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MABOROSI 
 

Japan. 1995. 110 minutes. Color. Aspect ratio 1:1.85. In Japanese with English subtitles.  
 
Based on “Maboroshi no Hikari” (Illusory Light) (published by Shinchoh, 1979) a short story 
written by Teru Miyamoto (past winner of the Akutagawa literary award). Miyamoto is known 
worldwide as the author of Muddy River, which was made into a film directed by Kohei Oguri.  
 
Maborosi (mä • bo • ro´ • she) is a Japanese word that means illusion or mirage. 
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Synopsis 
 

Yumiko, a twelve-year-old girl, examines herself intently in a hand mirror. She hears the ringing of a 
bicycle bell and looks out the window to catch a glimpse of a young boy riding his bike through the 
tunnel. His mother calls after him, “Ikuo, Ikuo!”  
 
Yumiko’s grandmother is walking through a tunnel with a bag in her hand. Yumiko runs after her and 
catches up with her as she is crossing a bridge. Her grandmother tells Yumiko, “I want to die in my 
home town, so I’m going back to Shikoku.” She walks away as Yumiko watches helplessly. Yumiko’s 
father returns home and tells his wife and daughter that no one has seen any signs of Yumiko’s 
grandmother. “At least in this weather she won’t freeze,” he says. “Besides, it’s not the first time she’s 
done this.” When Yumiko asks, “If she doesn’t come back, what shall I do?” her mother consoles her and 
tells her it isn’t her fault.  
 
It is night and Yumiko is on the bridge where she last saw her grandmother. As she returns home 
through the tunnel, Ikuo passes her on his bike and they stare at each other. Fade to black 
 
Out of the darkness, we hear Yumiko’s voice. “I had that dream again. I have it often these days. I 
wonder why?” As she turns on the light, Ikuo replies “I’m not the reincarnation of your grandmother.” 
They are in their early twenties now. “Sleep,” says Ikuo, turning off the light. Yumiko continues in the 
dark, “But I wonder why I couldn’t stop her.”  
 
Night — Ikuo rides his bicycle over a bridge and speeds down the road parallel to the train tracks, racing 
the train. He stops to watch it overtake him and turns around to go back the way he came. He arrives 
home to a modest second-floor apartment in the back alleys of Osaka. Ikuo’s bicycle has recently been 
stolen and he has gone to a rich neighborhood to steal another one. “I figured I’d steal from the rich. As 
they say, an eye for an eye,” he tells Yumiko. Outside their window, a train passes. 
 
Yumiko walks to Ikuo’s workplace, a factory. She seems happy, almost skipping along the road. She puts 
her face against the factory window and looks in. Ikuo is standing at the other end of the building but he 
sees her. They stare at each other — Yumiko making faces and Ikuo grinning slightly. At a local 
coffeehouse where the owner knows them well, the couple drink and talk. Yumiko playfully removes the 
bell from a teddy bear on the counter and attaches it to Ikuo’s bicycle-lock key. They leave riding the 
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bicycle together — Ikuo in the front and Yumiko in back, holding on. She seems pleased and at ease as 
she chats away. 
 
Yumiko goes to Mrs. Ono’s tailor shop, located below their apartment, to pick up her three-month-old 
son, Yuichi. Mrs. Ono talks about how much the boy looks like his father and how handsome he will be. 
While she is hanging out the wash, Yumiko is surprised to hear the bell on Ikuo’s key. He explains he 
wanted to drop off his bike because he didn’t want to leave it out in the rain at the factory. Yumiko is 
delighted at his unexpected return and insists on seeing him off at the door. She watches his silhouette 
disappear through the tunnel.  
 
Late that evening — Yumiko has fallen asleep waiting for Ikuo. She is awoken by a knock at the door. 
Two policemen ask Yumiko whether her husband has returned home yet — a young man was killed by a 
train that evening. They ask her to come to the station to verify the man’s identity. In the police car, an 
officer tells her that they found an envelope in the man’s pocket with a factory address on it — of the 
company’s three workers only Ikuo is unaccounted for. At the station, the police tell Yumiko that the 
body is in no shape to be identified. According to the conductor, Ikuo was walking on the tracks in the 
direction of the oncoming train. The train was going around a bend and couldn’t stop in time. Ikuo did 
not respond to the warning whistle or the screeching brakes — he just kept walking. The only thing 
found on his body was his bicycle key with the bell Yumiko had attached.  
 
In her apartment, Yumiko sits on the floor in the dark. 
 
Yumiko’s mother comes to help her because Mrs. Ono has told her that Yumiko often leaves Yuichi 
crying and she worries that Yumiko may hurt herself. Her mother is baffled — why would a young man 
leave his young wife and three-month-old baby behind? She wonders why Yumiko didn’t notice 
anything and tells her that she has to pull herself together. Yumiko looks into a mirror and holds the 
bell in front of it. She rides Ikuo’s bicycle through the tunnel. As she pushes the bike along the road, a 
train passes by.  
 
Several years later — Yumiko’s mother visits Mrs. Ono to thank her for acting as matchmaker for 
Yumiko. Yumiko is leaving for Noto, a fishing village on the Sea of Japan, to marry Tamio, a widower. 
Mrs. Ono tells Yumiko’s mother that he is a good man and hopes they will be happy together. On the 
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train, Yumiko and Yuichi, who is now a young boy, watch as the passing scenery becomes increasingly 
mountainous. They get off at Noto and wait in the empty train station for their new family to arrive. 
When they do, Tamio apologizes for his lateness and his daughter Tomoko, a first grader, says “Thank 
you for coming.”  
 
The car speeds along the winding coast roads where the sky is gray and the sea rough against the rocky 
cliffs. They arrive at Tamio’s home — an old, traditional-style house on edge of the water. Tamio’s father 
sits with Yuichi while Yumiko prays at the small Buddhist altar set up for Tamio’s former wife. Yumiko 
tells Tomoko kindly, “I’ll be your mother from now on.”  
 
In their dark bedroom, Yumiko sits looking out the window and Tamio tells her she may not be able to 
sleep at first because the sea is so loud. The following morning, Tamio takes Yumiko around to meet 
some of the locals. He kids around with the old fishing women. That evening, they have a banquet at 
Tamio’s home to celebrate the newlyweds. The whole town gathers to sing, drink and eat.  
 
Yumiko remains in the safe confines of the kitchen but overhears locals outside her window talking 
about the weather. She opens the back door and steps out into the early spring light. The two children, 
Tomoko and Yuichi, set off on a walk together along a path. They climb a hill where the snow is melting 
in the sun and skip along the edge of a pool of water that reflects their movements. On the beach they 
discover a discarded old boat and Yuichi decides that he will keep it in his closet. They stop and pray by 
some Buddhist statues and run through a tunnel chanting the alphabet. The pair is picked up by a 
neighbor who takes them home on the back of his pickup truck.  
 
Summer arrives — The whole family sits on the porch eating watermelon together. Yumiko laughs 
contentedly as Tamio spits seeds into the garden. While the children are outside, Yumiko and Tamio 
share an intimate moment in their bedroom. Yumiko, in her underwear, is leaning against Tamio. He 
complains that he is hot and exhausted and asks her to get off him. Also, he worries that the children 
will come back. But, mischievously, she refuses to move.  
 
