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Introduction 

The auteur, Shoichiro Sasaki. 

Since his days as a director for Japan's NHK in the 1970s, Sasaki has been known for the 

enigmatic way he works, and his oeuvre has made him legendary. In creating a drama, instead 

of using actors, he would look for ordinary people who he felt intuitively would be right for the 

part. Although he wrote a script, he would not bring it to the location. Nor would he do multiple 

takes. He shot everything in one take. He would never say, "Ready? Action!" And while 

shooting he would get out from behind the camera and not look the performers in the eye 

(according to him). 

Such methods were not normally the way dramas were shot, but he always insisted that 

he was creating fiction. 

One often hears stories of the influence Sasaki's works have had on other filmmakers, but 

none other has carried forward his unique form of expression.
1)

 If television is a prairie, then his

works are lone peaks in the vast landscape. Sasaki himself stands alone. 

His works have won awards at competitions in Japan and abroad, and his international 

reputation is firmly established. I was afraid that writing about Sasaki would be beyond my 

ability if I had to make evaluations and analyses, but I learned that he himself had written much 

and eloquently about his own works. Sasaki wrote about theories on directing and acting, as 

well as his memories of boyhood experiences that link to the content of many of his dramas and 

his psychological drive to create artistic works. It may therefore be possible to explore the 

breadth and depth of Sasaki's dramas based on those accounts. Many of them appear in his book 

Tsukuru to iu koto ("On Creating") (new expanded edition).
2)

 Many other references were also

taken from Japanese-language newspaper and magazine articles. 

Drawing from the director's own writings could be problematic if we were to take 

everything at face value. It is sometimes said that the first thing a director produces is himself. 

To be too gullible would invite ridicule, so I must take care not to be too naïve in this respect. 

Fortunately, in Sasaki's writings one can feel a sincerity that is unswayed in the way that 

the above assertion might have us believe. His way of explaining things communicates the 

brilliance of his talent and is infused with characteristic integrity, the very same impression one 

gets in talking with him face to face. 

The author is a former NHK filming department cameraman who worked closely with 

Sasaki for many years. He was also a close colleague of cameramen Tetsuro Katsuragi and 

Hideo Yoshida, who worked on Sasaki's productions. He observed Sasaki in action, and 

watched many of the dramas on their original broadcast dates. 

In 2014, 19 years after his last work for NHK, Hachigatsu no sakebi ("The Screams of 

August"), Sasaki produced a new work, showing that his creative juices are still flowing. That 

new work is his first feature film, Harmonics Minyoung. The fact that the same staff from 19 

years earlier came together for the project surprised many. 

What is the essence of Sasaki's works that are talked about as legends? And what was the 

driving force behind his inspiration? Let's venture to find out. 



 
Shoichiro Sasaki 

Also a left-handed pitcher for the Horrors, a baseball team of editors and authors 

(Photo by Takehide Harada)            

 

Born in 1936 in Setagaya, Tokyo. Many times as a small child in wartime he was sent to 

the countryside for evacuation while the rest of his family remained in Tokyo. After graduating 

from the Department of Economics at Rikkyo University, Sasaki was hired by NHK in 1960. 

He started out working on radio documentary programs and began to show his talent in 

directing radio dramas. In 1967 he switched to television and worked on the Meiji 100-nen 

("Meiji 100 Years") project. Starting with the TV drama Mother, his first production, Sasaki 

created one drama after another, brimming with originality. They won accolades in contests 

both in Japan and abroad, and he received quiet but passionate support, primarily from a 

young viewership. From the 1980s on, he was on juries for the Prix Italia and other major 

competitions outside of Japan, while continuing energetically to create, focusing on joint 

productions with foreign broadcasters. He finally retired from NHK in 1995 and worked as a 

professor at Bunkyo University until 2005. In the autumn of 2014 he released Harmonics 

Minyoung, his first film, 19 years after becoming a freelance auteur and director, surprising 

many in the industry. Individually, he has won several awards: the Education Minister's Art 

Encouragement Prize for New Artists (1971); the Television Grand Prix Individual 

Achievement Award (1976); the Education Minister's Art Encouragement Prize; the Mainichi 

Art Award Individual Achievement Award; and the Broadcasting Culture Foundation Individual 

Achievement Award (1985). (For awards won by his productions, see the "Major Works" list.) 

He has authored two books: Tsukuru to iu koto ("On Creating") now available in a new 

expanded edition (2014, Seidosha) and Harmonics Minyoung Scenario + Documents (2014, 

Eijinsha). 

He has been called a "visual poet" and although that label makes one imagine him as an 

effete artiste, in fact he was a sportsman at heart; baseball was the sport he trained in as a 

youth. 

  



 

Major Works of Director Shoichiro Sasaki 

Mother, August 8, 1970 (60 min. F) (N) (BL), Monte-Carlo Television Festival Golden Nymph Award (top prize), etc. 

A nine-year-old boy, Ken, alone in the city of Kobe during the port festival and holding on to the image 

of his absent mother, encounters people who speak different languages, or are from different countries 

or environments. This television drama was Sasaki's first, with a scene in which the boy runs toward 

the shining sea, giving viewers a glimpse into the inner workings of his emotions. 

Drama Sasurai ("The Wanderer"), November 13, 1971 (90 min. F) (N) (BL), National Arts Festival Grand Prize 

A 15-year-old boy, Hiroshi, wanders about in atmospheric early-1970s Japan. It is a drama that depicts 

human encounters in exploration of the meaning of life. 

Drama Yumenoshima shojo ("Dream Island Girl"), October 15, 1974 (80 min. F) (N)  

A boy finds a girl lying in a waterway leading to the sea at a landfill site. The story depicts a fantasy 

telling of their two lives, starring Sachiyo Nakao. 

Saturday Drama—Gekiga ("Manga Adaptation") Series (3) Akai Hana ("Red Flowers"), 

April 3, 1976 (70 min. V/part F) (N), National Arts Festival Grand Prize, International Emmy Award (Best TV Movie Award) 

Adaptation of a manga written by Yoshiharu Tsuge. In the opening scene, the moving shot along a 

river's surface shows the director's strong intention to express an uninterrupted "stream of 

consciousness." 

Drama Shiki: Utopiano ("Four Seasons: Utopiano (A Dream in a Different Key)"), 

January 12, 1980 (90 min. F) (N) (BL), Prix Rai Award, Italy, International Emmy (Best TV Movie Award), etc. 

This drama features Eiko (a homonym of A-ko, meaning literally "a girl"), played by Sachiyo Nakao, 

whose memories are elevated by poetic visuals and music into a "remembrance of sound," and 

culminate in a universal lyricism. She not only portrayed Eiko, she lived as her. 

Kawa no nagare wa violin no oto ("The Flow of a River, the Sound of a Violin"), 

May 1, 1981 (80 min. F) National Arts Festival Grand Prize 

The first in the River series. Eiko travels around northern Italy to get a violin repaired. Sachiyo Nakao's 

facial expressions are vibrant as she touches the lives of the people of the Po River Basin. 

Drama Andalusia no niji ("Rainbow of Andalusia"), 

March 19, 1983 (80 min. F) (N) (BL), Golden Prague International Television Festival Best Director Award 

Second in the River series. Eiko continues her travels, this time to Andalusia, Spain, and her 

interactions with the people there give the film a unique emotional repertoire. 

Drama Haru: Oto no hikari ("Spring: the Light of Sound"), 

March 25, 1984 (90 min. F), joint production with Czechoslovak Television, National Arts Festival Merit Award 

Third in the River series, the Danube. The works of this trilogy feature stories about rivers linking three 

themes: rivers, sound, and human encounters. 

NHK Special Tokyo on the City, March 21, 1986 (60 min F) (BL) 

Olga Strusková, author from Prague, appears. Connections to the world of life on the streets of Tokyo 

are explored. 

Drama special Natsu no album ("Summer Album"),  

September 23, 1986 (80 min. F), joint production with the Finnish Broadcasting Company 

One summer, under the bright sky, the boy Akira rushes about Finland on a journey. This production 

has the beautiful, invigorating tones of a fairy tale. 

Drama special Coolabah no ki no shita de ("Under the Shade of a Coolabah Tree"),  

 November 7, 1987 (90 min. F) (BL) 

A Japanese woman travels around Australia in search of her lover whose whereabouts are unknown. 

Her interactions with the people whose lives are rooted in the area are enchanting. 



NHK Special Kane no hibiki—Praha kara Hiroshima e ("The Sound of The Bell—from Prague to 

Hiroshima"), 

April 1, 1988 (75 min. F) (BL), joint production with Czechoslovak Television 

A beautiful story showing the emotional exchange between a Japanese boy and a Czech woman who 

goes to hang a small bell made by her grandmother at the A-Bomb Dome in Hiroshima. 

Drama special Nanairo-mura ("Nanairo Village"),  

November 18, 1989 (90 min. F + V) (BL), joint production with Czechoslovak Television, Banff Television Festival Special 

Jury Award 

Director Sasaki's own wartime experiences as a child being evacuated to the countryside are weightily 

depicted. This was a joint Czech-Japan production that told an international story. 

NHK-Czech jointly produced drama Jan Letzel Monogatari—Hiroshima Dome wo tateta otoko 

("Jan Letzel Apocalypse—The Man Who Built the Hiroshima Dome"),  

May 4, 1991 (100 min. F) (BL), joint production with Czechoslovak Television 

The story of Czech architect Jan Letzel, who designed the A-Bomb Dome in Hiroshima. The script was 

written by Olga Strusková. 

Drama Paradise of Paradise—Haha no koe ("Paradise of Paradise—Mother's Voice"),  

May 8, 1993 (60 min. HDTV) (BL) 

Sasaki takes a straight look at his own wartime experiences as a child, centering on the love he felt for 

his mother, creating a fantastical story that follows a visit to a waterfall. 

Saturday drama—Hachigatsu no sakebi ("The Screams of August"), June 17, 1995 (90 min. 35 mm F) 

The story of a man and woman dealing with amnesia, set mainly within the context of Czech 

contemporary history. Sasaki's last work for NHK. 

Harmonics Minyoung, film release October 11, 2014 (140 min. V/DCP screening) 

Sasaki's first-ever feature film. A fantasy in which all kinds of music are played and sung, with Mozart 

as the centerpiece. It is also a story within a dream that revives memories of Sasaki's boyhood. The 

film is full of the freshness and beauty of the singing voice of Minyoung Son, the young South Korean 

woman who plays the lead. 

• Dates are the first broadcast date on NHK General TV; F = film production; V = VTR production. 

• (N) = NHK Archives program (http://www.nhk.or.jp/archives/);  

(BL) = Broadcast Library program (http://www.bpcj.or.jp/). 

• Filmographies in Tsukuru to iu koto ("On Creating") (new expanded edition) (2014, Seidosha) and NHK Archives 

Chronicle used as references. 

