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Abstract 

Shunij Iwai is a significant director of the Japanese New Independent cinema, who is best 

known for the fascinating visual style he adopted from the 1990s onwards. Rejecting the 

obsession with Japaneseness in Japanese cinema, Iwai developed a unique style of 

aestheticism through the use of backlighting, a technique he refined in partnership with 

cinematographer Noboru Shinoda. In existing academic studies on backlighting, cinematic 

lighting has generally been understood as a representational element that works to fulfill 

the needs of narration. Examples of such studies include Sharon A. Russell’s (1981) 

semiotic study on the lighting style of French cinema, Patrick Keating’s (2010) discussion 

of lighting convention in classical Hollywood cinema, and Lara Thompson’s (2015) 

analysis on the use of light as a narrative tool in narrative cinema. By contrast, lighting in 

Shunji Iwai’s films works in a different way. This difference prompts me to review the 

general conceptualization of cinematic lighting and turn to a materialist perspective, a non-

representational attempt to study the sensation of lighting in cinema. 

By adopting Deleuze’s concepts of cinema and sensation, this project provides an 

analytical trajectory for studying lighting in cinema. I argue that lighting as an aesthetic 

materiality renders a new understanding of the film world of Shunji Iwai as something 

derived from the Deleuzian poetics of sensation. This argument can be a starting point for 

critically rethinking lighting as a means for producing a circulation of cinematic affects. 
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Chapter 1 

Introduction 

 

「お元気ですか？ 私は 元気です」. These are the last words with which Hiroko 

Watanabe leaves her dead fiancé – an expression of regret, of Itsuki Fujii to her first lover, 

in a classic, memorable scene from Shunji Iwai’s Love Letter (1995). Love Letter (1995), 

Iwai’s debut as a movie director, has been celebrated as an all-time classic of Japanese 

romance with a fascinating visual style. It was a box office success during the 1990s and 

became a hit in Japan, South Korea, and the Greater China region during a time when the 

Japanese movie industry was experiencing difficulties. The success of Love Letter was 

described as a “striking back” of the Japanese adolescence film genre, which was said to 

have declined from the 1980s onwards. Thanks to Iwai’s achievements, what has since 

been referred to as “Iwai aesthetics”1 has drawn the attention of audiences and film scholars. 

“You're basically using backlighting (君の基本は逆光だれ ),” said 

Ichikawa. “We talk about cinematic lighting, for a long time (照明の話にな

つた それから延々と).” (cited in The Kon Ichikawa Story, 2006) 

 The most significant feature of Iwai aesthetics, as described by film scholars (Wang 

2010; Hu 2015; Wu 2015), is the unique lighting style adopted in Iwai’s films through his 

partnership with cinematographer Noboru Shinoda. This unique aesthetics is characterized 

                                                           
1 The term refers to the unique aesthetics style of Iwai’s films, characterized by lighting influenced by film 

noir (backlighting), noticeably rapid editing and hand-held camera (Richie 1996). 
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by the frequent use of backlighting. Yet, how exactly does backlighting function in Iwai’s 

films? 

My first encounter with Shunji Iwai was through his film All About Lily Chou-Chou 

(2001). I watched the film with no subtitles, which made me unable to fully understand the 

plot and narration in the film. However, I still found the cinematic images beautiful and 

enjoyed watching Iwai’s use of backlighting. To date, conceptualizations of cinematic 

lighting in existing film scholarship emphasizes the association between light and narration. 

My experience viewing All About Lily Chou-Chou (2001) inspired me to question this 

common understanding of cinematic lighting. More specifically, I wanted to research how 

backlighting operates as aesthetic material in Shuji Iwai’s oeuvre. 

