rthink or think about Kamei Fumio, and this
bort essay is a modest attempt to convince
these two audiences to come together and spend
ome time—ideally in Yamagata—with the life
“ork of this impressive documentarist.

There are concrete, easy to recognize reasons
it the foreign crowd has never taken notice of

s filmography, aside from the Western

inclination to assume Europe and America had
an early comer on the production of artful and
powerful documentary. First of all, when he was
making his most important films Kamei was the
enemy, and during World War II only Frank
Capra and Ruth Benedict seemed to recognize
the peculiar powers of the Japanese war film
(Capra: “We can't beat this kind of thing. We
make a film like that maybe once in a decade.” )
I'll have more to say about this Hollywood
filmmaker in a moment.

Probably the biggest blow to Kamei's
reputation abroad has been his unfortunate
dismissal in Donald Richie and Joseph
Anderson’s monumental work, The Japanese
Film: Art and Industry (1959). To this very day,
this book remains the standard English-
language history of Japanese film, and thus it
achieved a central role in mediating foreign

knowledge about Japanese cinema. This is why
Anderson and Richie’s book has been so
important in my life, and it also helps explain
why so many foreigners have passed over
Kamei for other riches. It is somewhat unclear
what documentaries Anderson and Richie had
access t0 when they were writing their huge
manuscript, or where they were drawing their
information from, but they basically reduced all
prewar and wartime Japanese documentary to
poorly made propaganda. They write that the
documentary “never developed into the vital
form it had become in other countries,” and
that most films were deeply influenced by the
German  kulturfilm, “a pseudo-scientific,
pseudo-artistic approach which occasionally
invalidated the subject and which one still sees
in many contemporary Japanese documentaries.” |
When they tum their attention to Kamei. they
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are even more severely critical. calling him
competent but less than talented. More
importantly, they repeatedly emphasize his
politics, noting his experience in Russia and his
time at Toho's documentary unit ( “a veritable
nest of revolutionaries” ), writing that he “represents
Japanese cinema at its most extreme left”. 2 It
must be noted that the two young Americans
were writing at the height of the Red Scare, and
today certainly think differently about both
documentary and filmmaking from the left.
However, few books in film history have had
the “legs” of this one, and it retains immense
authority over foreign readings of Japanese film.

That we still read The Japanese Film is a
testament to its undeniable quality, but it can
also be a problem (as their 1982 expanded
edition attests to). For example, Richard
Barsam's Non-Fiction Film: A Critical History
(1973, revised in 1992) is one of the standard
histories of documentary. Although he does
sprinkle his book with a few paragraphs on
Japanese nonfiction film, it is evident that he
hasn't seen any of them. He only repeats basic
information from the Anderson/Richie book and
quotes their most disparaging passages.

The other standard history of documentary
belongs to Erik Barnouw, who tragically passed
away this summer. Barnouw, a better historian

than Barsam, actually visited Japan and
interviewed Kamei, [wasaki Akira, Atsugi Taka,
and Kano Ryuichi. Documentary: A History of
the Non-Fiction Film (1974, revised in 1983 and
1993) provides a nice sketch of Kamei's
generation up to the Occupation, although it is
admittedly limited to the work of the people he
interviewed. At the time of Barnouw's own
writing, he had an opportunity to see Shanghai
(and perhaps Kobayashi Issa), but the print of
Fighting Soldiers had yet to emerge from its
suppression. It is interesting to imagine how
different these passages would have been had
Fighting Soldiers, one of the most amazing
documentaries [ know of, been available to him.
Actually, it probably would not have made
much of a difference. One of the problems
facing the foreign viewer of Japanese
documentaries is the utter lack of context they
must watch them in. Since the standard histories
offer so little, it is exceedingly difficult to
recognize the spectacular (and subtle)
innovation of Kamei's filmmaking.