• 1960s radio dramas include: Te wa te, ashi wa ashi ("Hands are Hands, Feet are Feet") (1963); Tokai no futatsu 

no kao ("The Two Faces of the City") (1963, Japanese Radio and TV Reporters' Association Best Award, National 

Arts Festival Encouragement Award); Ohayo, India ("Good Morning, India") (1965, National Arts Festival Grand 

Prize); Hatachi (Twenty Years of Age) (1965); Comet Ikeya (1966, Prix Italia). 



1. He spoke in "a cascade of words" 

 

Let us start with a scene from a TV program. 

The program was NHK Archives: Nihon no jigazo ("NHK Archives: Japanese 

Self-Portraits") aired on May 13, 2001. The program focused on Shoichiro Sasaki's TV movie 

Yumenoshima shojo ("Dream Island Girl"), broadcast in 1974, and had the movie's star, 

Sachiyo Nakao, appearing as the studio guest. 

When she made her debut as the heroine in Dream Island Girl, Nakao was a senior in 

high school. Appearing smart and well-presented 27 years later, she sat in the studio and 

responded to questions by the show's host, Sachiko Kagami, on the first time she met Shoichiro 

Sasaki. 

Sasaki apparently had not found the young woman he was looking for to star as the 

heroine in Dream Island Girl by the time shooting was ready to begin on location. He had 

already achieved success creating two previous TV dramas, namely, Mother and Sasurai ("The 

Wanderer"), using non-professional actors in the lead parts. Sasaki was very particular about 

finding someone who matched the image he held in his mind to play the key roles. Moreover, 

he had tremendous tenacity when it came to holding out until he found the right person, along 

with a strong intuition when it came to knowing who it was when he saw him or her. He would 

never go through a talent agency. Instead he would use his personal network to find this elusive 

person. And finally he found the girl he wanted, a high school student. 

Shoichiro Sasaki's dramas are entirely dependent on the people he finds to act in them, 

yet no one person has been more important to his career than Sachiyo Nakao. Their meeting 

was a turning point in Sasaki's creative direction. In response to announcer Sachiko Kagami's 

questions, Nakao said the following about Sasaki during that initial period. 

 

"Our first meeting was at a coffee shop near my house. I introduced myself and he 
just started to talk about Dream Island Girl right there on the spot, giving me the entire 
picture in a cascade of words. I thought it was fantastic. I took an immediate and deep 
interest in it." 

 

Nakao spoke in a relaxed manner, without hesitation. And at the point where she 

mentioned his "cascade of words," recalling the way Sasaki spoke nearly 30 years earlier, a 

serene smile came to her face that remained as she continued to speak. 

He spoke in "a cascade of words"? 

One imagines the way water pounds down from a waterfall without interruption, like a 

continuous torrent that seemed to gush out of him, giving form to the intentions he held inside. 

Sasaki himself recalls the conversation he had with Nakao in the following way. 

 

"I told her the entire story in general terms right then and there. Sometimes the 
story materializes when I spew it out in words. That's what I did then, I guess. I talked to 
her instead of writing things down on paper. And my story took root in her memory." 
(Sasaki 2014a: 126) 

 



Often, by speaking, chaotic ideas can coalesce and take on a distinct form for the first 

time. 

Listening to his flood of words, this high school student, who had no acting experience or 

even the ambition to be an actress, was completely captivated, enough to agree to play the part 

of the heroine in his story. For his part, Sasaki was able to form a more solid image of the work 

that he wanted to create by letting that torrent of words flow. 

Here is how Sasaki described his own works. 

 

"Not only my works but my entire existence are rooted in a world of 
dreams—nightmare, daydream, fantasy. 

"If one doesn't allow oneself to get thoroughly lost in daydreams and then try to 
figure out how to render that fantasy into a visual work or express it in music or words, I 
don't think it's possible to create anything." (Sasaki 2014a: 18–19) 

 

Sasaki gives credit to the daydreams (both dream and waking fantasy) roiling inside him 

as the source of his creative works. That imagination accounts for the originality of the stream 

of dramas he created throughout his career. 

He also has an obsession about memories of his youth, which he has talked and written 

about often.
3)

 For Sasaki, who was born in 1936, his childhood memories are of experiences 

during wartime and the chaos of post-WWII Japan. Such memories may be swirling around in 

his mind, entangled with dreams and fantasies. Many of his works seem to be giving visual 

expression to those experiences of his youth, which form the core of his dramas, developed as 

works of fiction. 

As a director of dramas, Sasaki seems also to be quite deliberate methodologically, intent 

on maintaining an uninterrupted flow of consciousness formed through the expression of 

visuals and sounds. Sasaki describes his involvement in the cutting-room editing process as 

below, with reference to his film, Kawa no nagare wa violin no oto ("The Flow of a River, the 

Sound of a Violin"). 

 

"What I wanted to check on was this—whether the flow of consciousness had been 
'kept alive through time' or if the continuity had been broken. Also, whether the 
protagonist meshed with the flow; if the sounds were 'alive.' If I found any interruptions, 
alterations had to be made." (Sasaki 1982: 206) 

 

This striving for uninterrupted flow as a particular means of expression is one of his 

distinctive characteristics. 

It is a method-based sensibility, one that Sasaki likely developed through his work in 

radio, where he used sound as an abstract means of expression. And, upon meeting his 

prospective heroine for the first time, describing to her his idea for the drama in a "cascade of 

words"—this certainly was the initial moment when the director found the coherence that he 

would strive to preserve. 



If one accepts that Sasaki's rush of words to describe the image in his mind for the drama 

he wanted to create actually took root in her mind that day, then it can be said that the 

production of Dream Island Girl began in that miraculous moment. 

To me this expression "cascade of words" is a key to gaining an overall conception of 

Sasaki's production. 

 

 

2. Getting his start in radio dramas 

 

Sasaki's career as a director began in radio. Just three years after joining NHK he created 

the radio drama Tokai no futatsu no kao ("The Two Faces of the City") (1963), his third 

work, which Sasaki often speaks of as the starting point for all of his productions thereafter. 

Sasaki created a term to describe his method-based approach and directing technique: hohosoku 

shudai (translated literally as "method-immediacy motif").
4) 

Several years on, Sasaki teamed up with Shuji Terayama
5)

 to make radio dramas, most 

notably the prize-winning Ohayo, India ("Good Morning, India") (National Arts Festival Grand 

Prize) and Comet Ikeya (Prix Italia). The Two Faces of the City, as Sasaki himself recollected 

later, was the work important in terms of establishing his approach to dramas and directorial 

method. This drama was highly acclaimed, winning the grand prize in the annual awards 

presented by the Japanese Radio and TV Reporters' Association, as well as a National Arts 

Festival honorable mention. 

According to Sasaki's own account of The Two Faces of the City,
6)

 his works up to that 

point had been "failures" in the sense that the script was written by a scriptwriter, the lines were 

read and performed by actors, and the recording took place in a recording studio. His real desire 

was to compose the work himself, going on location outside the studio and recording using a 

portable cassette recorder (the Sony Densuke). The methods he devised to make up for these 

self-described "failures" are the following. 

 

• To use ordinary people instead of professional actors. 

• To go out and record on location instead of in front of studio microphones. 

• To record with a small crew using a portable recorder, with himself as both director and 

sound person. 

• To write a scenario, but change it on the fly as demanded by the situation. In the end no 

traces of the original scenario remain. 

 

These are the elements that comprise his "method-immediacy motif." Rather than 

deciding on a motif in advance, and creating the production following a written scenario, he 

would adapt the production to the conditions that presented themselves on location, 

incorporating on-site discoveries and unanticipated elements into the principal theme. The Two 

Faces of the City was created in this way. The two main actors were a friend of Sasaki's—a 

young fish dealer from Takinogawa, Kita-ku, Tokyo—and a 17-year-old girl (then-aspiring 

actress Nobuko Miyamoto, who went on to have a prolific acting career). The two had never 



met before, having their first conversation at a bowling alley at night—the location of the initial 

recording. 

One can see the way in which Sasaki began doing things first in his radio drama days is 

the exact same as that used in his dramas for television, including how he selected his actors. 

He clung to this method-based approach when he moved on to TV drama production. His 

first such production was Mother. 

Mother (1970) is set in the city of Kobe during its port festival. It is a drama about a 

nine-year-old boy, Ken, who is alone and clinging to the image of his absent mother. He 

encounters all sorts of people, but among them he develops an emotional bond with a foreigner 

with whom he cannot communicate using words. The drama shows the flow of the boy's 

feelings with a unique lyricism that pours out on the screen. The lead is played by Kenji 

Yokokura, who had appeared several years earlier in Sasaki's radio drama, Good Morning, 

India. 

For the shooting of Mother, a technique known as "synchronous recording" was used that 

had only just earlier become established for shooting documentary programs, whereby the film 

and sound recording are synchronized. An Eclair camera, which is suitable for noiseless 

handheld filming, and a Nagra reel-to-reel recorder, synched to the running of the film, were 

used with wireless microphones for the versatile recording of sound and visuals with great 

realism. This documentary-style filming method suited the sensitive subject matter of the 

drama and heightened the effect, in addition to creating a particular sense of the passage of time 

under the bright sun. This technique was essential to Sasaki's methodological intention to create 

an uninterrupted "stream of consciousness." 

He also required a team capable of taking advantage of these new technologies. Sasaki 

reflected on his crew as follows.
7) 

 

"That one year [in 1967, working on Naoya Yoshida's Meiji 100-nen ('Meiji 100 
Years') project] I met two exceptional documentary cameramen; I got to know the 
cinematographer Arata Seno and discovered the talents of Tetsuro Katsuragi. I also 
found my sound effects man, Konosuke Oda. Katsuragi and Oda were much sought after 
for their documentary work. Three years later, working with these elite men, we made 
Mother. I was in heaven. [Producer] Toshio Endo arranged this and other chance 
encounters."8) (Items in square parentheses added by author.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Mother 



3. Various perspectives on Mother 

 

Mother was shown on television in August 1970, but in fact had previously been 

broadcast under the title Ohayo boku no umi ("Good Morning, My Sea") to unfavorable 

reviews. 

After the broadcast, the drama was re-edited and lengthened from 50 to 60 minutes, 

retitled Mother according to Sasaki's original plan, and shown at the Monte-Carlo Television 

Festival. 

 

"The edit went ahead as planned to make the drama more universal, and we cut all 
of the content about the mother abandoning her child and how many abandoned 
children were on the streets. Instead, we reworked the drama to show a single boy's 
stream of consciousness against the backdrop of the port city of Kobe. All I did was pull 
the drama back into my own territory." (Sasaki 2014a: 112) 

 

Elements that are essential for a documentary—presenting social conditions, an 

awareness of issues, or reporting on current conditions—can ruin the lyricism of a drama. The 

presentation of a direct message was incompatible with the world Sasaki was trying to draw. 