 

Shunji Iwai and the Japanese New Independent 

Japanese cinema, since the early 20th century, was mainly produced through the studio 

mode of production. In giant studios like Toho, Toei, and Shochiku, labor was clearly 

divided so that the movie director was only an executor, framing what the companies 

required. Under this practice, films were mainly commercial products, since movie 

companies are typically focused on making a profit and meeting market needs. In the case 

of Japanese cinema in the early 20th century, space for the artistic expression of filmmakers 

was largely restricted (Richie 2005, 192). Exceptions exist, however, and they include 

major directors like Yasujirō Ozu, Akira Kurosawa, and Kenji Mizoguchi. 

In 1960s Japan, with the popularization of television, the number of cinemagoers 

started to diminish. This created an opportunity for film studios to allow for more creativity 
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in film productions, with the ultimate aim of attracting new audiences (Richie 2005, 208). 

Following the unexpected success of independent filmmakers such as Hani Susumu and 

Teshigahara Hiroshi, directors at that time started to gain more control over their own 

works, marking the beginning of the Japanese New Wave. Moving away from existing 

genres in Japanese cinema, New Wave directors – like Oshima Nagisa, Yoshida Kiju, and 

Shinoda Masahiro – produced fresh and innovative movies which were loved by younger 

audiences. However, this wave of novelty did not prevent the decrease in the number of 

cinemagoers watching Japanese films. The shrinking market made it rather impossible to 

sustain studio productions (which require relatively large budgets).  

After the New Wave, the Japanese film industry was, to some extent, supported by 

independent production thanks to the aid of the Art Theater Guild (ATG) (Richie 2005, 

212). At the beginning of the 21st century, low-budget productions by small companies 

replaced the traditional studio mode of production. Even the large film production 

companies, like Toho and Shochiku, started to encourage young directors to make 

“independent” productions, directors who are now known as the Japanese New 

Independent. Detached from the giant studios model, the Japanese New Independent 

signified a growth in the variety of filmic styles in Japanese cinema, and it was during this 

time that Shunji Iwai started his career as a movie director.  

 Born in 1963, Shunji Iwai grew up during one of the hardest periods in Japanese 

cinema and thus witnessed the decline and bankruptcy of Japanese film industry. To Iwai, 

early Japanese movies were too obsessed with the representation of Japanese identity, 

which hindered the films from expanding the market (Schilling 1999, 70). This type of 

filmmaking may also be seen in the lighting practice of Japanese cinema. In Daisuke 
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Miyao’s study of lighting of early Japanese cinema in The Aesthetics of Shadow: Lighting 

and Japanese Cinema (2013), he concludes that lighting style in early Japanese cinema 

was an aesthetics of shadow. This convention was based on the rationalized cinematic 

production in giant film studios (especially Shochiku) after the release of Kido Shirō’s 

policies in 1924. Echoing the short book In Praise of Shadows (2001) by Tanizaki – which 

demonstrates how an aesthetics of shadows is associated with the notion of Japanese 

identity as represented in literature, architecture and food culture – Miyao claims that such 

a lighting style distinguishes Japanese cinema from Hollywood productions (which employ 

low-key lighting). In other words, lighting becomes a major strategy for the construction 

of national cinema of Japan in late 1930s and early 1940s: 

When Japanese cinematographers realized that it would be difficult to achieve 

such low-key cinematography under the conditions of filmmaking in wartime 

Japan, they turned to one aspect of Japanese art—praise of shadows, which was 

easily available, and used it to justify their practices in the name of the 

‘Japanese characteristics’ in cinematographic technology. (Miyao 2013, 201) 

To Miyao, filmmakers working for the film studios during the wartime were 

consciously engaged in propaganda filmmaking by narrating the nation in a ‘Japanese way’. 

Such an aesthetic feature of lighting was to some extent been preserved within the studio 

system and established a convention in the lighting practices of Japanese cinema. 

Reviewing the decline of the Japanese movie industry from 1960s, Iwai treated such an 

obsession with Japanese identity as an obstacle for Japanese cinema, one that hindered it 

from attracting new audiences (especially the younger generation) and gaining recognition 

overseas. 
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“I want to show that Japan isn't that way anymore,” said Iwai. “Young people 

don’t know those films or the society they depict. We have to make movies 

that appeal to them and reflect the world they’re living in. (Schilling 1999, 71) 

Shunji Iwai wanted to find a way out, a new style of aestheticism and fascination. In 

contrast to the less-is-more aesthetics in early Japanese cinema, the hallmark of Iwai’s 

films is the saturation of light through the technique of contre-jour (backlight shooting). 