Yumiko takes the train to Osaka with the two children to attend her brother’s wedding. It is the first time 
she has gone back since she left to remarry. Yumiko visits Mrs. Ono and stops in at their old 
neighborhood coffee shop. The owner is surprised to see her and tells her how worried he was about 
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her when he read about Ikuo in the newspapers. He tells her that on the day he died, Ikuo had come by 
the coffeehouse on his way back from the factory. He had been his usual self — cheerfully making small 
talk. Ikuo had forgotten to bring any money with him and had offered to go home to get some. But the 
owner had told him to just bring it by the next day. All Yumiko can think about is how close to home 
Ikuo had come before he killed himself. After leaving the coffee shop, she cannot help but go back to 
revisit her old apartment. 
 
When Yumiko returns to Noto, she is noticeably haunted by memories of Ikuo and his death. When 
Tamio asks her about her visit, she is aloof and withdrawn.  
 
Ringing of a bicycle bell — Yumiko wakes up and opens the window. It’s a dark and blustery winter 
morning. She sees Tomeno, an old fishing woman, who calls up to Yumiko and promises to bring her 
back three crabs. Yumiko watches as the old woman heads out to sea. Tamio wakes up and asks 
Yumiko if anything is wrong — if she is homesick for Osaka? Yumiko tells him she was awoken by a 
dream. That evening, as the weather grows stormy, Yumiko, Tamio and Tamio’s father await Tomeno’s 
return and are becoming increasingly worried. Tamio’s father reassures Yumiko that Tomeno is a tough 
cookie and that she knows the sea better than anyone. But Yumiko cannot shake the ominous feeling 
that she may be about to experience loss again. Tomeno, however, arrives safely with the three crabs 
she had promised Yumiko, to everyone’s evident relief. 
 
Yumiko and Yuichi run into Tomeno at the market. Yuichi goes to check out the bicycles while the two 
women chat. Tomeno asks Yumiko about Ikuo and tells her about Tamio’s first wife. That night at home 
Yumiko takes out Ikuo’s bicycle key and bell. She quickly hides it when she hears Tamio return home 
late and drunk. Yumiko has been worried because she did not know where he was. She is angry and 
yells at him for not calling her and for driving drunk. Tamio, even in his drunken state, notices that she 
has hidden something and asks her about it. Yumiko replies that it’s just an old bike key and that she 
wanted to take the bell off of it. Then, abruptly, she calls him a liar and says that he lied about the 
reason he came back to Noto. Tamio had told her that he returned for his father’s sake — but Tomeno 
had told Yumiko that he came back to marry his first wife. Yumiko asks why he married her after losing 
a wife he loved so much. Tamio is stunned by this attack but is in no condition to respond. He tells her 
they will talk about it tomorrow. Yumiko falls silent.  
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Yuichi is playing outside with a ball. Tamio joins him and asks him where his mother is. Yuichi says he 
does not know and Tamio is puzzled that Yumiko would leave him alone like that.  
 
A bus pulls away from a bus shelter where Yumiko is sitting. It seems she was about to take the bus but 
decided not to. As she walks away from the bus stop, she sees a funeral procession on the hillside. The 
procession moves slowly down the road as snow begins to fall. In one beautiful extreme long shot, the 
funeral procession is captured walking slowly along the beach as the lone figure of Yumiko follows far 
behind.  
 
Tamio is driving around, frantically searching for Yumiko. He sees the cremation on the beach and 
discovers Yumiko standing there, watching the fire. He approaches her — his silhouette facing hers for a 
moment — and then walks away. Yumiko follows him. “I just don’t understand why he killed himself,” she 
says. “Why was he walking on the tracks? It keeps going around and around in my head. Why do you 
think he did it?” Tamio replies “They say that the sea seduces you. Father used to be a fisherman, and 
he says that there is this illusory light that appears in the distance and lures you out to sea. It can 
happen to anyone.”  
 
It is spring — Tamio is teaching Yuichi how to ride a bicycle and Tomoko is helping. Tamio’s father is 
sitting on the porch watching them. Yumiko comes over to join him. She says, “It’s getting warm, isn’t 
it?” Pausing for a moment, he replies “It certainly is,” as the children’s laughter echoes through the 
village. 
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 Hirokazu Kore-eda, Director 
(Born 1962, Tokyo) 

Official Website 
 
 

After graduating from Waseda University 
with a degree in literature, Hirokazu Kore-
eda joined TV Man Union. He has since 
directed many documentaries for television 
including But — In the Time of Government 
Aid Cuts (1991) for which he won a 
prestigious award. This film could be said to 
have been the inspiration for Maborosi, for 
while filming it he met the wife of a 
government official who committed suicide 
for reasons that were unclear. The 
documentary followed the circumstances 
that led to his death through interviews with family, colleagues and friends. While making the film, Kore-
eda was struck most by the inconsolable grief of the man’s widow. Kore-eda has gained a reputation as 
a filmmaker who skillfully and quietly explores social ills in Japan today. Some of his other films have 
examined the lives of the first person to go public with AIDS in Japan and a Korean man who “passed” 
as Japanese for decades. Throughout, Kore-eda has remained true to one of his rules of documentary 
filmmaking: “Don’t get too involved in your subject, but don’t push them too far away either. Keep a 
comfortable filming distance.” However, it is precisely at the moments when he breaks this rule that his 
films take on an even greater humanity rarely seen in film today. 
 
When Kore-eda made a documentary about two important Asian filmmakers, When Cinema Reflects 
the Times — Hou Hsiao-Hsien and Edward Yang, Hou, the acclaimed Taiwanese director told him “When 
you decide to make a film, I will do everything I can to help you.” And when Kore-eda needed help 
contacting composer Chen Ming-Chang, for Maborosi, Hou was happy to lend a hand. One comment 
Kore-eda had about his success as a film director was that it arrived “a little earlier than I thought.”  
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Many of Kore-eda’s films, such as Still Walking (2008) and I Wish (2011), fixate on the idea of family and 
how families live, love, and operate together. They also deal with the absence and disruption that comes 
when something happens to shake the core foundation of the familial unit. Kore-eda has said, “It is 
important to have a story about a family with some family members missing. But someone else is there, 
trying to take over the role of parents. They try to reconstruct that family bond. I love that sort of story. 
It affects me a lot.” Kore-eda has received a large amount of praise for the heartfelt humanism that 
emanates from his work. Commonly compared to Japanese master, Yasujirō Ozu, Kore-eda prefers to 
instead think, “[his] work is more like Mikio Naruse and Ken Loach.” 
 
Kore-eda has remained very active in the years following Maborosi and has received much critical 
acclaim for his work. In 2013 his film, Like Father, Like Son won the Jury Prize at the 2013 Cannes Film 
Festival. It later went on to win a People’s Choice Award at the 2013 Vancouver International Film 
Festival. A fan favorite at Cannes, in 2015 Kore-eda was back with Our Little Sister and in 2016 with After 
The Storm. Most recently, Kore-eda premiered his latest film, Shoplifters, at the 2018 Cannes Film 
Festival where it won the Palme d'Or. 
 
