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JOTTER PAD

ACROSS
1 Tenderfoot, cold, lies about

changing places? (8)
5 One investigative group in charge

is very sharp (6)
10 The disgrace when piano falls off

platform! (5)
11 An opening to take a flight (9)
12 "Car turned badly"? That could

be retracted (9)
13 Rude north winds in Neath (5)
14 Society Henry entering college in

a stylish way (6)
15 Democrat follows American CV

having started up again (7)
18 Service book laid on front of reg-

ister in error (7)
20Artistic centre in Italy introduc-

ing new pigment (6)
22 Cold dish? Suspect hot one! (5)
24 I'm rich and easily crumble hav-

ing unexpected rate shock (9)
25 Festival to close, putting out a

person from the orient (9)
26 Girl books for horseriding com-

petition (5)
27 Broadcasts particular races (6)

28 Village of the poet recreating
rare gems (8)

DOWN
1, 17 Frenchman following game

taking time off for a snack (6,8)
2 Could it be described as an

“oversight”? (9)
3 Completely according to the

school system (15)
4 Sect, say, converted use of this?

(7)
6 Prudent head showing great care

(15)
7 Fear of adder on the move (5)
8, 21 You'll have had your chips if

one gets to work (8,6)
9 One serving in pub endlessly gets

trade (6)
16 An element of anger mostly

means upset (9)
17 See 1
19 Chemically, sinew contains this

essential amino acid (6)
20This abrasive cleaner's safer

working outside the company (7)
21 See 8
23 Ropy material (5)

Crossword winners’ names will be published in Weekend FT.

Solution to Saturday’s prize puzzle in the Christmas edition of Weekend FT.
Solution to yesterday’s prize puzzle on Tuesday December 27.

A RT S & I D E A S

Japan through Hollywood’s distorting lens
The film that annoys everyone: ‘Memoirs of a Geisha’ has
sparked uproar in China and Japan alike, Andrew Lee writes

One of the biggest films to
come out over the holiday
period will be the film version
of Arthur Golden’s novel

Memoirs of a Geisha. Like the book,
which spent two years on the New
York Times bestseller list, the film –
produced by Steven Spielberg – is set to
be a huge success. The first big Holly-
wood movie to have an entirely Asian
cast in the lead roles, it has all the
ingredients of a blockbuster: big-name
stars, an award-winning production
crew and a wonderful Cinderella story.
It is a beautiful-looking film and there
is already talk of Oscars. But unfortu-
nately the film has another classic Hol-
lywood touch: a disturbing disregard
for cultural accuracy.

What made the novel so successful
was its apparent realism. People
believed they were reading an actual
memoir. The story of a young girl
named Chiyo who is sold to a geisha
house by her impoverished parents,
Memoirs charts her troubled metamor-
phosis into the geisha Sayuri. It is so
convincingly told that even today some
readers believe Sayuri existed.

Yet although the novel is a believ-
able read, it was still criticised by real
geisha for what they saw as grave
errors. Mineko Iwasaki, a geisha
Golden interviewed while writing the
book, tried to sue the author for what
she saw as a betrayal of her trust – she
eventually settled out of court. But if
the book’s inaccuracies upset geisha,
then the film version, directed by Chi-
cago director Rob Marshall, will only
make things worse.

The first point of contention is Mar-
shall’s decision to cast Chinese
actresses in the lead roles. In Japan
geisha are seen as guardians of tradi-
tional Japanese arts and an integral
symbol of Japanese culture. While
geisha are a mystery to many modern
Japanese, there is indignation that
non-Japanese should be chosen to
portray them. The decision is also
looked upon unfavourably by many
Chinese. If geisha were Israeli, it
would be like casting a Palestinian to
play the part: you could do it, but you
would be certain to cause upset on
both sides.

Marshall has defended his decision
by claiming that he could not find Jap-
anese actresses good enough to claim
the title roles as their own. But there
are many fine actresses in Japan.
Indeed, there are some in Memoirs –
Youki Kudoh (as Pumpkin) and Kaori
Momoi (as Mother), for example. The
trouble is that, unlike Zhang Ziyi (who

plays the part of Sayuri and is now
being billed as Ziyi Zhang), Michelle
Yeoh (as Mameha) and Gong Li (as
Hastumomo), they are not big bankable
names that will guarantee audiences
for this $85m (£48m) film.