 

"That is because expressing a certain way one is thinking in a drama comes out 
undigested, or too raw. If I had to say, my way is to contemplate those things thoroughly 
inside myself and submerge it deep into the work." (Sasaki 2014a: 19–20) 

 

The re-edited version of Mother created a special atmosphere that articulated the inner 

workings of the boy Ken's emotions with a fresh sensibility. At the same time, Sasaki's visual 

mode of expression employed techniques that were radical for the time, generating buzz for the 

drama. 

Mother was shot on location in the autumn of 1969. NHK had broadcast an imported 

program in February of that year, the award-winning BBC drama Cathy Come Home. The 

series was directed by Ken Loach and won the Prix Italia. Loach is still directing socially aware 

films today. 

Cathy Come Home was a work from his BBC days that drew the avid attention of people 

working in TV documentaries and film-based dramas at the time—directors, cameramen, and 

this writer also. 

It was the story of a young couple that had moved from the countryside to London. They 

were exposed to poor living conditions in the city and the harsh struggle of poverty. The social 

conditions that the main characters faced, played by actors, were depicted in socially realistic 

scenes, many of which were shot synchronously using an Eclair camera and Nagra recorder. 

The story was not told "cut to cut" as was common for producing dramas, instead the realism 

created by long uninterrupted takes was a fresh departure. That documentary touch in the visual 

production of a drama was also a global trend. Sasaki spoke about this drama later in the 

following way. 

 



"I hadn't paid particular attention to narrative films, but the BBC's Cathy Come 
Home caught my attention. Yes, it was a motion picture, but it created a sense of realism 
that challenged our understanding that these were actors playing roles. At the end, the 
housing conditions in London and poverty that people lived in were denounced using 
subtitles on screen. After winning the [1968] Prix Italia, the same crew created several 
more films with the same touch of realism that addressed social issues. [Titles and 
details omitted.] All of the stories were melodramas in which the main characters faced 
mounting hardships from the world around them while in a position of social weakness. 
I made up my mind to do better than this series. It began with Mother." (Sasaki, 2000: 
35) (Items in square parentheses added by author.) 

 

The uniqueness of Shoichiro Sasaki as an auteur can be sourced to that statement, "I 

made up my mind to do better than this series." Fully aware of the innovation that Cathy Come 

Home represented, Sasaki's boldness in declaring that he wanted to outdo it showed the best of 

him. 

In Mother, the main character's stream of consciousness is strikingly recorded through 

his encounters with people. From that method emerges a unique lyricism. Sasaki's belief as a 

creator of drama is that the "power of lyrical expression" is far more effective than a narrative 

realism that relies on written text on-screen at the end to indict reality. 

Both Ken Loach and Shoichiro Sasaki use documentary-style filming methods to create a 

world of fiction, but the similarities end at their technical prowess. Loach "presents evidence" 

for understanding reality—the kind of evidence required of a documentary—to bring reality to 

the drama, while Sasaki creates a fiction within realistic scenes. It goes without saying that 

Sasaki's goal all along is completely different from Loach's critique of society through drama. 

Toward the end of the '60s, new methods had started being used in television and 

documentary reporting, and these techniques lent power to television dramas and a number of 

films. One journalist who recognized the innovative qualities of Mother while referencing 

Cathy Come Home was Hiroshi Okamoto, an arts editor for the Mainichi Shimbun who wrote 

the Eizo Jihyo ("Film & TV Review") monthly column in the evening edition of the newspaper. 

Okamoto applied a macroscopic lens to visual media toward the end of the 1960s, based 

on a clear view of postwar journalism. He considered the methods used in television 

documentaries to be a radical new form, a "wake-up call" for postwar journalism. He also 

pointed out how those methods were bringing change to television dramas and narrative films, 

with these two forms of visual creation having an increasing influence on each other. He also 

addressed Cathy Come Home and Ken Loach's theatrical film release, Poor Cow, (which was 

shown in Japan around the same time as Cathy Come Home) as follows. 

 

"Today, confident auteurs make no distinction between television and film for 
their works, with the two art forms seeming to comfortably adopt innovations from one 
another. In my opinion, there is no other attitude that suits the rules of journalism better 
than the intentionally undisciplined approach those creators are adopting." (Okamoto, 
1977: 12) 

 

Taking this position, Okamoto states, "Loach was this way, and Shoichiro Sasaki is the 

same in Mother." (Okamoto, 1977: 19) 



In a direct comparison, Cathy Come Home and Mother take a fresh approach 

methodologically, for which they are acclaimed. But discussions about technique are 

insufficient for revealing what unique, creative spark lies inside the drama creator or director. 

Okamoto's assertion that "there is no other attitude that suits the rules of journalism better than 

the intentionally undisciplined approach those creators are adopting" could only come from a 

journalist, but creators will not piggyback on the "freedom" or "liberty" dubbed an 

"intentionally undisciplined approach" which is supposed to be enjoyed by the media. This is 

because in fact they face the realities of society head-on having an artistic sentiment, often 

concealed, that is the opposite of being free. 

In understanding the entire oeuvre of Shoichiro Sasaki, it is important to recognize that 

the main character of his first TV drama was a boy, and that the drama attempts to depict the 

image that the boy holds of his mother. It is important because this is the inner voice of the artist 

himself speaking, and this is a recurring theme in all of his later works. 

 

 

4. Sasurai—The lyricism of the era 

 

Sasurai ("The Wanderer") (1971) created the same type of world as in Sasaki's 

previous drama, Mother. Rather, it went beyond a kind of idyllic improvisational approach to 

construct the internal motives and background of the protagonist Hiroshi into an inevitability 

that drives him to his wanderings. In the overlap where Hiroshi's awareness of his past 

(memories) intersects with the realities he faces, a new lyricism is born. This is nothing other 

than "the lyricism of the era." 

During the filming of Sasurai, Kazuki Tomokawa, who went by the nickname "Guitar" 

in the film, sings extemporaneous acoustic songs, one of which contains the following lyrics. 

 

"From Ikegami Station 

Three minutes' walk 

Is my apartment 

Just a three-mat room with no windows 

But it's got a heated table 

And a futon and a record player 

All I paid for in installments9) 

Ah, ah… Ah, ah… 

Togoshi-Ginza is alright 

But Ikegami is not so bad, either." 

 

(In the first half of the drama) "Guitar" sings this song while he is working at a 

sign-making shop, then he quits and goes to work as a door boy at a cabaret club, disappearing 

from Hiroshi's life. After this, Hiroshi begins his wanderings, so the song was inserted at a 

pivotal point in the drama. The lyrics are rich with the mood of daily life in Tomokawa's shoes. 



About a year after Sasurai, this writer was filming a documentary program about boys 

around the age of 18 who had left the Tohoku region to go work in Tokyo.
10)

 One of the boys 

lived in an apartment building near Ikegami Station on the Tokyu Ikegami Line that was a 

single three-mat room—the same as in the song lyrics. 

The boys were from the Tsugaru region in Aomori Prefecture. Most boys got jobs in 

Tokyo as a group or on their own after graduating from junior high school. Their circumstances 

were slightly different from Tomokawa's—who sang the unique song given above—as he had 

come from Noshiro Technical High School in Akita Prefecture and had been in Tokyo working 

one job after another for some time. Nevertheless, Tomokawa's song and lyrics remind this 

writer of the particular feeling of that assignment. An apartment with a three-tatami-mat room 

three minutes' walk from Ikegami Station seemed more than a strange coincidence; it seemed to 

represent the mood of the early 1970s. Something close to déjà vu, the mood seems to permeate 

the entire of Sasurai. 

This song represents not simply a reminiscence of this writer's reporting in that era, 

having come to know youths in similar situations, but a reflection on the typical circumstances 

of young men from the countryside moving to Tokyo to work and live in the early '70s. The 

three-mat-room apartment, Ikegami Station, the Togoshi-Ginza district, buying a heated table, 

futon, and record player through monthly payments—all of these things, and even the young 

guy playing an acoustic guitar and singing, are part of the unadorned reality of that era. 

There is one scene in which "Guitar" and Hiroshi carry a big sign for an adult film 

through the streets of Shibuya. The scene shows the inquisitive stares of crowds of onlookers as 

the two carry this huge signboard displaying erotic imagery down a pedestrian-only street. The 

scene offers a realistic snapshot of the city in the early '70s and brought on the ultimate 

experience of déjà vu for this writer. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sasaki's filming method was to mix in the protagonist's fictional pretext (Sasaki's own 

memories given visual expression) with scenes of real people doing real things to develop the 

story. In Sasurai, this realism had a striking impact. 

His scenes depict the lives of street vendors and curiosity showmen who go from one 

festival to another, circus people, a run-down section of a town in the Tohoku region, a 

suddenly appearing flock of old women, an impromptu street performance by a Tokyo 

underground theater troupe and the dumbstruck look on the faces of local residents, a town that 

has an American base, a desolate, abandoned red-light district, and the men and women who 

live near to the army base. The scenes document the people of that era somewhere in Japan and 

Sasurai 



the things they were doing, as reality in progress. It is impossible to disregard the impact of the 

realism of this drama. The atmosphere of this era is perhaps what creates that significance. 

Sasaki himself seems to have paid attention from the outset to this "impact of realism." 

He spoke about this later. 

 

"Originally I wanted to use Tomokawa as the protagonist for Sasurai, but I realized 
that his ego was very strong and I wouldn't be able to bring it into the fiction. If I was 
going to follow Tomokawa, it would become a documentary, but I was creating a fiction." 
(Sasaki 2014a: 116) 

 

One can feel in those words the intuition Sasaki had toward that place in time. Certainly 

the realistic scenes in the second half of the drama with Tomokawa became more of a straight 

record of the times, but they did not breach the fictional pretext with Hiroshi. The youth played 

by Hiroshi
11)

 is not assimilated into the real world but instead becomes a floating presence 

intermeshed with his era, evoking a strange feeling. Perhaps it was not the seeking of Hiroshi 

himself indicated by the words "Not here, somewhere else/Not now, some other time/Not me, a 

different me," but that of the era itself. This atmosphere is what I refer to as "the lyricism of the 

era." 

Sasaki summarized this work in the following way.
12) 

 

"To capture the sparkle of the moment of a one-time-only meeting, the casual 
words exchanged in that moment and the living proof of people's existence is our 
ultimate aim. 

"That effort involves a confluence with the camera and encounters with us the 
staff, as well." 

 

This writer's conclusion is that in referring to an endeavor that spanned the production of 

both Mother and Sasurai, Sasaki demonstrates his greater perspective as a director. These two 

works, joined by Dream Island Girl, are often considered Shoichiro Sasaki's early works, but 

the road from here to Dream Island Girl was a long one. 

 

 

5. Yumenoshima shojo ("Dream Island Girl")—a fantasy born from a 
landfill site 

 

"I came up with the title Dream Island Girl in the autumn of 1972," says Sasaki. (Sasaki, 

2014a: 299) The broadcast date was October 1974, two years later. The title itself was 

definitive. No other title could have been used, and the drama created could have been none 

other than this world of the Dream Island Girl. 