Shunji Iwai’s development of this convention-breaking lighting practice may be traced 

back to his early career – when he was a MTV director. 

 When Iwai was a college student, he started making short movies using 8mm film. 

However, these amateur productions did not garner him much attention, let alone the 

attention he wanted from the film industry. This frustrated him and made him notice the 

conservative nature of the industry. It was hard for a newcomer to step into the industry at 

the time, especially if you were just a college student. Therefore, after graduating from the 

Yokohama National University in 1987, Iwai started his career as a director of another kind, 

making music videos, TV commercials, and TV dramas. “Every director on television 

wants to make movies,” Iwai said in an interview in 1996 (Schilling 1999, 71). This claim 

not only reflected Iwai’s aspiration of his future career at that time, but also implied the 

traditional hierarchy of different media within the industry: Theatrical films are at the top 

of the visual media pyramid, with the media underneath (e.g. TV dramas, music videos) 

typically being looked down upon (Schilling 1999, 71). However, Iwai rejected this 

pyramid and presented himself as an eizosakka (visual artists) who drew inspiration from 

any form of visual media. To Iwai, directing other media forms were like practicing and 

learning: “I had seven years of it (working in music video or TV dramas) before I made 
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my first film, and it was extremely valuable to me,” Iwai has stated (Schilling 1999, 71). 

Eventually, a consistent lighting style – using high exposure and saturated backlighting – 

can be seen when one examines Iwai’s early works, including the music videos of ‘陽の

あたる坂道で’ and ‘Say Shy Japanese’ by東京少年 (Tokyo Shōnen) from 1990 and 1991 

respectively, as well as ‘部屋と Yシャツと私’ and ‘もう笑うしかない’ by平松愛理 

(Eri Hiramatsu) from 1992. 

 

Partnership with Noboru Shinoda and six chosen films 

The visual style of films is often attributed to the chemistry between a director and a 

cinematographer. Consider famous cinematic duos such as Krzysztof Kieślowski and 

Sławomir Idziak, Steven Spielberg and Janusz Kaminski, Kenji Mizoguchi and Kazuo 

Miyagawa, Wong Kar-wai and Christopher Doyle. Filmmaking is not only about the 

written script. In Shunji Iwai’s case, before the start of every framing, Iwai prefers to first 

storyboard his films on computer, in order to design the ideal images he wants for his films 

(Schilling 1999, 35). During his early career, Iwai kept looking for a cinematographer who 

had character, was rich in creativity, and capable of creating those ‘ideal images’ in his 

imagination. Then, in 1994, Iwai produced the award-winning short film Undo (1994) with 

cinematographer Noboru Shinoda. Shinoda’s professionalism and framing technique 

amazed Iwai and that was how they started their partnership, which would last for 10 years, 

until Shinoda died in 2004 due to liver cancer. 

In order to have a more in-depth analysis of Iwai’s aesthetics of lighting, this project 

will mainly focus on his cinematic works from 1994 to 2004, which are Love Letter (1995), 
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Picnic (1996), Swallowtail Butterfly (1996), April Story (1998), All About Lily Chou-Chou 

(2001) and Hana & Alice (2004). Produced during the 10-year-long partnership between 

Iwai and Shinoda, these seven films represent the most mature period of Shunji Iwai’s film 

aesthetics. 