Thus, a word or two about context. As a
student of documentary and Japanese cinema
back in the 1980s~a student several years from
being able to read Japanese-language histories
—1I remember wondering who to rely on,
Richie/Anderson or Barnouw. When [ began

working for the Yamagata International
Documentary Film Festival in 1990, my
expectations for older Japanese documentary
were (secretly) low. However, that first year I
had the opportunity to see Kamei's Fighting
Soldiers, and this after watching seemingly -
endless hours of straightforward propaganda 4
films from the China and Pacific wars. My °
sense for Japanese-documentary experienced
complete upheaval.

[ vividly remember watching this film at the
National Film Center, trembling. Several years
later, 1 came across Tanaka Jun'ichiro's
description of his own experience of the film at
a 1939 preview, shortly before the film was
suppressed:

Even now | remember the mood as all the
reels unspooled; rather than exuberant
battles, 1 felt as if I touched the quiet souls
of soldiers who are facing death. wearing
shoes with holes, and marching as if asleep.
It made my heart freeze. 3

Tanaka and 1 watched the film more than half
a century apart, really in different worlds.
However. in another sense our contexts were
very similar. By this time. 1 had achieved 3 »
sense for the world that Kamei emerged from
because I was watching those films nearly every

Iy

day. 1 saw a national cinema gradually being
o
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overrun by the war, a process that was slightly
more advanced in the realm of nonfiction film.
At the same time, there were filmmakers—
many of them at that nest of revolutionaries
Toho—who were striving to innovate while
sidestepping the tendency to propagandize and
celebrate warfare. Indeed, these films
occasionally seemed to express some vague
measure of discontent, or even critique. Kamei's
work fits in this rubric, yet far surpassed
anything else I had seen.

Bowled over by Kamei's work and intrigued
by what [ was seeing by other artists, [ began
thinking of writing my doctoral dissertation on
this era of documentary. In the course of
research, | stumbled upon Kamei's long lost
Peking (Beijing, 1938) in the National Archives
in Washington, saw more of his films, and
discovered many interesting articles Kamei
wrote in the late 1930s. | came to the
conclusion that this man was one of the great
documentarists of the medium, and yet so few
people realized it.

I must admit that my essay to this point has
been u bald attempt at capturing the attention of
readers who may never have heard of Kamei
Fumio, or who may have passed him by thanks
to dismissive historians. I do. however, want to

direct attention to Kamei's treatment by
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Japanese historians and titmmakers. As the
passages above suggest, there has been a
disconnect between the history writing (in the
broadest sense) going on in Japan and abroad.
In the Japanese discourses, Kamei is put on a

well-deserved pedestal. [t is of varying heights,
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depending on the person: however, his
positioning on the larger map of Japanese film
history seldom varies: Kamei was the only
filmmaker to aggressively critique the war and
its culture of violence and strife. yet he swittly

declined n the postwar era. This retrospective
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at Yamagata is our precious chance to rethink
this fixed discourse, to unsettle it and consider
Kamei from new perspectives. In the remainder
of this text, [ would like to offer a few starting
points for this process by asserting that Kamei
was simultaneously exceptional and typical in
his world of Japanese documentary.

We can unpack precisely how Kamei is
exceptional by tackling this notion of decline
and bringing it under critique. When people
offer a gloss of Kamei's career and its entirety,
one often hears a contrast struck between the
subtlety of his wartime work and the
of his approach from the
Occupation until his last film. Indeed, this is a
discourse that the festival has replicated

preachiness

repeatedly over the years. For example, when
Yasui Yoshio, coordinator of this retrospective,
announced his plans in the festival newsletter,
he spoke of his desire to reevaluate his own
feelings about Kamei. He recalled watching one
of Kamei's last films and feeling like he was
being lectured at, and that despite the reputation
of being an anti-war filmmaker Kamei still had
an air of “suspicion” about him.