After Sasurai ("The Wanderer"), for the next two or more years Sasaki was given a break 

from directing to work as an assistant on serial dramas.
13)

 Was it mere chance that he turned his 

gaze to the island of Yumenoshima? 



 

"I came up with the title Dream Island Girl in the autumn of 1972," says Sasaki. (Sasaki, 

2014a: 299) The broadcast date was October 1974, two years later. The title itself was 

definitive. No other title could have been used, and the drama created could have been none 

other than this world of the Dream Island Girl. 

 

"One day when walking on the landfill island of Yumenoshima, I felt how truly 
remote a location it was. I got the feeling that people are like the garbage the island was 
made out of, and like the stardust; people exist, and live in this world." (Sasaki, 2014a: 
123) 

 

The scene evoked in his mind an image where figures of human beings emerged from the 

desert-like landscape of the landfill site, Sasaki says. 

At that time—the end of Japan's economic growth period—Yumenoshima was likely 

still a dumping spot for soil and garbage crisscrossed by the tracks of dump trucks. A "garbage 

war" had been taking place between certain districts in Tokyo, with Koto Ward refusing 

garbage carried in from Suginami Ward. In a corner of the landfill site, the Daigo Fukuryu 

Maru ("S.S. Lucky Dragon 5"; a fishing boat contaminated by U.S. Bikini Atoll nuclear testing) 

that had been left untouched would now have been in the process of being moved for museum 

preservation and the construction of the Tokyo Bay Ring Road was about to get underway.
14)

 A 

number of different social perspectives were focused on the island. This was a time when the 

alternative theater group Jokyo Gekijo (Situation Theatre) put up a red tent and performed 

Karaban kaze no matasaburo ("Matasaburo of the Wind: Kara Version"), an avant-garde 

drama based on a Kenji Miyazawa short story. 

Sasaki stood on this landfill site of Yumenoshima, built on the abandoned flotsam of 

urban society and created a story based on an illusion. The girl who is the heroine of the story
15)

 

had come to the city and had been hurt and abandoned by the city. 

At the beginning, the girl, in a red dress, is lying at the edge of a waterway as if washed 

up there. She looks dead, but may still be alive. A boy appears, and picks her up to help and 

carries her piggyback. In Dream Island Girl the heroes are always placed at the threshold 

between life and death. Sasaki walks us as close to that line as possible, to watch the interplay in 

the visual imagery. The boy staggers about as he carries the girl, walking with all his strength, 

and the camera follows, also staggering, showing the two from behind. 

In the last scene, the same situation is shown, with the boy carrying the girl in the red 

dress on his back through the wasteland of the landfill island jutting into Tokyo Bay, with the 

sea stretching before the two. In the nearly three-minute-long helicopter shot, the camera gets 

close to the two to capture the scene. 

That's when we realize that the entire thing was one continuous scene. The boy had been 

carrying the girl and walking the entire time since the very first scene. Bookended by the long 

takes at the beginning and end, all of the imagery in between is the boy's inner fantasy, all an 

illusion of the entangling of love and death. 

We are led along by the winding melody of the theme song, Pachelbel's Canon, and the 

expressions of the two create an image of resurrection. Finally, the wide final shot taken from a 

helicopter shows them making slow progress forward along the landfill site jutting out into the 

sea, tiny as specks. That is when the viewer realizes the illusory nature of all that came before. 



Sachiyo Nakao, for whom Sasaki's drama marked her first appearance, spoke about it in 

the program mentioned earlier, NHK Archives: Nihon no jigazo ("NHK Archives: Japanese 

Self-Portraits"). "There was no story. It was mostly the boy's imagination. I merely put myself 

into the girl that Sasaki-san had created," she said. Viewers are awed by the thrilling 

construction of the boy's fantasy, and the artistic device of building such a fiction was worlds 

apart from his previous two works. Cameraman Tetsuro Katsuragi wrote about that last shot 

from the helicopter as follows.
16)

 

 

"We shot from a KH-4 equipped with the AeroVision system. It was over in 25 
minutes. The rotor sound when flying always bothers me, and usually shooting the scene 
is a real struggle such that I feel regret when I see the raw footage. On that day however, 
the lead taken by pilot Nobumasa Unemoto made it a success." 

 

In the same article, Katsuragi praised the work of the helicopter pilot, Nobumasa 

Unemoto, speaking of the following note written by Unemoto. 

 

"Sasaki first introduced the boy to me, and then the girl. I immediately became 
good friends with them. In my long career as a pilot, this was the first time that the 
actors were introduced to me. When the cameraman told me he wanted 'to shoot the 
boy carrying the girl and walking across the island from as low as possible,' I knew 
exactly what the creators' intention was, what they were trying to do. With a strong 
force of will I held the control column and was able to fly the helicopter at between 30 
and 50 centimeters off the ground." 

 

One way of interpreting this drama is that the girl, being carried across the landfill site on 

the back of a boy who fantasizes about the potential life and love of the two, is already dead. 

That imagery was in all likelihood heretical for a television drama of that era. It is also certain 

that much of the criticism at the time tended to side with the elimination of such heresy from TV. 

But, and perhaps for that very reason, a small number of critics and young viewers were 

captivated by the unconventionality of this drama and discovered Sasaki's works, becoming 

passionate supporters. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Yumenoshima shojo ("Dream Island Girl") 



6. Shiki: Utopiano—A girl living in the here and now 

 

When developing the image for the heroine of Shiki: Utopiano ("Four Seasons: 

Utopiano (A Dream in a Different Key)") (1980), Sasaki says, "An inspiration just came to 

me to have her be a piano tuner." (Sasaki, 2014a: 138) "I told Nakao-san the idea, which had 

come to me in a flash of inspiration. I asked her if she would learn piano tuning. This was no 

doubt at the start of production. It was the winter of 1976." (Sasaki, 2014a: 261) But she had 

already begun studying piano tuning before Sasaki had asked her. It is a mystery how she was 

already ahead of the idea. Sasaki only learned of this later on, and both he and the sound effects 

person, Konosuke Oda, were astonished. 

Are we to be amazed by Sachiyo Nakao's keen intuition or was Sasaki's "inspiration" 

something that drove mutual attunement and perception? 

When Sasaki encounters something that inspires him—whether a person, place, or 

thing—he knows it. He has a sense for finding inspiration: extremely sharp intuitive powers. 

Sasaki met an elderly couple in Kiritappu who would play the grandparents of the 

heroine Eiko. In their involvement with Eiko, they cast a considerable influence throughout the 

drama. This encounter was also quite crucial. 

When such intuition plays out clearly, the miracle of the creation of Shiki: Utopiano 

became possible, and this can be considered one pinnacle of Sasaki's dramatic works. 

Starting with this drama, Hideo Yoshida took over as cameraman from Tetsuro 

Katsuragi.
17)

 Katsuragi spoke in an interview in 1985 about this as follows.
18)

 

 

"Shiki had such a high degree of finish to it that it made me think that the previous 
works that I had filmed were like études to create this one. 

"In Dream Island Girl, Sasaki-san made strong decisions. He directed Nakao-san as 
a girl clearly carrying a fiction, something that Sasaki carried over to Shiki. The degree of 
perfection of Shiki lies in that." 

 

Katsuragi is talking about how Sachiyo Nakao in Dream Island Girl held the face of a 

senior high school girl, whether on location in Tohoku or in scenes filmed in the city, to carry 

the fiction of the drama. But the person in front of Katsuragi's lens was the high school student 

herself, Sachiyo Nakao, of Setagaya, Tokyo. In the scenes on location, there was a type of gap 

between Nakao and the heroine, or perhaps, dissonance. But Sasaki accepted that dissonance 

without denying it, and was able to utilize it to create new imagery, which is a brilliant talent of 

his as a visual artist. That is what Katsuragi witnessed. 

In Shiki: Utopiano, though, there had never been any gap or dissonance between reality 

and fiction. The girl on the screen kept inside her as "sound memories" harsh childhood 

experiences with her family filled with loss and discouragement. She lived completely in those 

memories. That was the reality for Eiko. It was true that Nakao's acting ability had made 

startling advances, but there was a mysterious realism in her performance that cannot be 

explained by this alone, and moreover, it was something that had to be attributed to Sachiyo 

Nakao's presence in reality. 



As noted earlier, about Dream Island Girl, Nakao said, "I merely put myself into the girl 

that Sasaki-san had created," but here it was impossible to distinguish between Nakao herself 

and Eiko, her character. 

In one important scene, Eiko must say goodbye to her grandparents in the village to begin 

her work in Tokyo as a piano tuner. Eiko boards the train at the station with her grandparents 

waving goodbye. I wish I had words to describe the exquisite truthfulness of those moments 

captured on film. The sadness and uncertainty of the elderly couple seeing off their grandchild 

was painfully obvious, with their awkward gestures and the expressions on their faces, the way 

the grandmother takes a handkerchief out of her sleeve and dabs her eye, and the wordless 

grandfather wearing a stiffly formal jacket for the occasion. The exchange of words was 

minimal: "I'll write" and "Take care of your health." These were real-life gestures and words. 

They could not be scripted by a director. This was the scene where Eiko parts from her 

grandparents, but even more so, it was Sachiyo Nakao parting from an elderly couple, to return 

to Tokyo. 

During the shooting on location, Nakao did not stay in the lodging with the other 

members of the production. She stayed the entire time at the house of the old couple. She spent 

time at their home even when there was no shooting. Perhaps that was an instruction from 

Sasaki. When he was asked about it, his only reply was, "Old folks seem to feel deep affection 

for Nakao-san." The time she spent with them certainly brought an element of truth to their 

parting. A compelling emotion that could never be simply a performance was built into the 

"perfect fiction" of the drama. 

But the scene that really brings Sachiyo Nakao's greatness to the fore is the one right after 

the parting at the station, when there is a close-up of her face as the train rolls away. 

As the train picks up speed and the clacking of the rails can be heard, the melody of the 

first movement of Mahler's Symphony No. 4 begins to play—the movement that Sasaki refers 

to as a "syllable of memory." The script
19)

 had the following written for the scene. 

 

Eiko sits in a seat on the train. 

Eiko leans her head toward the window. 

Eiko's eyes are filled with tears. 

The tears run down Eiko's cheeks. 

Eiko gazes ahead. 

Eiko brings her cheek closer to the window. 

She shifts her gaze to outside the window. 

Eiko doesn't blink. 

 

This scene lasts for almost a full minute. At first we see Eiko with her eyes closed and 

tears running down her cheeks. Then she opens her eyes and her expression changes subtly. A 

faint smile seems to be starting to cross her face. In this one long take, Nakao dramatically 

changes her expression, and the camera traces that movement of her consciousness. The shot 

goes beyond acting. The "syllable of memory" melody rises and we see the letter "A" on the 

trunk of an apple tree that Eiko (A-ko) had once carved, ending the scene. 



