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Japan is home to one of the oldest and largest film industries in the world – the third largest in terms of the number of features it has produced. Well received in the west, the films have found audiences in different demographics. The country has even spawned its own genres, some of which have been remade by Hollywood in an attempt to find a wider audience. The Japanese horrors (aka J-Horror) have seen several re-makes in recent years, including Hideo Nakata’s 2008 film Ringu (re-made as The Ring in 2002 by Gore Verbinski of Pirates of the Carbibbean fame) and his 2002 horror Dark Water (re-made in 2005 by Walter Salles) and Takashi Miike’s One Missed Call was re-made by Eric Valette in 2008. An exception to the re-make rule is Takashi Shimizu’s Ju-On (2002) which was re-made by its original director and featured some of the cast from the previous film. Takashi Miike is one of the masters of contemporary Japanese cinema, having also directed such hits as the controversial Audition (1999) and the Yakuza film Ichi the Killer (2001). He has developed quite a cult following, picking up several festival awards over the last fifteen years.
The Yakuza films (Yakuza is often described as the Japanese Mafia) have made their way across the pond and found a place in Hollywood films. Both Sydney Pollack and Ridley Scott have made films in the English language about the Yakuza (The Yakuza in 1975 and Black Rain in 1989, respectively) and famed Japanese director Takeshi Kitano made several Yakuza films following his cult debut, Violent Cop (1989). Since then he has found worldwide success with the likes of Boiling Point (1990), Brother (2000) and the stunning Dolls (2002) which he wrote and directed.

Japanese cinema has become synonymous with J-Horror, Yakuza, samurai and anime. Based on the manga art form, Hayao Miyazaki has become the poster child of the genre. His most famous films are Princess Mononoke (1997), Howl’s Moving Castle (2004) which earned an Oscar nomination for Animated Feature, Spirited Away (2001) which won the Oscar and Ponyo (2008) which is the highest grossing anime film after the Pokemon and Yu-Gi-Oh! series.
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Twelve Japanese films have been nominated for Best Foreign Film at the Oscars but Departures is the only one that has won to date. A profound yet witty take on life after death, Yôjiro Takita’s film picked up ten Japanese Academy Awards and several festival awards. Cellist Daigo Kobayashi has fulfilled his childhood dream and become a member of an orchestra. When it is dissolved he is at a loss and answers an ad called ‘Departures’, thinking he about to embark on a new jet-setting career. At the interview, however, he finds that it was a typo and he will really be helping the departed, readying them for cremation. Daigo soon discovers that making the transition from musician to mortician isn’t as easy as he thought. Described by Allan Hunter from the Daily Express as ‘a sentimental but beguiling charmer of a film’ and Kevin Maher from the Times as ‘fascinating, witty and heartfelt’, it’s easy to see why audiences and critics have been so charmed by the drama.
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