 

Hirokazu Kore-eda’s Videography/Filmography 
 

1991 But — In the Time of Government Aid Cuts (winner, Galaxy Award) 
1991 The Other Education — The Education of One Class at Ina Elementary School 
1992 I Wanted To Be a Japanese … 
1993 When Cinema Reflects the Times —Hou Hsiao-Hsien and Edward Yang 
1993 Four Times of Death 
1993 This is How I’m Living — One Year of Coming Out with AIDS by Yutaka Hirata 
1993 Soul Sketches — Every Person’s Kenji Miyazawa 
1994 August Without Him — Two Years of Living with AIDS by Yutaka Hirata 
1995 Maborosi 
1998 After Life  
2001 Distance  
2004 Nobody Knows (Daremo Shiranai) 
2006 Hana (Hana yorimo Nao) 
2008 Still Walking (Aruitemo Aruitemo) 
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2008 Daijobu de aru yo ni - Cocco: Owaranai Tabi 
2009 Air Doll (Kūki Ningyō) 
2011     I Wish (Kiseki) 
2013    Like Father, Like Son (Soshite chichi ni naru) 
2015    Our Little Sister (Umimachi Diary) 
2016    After The Storm (Umi yori mo mada fukaku) 
2017   The Third Murder (Sandome no satsujin) 
2018   Shoplifters (Manbiki kazoku) 
 

 
Hirokazu Kore-eda on the Making of Maborosi  

(Excerpted from an interview with Kenichi Okubo) 
 

“I love the novels of Teru Miyamoto and I enjoy watching the film Muddy River [directed by Kohei Oguri 
and adapted from a novel by Miyamoto] as a member of the audience. But I didn’t want to make 
Maborosi in the same style as Muddy River, which was a story about the miseries of post war Japan and 
so the film takes that angle too. What I wanted to do in my film was a little different — I wanted to 
explore the sense of loss that one woman carried within her, independent of the poverty of the times or 
even her own poverty. I thought that way I could achieve a pure portrayal of this loss. For my 
generation, as well as Makiko Esumi’s generation, there is a feeling of a lack of certainty about anything 
— a universal undefined feeling of loss. And that is not something just of these times but it’s something 
we all carry inside of us as we go on with our lives. I thought it would be easier for me to convey this 
idea and this sense of loss as something set in today, set among our own generation, as opposed to a 
tale of the past.  
 
“When I began discussing the movie with [costume designer Michiko] Kitamura-san I saw that her ideas 
about color and costume were cut off from reality in that they didn’t convey any kind of poverty. But 
when I discussed this with my cinematographer [Masao] Nakabori-san and the others, I realized that I 
could tell the story better by using these costumes. This is not to say it is a fairy tale, but the story itself 
is not exactly based on realism. So it made sense to tell the story as a sort of fairy tale, through which I 
could directly convey the interior landscape of the sorrow she carries around with her. I also wanted to 
shoot the whole film under gray cloudy skies — to concentrate on how the human presence and colors 



14 

appear under these conditions. I was intent on avoiding artificial lighting and wanted to construct the 
film around shooting naturally dark places in the dark, listening to the sounds that emerged from the 
darkness.  
 
“I knew I had to find my main character, Yumiko, before I could cast anybody else, so there was a period 
when I was torn between a number of possible actresses. My producer was talking to a photographer 
friend of hers about what kind of film she wanted to make and he introduced her to Makiko. The 
photographer had taken a couple of pictures of her and when I saw them I was struck by the strength in 
her eyes. I felt a strong will in their glow. When we were talking face to face — looking into each other’s 
eyes, forgetting the fact that she was an actress or a model — I felt a very strong will in her as a woman. I 
felt that she was a person who did things with a strong personal philosophy and belief. Not just that she 
could face others, but that she could face herself — her innermost self. Right from the beginning, I had 
no intention of telling her things like ‘Yumiko wouldn’t do that,’ or ‘Yumiko wouldn’t move like that.’ All I 
wanted her to do was to think about and focus on ‘What do I look like when I’m faced with enormous 
loss? How would I act when I am struck with sadness?’ When I spoke to Makiko about the film, I told her 
not to try to understand Yumiko’s loss but to find the loss inside of her — her own loss.  
 
“In filming the scenes between Ikuo and Yumiko, my first concept was to create a space that belonged 
to only the two of them by having them side by side all the time. I wanted to save the moment they 
faced each other as a significant and special occasion. The only place you have a medium shot is where 
she goes to pick him up at his factory — she looks through the window — he turns to her from inside. The 
film cuts back and forth between medium shots of each of them — capturing them from within their 
relationship. I really wanted to make this scene memorable and therefore I wanted to use this camera 
position exclusively for this scene. I specifically avoided using this technique anywhere else in this film 
and instead used long shots or had them looking in the same direction to show them sharing an 
emotion. There is a scene I love from Victor Erice’s El Sur. It’s where the daughter, who is outside the 
window, faces her father who is inside the café. I could never forget the feeling that was conveyed so 
well in that scene — the love the father and daughter felt for each other and, at the same time, the 
distance that separated them — never to be overcome. I thought to myself, ‘Someday I would like to 
portray the melancholy of people who face each other through a glass.’  
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“The children’s excursion scene is one of the few places in the film where there is a lot of movement, 
but it was not conceived as such. Originally, I just meant to make it easier for the children, because they 
get awkward when you restrict them. So I told them to move as they wished. To follow their natural 
movement was one goal, but also, I wanted to create a contrast between this scene and the scenes shot 
in Osaka, which had a certain claustrophobic, closed space feeling. Those scenes are presented as a 
space wrapped in the dark. But after Yumiko goes to Noto and goes outside, the sounds and light that 
she encounters were the starting point for a change in mood. The children’s outdoor sequence is also 
an opening up of space and the tracking shot in the second half of that sequence brings a light that is 
more like spring. In other words, by having the camera move for the first time, I wanted to capture the 
change in scenery — to show that the light around Yumiko has changed and that the new expansive 
space around her affects her. I wanted to convey a certain emancipation of her emotions. By using a 
moving camera there, I could portray the children as pulling her along into the open space.  
 
“In a later scene where the children are running along the edge of a pool of water, there is some snow 
left, dead trees and branches litter the ground, old cars and boats that have been discarded, a tunnel, a 
Buddhist statue — literally a passage to the other world. To see the children running full of life through a 
place of death — this scene can be seen in many ways. Some people just say the children are adorable. 
Others say it’s a beautiful scene, and this is all fine. But what I intended was for people to feel a little 
danger in that scene — to smell a bit of death. So this scene with the children and the line between 
death and life mirrors in composition the final scene on the beach with Yumiko and Tamio. 
 
“I really don’t think it’s bad for people to be attracted to the idea of death or loss, or to portray it, or to 
approach it, or to measure one’s distance from it. I feel that by doing that you rethink the ideas of life 
and living. You can reaffirm life every time you think about death and loss and you can go back and 
forth like that.  
 
“The first time I heard Chen Ming-Chang’s music was in Hou Hsiao-Hsien’s Dust in the Wind. I really 
liked the guitar. It was very emotional but not too sweet. After I started working on Maborosi it came 
time to ask someone to do the music. I was at first a little hesitant to ask Chen Ming-Chang. I thought it 
might seem blatantly a homage to Hou. And to have this film seen as a Hou Hsiao-Hsien film did not 
seem necessarily advantageous. On the other hand, by using him I could make a statement about how 
this was not a just a Japanese production — a Japanese film. So I got my guts together and asked Hou to 



16 

introduce me to him. When I first wrote to Chen, I didn’t tell him what the film was about or what the 
mood of it was — I just told him it was a visually dark film. Thematically, it is also a very quiet film, but I 
wanted to have music that is like a ray of light illuminating the darkness. He really understood what I 
was trying to say. After all the rushes, I sent him the video. He can’t write music, so he watches the film 
and plays along with it and records that.  
 