The close-up on Eiko with her body giving in to the swaying of the train is visually and 

musically the defining shot of the entire work. In that shot lies the reality of Eiko indivisible 

from the image of Sachiyo Nakao placed within a fiction. Hideo Yoshida's camerawork 

skillfully captures the moment. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Yoshida often won praise for his flowing, moving shots using a handheld camera. Here, 

too, that graceful movement between visual points adds to the emotion of the drama, but the 

fixation on the close-up takes the drama to the next level. It presents to the viewer the reality of 

"time" as it appears to flow within the protagonist. 

The script for Shiki: Utopiano was written by Sasaki from the very outset.
20)

 As he notes 

himself (Sasaki, 2014a: 137), this was something that his superiors also had encouraged him to 

do. 

He would write down images that came to mind one after another, recall memories of 

sound, and make progress in that way. His script enumerated everything he could think of and 

ran thousands of pages long. This was another example of the "cascade of words" that gushed 

forth from his mind. Sasaki described his own scriptwriting at this time,
21)

 from which it is 

possible to imagine the auteur's stream of consciousness. 

 

"My boyhood memories are a rich source for my creative works. My father, my 
mother, my brother and sister as children, my grandparents in the country, the horse I 
took care of—they all belong to my memories. One finds one's very self within the 
context of family. 

"Memories of my family always come back to me accompanied by sound. 

"The sound of the high-voltage lines howling in the wind that I heard with my 
father… 

"The sound of a siren on the day that my sister and I were separated… 

"The sound of a bell I heard on the day my horse was sold… 

"The sound of the needle on a standard play record I listened to with my sister… 

"I can still hear these sounds in my mind today. The sound of the old upright piano 
we had in our house I can still hear very clearly inside me. 

Shiki: Utopiano ("Four Seasons: Utopiano (A Dream in a Different Key)") 



"One day, the memory of these sounds suddenly compelled me to sit down at my 
desk and take up a pen. I then started to write, and so much poured out." 

 

Sasaki fictionalizes his boyhood memories and assembles dramas using the memories as 

the past of the character Eiko. The very personal experience of recalling memories with 

accompanying sounds speaks with weight and this private experience gave crucial direction to 

the writing of this script. 

The childhood memories that always lay hidden in his work, starting with Mother, finally 

reached fruition in this story of Eiko (A-ko, "a girl") living in the here and now. 

On the depiction of Eiko's memories of the past, Sasaki uses the phrase "memories 

abrade." (Sasaki, 2014a: 40) Similar to how one gets a scrape, a physical abrasion, there is a 

spark in the moment, like the one felt from sudden contact with a foreign object. He thus shows 

Eiko's past without getting dragged down by it. With that sensation of "abrasion," he places the 

presence of Eiko living in the here and now within seasons filled with music and light. 

 

 

7. In the director's seat—"madness" in the ordinary 

 

In this chapter, I will attempt to look into the secret of Sasaki's creativity by covering the 

realities of production—how he was able to create these works, how he as director interacted 

with his staff, what kind of atmosphere existed during filming, and other such aspects. 

Sasaki goes about making dramas in a completely different way from how they are 

normally made. I touched upon this difference in the introduction section at the beginning of 

this paper. 

Whether shooting a motion picture or a television drama, normally the set is crowded 

with a large staff that takes care of cameras, lighting, recording, and other equipment. This kind 

of situation sets up barriers that destroy the everyday sense of space. Special lingo is thrown 

around, many tests are carried out, and shouts of "Roll!" or "Ready? Action!" heighten the 

tension on the set. The same holds true for shooting on location. Sometimes people are cleared 

out in the effort to establish a limited space to work in. It is considered necessary to displace the 

atmosphere of normal, everyday life. 

Sasaki works in the opposite way. He utilizes the everyday feel of a location and 

incorporates it. His style of shooting is like stepping into reality. In a documentary program 

broadcast in the autumn of 2014, "Densetsu" no eizo sakka Sasaki Shoichiro—tsukuru genba 

("Site of Creation: The Legendary Filmmaker Shoichiro Sasaki"), covering the production of 

the film Harmonics Minyoung, viewers are able to observe Sasaki working. Besides the actors, 

there is only himself directing, the cameraman, and the sound person. This small crew blends in 

easily amidst the everyday hustle and bustle of Shibuya. He feeds the performers their short 

lines on the spot, and immediately starts shooting. He uses his own special style to coach the 

actors. 

According to Chiyo Migita of NHK, the producer of the documentary, it is strictly 

prohibited for any of the staff other than the cameraman to be in the line of sight of the 

performers during shooting, including Sasaki himself. The reason would seem to be that Sasaki 



fears that the "naturalness" of the scene would be lost if the performers and production crew 

were to catch each other's eye. 

In his book, Sasaki wrote about his own theories on directing and acting in quite some 

detail, including how he directs actors' performances and why he does not use professional 

actors, instead turning to ordinary people living real lives. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

He spoke of his discomfort with molded performances by professional actors, 

underscoring the strength of his own intuition in being able to tell what degree of expressive 

ability a person had. 

 

"Most actors start with the form. Or they read the script from start to finish and 
move based on how they interpret the role. That means they start from 'understanding,' 
giving voice to and visualizing that. And in many cases I feel they don't go anywhere 
further than that stage. 

"'As natural as possible' is for me the basis of acting. I only shoot once. That is 
where a performer can live like a real person. A character is ruined by rehearsing and 
receiving instructions again and again for the sake of following a form. That crams the 
person into the form, and I believe it leads to a very poor level of expression. 

"[Regarding the difficulty of simply walking or standing in a role,] I feel that some 
people—whether professionals or amateurs—just cannot do it, even were they to 
dedicate their lives to it. It is not like training in sports where you get better with 
practice. It has to be something innate. Being able to recognize that natural talent in an 
instant is what I do. 

"The people I choose for the lead characters can do it, whether walking or standing, 
even without practice. I select them based on my intuitive understanding. When I want 
someone to appear in my work, it is based solely on my intuition." (Sasaki, 2014a: 
26–28) (Items in square parentheses summarized by author.) 

 

Sasaki selected the boy who played Ken in Mother, the protagonist of Sasurai ("The 

Wanderer"), and Sachiyo Nakao, who played heroines in Sasaki's dramas for 10 years, using his 

intuitive powers. He chose them not because they matched the image in the script but because 

they "just appeared" on the filming location, Sasaki says. "It's an integral part of why even 

Shooting on location 



when I've written a script, I don't bring it to the shooting site. Note that it's not because I want to 

add a documentary-style flair or that I'm obsessed with an improvisational approach." (Sasaki, 

2014a: 28) 

One of the distinctive features of Sasaki's directing is shooting the protagonist's face from 

the front. About this Sasaki says, "It is an inviolable rule of mine that the camera must face the 

protagonist head-on." (Sasaki, 2014a: 56) The close-up on the face of Eiko in the last scene of 

Shiki: Utopiano is a classic example. 

A silent Eiko is standing in an apple orchard with a strong wind blowing in winter. The 

close-up from directly in front lasts about a minute. Her cheeks exposed to the cold wind are 

tinged red, and while looking straight at the lens a tear drops from her eye. This is also due to 

the cold wind. The camera gets in so close it cuts off part of her head, and is held there as the 

final image of the drama. 

To get this shot, Sasaki says he asked her to stand in the wind looking at the lens without 

blinking. He goes on that this is the domain of the director—such a shot could not be filmed 

based on a cameraman's judgment. The red cheeks and tear appeared exactly as he anticipated. 

(summarized from Sasaki, 2014a: 56) Reading this, the cameraman who filmed the shot, Hideo 

Yoshida, concurred that this was "just as he said." 

Sachiyo Nakao reflected that "Sasaki-san valued ideas he came up with on the spot." She 

spoke in the following way about his directing on location. In this instance she is speaking 

about Dream Island Girl.
22)

 

 

"There was a scene where I was supposed to sing by myself. Sasaki-san said only 
this to me: 'A girl sits here and sings My Bonnie.' He didn't say 'sadly' or 'longingly' or in 
any way explain the emotions or feelings of the girl. He only gave a brief description of 
the situation. For a little while I sat thinking until the input germinated within me. Then 
I asked for the filming to begin. Sometimes [what to do] came to me right away, and 
sometimes it took a little time. Katsuragi-san would be ready to roll the camera right 
away or wait for however long it took. There were no rehearsals and no do-overs." 

 

Hideo Yoshida laughingly reminisces as follows, likely referring to the Shiki: Utopiano 

shoot.
23)

 

 

"Occasionally I had to reshoot something. Sometimes there were also camera 
problems. And Nakao-san wouldn't move in the same way—in the first take she had 
walked, but this time she was running!" 

 

If we compare Nakao and Yoshida's comments, it becomes clear that the actress was not 

moving according to instructions from the director. Here, the "second take" does not mean a 

retake, nor does it mean that the first take was no good and that the second was okay. Yet, 

despite the atmosphere of freedom and naturalness within which the filming appears to take 

place, there is actually strictness. Both cast and staff are tested in how they respond not to the 

director's instruction, but to his inspiration. 

Tetsuro Katsuragi prefaces the following by saying that Sasaki's on-location shoots were 

something completely different from the norm.
24)

 



 

"On a shoot, the staff gets drawn into Sasaki-san's head. (But not in the sense of 
simply doing what he says.) He would come up with an inspiration, talk to Nakao-san, 
and give improvised direction to the rest. And the staff would have to figure out how to 
use their skills to adapt to, or (in stronger words) counteract this so as to express the 
intended image. It was not a matter of using techniques that followed existing forms of 
composition such as size and angle of the shot. We had to project ourselves into the 
scene. For that reason it was maddening and very tiring. The staff was drawn together 
into a sort of 'vortex of madness.'" 

 

The director's conviction that only the power of inspiration at the shoot would be able to 

capture people truly alive on film was highly demanding of the staff, each person in charge of a 

different part of the production. To convert Sasaki's creative ideas and inspiration into actual 

expression required a demonstration of skill in every arena. But it is not easy for every person to 

project themselves into producing a given expression. On top of this, Sasaki says the following. 

 

"It is difficult to give direction to the cameraman. It wouldn't do to simply hand 
over the storyboard and leave it at that. He's his own living being, after all. So, 
sometimes I have to twist his arm. And it doesn't matter how much I have to twist the 
arms of my staff." (Sasaki, 2014a: 136) 

 

Essentially, there is an antagonism between Sasaki and his staff on location, where he 

twists their arms and the crew counteracts him by trying to project themselves into the scene. 

The portrayal that results is a kind of condensed sensibility born of this antagonism. Such a 

dynamic might very well qualify as a "vortex of madness." 