 

Love Letter (1995) 

Love Letter (1995) is the first feature film directed by Shunji Iwai and made his name 

among Asian audiences. Inspired by Haruki Murakami’s novel Norwegian Wood, the plot 

revolves around the connection between two women, Itsuki Fujii and Hiroko Watanabe 

(both played by Miho Nakayama), and a man named Itsuki Fujii (Takashi Kashiwabara), 

who has died in an accident two years earlier. Although two years has passed, Hiroko, 

Fujii’s fiancé, still cannot get over his death, so she writes a letter to his old address in 

Otaru (a city in Hokkaido), signifying an end of the past. Yet the address she finds in Fujii’s 

middle school yearbook actually belongs to his female classmate of the same name. After 

sending her letter, Hiroko receives an unexpected reply from this Itsuki Fujii, and then asks 

the woman to share with her her middle school memories. Following the memories, the 

film tells the unrequited love story of the two Itsuki Fujiis. 

 

Picnic (1996) 

After the box office success of Love Letter (1995), some of Iwai’s early short films were 

shown in cinemas, including Picnic (1996) (which was produced in 1994). The film is 

about the ‘death march’ of three patients suffering from mental illnesses: Coco (Chara), 
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Tsumuji (Tadanobu Asano), and Satoru (Koichi Hashizume). Living in a mental hospital, 

the patients are prohibited from crossing a wall that isolates them from the nearby city. 

Nevertheless, Tsumuji and Satoru climb on the wall, walk along it every day, until they 

meet Coco. Coco is a girl who is different from other patients: Wearing black clothes she 

has made herself (out of crow’s feather), Coco steps over the wall without hesitation. The 

two boys then follow her into the city for the first time and learn, from a clergy, that ‘the 

world will end some day’. They then decide to start a journey to look for a picnic site from 

which to watch the landscape of the doomsday. This becomes the last journey of their lives. 

 

Swallowtail Butterfly (1996) 

In a fictional Japan, the Japanese yen is the strongest currency in the world. This attracts 

numerous immigrants to come to the country to dig for Yen, and the locals calls these 

immigrants Yentowns (thefts of Yen). Swallowtail Butterfly is a fairytale about several 

Yentowns: a homeless girl, Ageha (Ayumi Itô), a Chinese prostitute named Glico (Chara), 

and Glico’s friend Feihong (Hiroshi Mikami), all of whom become rich and go on to pursue 

their dreams. 

One day, they accidentally kill a hacker who causes trouble in Glico’s place, and 

they decide to hide the evidence by burying the corpse. During the process, they discover 

a cassette tape (with ‘My Way’ by Frank Sinatra) in the dead body which is actually a 

magnetic code of 10.000 Japanese bank notes. By using the code, Ran (Atsuro Watabe), 

teaches Feihong how to produce counterfeit bank notes and exchange them for real money 
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in change machines. Suddenly, they become rich and move away from the slum, and start 

their new life in downtown. 

 In the downtown, Feihong buys a night club and wants to make Glico a music star 

there.But with Glico becoming more and more famous, they draw increasing attention 

from thepolice force aiming at searching for their evidence of crime. Feihong, Glico and 

Ageha are ultimately separated and face different troubles in the blood-washed town of 

Yen. 

April Story (1998)  

April Story (1998) is another short film (67 minutes long) directed by Iwai, and also 

features the debut performance of Japanese movie star Takako Matsu. April is the start of 

the new academic year for universities in Japan. Uzuki Nireno (Takako Matsu) leaves her 

family in Hokkaido and moves to Tokyo alone to attend Musashino University. ‘Why? 

Why this college?’ another freshman asks. Nireno does not answer, but she knows it. The 

image of the boy never leaves her mind: strumming his guitar in an open field, like a picture 

framing her memory. The boy is Yamazaki (Seiichi Tanabe), a senior in Nireno’s high 

school who has moved to Tokyo for university the year before. Now going to the same 

university as Yamazaki, Nireno tries to look for him in a bookstore called Musashinio-do. 

 

All About Lily Chou-Chou (2001) 

 Inspired by the image of Faye Wong in Chungking Express (1994), Shunji Iwai 

collaborates with Takeshi Kobayashi to create a fictional singer, Lily Chou-Chou, and 
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releases an album called ‘Kokyu’ (featuring Salyu as the actual vocalist). He then launches 

a fan forum for Lily (named ‘lily-holic’) online and uses messages from different users in 

the forum to complete a novel, All About Lily Chou-Chou. Based on this novel, Iwai 

produces one of his most acclaimed cinematic work, All About Lily Chou-Chou (2001).  