“In making Maborosi, I really thought hard about how I could get this film to be seen by the world as 
just that — purely a film. I thought hard about where to show it; what kind of route I should take; and 
how I could make a film that can live up to that achievement. It’s a question of how to keep it going, 
especially now, because directors like Ozu, Naruse and Mizoguchi are continuously being shown around 
the world and that’s very important. But what’s even more important for me is to figure out how the 
films of young contemporary Japanese directors can follow in their footsteps and continue in their path. 
I feel very strongly about that — and of course, I hope to do the same with my second film.” 
 

 
“From Television to Film — from Film to Television” 

By Hirokazu Kore-eda 
 

For the past few months, the question that has been asked everywhere I go is “So now you’ve 
graduated from television?” “No,” I reply, “documentaries for television are a lot of fun so I intend to 
continue.” Before I’d finished Maborosi, there were articles in the newspapers with headlines saying “TV 
Director Takes On Film.” When I got back from the film festivals they had changed to “A Victory for TV 
Man.” Every time I see headlines like these I get mad because it’s not as if making documentaries for 
television was something I did until I “made it” in film. Since I started my job at TV Man Union I have 
thought a lot about what television is and what documentaries are — in my own way — while I made my 
documentaries. That resulted in my asking myself “Who am I?” through my documentaries. I used 
television to figure myself out. (I was not thinking about society or the world around me just because I 
chose socially conscious topics — that’s why I hate it when they call me a journalist or a social 
documentarian.) So continuing on that line of thought, I came to the questions “What is film? What is 
cinema? What is fiction?” — these questions were very important for me personally. I wanted to know 
what new part of myself I would see at the end of the film. This time I wanted to think about myself 
through a film. 
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Makiko Esumi, Yumiko 
(Born 1968, Shimane-ken) 

 
 

Makiko Esumi started playing volleyball 
in junior high and was a star player 
throughout high school. Upon 
graduation, she was recruited for a 
professional team in Osaka but an 
irreparable shoulder injury forced her 
to give up the sport. While she was in 
the hospital recuperating from 
shoulder surgery, Esumi caught the 
eye of a talent scout and her 
successful modeling career began. She is frequently featured in leading Japanese fashion magazines 
and has done runway shows for designers Hiromichi Nakano and Yohji Yamamoto. She has also 
appeared in numerous television ads, making her one of the top models in Japan. Esumi also writes 
essays for women’s magazines. She had refused many acting offers before making her screen debut in 
Maborosi.  
 
Of her first meeting with Kore-eda, Makiko says, “I thought my height would be a disadvantage as an 
actress. So I did the opposite thing — I went in with really high heels on. But when I talked to him, he said 
he didn’t care at all. I really have to get over my complex.”  
 
Makiko’s father died due to a doctor’s error while she was in high school. “I really understand the sorrow 
of having to give up the person you love most, like Yumiko. When my father died, I even forgot to cry, I 
was in such shock. But I knew that I couldn’t get over it if I stayed at home being miserable, so right 
after the funeral I went back to school. To live each day and to appreciate it is something I learned from 
my father’s death.” Since then, Makiko has thought a lot about the meaning of life and death. She 
became interested in Teru Miyamoto’s literature because these are themes he explores in his writing. 
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“It’s sounds a little heavy, but reading his stories, I could really imagine the smell, the colors and the 
characters very vividly. In “Maborosi,” when I read it, I could totally imagine Noto, even though I had 
never been there. And who would have thought I would end up playing that character! I really feel that I 
didn’t have to force myself to act, but that I let myself go and allowed a side of me to show naturally.  
 
Esumi also actively involved herself in the shooting by suggesting certain scenes. For example, there is a 
scene in the bedroom — right after she sleeps with Tamio on a hot summer day — where she stares out 
the window. Originally, the scene was shot with her shirt over her shoulders. But Esumi talked to Kore-
eda and fellow actor Takashi Naito and told them that if she were Yumiko she would not put her 
clothes on — it would be more natural if she were just in her underwear. So they reshot the scene with 
Esumi clad only in underwear that a crewmember bought at a local supermarket.  
 
Asked about all the attention Maborosi has received at film festivals around the world, Esumi says “It’s 
not about making it big, or getting a lot of money. For me, the important thing is the way this all 
happened — coincidences and opportunities that have brought me together with important people and 
important work. Teru Miyamoto, the author, said to me “If you don’t do things the way you want to, it’s 
most likely not going to work out and you’ll be sorry.” So I intend to keep cherishing the opportunities 
that I encounter, even though my mother would love to see me married in the near future.” 
 
After Maborosi, she appeared in only a few more films, one of them being Seijun Suzuki’s Pistol Opera. 
She mostly appeared in Japanese television dramas for the rest of her acting career, being most well 
known for her role as Chinatsu Tsuboi in the drama series Shomuni. In early 2017 she announced her 
retirement from the entertainment industry to focus on herself and her family.  
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Naoe Gozu, Producer, on the Long Struggle to Make Maborosi 
 

There are many reason why I wanted to make this film, but one of the main ones is my love for the 
original short story by Teru Miyamoto. Of all tales written by this master of storytelling, “Maborosi” is 
one of the more unusual. The whole story is told by a young wife who sits by the window in the home of 
her new husband in Noto, talking to her first husband who committed suicide. I heard the waves and 
smelled the salt from the rough sea and various scenes came to mind vividly as I read this story. And 
above all, I really shared in the flow of emotion experienced by the main character as she moved from 
loss to hope. Even though she is talking to her dead husband, there wasn’t a feeling of looking 
backwards, but instead an energy of looking forward to life.  
 
When I was six, I lost my brother, who was three at the time. Until that very moment, he was playing by 
the river. But during the split second that I turned away, he fell in and drowned. Nobody blamed me for 
it, but it is something that I cannot possibly forget. When I think of my life, I always think of my brother’s 
death. And I promise to live my life to the fullest. By talking about death, you think of life — by portraying 
darkness, you wish for light. I wanted to make a film like that. “Maborosi” was meant to be that film. 
 

February 1992, I visit Teru Miyamoto for the first time. At first he seems very skeptical of 
making movies out of his stories. “In this day and age, do you really think that a low-key story 
like “Maborosi” can be made into a film?” he asks. But finally he simply says “Do you have ten 
bucks? That’s all I want for the rights to this story — the rest is up to you.” Thus, for a mere 
ten dollars, the film rights to “Maborosi” are mine, and I write him a thank you card as soon 
as I get back to Tokyo. It says “I am still a nobody, but through ‘Maborosi,’ I will definitely 
make something of myself.”  

 
I don’t even know where to begin writing about the three years that followed until we finally completed 
the film. It was really hard for a television producer and a television director who were total novices in 
film. The door to the film world seemed to be shut tightly in front of us and just when we thought it was 
opening slightly, and we thought we could slip through the crack, it would close on us — squeezing us 
right out.  
 
One of the producers I really admire read the first line of the screenplay and said “It makes me happy 
that there are still people who are trying to make a project like this happen. If I can’t lend a hand to an 
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occasion such as this, my thirty years in the film business are pointless.” He really encouraged us 
greatly. 
 

February 1993, director Kore-eda and I follow the footsteps of Yumiko to Noto. We walk 
through the factories and downtown and arrive at the sea where we stand and think our ears 
and nose are going to tear off and fly away in the blustering wind. I think to myself — we are 
really being tested to see whether humans can withstand hardship and come out on top. We 
have no idea where we are going to get the financing for this film — it seems like we’ll have to 
give the project up — to be blown away in the wind … But nature is omnipotent. Just when you 
think it is all over, it gives you the power to recover and it makes you realize that you are still 
here and you can still continue. This is also where Yumiko finds the power to keep going.  