It might have been a risk to cast
unknown Japanese actors, but the film
could then have been made in Japanese
and have achieved a higher level of
authenticity. The Last Samurai, with
its extensive use of Japanese, shows
the benefits of using languages appro-
priate to the setting. And indeed the
first five minutes of Memoirs are the
most convincing because they are in
Japanese. But then the English narra-
tion begins and we are left with actors
forced to speak English in a way remi-
niscent of the B-movies of a less politi-
cally correct time, with broken sen-
tences and awkward pronunciation.

Questions of realism aside, the use of
Chinese actresses also has unfortunate
political implications. Relations
between China and Japan are not espe-
cially warm, and Memoirs is set at a
time when Japan was rampaging
across east Asia. The leading male
characters of the Chairman (played by
Ken Watanabe) and Nobu (Kôji
Yakusho) were both active during the
second world war. Placing Chinese
women in romantic roles opposite

Japanese men has angered many in
China, with disgruntled rumblings
appearing on various websites. The fact
that “geisha” is loosely translated in
Chinese as “prostitute” raises memo-
ries of the Imperial Japanese Army’s
habit of procuring “comfort women”
from occupied countries and forcing
them to act as prostitutes for Japanese
soldiers. The Korean actress Kim Yoon-
Jin, who currently appears in the TV
series Lost, is said to have turned down
a role in the film as “a matter of pride”
because she did not want her first Hol-
lywood film role to be a Japanese gei-
sha. The Chinese actresses who did not
make the same decision have been
labelled traitors in some quarters.

Perhaps the film’s worst fault is the
way it plays to western fantasies about
the mysterious, exotic east – what the
late scholar Edward Said labelled the
Orientalist tendency in western
thought.

Ever since Japan opened its doors to
the outside world in 1854, the geisha
has been seen in the west as a symbol
of eastern eroticism. Foreign sailors
who visited the pleasure quarters in
the port cities of Yokohama and Naga-
saki were unable to see the subtle dis-
tinctions between geisha, who are
essentially entertainers, and tayu, who
were licensed prostitutes. Both wore
kimonos and had painted white faces

and elaborate hairstyles, but the tayu
tied their obi (the belts used with
kimono) with bows at the front – for
easy access – while the geisha’s kimono
was tied at the back. Westerners over-
looked this and simply labelled them
all “geisha girls”.

Tales such as Pierre Loti’s Madame
Chrysanthemum and the opera it
inspired, Puccini’s Madama Butterfly,
soon became popular in the west. Gei-
sha became associated in the western
mind with exotic sex, beauty and mys-
tery. These prejudices persist today
and even though the film version of
Memoirs of a Geisha repeatedly tries to
send the message that geisha are not

prostitutes, it contradicts itself by over-
emphasising the auctioning off of Say-
uri’s virginity. By not portraying the
geisha accurately, the film only adds to
the Orientalist view of Asian women as
exotic fantasy creatures.

Early on in the production of the film
it was decided that the traditional
white-face make-up of the geisha would
be offputting for American audiences.
Instead we are presented with a toned-
down, westernised geisha – Sayuri even
has blue eyes. Geisha hairstyles are
lost too, and replaced with long loose
hair and styles that are more reminis-
cent of those seen in Chinese films also
starring Zhang, Li and Yeoh.

In one of the central scenes of the
film, a dance starring Zhang, any pre-
tensions to cultural accuracy go right
out of the window. It was obviously
decided that geisha dances – which in
reality are slow, graceful affairs – were
not visually interesting enough for
audiences used to seeing Zhang flying
among the bamboo. So what we end up
with is a mish-mash of imagery, as the
filmmakers opt to mix theatrical
kabuki-style dancing with Hollywood
razzamatazz. Wearing a wig of long,
flowing black hair reminiscent of
women in Chinese ghost stories, Zhang
dances dramatically while balancing on
eight-inch platform shoes and holding
an umbrella in a blizzard of fake snow.
A spotlight shines down and koto
drummers dictate the frenetic beat –
the effect is much closer to Chicago
than anything in the geisha world. To
make matters worse, the costume
designer has dressed Zhang in shoes
worn by a tayu for her coming-out cere-
mony, which will surely upset many
geisha aficionados.