The 1991 Yamagata Documentary Film
Festival provides a prototypical example, an
retelling of the standard profile that I am partly
responsible for. Kamei's Tragedy of Japan

(Nihon no higeki, 1946) was screened in a
sidebar called Japan/America Media Wars
(Nichibei FEigasen), which I organized with
Fukushima Yukio. Yamane Sadao provided an
article about the film for our catalog, writing,
We can highly appreciate [the film's)
reticent artitude toward authority. However,
giving present thought to the matter,
because the film devoutly followed the
ideology of the Japan Communist Party, it
featured only a loud voice criticizing
opponents, Stretching the point, such
production methods designed to stress
specific ideology might be closely
connected to that applied to the production
of films “exalting the fighting spirit”
during the war. At the very least, here one
cannot find the subtle touch of Kamei's
Fighting Soldiers. He obviously took a step
back as a documentarist.4

[ would suggest there are other ways of
thinking about Tragedy of Japan. Behind
Yamane's critique lies a strict dichotomy drawn
between directness and indirectness, the latter
being valorized. That the film is “direct” is
certainly true. But where is this assertive
directness coming from and why is indirectness
a value in the first place? To answer the first
question, we might say that Kamei's historical

moment called for direct attack. The “subtle ]
touch” Yamane mourns was nothing other than : §
the trace of an elaborate repressive apparatus .
choking free expression in the cinema. For ¥
years filmmakers had kept any form of §
discontent or critique to safe, private spaces. ‘
Kamei also gave several years of his life to a §
stint in prison, the most severe of limits
imposed on self-expression. In an expensive, !
public media like film—which was subject to
the strictures of censorship—these feelings &
could only be expressed in the most indirect of 4
methods. This is one reason we are soO
impressed by Fighting Soldiers.

One of the reasons Tragedv of Japan '
fascinates is precisely its full frontal attack and ;
its incisive critique of the forces at play during 1
the war. Rather than seeing this quality as & §
stylistic hold-over learned from the war cinema,

a preachy authoritarianism if vou will, we §
would do well to consider it a full-throated §
expression of freedom. The elaborate strictures

imposed on filmmakers had dissolved. The %
threats of reprisals for stepping out of line were 1»
gone. If Kamei's film shows none of the polish
of his wartime work, it is precisety that lack of §
polish that evidences the trembling thrill of |
giving voice to the anger, resentment, and
sadness built up over many. many vears. »
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Indeed, this is one of the most spectacular
compilation films ever made. In many ways, it
is very close to Capra’s “Why We Fight” series.
Both use the fake Tanaka Memorial as historical
evidence. Both render animated maps of Asia
with Japanese swords plunging into the
continent. They even use some of the same
shots from wartime newsreels. However,
Capra’s films are so, so direct; and despite
Yamane's argument, one cannot dismiss the
intricate critique of Kamei's film, a critique
most often rendered through clever editing that
turned the original footage against itself. Where
Kamei injects irony and sarcasm into the shots
trough incisive editing of sound and image,
Capra's team from Hollywood shows nothing
but a brutal, simplistic directness. For Capra the
image does not lie; Kamei demonstrates beyond
ashadow of a doubt that the opposite is true. It
s ane of the first documentaries to analyze how
Kamei's
achievement here evokes the best work of
Santiago Alvarez and Emile de Antonio,
although it predates it by decades.

It is telling that Yamane draws a comparison
between the style of Tragedy of Japan and the
%ar film. This apparent continuity, combined

Tonfiction makes meaning.

%ith the contrast between Kamei's postwar
directness and wartime indirectness hints at the

source of that standard, fixed biography. The
opposition between a rhetorical polemicism and
an artistic finesse is structurally identical to the
critique of 1950s documentary by young,
rebellious filmmakers like Matsumoto Toshio,
Noda Shinkichi, Kuroki Kazuo, Oshima Nagisa,
and others. In their attempt to renovate the
Japanese documentary, they theorized
continuities between the filmic rhetoric of the
reigning nonfiction style and the propaganda
film of WWIL. In other words, that arc of
decline fixed in Kamei’s biography is itself
embedded in the dichotomous conflict between
Old and New Left.