 
July 1994, through one photograph, I meet model Makiko Esumi. She comes to me having 
read the original story many times and looks me straight in the eyes and begins to tell me 
about having lost her father in high school, the despair and recovery that followed. We 
connected completely. Kore-eda says “I don’t care if you don’t have any acting experience. 
You will find the Yumiko within yourself .”  

 
At the end of the month, we find the house in Noto that Yumiko arrives at when she 
remarries. The house was built in 1870, and the sea you watch from its windows is the sea I 
have been looking for these two years. Between Kore-eda, myself and one of the crew, we 
remove 40 tons of garbage from the house using a huge truck. A local carpenter comes in to 
fix the floors and the ceiling, creating a second floor, and the art crew comes in over New 
Year’s to fix it up. Thus we have the perfect house in Noto. 

 
January 29, 1995 at 9:41 AM, in front of an Arriflex 535, full of a million emotions, we sound the 
clapperboard to commence shooting.  

 
Mid-February, we spend in Wajima, filming four seasons in three weeks. The locals bring us 
miso soup out of the kindness of their hearts. At the motel we are staying at, Chen Ming-
Chan, who had at first refused to do the music because “even Hou Hsiao-Hsien gave me six 
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months to work on it. You don’t give me enough time,” has faxed back saying “Since you 
insist, why don’t I give it a shot? I’ll do the music for this film.”  

 
Thanks to our wonderful luck in bringing the right people together, Maborosi was completed. Like the 
slow passage of time in the film, it was a four years that passed as slowly as an ox. But perhaps it was 
through this slow passage of time that Maborosi managed to gain its livelihood. All the amazing 
circumstances that brought us all together were somehow meant to be.  
 
Maborosi is a quietly intense film. In its reserved silence, I hope you will find the depth of the value of a 
human being shine through. When the audience feels it has taken away with them a little bit of this 
internal flame, I can finally feel that I have achieved something. I am eternally grateful to all the staff, 
the crew, the cast of Maborosi, and to anyone who sees this film.  
 
 

Teru Miyamoto on the Making of Maborosi 
 

I never thought in a million years that my short story “Maborosi no Hikari” would develop in this manner. 
“Maborosi no Hikari” was something I wrote when I was 31, right after I had won the Akutagawa prize. 
And even though I had won this prestigious award, I felt like I had only just earned the right to compete 
in the literary world, so “Maborosi” was like my first challenge. However by that time, I was already very 
ill and I was coughing blood. I knew it was tuberculosis, but I could not go to the hospital before I had 
completed this work. So I wrote like crazy — as if I were possessed — and I have always felt that I did a 
good job. 
 
After my hospitalization, “Maborosi” was up for another big award. I didn’t win this one, but one of the 
judges who read my story said “This is a promising writer who has a bright future ahead of him.” 
Another said “He might just be a genius.” These words were very encouraging to me and gave me a 
positive attitude about the future, which helped me recover from my illness. So in that sense, I see 
“Maborosi” as the work that gave me hope and confidence to keep writing.  
 
“Maborosi” all began with a photograph I found in a travel magazine. It was a picture of the back of a 
lonely old woman walking against the wild and powerful wind, snow and waves of the sea in Noto in 
winter. The rest was created by stringing together bits of memories I had from my childhood — places I 
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had lived in, the smells, the light, my grandmother disappearing. It made me realize that no experience 
is meaningless.  
 
When a producer came to my door four years ago, to ask about “Maborosi” I just told her I’d leave it 
entirely in her hands. But I didn’t really believe that in today’s world, a modest story like mine could be 
made into a film. The producer had said “please entrust your work to me for five years” and I agreed. 
But on the financial side, it seemed that all I heard about were problems. When the filmmakers came 
back with the news that they had failed to get a grant from the cultural ministry, I told them it was 
better that way because then they wouldn’t have to compromise their views for money.  
 
And I still believe that it was better this way. When you’re poor, you’re slow — and it’s true, it took them a 
long time to complete the project — but the producer and the director really made the film the way they 
wanted to. I believe this film is the triumph of people who expressed themselves in their own way. They 
took this story — that didn’t seem to belong anywhere — and made it belong everywhere. There have 
been many people who have come to me with big ideas and intentions, but these filmmakers actually 
came back with something — and something very substantial. 
 
I had never before gone to the shooting of a film based on one of my stories, but I told myself it 
wouldn’t be a bad thing to see the Noto sea, and went to check the location out. When I saw the 
director and crew working, I really had a good feeling about the film.  
 
Then I got the phone call that the film was done and that they wanted me to come and see it. By that 
time, I had heard an awful lot of talk about the film from the people around me and I was a little 
skeptical. But I went and I was honestly surprised that there was someone in today’s Japanese film 
industry who would make a film like this. Usually, when I am asked what I think of a film version of one 
of my stories, I can only say “it’s okay,” because film and writing are two separate mediums. But this 
time, I was really enthusiastic.  
 
The most common criticism this film has received is that it lacks explanation. But I think those critics are 
wrong. In this day and age, there is an excess of explanation everywhere. It’s not like learning math or 
language — some things cannot be learned through explanation. Explanation and portrayal are two 
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completely different things. Film and novels are to be experienced by each viewer in his or her own way 
— to be created freely in the mind of each. A good novel is one that doesn’t have to explain anything.  
 
Regarding this film, I would like to repeat the note I left for the producer and the director after that first 
screening: “It has been a long time since I’ve seen such a good film. You did something in this film that 
cannot be done in a novel.” 
 

Kore-eda's Maborosi: Showing Only What is Necessary by Donald Ritchie 
 
Kore-eda Hirokazu's first films were television documentaries, ones that are still remembered for their 
honesty and insight. These qualities were those he brought to this first feature film, an adaptation of a 
Miyamoto Teru novel he admired, Maboroshi no hikari (1995). As the director himself has said, he 
suggested to his cameraman Nakabori Masao that they use techniques from both fictional and 
documentary films without distinguishing between them (Gerow and Tanaka). The finished film rests on 
the following narrative:  
 
Yumiko, twelve years old, feels herself somehow responsible for her grandmother's death. Ten years 
later, married and a mother, she still remembers this childhood grief. Then, for no apparent reason, her 
husband commits suicide. Six years later she and her little boy go to a seaside town where a marriage 
has been arranged with a widower with a small daughter. Here, a close neighbor, an old woman, puts 
out to sea and Yumiko fears the worst, that she too will die. Her new husband sees what is happening 
and the film ends with indications that she will make peace with her past and with what he defines as 
"the false light of an illusion." (1) 
 
"Light of an illusion" is the literal meaning of Maboroshi no hikari, and it is the effects of this illusion that 
interested both novelist and director. Kore-eda, however, felt it necessary to shape the original novel 
into something more personal: "I deliberately eliminated a lot of things," he has said. "If you heard only 
the story-a woman loses her husband to suicide, takes the child she is still breast-feeding and remarries 
[. . .] you'd expect to hear enka [old-fashioned emotional songs] on the soundtrack-like something 
Shochiku [Company] would make. Even though I liked the novel itself, when it came time to turn it into 
a film, I thought about what to do to make it into something I would want to see. [. . .] I wanted to 
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express the sense of loss that one woman carried within her [because] for my generation there is a 
universal undefined feeling of loss" (Gerow and Tanaka). 
 