It is this writer's long-held opinion that all top-notch directors have some madness inside 

them, and Sasaki is clearly no exception. Katsuragi continues in this vein.
25)

 

 

"With regular television dramas, if the staff wanted to get away from the director, 
they could just stay psychologically on the periphery, but Sasaki-san does not allow that. 
Staying present with him is what gets tiring for the staff, but that insistence is also what 
makes him so great." 

 

The staff is drawn into a "vortex of madness" and standing at the center is the director 

himself. Here, I think, he is in the privileged position of being able to absolutely insist on 

filming in the way he has imagined, and coerce his staff with egoistic demands. Moreover, 

Sasaki has amazing endurance and concentration. No matter how much the odds are stacked 

against him, he will hold his line. Such strength of character is beyond the reach of most people, 

I believe. 

It is common to find an artistic egoism in the most highly talented artists. Not only that, 

but when faced with a situation or conduct that he disapproved of, at times Sasaki would take a 

surprisingly harsh stance. He was not averse to pursuing an issue using confrontational speech. 

From this writer's perspective, this was the flip side of his sincere approach toward the people 

he placed his trust in. 



The taking of such a sincere approach is the essence of Sasaki's work. Sasaki has a very 

strong and total trust in and respect for the work his staff does in transforming the unique image 

his inspiration generates into a visual and aural reality. Sasaki's fundamental attitude toward 

those performers and technicians with whom he joined hands for years on the job is one of 

respect. 

He is also filled with respect for the many people he has come in contact with, and I 

would like to mention one example here. The filmographies listed in his books always feature 

the credit "Film development: Masahiro Kasahara." Except for a limited portion of works shot 

in high-definition and other formats, all of Sasaki's works from his earliest days through the 

1990s were shot in 16-millimeter color negative film. The person responsible for the processing 

and quality control of all of this film on the technical end was Masahiro Kasahara (formerly of 

Yokocine D.I.A.). In television dramas, usually the person who does the developing is not 

listed as part of the staff credits. This gesture shows Sasaki's spirit of paying respect to the 

knowledge and skill of this man as a specialist in that area of film production. 

In shooting his most recent movie, released in the autumn of 2014, on-location shooting 

happened to get suspended when it was 98% complete. With just 2% left, Sasaki was left 

searching for any path that would lead to completion. The suspension continued for 16 months, 

overlapping the March 11, 2011 earthquake. 

On the day filming resumed, all of his staff got together again. Cameraman Hideo 

Yoshida spoke about this reunion on the documentary program "Densetsu" no eizo sakka 

Sasaki Shoichiro—tsukuru genba ("Site of Creation: The Legendary Filmmaker Shoichiro 

Sasaki"). 

The interviewer asked, "Even after such a long period of time when no work was being 

done, why didn't everyone just leave the project?" Yoshida responded with a smile. 

"Well, I guess it's that we all believe in Sasaki-san's genius, every one of us." I would 

venture a guess that this is a feeling shared by all of the staff with whom Shoichiro Sasaki has 

worked to make dramas over the years. 

 

 

8. Rivers—unbroken continuity 

 

How far back did Shoichiro Sasaki begin contemplating rivers? 

 

"I am currently creating stories about rivers. About rivers, people, and musical 
instruments. It is a theme I started contemplating about 10 years ago. I want to portray 
the lives of people who live their lives around rivers, and have the people from those 
areas themselves appear on screen. I want to do various rivers." (Sasaki, 2014a: 34) 

 

That comment came from a 1980 interview with Michiko Shimamori in Kokoku Hihyo, a 

monthly trade journal on the advertising industry, just before Sasaki embarked on production of 

the three-part River series. According to this statement, Sasaki had an interest in rivers much 

farther back than his first in the River series, Kawa no nagare wa violin no oto ("The Flow of a 

River, the Sound of a Violin"). In fact, aside from his production of dramas about rivers, I 



imagine that his awareness of rivers goes back even farther, starting from the psychological 

exercise of repeatedly examining his early childhood and boyhood experiences. 

As I touched upon earlier, Sasaki as a visual artist has unique sensibilities when it comes 

to regarding expression itself as an uninterrupted stream of consciousness on film. I attributed 

his learning of the skill to his work in radio, but I suspect that he also sees the flow of a river as 

an uninterrupted stream of consciousness. 

Sasaki's "cascade of words" also has its root here. Waterfalls as the sources of rivers 

appear often in Sasaki's works. In Shiki: Utopiano, a mother throws herself over a waterfall. A 

waterfall is depicted in Akai Hana ("Red Flowers") as well as in Nanairo-mura ("Nanairo 

Village"). Paradise of Paradise is a story of escaping wartime destruction and wandering about 

the mountains, searching for a waterfall. A waterfall is the starting point of a river's unending 

flow of water. 

Also, a river's water is in itself an uninterrupted stream of consciousness. Sasaki's 

meditations on rivers extend from this point of departure to the unbroken continuity of musical 

melodies. I imagine that this unending flow is his internal image of a river: encompassing the 

rivers of his memories—the Meguro River near his childhood home which managed to escape 

damage from the wartime bombings, and the river in the countryside where he was sent as a 

child for evacuation. His imagination of rivers around the world was also stimulated, drawing 

his interest toward the people who lived by rivers. 

The first work in which this image, this stream of consciousness, was made into a visual 

work was Akai Hana (1976), a dramatized version of the manga written by Yoshiharu Tsuge. 

The drama is also one-of-a-kind among Sasaki's works in that it is based on an original work 

written by another person. In this drama he employed professional actors for all characters, and 

most of the scenes are shot not on film but using videotape. Everything about this drama is a 

rare exception among his early works. 

To the unique images furnished by Yoshiharu Tsuge, Sasaki intertwines his own wartime 

experiences and memories of the forests and rivers of his youth, creating a distinctive tone of 

war amidst the silence of deep mountain forests and the flow of mountain streams. Only later, 

after seeing Nanairo-mura (1989) did I understand where this scenery originates from: it is a 

real place deep in the mountains of Wakayama Prefecture, where Sasaki himself was evacuated 

to as a boy during the war. 

The long moving shot along the surface of a river used at the beginning of Akai Hana is 

an important one. To borrow Sasaki's own words, "I wanted the awareness of the audience to 

skim along the surface of the water. I felt that any break in that flow would be death to the 

piece." (Sasaki, 2014a: 300) 

For this opening section, which served as the background for the opening titles, Sasaki 

used film. Somewhere along the way, the long, continuous forward motion becomes the 

forward motion of a Tokyo streetcar. This device, which employs a sense of motion, leads the 

viewer into Yoshiharu Tsuge's world. It is accompanied by music, which also lends continuity, 

forming a process in which the artist's focus homes in toward the heart of his vision. In that 

sense, Akai Hana is a foreshadowing of the River series that began in 1981. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The concept for the River series can be gleaned from the following short verse.
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Rivers flow endlessly on. 

Music is sung by one person and then the next. 

People live and die in an endless cycle. 

 

In the River series Sasaki attempts to depict rivers, music, and people. 

I have mentioned this sensibility of an uninterrupted flow underlying in his expression a 

number of times, but hidden in the above short verse one can sense the image of "circulation" as 

another element. A river flows endlessly into the sea, seawater evaporates and forms clouds, 

which turn into raindrops that fall in the mountains, returning to the source of the 

river—circulation in this sense. Superimposed on this is the human perception of life—the 

unbroken wheel of life. 

In Sasaki's writings on his interest in rivers are several lines that touch upon a poem by 

the African-American poet Langston Hughes (The Negro Speaks of Rivers). Sasaki praised the 

poem, calling it "a terribly naïve poem, but the most tender poem in the world." (Sasaki, 2014a: 

67) Langston Hughes wrote the poem around the time of his high school graduation.
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I've known rivers: 
I've known rivers ancient as the world and older than the flow of human 
blood in human veins. 

 

My soul has grown deep like the rivers. 
 

No explanation is needed. It is clear that something in the poem touched Sasaki deeply. 

The "flow of human blood in human veins" is equivalent to the circulation of life, with rivers 

being the veins running over the Earth. Humans themselves have come from the depths of these 

rivers. This links to the human perception of history passed down through a continuous line. 

In the River series, stories of people's lives and history are told alongside the rivers by 

which they live, with their unending flow, as well as with the music that people sing generation 

after generation. 

Akai Hana ("Red Flowers") (1976) 

 



It is apparent that Sasaki wanted to continue producing the River series as his life work,
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and in fact in his "Rivers: Plan for 1980" were many proposals linking rivers around the world 

and musical instruments (music, songs) that he wanted to use. In the end, however, the River 

series ended up as only the trilogy that he made in the 1980s. Rather than prying into the 

reasons or circumstances that prevented him from continuing, I would like to point out that his 

views and meditations on rivers are connected to an important theme within the inner workings 

of Sasaki's spirit. 

The River series was Sasaki's first attempt at dramas with filming outside of Japan. He 

must have encountered difficulties that he had never faced before, but a chance meeting with 

Takashi Ishii, a violin maker living in Cremona, Italy, smoothed the way for the filming of the 

first drama, Kawa no nagare wa violin no oto ("The Flow of a River, the Sound of a Violin") 

(1981). "The primary factor in the success of the project was having Ishii-san working as 

coordinator, driver, and interpreter. My chance meeting with Takashi Ishii was everything," 

said Sasaki. (Sasaki 2014a: 207–208) 

In the River series, the vibrancy of the locals who appear on screen is particularly 

appealing. The sense of reality produced by the drama goes as far as to make viewers believe 

that the traveling girl Eiko has come straight out of Shiki: Utopiano, and yet, at the same time, 

she is no-one other than Sachiyo Nakao. There is always a pleasant rhythm in each of these 

works. The relationship of the local people with the lead character is shown in a refreshing 

light. 

One unique sensibility of Sasaki's lies in his telling of a story by connecting images, such 

as linking the swirls engraved on the end of a violin to the eddies created by the flow of the 

River Po. Another is how he gives viewers a glimpse into the daily lives that people lead in each 

place, accentuated by the sounds in their lives. In grander terms, this sensibility is deeply 

interwoven with the history of 20th century Europe and the history of war, and at times this can 

be glimpsed in between the lines of conversation. 

The old farmer Luigi, who lives by the River Po, recalls his days on the River Don in 

Russia as a soldier. During the conversation, Eiko tells of how her grandfather was interned in 

Siberia. A 100-year-old train runs at a mountain village fete in Slovakia, and with the sound of 

the train whistle a villager mutters, "When I went to war and came back from war, I rode this 

train…" With just short exchanges like these, the memories of the villagers are communicated. 

In each work of the River series, stories are told and people's lives are depicted, always 

triggered by a musical instrument, music being played, or sounds in people's lives. Likewise, 

their past memories are also linked to sounds. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Kawa no nagare wa violin no oto 

("The Flow of a River, the Sound of a Violin") 



 

9. Making dramas overseas 

 

The 1980s brought international acclaim to Shoichiro Sasaki. His Shiki: Utopiano won 

the Prix Italia, an International Emmy, and other awards. Sasaki was invited to be a juror at 

international competitions. His overseas filming continued, including the River trilogy, and he 

received requests from broadcasters in other countries to create joint productions. 