Significantly, Kamei's location on the map of
Japanese film history is not necessarily in
Yoyogi (where the headquarters for the Japan
Communist Party is).5 He probably had to be
set off to the side for his historical valorization,
a process that seems to have started in the early
1970s with small screenings of Shanghai and
sealed with the rediscovery of the Fighting
Soldiers print. Kamei is, in this sense,
exceptional not only for what he actuaily did,
but also for the way he has been written into the
history of Japanese film.

Perhaps the ultimate reason that Kamei has
this unique, exceptional position outside of

Yoyogi is that, despite the generational

difference he shared something very important
with the younger generation of filmmakers: a
conception of documentary so similar to that of
people like Ogawa Shinsuke and Tsuchimoto
Noriaki that we might look at Kamei as their
departure point. Beginning with the critique of
1950s documentary launched by Matsumoto.
Kuroki and others, Japanese filmmakers came
to value an approach that sees the film as a trace
of the relationship between filming subject and
filmed object. This is not an attitude we find in
the rhetoric surrounding documentary before
the late 1950s, except in the writing on Kamei
Fumio.

In a 1939 article that was written before the
suppression of Fighting Soldiers, Kamei ends
with an impassioned plea: “Feel for the object!
What's more, don't get perturbed!” © He uses the
word taisho/object in this context, and it is one
of the few war era descriptions of a documentary
made with a “sympathetic” mindset which
attempts to touch the experience of the other and
transport those feelings into the film. This is a
documentary that embraces and foregrounds the
subjectivity of the object. For example. the very
being of the old farmer at the beginning of
Fighting Soldiers comes out as strongly as any
farmer from Ogawa's Sanrizuka series.

Furthermore, the main thrust of Matsumoto

K.
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and company's argument was that the filmmaker
must assert his or her subjectivity in the film,
rather than strive for a faux objectivity that may
seem democratic, but is actually ideal and
politically suspicious. Retumning to that 1939
article, we can not something else extremely
unusual and significant: it is actually signed by
Kamei. The handwritten scrawl of the signature
signaled the emergence of an author's cinema in
the documentary. Before this most films were
photographed by a cameraman and structured

THRBRER ATy
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after the fact by an editor. The latter role is
where Kamei began his career. However, in the
late 1930s Kamei helped pioneer the role of
documentary director who exerts a creative
force on the production process from beginning
to end. This is, ultimately, the meaning of
Kamei's famous cameraman-viewfinder debate
with Miki Shigeru. With the innovation of
Kamei, the field of documentary film was
experiencing the emergence of a director-figure
who asserts his/her subjectivity on a film form
masquerading. as objective—precisely what
Matsumoto, Oshima and others were calling for
years later.

I am positing a (retrospective, and unique)
typicality in the exceptional example of Kamei.
In other words, |1 am trying to explain why
Kamei comes under postwar critique while
ironically maintaining a unique and highly
valued position in Japanese film history.
Ultimately, he could not avoid the critique
launched against his generation of filmmakers
—even if it arrived in different clothes—and yet
maintenance of Kamei's position of
exceptionality was dependent upon a hidden
strand of typicality or sameness, something that
his younger critics could deeply identify with
that went far beyond being an “anti-war”
filmmaker. There was something exceptional in

his work that set him apart from his peers,
something that foreshadowed the direction that
Japanese documentary would take two to three
decades later. Perhaps this something even
started it all, but that would be difficult to
confidently substantiate.

There is little problem in identifying the
qualities that set a great filmmaker apart from
the crowd, but it is quite another thing to adjust
one's position to find the typicality in the genius.
If we can do this, we might leave the task with a
fresh perspective on an entire era of cinema.
Kamei is always admired as the “only”
filmmaker to take on authority, so much so that
he paid the price with his freedom. However,
I've always wondered why no one asks the
simple question, “How in the world did he think
he could get away with it?”