Not only is the novel stripped to a bare story, but also the cinematic means to show this story are 
deliberately kept at a minimum. For Yumiko, the director decided not to use a professional actress. 
Rather, he chose a fashion model, Esumi Makiko, who had never before appeared in films. Like Robert 
Bresson (a director Kore-eda much admires), he perhaps needed a "model" (Bresson's term) to contain 
but not to create the emotion he wanted to evoke. He told her that what he wanted her to think about 
was "what do I look like when I'm faced with enormous loss. [. . .] I told her not to try to understand 
Yumiko's loss but to find her own loss" (Director's Notes). 
 
At the same time, he deliberately limited the resources of his camera. Most of the scenes in the film are 
static shots, often from some distance away. There is only one close-up and one medium close-up in 
the ordinary shot-reverse-shot manner (at the factory in Amagasaki where the young husband works); 
there are also only two pan shots (one with children at the rice paddy, the other at the end of the 
funeral- cremation sequence). 
 
In addition, he restricted color, both in the costumes of the characters and in the environment itself. As 
the late Keiko McDonald has suggested, this color restraint also has symbolic value, particularly later in 
the film when black retreats and more hopeful red and greens emerge (205-6, 211-18). 
 
Finally, since the film is about the illusions of light, the director and his cinematographer insisted upon 
using only natural lighting, avoiding the invariable artificiality of studio lighting. At the same time many 
of the shots were deliberately underexposed so that a kind of ambient darkness is created which would 
purposely contrast with the increasing light as the film progresses. Kore-eda has said, "I thought I'd try 
to limit the expression of emotion to create a different kind of emotional expression that didn't depend 
on close-ups of crying faces to communicate the character's feelings. I was experimenting to see how 
much I could communicate of the character's feelings by making the light and shadow and the sound 
that the central character experiences reverberate within the frame" (Gerow and Tanaka).  
 
The director's production notes for the film indicate the reason for his aesthetic choices. From the 
beginning he wanted to use tunnels for aesthetic as well as symbolic reasons. He also wanted to 
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emphasize windowsills, stairways, and terraces, or any other place where the light changes. Many 
scenes were to be shot with heavy backlighting because he wanted to capture the sense of being on 
the border between light and shadow. Also, the camera was to move only when following the 
movement of the actors, the director refusing to interfere with their "lives," keeping the camera at a 
respectful distance, trusting to composition and pace to express inner feelings. As a result, viewers 
themselves are forced to inhabit these characters, and as the viewers follow the film the purpose of 
these decisions becomes apparent. The title tells all. It is about light, and so the film itself is about light, 
how it falls, or doesn't, how it can illuminate, or can't. This extraordinary economy involves the entire 
film. It is made of very little—only what is necessary. This is how Kore-eda's visual style expresses his 
story. 
 
The first sound in the film is a bicycle bell. This, and the bicycle to which it is attached, becomes 
important to both story and structure of Maborosi. The first action we notice in the film is Yumiko's 
going to look out of the window, having apparently heard the bell. This connection made, we are shown 
(in long shot, so far away that the faces of the people are not to be distinguished) an old woman being 
followed by a young girl. Their dialogue is audible. She is the young girl's grandmother, and she is going 
back to her hometown, to die, she says. The young girl had tried to make her come back. "It's not your 
fault," she is later told. 
 
To these two units is added a third. Having been told that the disappearance is not her fault, she 
nonetheless goes to where she last saw her grandmother. On her way home she stops short when sees 
a young boy on a bicycle. She recognizes him and says: "Ikuchan." (Ikuo is the person she will later 
marry, though the spectator does not yet know this.) Fade out. 
 
Over the blackened screen we again hear "Ikuchan," and realize that we are in the present and that the 
grandmother and herself when a little girl are part of a recurring dream Yumiko has had. She tells this to 
the sleepy Ikuo, who says he is not her grandmother somehow reincarnated. The director, having 
illustrated his theme in these brief scenes, now presents the title of his picture.  
 
Each scene, each sound of this initial narrative structure, will have reverberations in the film as we watch 
it. Let us follow just a few of these. First, the bike-bell and the bicycle itself. We have seen Ikuo as a child 
on his bike. Now we watch him riding to work on one. Later on, the couple paints the (perhaps stolen) 
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bike. Later yet Ikuo is hit by a train (an act determined as suicide), and when Yumiko again hears a 
bicycle bell she, and we, think of him, of the mystery of his death, and by extension, the presumed death 
of the grandmother. 
 
We also know that Yumiko believes that she is somehow responsible for these meaningless deaths. She 
has kept a bicycle-lock key, bell attached, and when she remarries, she keeps it, but will not show it to 
her husband. And later, ironically, or perhaps optimistically, at the end of the film, we see that he has 
gotten a bicycle for her son, that this second husband is teaching the boy to ride the bicycle.  
 
The "bicycle" theme is one of the main narrative strands in the film.  I can think of few other films 
making such symbolic use of the homely bicycle. One would be Vittorio De Sica's Bicycle Thieves (Ladri 
di biciclette, 1948)-perhaps quoted by Kore-eda in having his bicycle possibly stolen-and another is 
Ozu's Floating Weeds (A Story of Floating Weeds [Ukigusa monogatari], 1934), where the son's growing 
maturity is chronicled by shots of his bike. 
 
Another example of this kind of metaphorical structuring involves trains. We often see express trains 
rushing about, and we know that Ikuo was killed by one. Therefore, we know they are dangerous and 
threatening. At the same time, however, we begin to know that trains are also benign, that their 
meaning is ambiguous. 
 
Here is how the transformation of train as carrier of death is metamorphosed into train as carrier of life. 
Yumiko boards the train that will carry her from Amagasaki to the Noto Peninsula where her new home 
is located. When she and her son go to a small station to take the train to the other side of Japan, we are 
made to watch the entire process, including the time they wait, all shot from so far away we can barely 
see them. The shot itself is two minutes long, a long time indeed when "nothing" is happening. But, of 
course, much is happening during these two minutes. 
 
For one thing, our new distrust of trains is being dramatized for us. The dread Yumiko may feel is 
communicated to us by the endless-seeming wait (her life, our filmic experience, both made to stop) so 
that we may savor what she is experiencing. The next shot, however, one also lasting a long time, begins 
the process of normalizing trains. We see from the windows, for the first time, foliage, leaves, greenery. 
It is spring, that season of renewal. 
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And we are made to see how different this experience is from the first time we rode a train with Yumiko. 
That was back in the first half of the film when she was returning from the police station and the 
probably mangled body of her husband. She sat in profile as the dark city passed behind her. She 
showed no emotion. It was the train that emoted, as it were. The windowpane behind her was lashed 
with rain. It was as though it were weeping. 
 
Having seen this much of Maborosi, slightly over half, we realize that this is a narrative which is made of 
only what is necessary. Anything unnecessary is simply not there. The film is about the past, and it is 
rendered from its own parts. From now on, however, the narrative will begin to carry deliberate 
intimations of a future.  
 
The director affirmed as much by saying that after Yumiko goes to Noto, the sounds and light indicate a 
change. The beginning of the change is suggested by using a moving camera to portray the children as 
though "pulling her out." The first of these moving camera (pan) shots is when the children, her son and 
her new husband's daughter, play in the rice paddies and the camera pans. It pans because it wants to 
keep the children in the middle of the image, but since it pans only well into the second hour of a film in 
which it so far hasn't moved, the effect is liberating. 
 