Marshall has said that he intended
Memoirs as a fable. But this does not
excuse the inaccuracies in the film.
Geisha are real and the story is set in
the real world during a particularly
troublesome period of history. It is no
fairy-tale.

In the end, all the cultures involved
with this film come off badly. A Japa-
nese cultural symbol has been thor-
oughly misrepresented – so much so
that the film is simply titled Sayuri in
Japan, shrewdly omitting the word
“geisha”. Chinese actresses are taking
a beating from their own countrymen,
accused of treachery. And the Ameri-
can production is grist to the mill of
those who accuse the US of insensitiv-
ity to any culture but its own.

Until Hollywood starts to view Asia
as a place of very diverse cultures
and people, and not simply as a place
of exotic fantasy, Asian actors, particu-
larly women, will suffer under the
burden of stereotyping. They will find
it hard if not impossible to move
beyond roles in Orientalist films such
as this.

Of course, the filmmakers see things
differently. Speaking to journalists in
Tokyo before the film’s premiere, Mar-
shall said: “I think there is a miscon-
ception about what a geisha is across
the world, certainly in the western
world. One of the joys of this movie
was to clarify what a geisha is.”

But instead of clarity, we are left
with a kind of McGeisha tweaked for
western tastes. In Memoirs Marshall
has assembled an image of oriental
women that satisfies the mass market;
ultimately, this kind of bland cinematic
globalisation can only create more mis-
conceptions.

More ‘Chicago’ than Kyoto: Zhang Ziyi’s dance is souped up with Hollywood razzamatazz                                                                          Sony Pictures

CHILDREN’S THEATRE

The goats of Christmas present
If you don’t think that you –
or your children – can stom-
ach another Jack and the
Beanstalk, then help is at
hand. Both The Magic Car-
pet and The Snow Dragon
sound like traditional shows,
but are in fact recently writ-
ten stories, and they both
offer a pleasing alternative
to pantomime.

The Magic Carpet (at the
Lyric Theatre, Hammer-
smith, London) shares with
Aladdin a carpet, a lamp and
a lot of scheming, trickery
and theft, but it is a new
story by Ben Hopkins. Here
the tale involves two mis-
chievous thieves who find
themselves entangled in the
magician Du-Shao’s plot to
rid the world of music. Du-
Shao is in fact a misunder-
stood man – a musician with
a grievance – but his plans
for revenge are extreme.
(Indeed, both this show and
The Ratcatcher of Hamelin,
currently playing in Batter-
sea, serve as dire warning to
anyone thinking of ducking
out of a contract with a
music-maker.)

The play also shares with
pantomime a complex and
chaotic plot – rather too
complicated for its own good
at times. But it is delight-

fully staged by the director
David Farr (together with
Hopkins) and it is in the
wit and charm of the produc-
tion that the appeal of this
show lies.

It looks lovely (design by
Angela Davies) and is full of
droll lines and eccentric
characters: a belly-dancing
donkey; three busybody
magpies; a supercilious pea-
cock. The thieves – who
become a sort of Bonnie and
Clyde outfit – are personable
and funny (played by
Stephen Mangan and Sharon
Duncan-Brewster). And who
could resist a show that
fields a character such as
the Khazar King (Jason
Thorpe)? This splendidly
oddball monarch plays
games with his councillors,
wears on his head a bulbous
lightshade that lights up
when he has an idea, and
favours crypto-Armenian
freeform jazz. ★★★★☆

The Snow Dragon too
relies on the personality and
ingenuity of the performers
to hold its audience. This
is a simple, charming show
(at the Soho Theatre, Lon-
don) for very small children.
Again, it is a new piece,
written and directed by Toby
Mitchell, and has to do with

a rather cocky young goat
called Billy. Billy’s parents
tell him that he is “number
one” and, unfortunately,
he believes them. So when
Billy is sent out to collect
berries for the Snow Dragon
(who performs the same job
for goats as Father Christ-
mas does for children), he
decides not to bother and
steals goodies from his
friends, the pig and the
hedgehog, instead. Then he
meets the wolves, who teach
him a lesson.