 In the first year of high school, Yûichi Hasumi (Hayato Ichihara) and Shusuke 

Hoshino (Shûgo Oshinari) become friends at the kendo club, but everything changes after 

a summer trip to Okinawa. Hasumi is a child of a broken family (his parents are divorced 

and his mother is married to man who also has a child from before). Hasumi admires 

Hoshino very much because of his excellence in school. What Hasumi does not know is 

that the friend he admires has been bullied since middle school. Surrounded by gossip and 

rumours at school, Hoshino lives a stressful high school life and finds no real friends.  

 In the summer, the two boys go on a trip to Okinawa with other friends from the 

kendo club. During the trip, Hoshino is in an accident where he almost drowns. After this 

incident, Hoshino completely changes. He not only takes revenge against his former bullies, 

but also becomes one of them – committing violence at school, forcing money out of 

classmates (by making them ‘earn’ money through shoplifting and prostitution), and 

organizing gang crimes (including a gang rape of Kuno). Hasumi becomes one of the 

victims, and consequently escapes into the world of music – the music of Lily Chou-Chou 

– as a way to heal his pain.  

 

Hana & Alice (2004) 
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In 2003, Shunji Iwai and Naboru Shinoda produced a series of short films for the 30th

anniversary of Kit Kat in Japan. They then expanded the short films into one, longer feature

film, Hana & Alice (2004). The film is the only comedy directed by Iwai, and deals with

the friendship of two girls named Hana (Anne Suzuki) and Alice (Yû Aoi).

 Hana and Alice have been good friends since middle school. They spend most of 

their time together, go to the same school and the same, after-school ballet class. But after 

high school, Hana starts to separate herself from Alice because she is in love with a senbai 

(senior at school), Miyamoto (Tomohiro Kaku), at the Manzai club. Hana convinces 

Miyamoto that he has developed amnesia, as the result of an accident. He walks right into 

a wall and passes out during reading, and does not remember the fact that she is his 

girlfriend. When Miyamoto starts to doubt her, Hana asks Alice to act as Miyamoto’s ex-

girlfriend so as to keep the lie intact. Complications then arise between the three youths, 

and in the friendship between the two girls.  

 

Watching through Deleuzian lens – Cinematic light beyond representation 

Cinema – as an art of light – is married to light in the sense that light is necessary for the 

production (and even the projection) of cinematic images. Cinematography affects the 

general atmosphere of a film, or, in other words, the style of images in a film. Cinematic 

lighting, as a crucial component of cinematography, plays an important role in establishing 

the style of filmmaking. 

 Influenced by theatrical lighting from the late 19th century, cinematic lighting 

practice in early cinema mainly adopted two approaches: realist or representational lighting 
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(Baxter 1975, 87). In the era of gas lights, lighting in the theatre was mostly applied 

according to a principle of realism: two-dimensional props were used on the stage and the 

thick, soft gaslighting helped establish the location, weather, and time of a given scene. 

However, in the 1880s, electric light became increasingly ubiquitous. Electric light was 

incomparably brighter and stronger than gas light. Around the same time, advancements in 

lighting techniques brought another challenge to the theatre: It made the combination of 

2D graphics and live actors on stage lose their semblance of reality. This called for a 

transformation in stage lighting practices, and a shift away from the realistic approach in 

stage lighting (Baxter 1975, 85). 

The revolutionary leap in lighting practices during the 20th century was inspired by 

Appia and Edward Gordon Craig’s conceptions of stage design and lighting (MacGowan 

1966, 434). Breaking through the realistic lighting practice of the Victorian Stage, Appia 

treated light as a tool for storytelling, a means for revealing the inner life of characters by 

bringing out emotional experiences and the dramatic power of the plots (this idea was 

conceptually related to Craig’s concept of lighting). This approach to lighting is known as 

the representational approach. Drawing on technology, materials, and personnel from the 

theatre, the filmmaking industry inherited this representational approach to lighting from 

the theatre, using it the 1910s onwards.  