Not that Yumiko does not have further trials. She returns to Amagasaki and her past, and her fears 
return. She goes back to where she lived; she goes back to the factory where Ikuo worked. In so doing 
she repeats an earlier sequence. When he was still alive, she went to the factory and looked in through 
the window. He looked back. This is the only place in the first part of the film where an ordinary medium 
shot is used. The camera cuts back and forth between similar shots of the two. Since the director 
wanted these shots to be memorable, he used that camera position exclusively for this sequence. 
 
Kore-eda's precise calculations in this film result in a very convincing demonstration of how emotional 
reactions may be created through technical means. When we are moved by Maborosi, it is because a 
single pan shot is allowed in a film otherwise shot with a fixed camera, or because a conventional 
medium shot suddenly appears in a film where most scenes are shot from far away. 
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This series of sequences showing Yumiko's return to Amagasaki ends on darkness, and we hear the 
bicycle bell. We are in Noto, she is waking up — just as at the beginning of the film. It is as though we are 
really seeing something like a double bill, or a film followed by its sequel. The first part ends as she goes 
to Noto. The second begins with her return to Amagasaki. 
 
There is also another important doubling. The old woman neighbor in Noto goes out crab fishing and 
there is a storm. Yumiko remembers her grandmother (the old woman is even shot from behind, as was 
the grandmother; she even walks like her) and wonders if the old neighbor will come back, or if the sea 
will kill her. And she continues to wonder if she is not somehow responsible-now-for three deaths. 
 
Though the old neighbor does return safely, this is not enough to liberate Yumiko from the Maboroshi 
no hikari, this false phantom light which menaces her. Troubled, wandering, she meets with a 
procession. As we watch-she/us-it becomes apparent that it is a funeral procession. The procession 
moves toward us—and it begins to snow. 
 
Snow transforms. It is so metaphoric of change that we attempt to distinguish by calling its appearance 
transcendental, other-worldly, spiritual, etc. (Remember the floating snow-like feathers in the boys' 
procession in Zero for Conduct [Zéro de conduite, 1946)], the drifting of the airborne lint in Stalker (1972), 
and the moment in Kore-eda's own After Life [Wandafuru raifu, 1998] when it begins to snow.) If we 
have not been aware of it before, this is the moment when we become conscious of the extraordinary 
atmosphere of Maborosi. 
 
By restricting our view to the necessary, by showing us scenes lasting a long time and shooting them 
from far away, the film allows us to see people as a part of their environment. We thus necessarily view 
them as people living in their own atmosphere. It is perhaps this quality that compels our belief in 
Yumiko. 
 
And it is here that Kore-eda reaches the heart of his film in a single shot: the procession from far away, 
seen against the sea, the tiny, unrecognizable figure of Yumiko following behind-a shot that lasts two 
minutes and eighteen seconds. Nothing happens, except that the procession crosses the scene, but the 
distance is so right, the timing is so right, that the viewer is held by the sheer atmospherics of the shot. 
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And by their implications. We have seen the change of direction in the film. From pointing at a tragic 
past, it now points to a more promising future, and we sense that Yumiko has herself reached this point. 
 
The distant fire blazes, the dead body (it does not matter whose) is being consumed. Black smoke arises 
against the blue sea. It is as though fear itself is being burned. And (as though to agree with this) the 
camera, for the second time in the film, begins to move—a long, slow, steady pan. One might explain this 
by a continuing wish to show only what is necessary: Yumiko moves, hence a need to move the camera. 
At the same time the effect on the audience is one of liberation, as though we have been long confined 
in one place and can now move, can go forward. 
 
This movement of freedom in Maborosi is reinforced by the husband's telling her about the false, 
illusionary light, this aura that glows over the sea and has called many to their deaths, that it is 
inexplicable, but must be accepted. Like death. 
 
Death must be faced. If this film had a moral, this would be it. At the end of the film we see that Yumiko 
is now wearing a white blouse; she has put away her black clothes. Funerals are over. She can begin 
living. 
 
She is with her family. And just before the end of this finely structured film, there is talk of the weather, 
inconsequent talk that implies only continuation, the kind of talk we hear at the end of Ozu's Tokyo 
Story (Tokyo monogatari, 1953). 
 
This resemblance was recognized by critics and audiences alike, and it has been often stated that Kore-
eda was influenced by Ozu. Well, perhaps; so is everyone, but in this instance the influence is not direct. 
If there is any direct influence on the style of Kore-eda, so directly and so powerfully expressed in this, 
his first film, it may be that of Hou Hsiao-Hsien [Hou Xiaoxian], a director he had studied when he made 
a documentary about him (When Cinema Reflects the Times—Hou Hsiao-Hsien and Edward Yang [Eiga 
ga jidai o utsusu toki — Hou Hsiao Hsien to Edward Yang, 1993]). Certainly he was influenced to ask 
Hou's composer (for Dust in the Wind [Lían lian feng chen, 1987] and The Puppetmaster [Ximeng 
renshen, 1993]), Chen Ming-Chang, to compose the score for Maborosi. 
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Both directors share qualities, one of which is the extraordinary beauty of their images. One of the 
things people always remark upon in Maborosi is how beautiful it is. And so it is—ravishingly beautiful. 
The standard dictionary entry for "beauty" gives two kinds of definition. One is "a combination of 
qualities, such as shape, composition, color, etc., that pleases the aesthetic senses, particularly sight." 
The other is "a combination of qualities that pleases the intellect or moral sense." 
 
Beauty operates by forcing us to step back, as it were, to put ourselves in the position where our 
aesthetic and intellectual "senses" can operate. Obviously, if we get too close we will no longer be able 
to detect that necessary combination of qualities. The quality of beauty can thus be thought of as a 
deterrent to empathy. It is equivalent to a shot from far away that lasts for a long time. One does not 
approach beauty. Beauty by its nature distances. It holds us back. In fact, beauty is to be appreciated 
only at a distance. And then its impact acts as a brake to the emotions. This is one of the uses to which 
beauty is put in Maborosi. 
 
In this film, as in both the documentaries and later fiction features from Kore-eda, we encounter 
narratives so structured and communicated that we are, indeed, forced to place ourselves in the 
characters' minds. We experience their reality, and this we do through the director's refusal of any of the 
usual means (close-ups, persuasive music, "acting," etc.) through which empathy is so often attempted 
in the commercial cinema. 
 
Kore-eda himself identified this quality when he was commenting on commercial cinema. "Fast cutting, 
loud music, blood spewing everywhere and gunshots in every scene do not necessarily make for a 
shocking movie. For me, a story about a family by John Cassavetes, or a story about factory workers 
from Ken Loach are far more shocking than Pulp Fiction" (Production notes).' 
 
For Kore-eda, "shock" is our reaction to our having experienced what is real. The actual (in the 
documentaries, in Maborosi, in the later films as well) is our perception of this reality. The way in which 
we see, the manner in which we are shown, ensure our building our half of the bridge that leads, in art, 
to perception. 
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Notes 
 
This essay, here appearing in English for the first time, was originally published in Japanese translation in 
the Studio Ghibli monthly magazine, Nepu. It will appear shortly in Japanese in the second volume of 
Donald Richie's Eiga Rikaigaku Nyumon (Viewing Film). It will appear in English in the complete Viewing 
Film (Taurus, 2010). '  
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Professor Linda Ehrlich on her commentary for Maborosi  
 

You have to love a film to watch it more than 10 times while writing and recording a full-length 
commentary. Luckily that’s the case for me with Maborosi.  
 