The Tall Stories theatre
company tells the story
using no props, just the
versatility of three perform-
ers. The staging is clear,
lively and well-pitched, with
some nice audience involve-
ment, catchy songs and a
line in comedy that appeals
to the very young. Nathan
Guy, though simply dressed
in shorts and a t-shirt,
makes a very goaty goat,
butting his friends into trees
and bleating as he snores.
He has strong support from
Louise Mai Newberry and
Kai Simmons. An appealing
little show with a clear
moral for children – and
parents. ★★★☆☆

Sarah Hemming

THE CRITICS

London Philharmonic
Orchestra
Queen Elizabeth Hall
RICHARD FAIRMAN

A problem is best viewed as
an opportunity in the arts
world. Faced with the
temporary loss of its home
at the Royal Festival Hall,
the London Philharmonic
Orchestra has put on its
thinking cap and come up
with a series of concerts
well off its usual track.

A programme dominated
by death is hardly in the
seasonal spirit, but maybe
somebody thought it was
time for an antidote to the
wearisomely jolly carols
pealing through the
loudspeakers at every
supermarket. Saturday’s
concert, which looked at
mortality from various
musical standpoints, was
undeniably imaginative.

It will also have further
stretched the artistic
boundaries of Vladimir
Jurowski, the orchestra’s
principal guest conductor,
who is proving to have an
unexpectedly inquisitive
nature. A run of Mozart,
Stravinsky and Arvo Pärt
in one evening? No
problem.

The three short pieces
that opened the concert
stood back and viewed

death unemotionally:
Mozart’s formal Masonic
Funeral Music, Stravinsky’s
cerebral Symphonies of
Wind Instruments (which
was conceived as an elegy
for Debussy) and Pärt’s
Cantus in Memory of
Benjamin Britten, all
spotlighting clean playing
in the LPO wind section.
Pärt’s Tabula Rasa is not
explicitly about death, but
that, too, has a purity of
thought that just about
keeps one attentive through
its uneventful 30 minutes of
bell chimes and arpeggios.

A mood had been set. The
opening bars of Mozart’s
Requiem announced a crisp,
no-nonsense performance
with brisk speeds and clear
textures in the period style.
But somehow Jurowski
never had confidence in his
own convictions and any
number of gear changes in
speed and dynamics crept
in, watering down the
intellectual rigour without
adding much in emotional
depth. The four young
soloists – Katie van Kooten,
Liora Grodnikaite, Andrew
Kennedy and Darren Jeffery
– were weighted in favour
of the soprano and bass.
The London Philharmonic
Choir sounded well
rehearsed.

The performance was
being recorded live for the
LPO’s in-house record label,
but something will have to
be done about the QEH’s
1960s ventilation system. All
that clanking and groaning
sounded as if some ghoul
had been roused from the
dead. ★★★☆☆
Tel 08700 606010

The History Boys
National Theatre, London
ALASTAIR MACAULAY

Alan Bennett’s The History
Boys was the big-hit
sensation of British new
plays last year, and this
year its success is rolling
on. A film has been made
of the original cast;
meanwhile a second cast
has toured Britain before
bringing the play back to
the National Theatre. It is
surely the richest play
Bennett has ever written.
Wonderfully it blends wit
and wisdom, now with
knockabout humour, now
with pain.

My only substantial
reservation about The
History Boys is this. Among
its large cast of characters
young and old, it features
three homosexuals, each of

whom Bennett singles out
for an awful fate – one
(Hector, the inspiring
English master) to die in an
accident, one (Irwin, the
provocative history master)
to be crippled for life, and
the last (Posner, the one of
the schoolboys who does
best in his Oxbridge entry)
to become a creepy loner,
an internet saddo. The last
feels particularly gratuitous:
the play in no way needs
Posner to be psychologically
crippled to that extent. One
might almost be tempted to
label such a pattern of plot
developments as
homophobic. Yet The
History Boys is a very far
from homophobic play. Its
tender, full-hearted
understanding about the
attractions between
schoolboys and their
schoolmasters – which
nobody can mistake –
strikes me as one of its
finest features.