Within NHK, Sasaki's international acclaim may have changed the way his work was 

perceived.
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 Up to that point Sasaki had relied on his originality as the springboard for bringing 

his personal vision and boyhood memories to the television screen, creating daring dramas one 

after another. While he did have some fanatical supporters, he mostly worked in isolation. Still, 

the plaudits he received from abroad must have had at least some effect on the environment in 

which Sasaki created his dramas. Starting with Kawa no nagare wa violin no oto and 

continuing with Tokyo on the City (1986), Kane no hibiki ("The Sound of The Bell") (1988), 

and so on, Sasaki's works were produced as NHK special features. 

Creating his dramas now involved shooting on location outside of Japan, working with 

people from other countries and dealing with language issues involving people appearing on 

screen, along with other issues and situations that he had never had to deal with before. 

Nevertheless, according to his cameramen Tetsuro Katsuragi and Hideo Yoshida, Sasaki's 

methods remained as steady as before—an improvised directorial style. 

Still, placing himself in the remote countryside of a foreign country, going into places of 

everyday life and work, and having people play themselves on screen was not an easy job. 

Katsuragi, who shot two of the River series recalls.
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"Of course, the fundamentally extemporaneous way he directed remained 
basically unchanged, but he adapted the ideas from the script to the realities of the 
situation on the ground." 

 

Sasaki's own words seem to agree with that assessment. 

 

"When I film overseas, we rehearse three times. The first time we play it in an 
exaggerated way, like a drama. Gradually we dial it down and the other players get a 
grasp on what we're aiming for. … It takes some time before everyone understands what 
Sasaki-style lines are, but once everyone is on the same page, it all goes smoothly from 
that point forward." (Sasaki, 2014a: 213) 

 

Even when working overseas, the people living in the local area appear on screen as 

themselves. Sasaki uses this method throughout his oeuvre. Even though it required a process 

of overcoming differences in language and customs, Sasaki ultimately did not deviate from his 

directorial style. 

Yoshida writes about his experience filming Natsu no album ("Summer Album") (1986) 

in Finland in the following way.
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"There are no restrictions when it comes to Sasaki-san's directing. In the script, 
one scene called for people in a glass factory to toss glass doves high into the air, and 
they would transform into live doves, and he requested that doves trained to return 
immediately to hand after flying be readied, so the staff procured some of the doves 
used in magic shows. That is when Sasaki decided to create a scene about the 
magician—the scene in which the magician works while humming a tune ('I brought 
summer along'). We were able to create an enjoyable scene that way, as the magician 
had brought his cute little girl, too." 

 

After finishing the River trilogy, Sasaki produced eight works in the 10 years from 1986 

to 1995. Most were joint productions—with the Finnish Broadcasting Company, Czechoslovak 

Television, and Czechoslovak Television. While the content of those works was based in the 

real world, he repeatedly drew upon the themes of his earlier works, maintaining the 

characteristic atmosphere of a Sasaki drama: he used children as protagonists, made stories 

strongly influenced by his own childhood experiences, or used motifs based on imaginings of 

his mother. He was not trying to depict the contemporary world directly. Instead, he was 

bringing together past and present through images found on the hidden belly of the drama. That 

is where the unflinching pride of the visual artist can be observed. It also makes one realize how 

much trust those working on the joint productions with him felt in him and their empathy with 

the worlds he created. 

In working as a juror for international competitions, filming dramas overseas, having his 

dramas broadcast in other countries, having his works translated for broadcasting, or making 

joint productions with foreign broadcasting corporations, the most important thing that Sasaki 

developed was the close relationships with other people whom he could depend on. 

His last two works, Paradise of Paradise (1993) and Hachigatsu no sakebi ("The 

Screams of August") (1995) were broadcast in high-definition. Coinciding with the start of 

HDTV broadcasts, Shoichiro Sasaki left NHK. 

 

 

10. Twenty years thinking: "I long to create!" 

 

For the film released last autumn, Harmonics Minyoung, every morning Sasaki would 

send out that day's script via text message. Each day at the filming location, the single A4 sheet 

of script Sasaki had written (i.e. texted) at 5:00 in the morning was handed out to the film crew. 

Sasaki describes this methodology below. 

 

"Every day I would wake up at 5:00 a.m., take my cellphone in hand, and my right 
thumb would naturally begin moving very fast. I am very right-brained. I would quickly 
shift the image over to the left brain (in charge of language, apparently), which is linked 
directly to the right thumb, and my thumb would begin moving before any reasoning 
could get in the way. By tapping out scenarios in this way, they became infused with 
energy." (Sasaki, 2014b: 120) 

 



The practice of deciding on the day's filming content each morning was probably nothing 

new for him. What was different was that he texted it in at 5:00 a.m. From this we can see 

Sasaki's unique way of thinking. I would like you to recall Sachiyo Nakao's description of the 

"cascade of words" he spoke in upon meeting her. In this case, the tapping movement of his 

right thumb ensures "an uninterrupted flow of consciousness." Sasaki's method-based approach 

was apparently sharpened and further polished through the use of a cellphone. 

In Sasaki's reissued book, timed to coincide with the film's theatrical release, there is a 

journal-like chapter, Tsukuritai! Kuhaku no 20 nen ("I long to create! A 20-year blank"), which 

provides a record of Sasaki's doings between the time of his retirement from NHK and the 

completion of the film. The chapter reveals that Sasaki had been waiting to get a call from 

someone asking him to direct some kind of project, but "not a single person, producer, or 

company contacted me." (Sasaki, 2014a: 238) 

Although no requests came to him during those years, his works had been rebroadcast a 

number of times, and many public screenings were held. Noteworthy among these was a 2006 

project entitled Respect—Sasaki Shoichiro by the Nihon Eiga Satellite Broadcasting 

Corporation (on its satellite movie channel). All 16 dramas that Sasaki had made for NHK were 

rebroadcast. The broadcasts proved popular and were shown again. Sasaki's works had 

remained worthy of watching all this time. 

Among the many public screenings was the Tama Cinema Forum's Respect—Sasaki 

Shoichiro and the Broadcast Creator's Association of Japan's Sasaki Shoichiro Special Feature. 

No other television drama director, whether working for NHK or a private broadcaster, had so 

many screenings of his or her past works. 

Then in 2004 at one screening an opportunity came to Sasaki. Sasaki was invited to 

attend the screening of Dream Island Girl for a seminar at Waseda University. There he met a 

female university student with a beautiful voice in the audience. Her name was Minyoung Son. 

She was from South Korea and was studying at Waseda. 

 

"Nine years had passed since my retirement. The strong intuition that I used to 
have for finding people—for finding a person to play the lead character in my 
drama—returned and my antenna was picking up a strong signal. I remember having 
this strong feeling, 'This is the person! Go with Minyoung, she's the lead!'" (Sasaki 
2014b: 95) 

 

"I decided that my new film would have narration in three languages—English, Korean, 

and Japanese. It was a momentary, but decisive spark of inspiration." (Sasaki, 2014b: 95). From 

these few lines we can see Sasaki's excitement over his new discovery. 

Production of the movie got underway in 2010. Preceding this point many fortuitous things had 

occurred and Sasaki had serendipitous encounters with many people. He also received good 

advice and instruction from people he trusted. I cannot go into these things in more detail here, 

but I would like to highlight one encounter in particular—when Sasaki met Takehide Harada of 

Iwanami Hall. 

In the summer of 2009, there was a screening of the 2006 Italian film One Hundred Nails 

directed by Ermanno Olmi. The aforementioned violin maker living in Italy, Takashi Ishii, 

contacted Sasaki, telling him that the film was wonderful and had something in common with 

Sasaki's Kawa no nagare wa violin no oto. Having also gotten a recommendation from director 



and producer Toshio Endo, Sasaki went to Iwanami Hall in Tokyo to see the film. There he met 

Harada for the first time. Harada would later become an important collaborator, planning and 

producing Harmonics Minyoung. Harada had been a fan of Sasaki's ever since seeing and being 

powerfully affected by Sasurai as a high school student. Having never met Sasaki, Harada was 

under the impression that Sasaki had passed away. That is how long were the 20 years of 

silence. 

Harmonics Minyoung was born in this way as an organic extension of connections made 

from Sasaki's previous works. 

It is difficult to describe exactly what kind of film Harmonics Minyoung is. It is even 

more so to define "harmonics" precisely. But before trying to approach the film through 

abstruse theory, what can easily be said is that one gets a good feeling from the film. The 

interstices between dream and reality are filled with harmony. That alone is enough to charm 

the viewer. 

There is also the appeal of Minyoung herself with her crisply delivered lines and singing 

voice; the unexpected developments that extend beyond time and space; the speedy, cheerful, 

swirling depictions; the melody of Mozart's Jupiter Symphony (No. 41) that wells up on screen. 

By year-end 2010, when 98% of the shooting had been completed, and only a small 

portion remained, Sasaki ran into a wall, fretting that "If it goes like this, it will be nothing 

different from what I have done up to this point." (Sasaki, 2014b: 127) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A year and four months later, he resumed filming. Without giving much thought to the 

structure of the story, Sasaki asked Son to sing several songs,
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 which he filmed. By chance he 

had discovered on TV the brass band of Funabashi Municipal High School, so he created a 

scene for the band in the film. We see Hideaki Muto (an orchestra conductor residing in Prague) 

in rolled-up shirt sleeves leading performances of numerous pieces, including Korean folk song 

"Arirang" and Japanese children's song "Hakone Hachiri," which are quite unexpected. By 

incorporating these scenes of music, Sasaki made the film into a film unlike any other, and also 

a production different from anything he himself had done previously. It was a significant leap 

that seems to even ignore the concept of perfection as a film, and it speaks eloquently of the 

extraordinary talent of Shoichiro Sasaki as a visual artist. 

Minyoung speaks these lines: "Because it is a dream you can touch reality. … Because it 

is a dream you can touch the past and history." 

Harmonics Minyoung 

©2014 Siglo/Sasaki Films 

 



Sasaki's memories of his own childhood experiences are deeply entwined within the 

structure of the drama. This aspect is common to his other works, but this time he has set up a 

more specific device. That is, the lead character Minyoung has a dream within a dream, which 

is a "metafiction." I doubt that this type of structure exists in any previous Sasaki drama. 

A scene appears over and over in which the "mother" played by Minyoung is closing off 

the sliding storm shutter of a long corridor in her home. This scene is filled with Sasaki's own 

ephemerally cast memories of a time of desperation when he and his mother lived in secret at 

their home in Tokyo's Yamanote district in wartime, trying to escape the notice of the 

authorities. 