I’ve seen most of Kore-eda’s films, and they all fascinate me, to varying degrees. But Maborosi never 
loses its place as the top. Maborosi is the story of a young Japanese woman from the working-class, and 
her subtle process of facing traumas. This luminous film was shot on location, using only available light 
and some low-key lighting. 
 
When Amy and Dennis asked me to record a full-length commentary, my first reaction was: “I won’t 
have enough to say.” But it turns out that I did! Of course I’m hoping everyone will watch the film for the 
first time WITHOUT the commentary (that’s for a subsequent viewing). 
 
My goal, as I state at the beginning of the commentary, is to “accompany” the film with my words. The 
film is in the foreground; my words are an unobtrusive background. In fact, at first recording, I left some 
extended moments of silence in the commentary where I wanted viewers to focus on certain dramatic 
sequences or narrative ellipses. Afterwards I realized I had left out some information that was crucial. 
Milestone kindly allowed me to do a second short recording of about 15 minutes which we “glued” into 
the original commentary with the help of the excellent recording technician. 
 
I admire people who can just “kibitz” (chat) as an offscreen commentary, but that’s not my style. At 
times I think I got the timing just right to match word with image. The film is based on a story by 
Japanese writer Miyamoto Teru entitled Maboroshi no hikari (Illusory Light). In comparison to the film, 
the short story offers more insights into the protagonist’s world, and more dialogue stemming from that 
world. I drew the story into the film, and also I pointed out many details about everyday Japanese life, 
with invaluable details added by my Japanese colleague, Yuki Togawa (now Gergotz). 
 
When I saw the new print (after doing the recording), I was amazed how much brighter it is than the 
original one I had been using as my source. I’m so glad to hear that Kore-eda-kantoku (director) 
approved this more-legible print. Alas, I then realized I had misidentified one scene! But all in all, I’m 
proud of my work and hope it adds to the viewing pleasure of a 2nd viewing. 
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Birthplace 
Uniumachi, Japan. 30 minutes. Color. In Japanese with English subtitles. 

Starring Makiko Esumi 
Produced by Bandai Visual Co., Ltd. 

Filmed Date: January 30th, 2003. 
 
Included on Milestone’s release of Maborosi is a bonus supplement entitled Birthplace. This thirty- 
minute featurette follows Makiko Esumi’s journey back to the village that the film was based upon and 
where it was shot. As Makiko progresses through the village she slowly remembers her experiences 
during filming and becomes struck with feelings of aching nostalgia and happiness. She also notes the 
apparent changes in the landscape and architecture of the island, remembering the placement of things 
that have now been moved or changed. In some cases, she recalls how things have stayed exactly the 
same, even closing the piece with saying, “It has not changed at all.” Birthplace is a testament to how 
aspects of certain places change and stay the same over the course of time and how people remember 
these changes, try to reconcile with them, and even realize that they themselves have changed too. As 
Makiko notes during the piece, “It’s not just me who has changed. Everything has changed over time.” 
 
 

 

TV Man Union 
 

TV Man Union, Inc., the first independent television production company in Japan, was founded on 
February 25, 1970 by a group of highly influential directors, all of whom had resigned from Tokyo 
Broadcasting System, Inc. Its foundation was proclaimed by the press to herald a new age of production 
companies. Since its formation, TV Man Union, which is owned by a consortium of directors and 
producers, has led the Japanese television world. Last year marked 25 years since the company’s 
founding and to mark its silver anniversary, TV Man Union released its first attempt at feature 
filmmaking — Hirokazu Kore-eda’s Maborosi . 
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Milestone Film & Video 
 

In 2018,  Milestone celebrates 28 years of releasing classic cinema masterpieces, new foreign films, 
groundbreaking documentaries,  and American independent features. Amy Heller and Dennis Doros 
launched Milestone in 1990 in their New York City one-bedroom apartment. Since then, the company 
has gained an international reputation for releasing restored classic cinema and films made by artists 
frequently under-represented in mainstream media. Thanks to the company’s work in rediscovering and 
releasing important films such as Charles Burnett’s Killer of Sheep, Kent Mackenzie’s The Exiles, Lionel 
Rogosin’s On the Bowery, Mikhail Kalatozov’s I Am Cuba, Marcel Ophuls’s The Sorrow and the Pity, the 
Mariposa Film Group’s Word is Out, Edward S. Curtis’ In the Land of the Head Hunters, and most 
recently, the films of Shirley Clarke, Milestone has long occupied a position as one of the country’s most 
influential independent distributors.  
 
In 1995, Milestone received the first Special Archival Award from the National Society of Film Critics for 
its restoration and release of I Am Cuba. Manohla Dargis, then at the LA Weekly, chose Milestone as the 
1999 “Indie Distributor of the Year” for its distribution of Takeshi Kitano’s Hana-Bi. In 2005, the National 
Society of Film Critics again awarded Milestone with a Film Heritage award, the International Film 
Seminars presented the company its prestigious Leo Award and the New York Film Critics Circle voted a 
Special Award “in honor of 15 years of restoring classic films.” In November 2007, Milestone was 
awarded the Fort Lee Film Commission’s first Lewis Selznick Award for contributions to film history. 
Milestone and its sister label Milliarium Zero won Best Rediscovery from the Il Cinema Ritrovato DVD 
Awards for its release of Winter Soldier in 2006 and again in 2010 for The Exiles. 
 
 In 2008, the Los Angeles Film Critics Association chose to give its first Legacy of Cinema Award to 
Doros and Heller of Milestone Film & Video “for their tireless efforts on behalf of film restoration and 
preservation” and the Anthology Film Archive made them a Film Preservation honoree. In 2009, Dennis 
Doros was elected as one of the Directors of the Board of the Association of the Moving Image 
Archivists (the first distributor so honored) and established the organization’s press office in 2010. In 
2011, Milestone was the first distributor ever chosen for two Film Heritage Awards in the same year by 
the National Society of Film Critics for their release of On the Bowery and Word is Out. The American 
Library Association also selected Word is Out for its Notable Videos for Adult, the first classic film ever 
so chosen. In December 2012, Milestone became the first-ever two-time winner of the prestigious New 
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York Film Critics’ Circle’s Special Award as well as recipient of another National Society of Film Critics 
Film Heritage Award — both in honor of “Project Shirley,” the work in restoring, preserving and 
distributing the films of iconoclast director Shirley Clarke. This year, the Ashland Independent Film 
Festival awarded Milestone with its 2018 Indie Institution Tribute “for its invaluable services to classic 
and contemporary independent filmmakers and audiences." 
 
Important contemporary artists who have co-presented Milestone restorations include Martin Scorsese, 
Francis Ford Coppola, Barbara Kopple, Woody Allen, Steven Soderbergh, Thelma Schoonmaker, 
Jonathan Demme, Dustin Hoffman, Charles Burnett and Sherman Alexie.  
 

“They care and they love movies.” — Martin Scorsese “ 
 
“One of the most reliable brand names in film distribution, Milestone Films has a track record of bringing 

unearthed gems to light.” — Jim Ridley, Nashville Scene” 
 
“Milestone Film & Video is an art-film distributor that has released some of the most distinguished new 

movies (along with seldom-seen vintage movie classics) of the past decade.” —Stephen Holden, New 
York Times 

 

Milestone Film & Video 
PO Box 128 • Harrington Park, NJ 07640-0128 • Phone: (201) 767-3117 • Email: milefilms@gmail.com 

www.miletonefilms.com 
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