Why would anyone flirt with such danger? Was
Kamei really that heroic? By the late 1930s, many ;
leftist artists and intellectuals had spent stints of :

varying length in jail or prison. Some had already

died there. 1t was no secret that there would be °

violent repercussions for open. vocal critique.
How more open can one get than making a high
profile PR film for the military? Again, how did

he think he could get away with it? i

A likely answer is that other people were
thinking precisely the same way. From this
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perspective, Kamei was simply “speaking the
obvious” through his films, which is to say he
was less extraordinary than ordinary. If we look
at Kamei from this perspective, certain qualities
of the documentary of the late 1930s come into
focus.

First of all, a figure like Kamei probably
could not have taken the stage before this time.
The cinematic codes of documentary simply
hadn't developed sufficient complexity.
However, after 1935 an enormous amount of
intellectual activity went into theorizing
documentary, and much of this “paper work”
developed hand in hand with practice. Too often
this activity is condensed into the idea of Paul
Rotha's “influence”; 1 suggest that Rotha
entered only at the late stages after years of
publications, events, and study groups across
Japan (indeed, Kamei said he hadn’'t read
Rotha's book until after returning from the
photography of Fighting Soldiers). This process
began in earnest with 1920s groups like Eiga
Zuihitsu and the Proletarian Film League of
Japan, and eventually included work by serious
theorists like Imamura Taihei, Tosaka Jun, and
Nakai Masakazu. Thanks to all this activity, we
€an easily chart a growing complexity in
lapanese  filmmakers' conception  of
d()Cumcnt.:Lry between 1930 and 1939. This was

the decade that the conventions of nonfiction
film were concretized, and Kamei's films
exhibit a masterful rendering of these codes—
while playing with them all the while.

In other words, Kamei could not have
achieved what he did earlier because he needed
a language to “speak” in. In terms of style and
convention, films like Shanghai and Fighting
Soldiers are essentially little different than other
senki, or war record films; a film like Kobayashi
Issa is little different than other PR
documentaries on regions of Japan. This is not
only what made them legible to audiences. It is
also what enabled audiences to recognize and
read those little, but decisive, differences and
recognize the critical side of the films.

We need to think about two important aspects
of Kamei's audiences to understand his
filmmaking. First. as I have just suggested.
viewers acquired the skills to read documentary
conventions while they were being created by
filmmakers. And just as imporant, Kamei's
canny manipulation of those conventions relied
on a submerged discourse that other people
could comprehend. which the audience itself
helped create, and from which he could tap into
to make meaning. This submerged discourse was
the terrible toll the war was taking on Japanese

people. something people did not feel free to

express in public fora. One reason he could “get
away with it” was that so many people were
feeling the anger and sadness his films give
voice to.

While Kamei is singled out as extraordinary it
is far more useful to see him as expressive a
discourse far larger than himself, a discourse
that had to be restricted to individual thoughts
or private conversation in safe, hidden spaces.
We cannot forget that Kamei's films fall into a
kind of genre of documentaries about various
difficulties about life made by other committed
filmmakers of the day, including I[shimoto
Tokichi, Miki Shigeru, Shirai Shigeru. Ueno
Kozo, Akimoto Ken, Atsugi Taka and others.
Their films describe daily life in hard times. and
communicate a deep compassion for their
human objects, for physical and spiritual
suffering, for simple exhaustion.

Kamei always puzzied his postwar fans by
insisting, “I did not necessarily have any
intention of making an anti-war film [with
Fighting Soldiers]..My greatest concern was
thoroughly describing the pain of the land and
the sadness of all people, including soldiers,
farmers, and all living things like horses.” This
would seem to contradict the essence of his
historical reputation s the only true war resister
among film directors. However, if we strive to
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recontextualize Kamei's filmography in relation
to the work of his peers, it begins looking less
like anti-war filmmaking and more like an
expression of the struggle and sadness the war
required of all people. Kamei himself appears
less unique, and far more typical.