Based on a single, old family photograph, Sasaki "edited" his memory, fictionalized it, 

and created a metafiction that communicates the tense atmosphere of that era. He connects the 

imagery with a rather abrupt cut to the skies of real-world Nagasaki from his memory. Sasaki's 

own perspective on the real world seems to extend in space far beyond the almost innocent 

sensitivity demonstrated in this work, using dream as a catalyst. 

 

 

11. The "personal" in television 

 

In the autumn of 2014, around the same time as the release of Harmonics Minyoung, 

another film came out—Sanrizuka ni ikiru ("The Wages of Resistance: Narita Stories") 

(directors: Koshiro Otsu, Haruhiko Daishima). 

The film is a documentary that takes a present-day look, 45 years later, at the young men 

of the Sanrizuka district who opposed the construction of Narita Airport. Although there is no 

connection between the two films and they simply came out at the same time by happenstance, 

I would like to draw attention to the following words of the poet Shuntaro Tanikawa that 

appeared in the Sanrizuka ni ikiru movie pamphlet.
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It teaches us the truth that 

Not a past that has become a story, 

But a past alive in the present 

And the true shape of history 

Are found only within each individual 

 

In these five short lines, the words of this poet allow us to feel not only the truth in the 

film Sanrizuka ni ikiru, but also a great universality that encompasses history and humanity. 

Something must be also said from the perspective of universality about the works of 

Shoichiro Sasaki. The memories of his boyhood experiences of war that he repeatedly depicted 

in fictionalized form are certainly "a past alive in the present" and are "the true shape of history 

found only within each individual," embedded so deeply that he could never forget. 

Starting with Mother, in the writing of his own scripts, Shoichiro Sasaki has 

unwaveringly presented that which is found only within the individual, which has also been his 

artistic desire as a filmmaker. 



Writers and artists in many genres depict the times of their youth, but the singular aspect 

of Sasaki's work that stands out is that he brought that depiction into the world of television and 

was able to continue doing it over time. That was the pursuit of the "personal" through 

television. 

From this writer's experience, in television there is an invisible force of sorts that works 

to eliminate the personal—the personal preferences and idiosyncrasies of creators. Although 

this trend could be considered a misunderstanding in seeing the public nature of the media in a 

very limited sense, faced with the reality of the strong lasting interest in Sasaki's early works, I 

am driven to question once more the "personal" in television. I also believe the issue is related 

to freedom in television. 

It is difficult to judge whether or not there was more freedom in television in the 1970s 

when Sasaki began creating dramas than there is today. However, if one considers that 

programs like Sasaki's early works were being broadcast, then it is clear that Japanese 

television in that era was open to diverse values. The question is whether it would be possible 

today to create such dramas and have them be green-lighted for broadcast. 

One would have to say that the world of television today has lost such open diversity. 

 

Written by Keita Toda 



Notes: 

1) Shinya Tsukamoto, Hirokazu Koreeda, Shunji Iwai, Naomi Kawase, and other leading film directors have 

spoken of the impact that seeing Sasaki's works when they were young had had on them. All of them have 

established their own forms of expression that transcend his influence. 

2) Shoichiro Sasaki's book Tsukuru to iu koto ("On Creating") was first published in 1982 by JICC Publishing. A 

special expanded edition was published in 2006 by Takarajimasha. In the autumn of 2014, a new expanded 

edition was published by Seidosha that contained an article on his new film, Harmonics Minyoung, released at 

the same time. 

3) In Chapter 1 of Tsukuru to iu koto (new expanded edition), Ima mata tsukuru to iu koto~10 nen tan'i no 

jibunshi ("Still creating—my personal history decade by decade"), Sasaki writes about experiences from his 

childhood. In the paragraph Kawa no kioku ("River memories"), he describes his experiences during wartime 

being sent to a safe haven in the countryside. His childhood experiences are also documented in the article 

Nikko Shashin Shonen ("Sunlight Photography Youth") in TV Man Union News, Issue 526, February 1, 1996. 

Another article, Yumenoshima shojo ("Dream Island Girl") published in the January 1975 issue of Scenario, 

carries an extensive account of Sasaki's teen years in the turbulent postwar period. 

4) In Tsukuru to iu koto (new expanded edition), Chapter 5, Wa ga sakuhin no genten ("The starting point for my 

works"). 

5) Shuji Terayama and Shoichiro Sasaki worked in tandem only on radio dramas, but the two were close in age, 

in the same school year, and developed a close relationship. Nothing has been written about their influence on 

one another in their visual works, but it poses an intriguing topic. 

6) See footnote 4). 

7) From Sasaki Shoichiro 'Mother' and 'Sasurai' wo kataru ("Shoichiro Sasaki on Mother and Sasurai") in 

Gekkan Drama ("Monthly Drama"), Issue 256, October 2000. The above article was published in the autumn 

of 2000 upon the rebroadcast of the two dramas by the NHK Archives. Attribution at the end of article: 

"Written by Banri Tsuji, Editorial Department, based on discussions with Mr. Sasaki and on materials written 

by the same." 

8) The cameraman whom Sasaki first requested for Mother was a still-new-on-the-job cameraman who had 

joined NHK just two years earlier. Sasaki felt he was the person for the job when he saw the cameraman's free 

and unrestrained work on programs for youth. However, the director of the youth programs laughed at him, 

saying "That kid is no good, he doesn't know what he's doing." The filming department also recommended 

against entrusting the filming of a film-based one-off drama to such a young hand. That is how he came to use 

Tetsuro Katsuragi, a cameraman on his sixth year at NHK with experience using synchronous recording in 

documentary filming. Thereafter, Tetsuro Katsuragi and the sound effects man, Konosuke Oda, worked with 

Sasaki for years together on many projects. 

9) The actual lyrics are "I bought them with lemonade," a play on the word "geppu" a homonym for both "burp" 

and "loan." 

10) Shooting for Nonoko-tachi ("Nonoko Kids"), a Coming-of-Age Day special program broadcast on January 15, 

1973. In Research on TV Filmmakers [Part IV] published in February 2014, Kiyoshi Nanasawa writes about 

Nonoko-tachi, in reference to the director of this documentary, Yasunobu Hagino. 

11) When Sasaki met this youth by chance playing on the hillside of Yokohama, he had a revelation and 

intuitively decided then to use him for the role of Hiroshi. 

12) Yomiuri Shimbun, March 29, 1972, evening edition, p. 7; 'Sasurai' no Sekai—Sasaki Shoichiro ("The World of 

Sasurai—Shoichiro Sasaki") 

13) During this period, Sasaki did grueling work as floor director on the late night series of serial dramas Ginga 

TV Shosetsu ("Ginga TV Stories"), while continuing to write a number of plan proposals and scripts that were 

not picked up for production. 

14) In one scene later in the drama, a red steel frame can be seen behind the boy and girl walking along, which was 

the highway under construction. Today it is the Bayshore Route of the Shuto Expressway. 



15) Sachiyo Nakao performed in a total of five of Sasaki's works, defining the image for his works after Dream 

Island Girl. The lead in Mother was played by Kenji Yokokura at the age of nine, who grew up to later appear 

in Sasaki's works as a young man. 

16) From the article by Tetsuro Katsuragi, Fiction, TV, film—drama Yumenoshima shojo seisaku memo kara 

("Fiction, TV, Film—from the Production Notes for the Drama Dream Island Girl"), published in the August 

1975 edition of Eiga TV gijutsu ("Motion Picture and Television Engineering"), the trade journal of the 

Motion Picture and Television Engineering Society of Japan, Inc. Katsuragi's article is a high-quality report 

on the production of a television drama. He speaks of the tension between the director and the cameraman, and 

the tense atmosphere at the site of filming. The testimony of the helicopter pilot is exceptionally persuasive. 

He also writes about the KH-4 helicopter and AeroVision filming device with vibration isolator. 

17) Katsuragi was transferred to Osaka in a personnel reshuffle, and recommended Hideo Yoshida to replace him. 

18) In a 1974 article, Suiheisen no kanata—Katsuragi Tetsuro-shi interview ("Beyond the horizon—an interview 

with Tetsuro Katsuragi") in the small-circulation magazine Nichiyobi ni wa TV o kese ("Turn off the TV on 

Sunday") (by Hiroaki Ikeda and Masao Fujita) (March 12, 1985) from: 

http://www.asahi-net.or.jp/~hi2h-ikd/film/kazuragi.htm 

The content of the magazine is currently available (in Japanese) on the website Nichiyobi ni wa TV o kese 

("Turn off the TV on Sunday") at: 

http://www.asahi-net.or.jp/~hi2h-ikd/film/sundaytvpro.htm 

19) From the script of Shiki: Utopiano published in Tsukuru to iu koto ("On Creating") (first edition). 

20) Up to that point, even when Sasaki had used a scriptwriter, he would always change the script himself during 

shooting until no traces were left of the original. Starting with this production, with certain exceptions, Sasaki 

took it upon himself to write the scripts. 

21) From the pamphlet released accompanying the submission of Shiki: Utopiano to the Prix Italia, published in 

Tsukuru to iu koto ("On Creating") (first edition). 

22) Spoken by Nakao on the program NHK Archives: Nihon no jigazo ("NHK Archives: Japanese Self-Portraits") 

aired on May 13, 2001. 

23) Interview with Hideo Yoshida by the author on October 13, 2014. 

24) See footnote 18). 

25) See footnote 18). 

26) See Tsukuru to iu koto ("On Creating") (new expanded edition), Chapter 3 Kawa—1980 nen no kikakusho 

("Rivers: Plan for 1980"), Hajime ni ("Introduction"). In the end titles of Kawa no nagare wa violin no oto, in 

plain crawling white text, the following poem was written: 

Rivers   flow on forever 

Sound   continues to be sung 

People   are born   live   and change 

Life goes on and on 

27) Langston Hughes Jiden 1 Boku wa oku no kawa o shitteiru ("Langston Hughes Biography 1, I've Known 

Rivers"; based on The Big Sea: An Autobiography, 1940; Japanese translation by Hajime Kijima), 1976 

edition, Kawade Shobo Shinsha Publishers. 

28) See Chapter 1 of Tsukuru to iu koto (new expanded edition), Ima mata tsukuru to iu koto~Uchikiri ni natta 

kawa series ("Still creating—the River series that was discontinued"). This article was originally published in 

the June 2006 issue of Gekkan Drama ("Monthly Drama") (interviewer: Banri Tsuji). 

29) A change of perception within NHK is this writer's personal opinion. What Sasaki felt about it is another 

matter. 

30) See footnote 18). 

31) From the journal of the Japanese Society of Cinematographers, Eiga satsuei ("Film Cinematography"), Issue 

95, January 1987, article by Hideo Yoshida, Satsuei hokoku: Natsu no album ("Filming report: Summer 

Album"). 

32) The songs sung by Minyoung were all songs that Sasaki himself sung as a child. 



33) From the movie pamphlet Yomu 'Sanrizuka ni ikiru' ("The Wages of Resistance: Narita Stories—For the 

Youth"), November 14, 2014, published by Sukoburukobo. 
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