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The Effects of Sound in Mikio Naruse’s Okuni and Gohei

Kiyoaki Okubo

This essay attempts to clarify the effects of the sound (e.g. music and voice) in Okuni and Gohei (Okuni
to Gohei 33 [E & F3F), a Japanese film directed by Mikio Naruse in 1952. Based on Jun’ichiro Tanizaki’s
one-act play set in the Edo period with the same title in 1922, Okuni and Gohei is one of the most underes-
timated films among Naruse’s films for several reasons, but most notably because of Naruse’s own negative
view of his own film. Some film critics, Shigehiko Hasumi for example, have praised it, focusing on the vi-
sual aspects (e.g. “a change in space”) but often neglected acoustic ones. However, the sound that affected
the protagonists is the crucial element in Naruse’s film.

This essay begins with the last scene where Gohei, a young servant of a widow Okuni, has taken ven-
geance on Tomonojo, the killer of Okuni’s husband. In the deserted pampass-grass field, he hears the sinis-
ter sound of a bamboo flute (shakuhachi) that reminds him of the one that Tomonojo used to play. Where
does the music come from, and where does it go to? The sound of the bamboo flute is regarded as Gohei’s
guilt. In the occupation period where “jidai geki”, which praises the feudalistic moral, is strictly prohibited,
it is necessary to emphasize the revenger’s guilt. But the sound in this film should not be understood only
in the context of the era. Naruse, by using it, depicts an obsession which transcends the time and space.

In this film, there is an added scene where Okuni and Gohei put up at an inn and there they watch a pup-
pet play (Ningyo joruri). No one has mentioned that this puppet play is Koibikyaku Yamato orai 257
KHNESE , adapted from Chikamatsu Monzaemon’s famous play The Courier for Hell (Meido no hikyaku
BEEDOIRM) performed by Bunraku Mitsuwa-kai, a puppet theater group. Naruse, juxtaposing the puppet
play and the face of Okuni who watches it, depicts meticulously her anxiety and insinuates the relationship
between Okuni and Gohei. The act in this scene is named “an act of Ninokuchi village (ninokuchi mura no
dan FrOATDEE)”, and it is interesting that in Tomu Uchida’s film, Chikamatsu's Love in Osaka (Naniwa
no koi no monogatari JRAE DR DY FE) in 1959, appears as the same act. Where the adaptation of the
puppet play in Uchida’s film is more flamboyant and more “melodramatic” in the word of Peter Brooks,
Naruse’s version, by simply caputuring the puppet play, expresses “an irony” according to Roland Barthes.

The irony in this film is represented by Tomonojo who is played by So Yamamura. His oddly modern
manner of acting and speaking is exceptional for jidai geki. In short, he is an outsider in every sense. His
presence suggests a criticism of the feudal system and the cause for which Okuni and Gohei take ven-
geance. Undoubtedly Naruse understands his character, and for him, the killing of Tomonojo means the de-
nial of the “outside” world. The bamboo flute that haunts Gohei in spite of Tomonojo’s death signifies the

impossibility of the ending similar to the voice of Kurtz “The Horror” in Apocalypse Now.
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