Furthermore, the fact that there was this
community of people with the same feelings,
probably gave Kamei the courage to put this
usually hidden discourse on public dispiay—in
the teeth of power. Alternatively, there was
much more play in what could be said publicly
than our image of the “dark valley” of the
1930s aliows. He could get away with it
because you could get away with it.

Seeing Kamei as representative also helps us
understand the existence of a film like Security
of the Skies (Seiku, 1945), his last film of the
war period. This film had been purged from
Kamei's filmography until a print was
discovered in the 1990s, and reasons as fairly
obvious. It is nothing other than a
straightforward propaganda film on the
Nakajima Airplane Factory, where workers
struggled to produce fighter aircraft in the
closing months of the war. It is important that
we consider it here as it seems to be the only
extant film of his from the war's end.

Security of the Skies follows a young man

entering public life after his disappointing
failure of the exam to become a pilot. The film
is basically designed to convince factory
workers that their terrible toil was crucial to the
war's victory. The main character's life at the
airplane factory follows a pattern familiar to
anyone who has watched Japanese war
documentaries and feature films. He endures
difficult training, which includes extensive
exercise, kendo, and meditation. He takes
classes in physics and machine operation. In
one sequence, their hammering is compared to
sword making using a propaganda film shown
to the factory workers. It ends with a
demonstration of a sword slicing through an
enemy helmet. If the students (and audience)
did not figure out the point, a post-screening
speech brings it home. The Japanese sword is
not simply metal; this is what the "barbarians”
think. This is because the soul of the maker is
instilled in the Japanese sword. The barbarians
have analyzed the Japanese sword and
attempted to imitate it, but they failed because
they do not have the Japanese spirit. There is no
difference between making a sword and making
a fighter plane. You must be diligent and put
your entire being into every little part of the
machine.

The entire film is an intricate rendering of the

conventions of the propaganda film, without any ﬂ
of the subversive difference of his earlier films.
The hero works until he drops, but when he -

returns the factory's productivity rises. They
meet the military's order. The planes go from ;"
nuts and bolts to flying machines through the -
magic of montage. And the workers watch the i

planes fly off to the front, crying and waving
flags. The film ends with a tedious speech— :
with Mt. Fuji in the background—exhorting the
real audience to work harder and harder in order -

to defeat the enemy.
The reason this film has been purged from -
Kamei's filmography is obvious. How would

historians reconcile their image of Kamei as the

only director to resist the war with the existence
of this film? I think we can if we think of
Kamei as typical, and not unique. His
experience of the war period was more similar
to his peers than we imagined before the
discovery of Security of the Skies. Like otber
filmmakers, he tried to expand the possibilities ;%
of documentary while developing a film
language that artists and audiences held if
common. Like other filmmakers, particularly
those from the Prokino era, he ran up against 38|
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authority for giving voice to widely held 8
sentiments. He even shared ambigUOU"_ ]
commonalities with the very people that were 3
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inclined to critique him in the postwar era.

Kamei simply stands far above the crowd for
the scale of his films, the degree to which he
exposed his discontent, and more than anything
his impressive aesthetic ambitions. While he
might have developed a more “direct” style
after 1945, we could also say this is a label
slapped on most political filmmakers at some
point in their career. It is as if direct means
simplistic. 1 prefer to think of Kamei as, in the
end, what all great artists are: exceedingly,
excitingly complex.
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International  Documentary  Film
Festival, and discoverer of a lost print
of "Peking” in the American National
Archives. Completed his doctorate in
film studies at the University of
Southern California, and now teaches
Asian Cinema at the Program of Film
and Video Studies and Department of
Asian Languages and Culwres, at the
University of Michigan. An author of a
history of  pre-war  Japanese
documentary, and other papers
concerning film and translation. his
work covers a broad spectrum.
Currently writing a biography of
Shinsuke Ogawa.
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