The current cast of The
History Boys is very nearly
as fine as the original. And
in Desmond Barrit’s central
performance as Hector I
think it is still better. His
love of language hangs
inspiringly on the air, and
his violent irreverence for
correct behaviour burns
hilariously. Beyond the
“now” appeal that The
History Boys has in its
concern with the uses of
education, it has a
marvellous epistemological
concern that I usually
associate with the plays of
Tom Stoppard: how do we
know what we know? What

are the different layers of
knowledge? And how does
knowledge enrich our lives?
★★★★★
Tel 020 7452 3000

The Canterbury Tales
Swan Theatre
Stratford-upon-Avon
IAN SHUTTLEWORTH

The Royal Shakespeare
Company seems to have
embarked on a
comprehensive maintenance
programme of literary
monuments of the English
language. Next year’s
Complete Works of
Shakespeare beano is
preceded by a revival of
Arthur Miller’s The
Crucible, and the company’s
Christmas fare consists of a
big Dickens adaptation and
an even bigger Chaucer
adaptation.

Mike Poulton’s two-part
playscript for The
Canterbury Tales is drawn
more or less verbatim from
Chaucer’s great verse
collection of stories as
supposedly told in turn by a
group of pilgrims to while
away the time as they
journey towards the shrine
of St Thomas à Becket at
Canterbury. Poulton
manages to attune us to the
exaggerated pronunciations
sometimes necessary for
preserving Chaucer’s six-
century-old rhymes, while
also taking the mickey out
of occasional enormities.

Mark Hadfield is inspired
casting as the poet/narrator.
He not only bears a passing

resemblance to portraits of
Chaucer, he also strikes the
right note of playfulness: on
press night, when a prop
pear from a previous scene
lay in his path, he casually
picked it up, polished it and
offered it to the wooden
hobby-horse he was
“riding”. Also delicious is
Paola Dionisotti’s straitlaced
Prioress, muttering “I’m
beginning to wish I’d gone
to Walsingham”; and
anyone who objects to
“colour-blind” casting would
have their reservations
swept away by the
gloriously insatiable Wife of
Bath as played by Claire
Benedict.

The cast of 20 gets
through almost as many
tales: virtually all that
survive, in fact, and in
more or less the usual
order. Consequently, there
is doubling of roles galore:
one minute Michael Jibson
is strumming a lute,
guitar-hero style, the next
he is a Cambridge scholar
vigorously “swiving” a local
miller’s wife.

Gregory Doran and his
directorial lieutenants
Rebecca Gatward and
Jonathan Munby keep
things lively and fluid
wherever possible, because
they know that this
dramatisation’s main
problem is also that of
Chaucer’s poem. Any
collection that leaps
between tales of courtly
love, morally improving
homilies and chunks of
unashamed bawdy is going
to be wildly erratic in pace
as well as tone, and will
inevitably contain
longueurs. These are
probably more palpable
when seeing both parts of
the adaptation on the same
day, a total of nearly six
hours’ playing time. Once
or twice there comes a
quarter-hour or so during
which one needs to be
committed to the Chaucer
experience in order to
remain focused until the
life bursts out again. And it
never shakes off the feeling
of being a dramatised work
of literature rather than a
theatre piece in itself: it is
a skilful and gamesome
translation across artistic
media, but not a natural
inhabitant of its new
station. ★★★☆☆
Tel 0870 609 1110
Until February 2006, then on
national tour

More on ft.com/arts: ‘Le
Rossignol’/‘Oedipus Rex’, San
FranciscoThe full Chaucer experience: ‘The Merchant’s Tale’        Stewart Hemley

By not portraying the
geisha accurately, the film
only adds to the Orientalist
view of Asian women as
exotic fantasy creatures

DECEMBER 13 2005                    Section:World                    Time: 12/12/2005 - 18:39                    User: hawcockn                    Page Name: ARTS,                     Part,Page,Edition: LON-01, 15, 1