As importantly, this conception of cinematic light is still dominant in the studies of 

cinematic lighting to this day. Take existing studies on cinematic lighting, such as Sharon 

A. Russell’s (1981) studies on the lighting style of six French cinematographers; Patrick 

Keating’s (2010) discussion of lighting convention in classical Hollywood cinema; Lara 

Thompson’s (2015) analysis on the use of light as a meaning-creating tool in narrative 
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cinema. These studies typically understand cinematic lighting as a representational element 

associated with film plots. By contrast, light in Iwai’s films works in a different way. 

Consider some famous scenes in Iwai’s films, including the scene in Love Letter (1995) 

when Fujii is reading at the corner of library; when Ageha in Swallowtail Butterfly (1996) 

gets her tattoo; when Nireno in April Story (1998) introduces herself in an awkward manner; 

when Hasumi in All About Lily Chou-Chou (2001) is listening to his discman in the green 

field, or the scene in Hana & Alice (2004) when Alice does her solo ballet dance. These 

scenes are all shot with a similar technique: the application of backlighting.  

This is use of backlighting cannot be properly understood if we simply associate 

lighting with narration. Noticing the limitation of existing approaches to study light in 

Iwai’s films, I want to turn my attention to a new paradigm formulated in recent film studies. 

This paradigm conceptualizes cinema as an experiential engagement beyond representation, 

and draws on the notion of affect and sensation in Deleuzian philosophy. 

 In scholarship within film studies since the 2000s onwards (e.g. Kennedy 2000; 

Powell 2005; Beugnet 2007), scholars have started to note the limitation of the 

representational approach and sought for a post-semiotic space in studying film. As Powell 

put it, in her study of the horror film: 

Theories of representation and narrative structure neglect the primacy of the 

corporeal affect, and although there has been some exploratory work with film 

spectatorship, the affective dynamic of the films has so far been downplayed... 

Film, like literature, painting, and philosophy itself, is a distinctively embodied 

thought process. An understanding of medium-specific operations of lighting, 

sound, framing and montage enables insight into the nature of movement and 
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time. Rather than mapping pre-existing thought onto film text as allegory, I 

moved closer to thinking the experience directly in its own terms. (Powell 2005, 

2) 

Following Deleuzian insights on cinema, these recent film theorists and critics 

conceptualize the filmic experience not as a pure visual experience, but as a corporeal 

engagement with the materiality of moving images. Such a new aesthetic paradigm may 

provide valuable insight to the understanding of lighting, a crucial material element and 

aesthetic feature of Shunji Iwai’s films. Focusing on Shunji Iwai’s films, this project sets 

out to question the immanent power of lighting in the film medium, a materialistic 

aesthetics of sensation and affect derived from Deleuzian philosophy. 

 This thesis will be divided into six chapters. In the next chapter, I will first review 

previous studies on cinematic light, through which I will explain why I call for this material 

turn in studying the aesthetics of light in Shunji Iwai’s films. After that, I will outline the 

analytical trajectory that underlines this study by reviewing some major texts by Deleuze 

on aesthetics and cinema, and by establishing a set of terms that explain the role of 

sensation in the film medium. Following Deleuze’s taxonomy on cinematic images, film 

analysis on Shunji Iwai will be divided into three chapters, each chapter will discuss how 

backlighting arouses sensation of different level in the three types of movement-images 

suggested by Deleuze. Finally, I will conclude this thesis with a further discussion on the 

unique analytical trajectory adopted in my study, suggesting how it may be further 

developed for cinema studies in the future. 
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Chapter 2 

Literature review and methodology 

 

Light in Japanese film studies 

Although Shunji Iwai has been regarded one of the most talented young directors in Japan 

after the success of Love Letter (1995), his subsequent works have been more or less 

criticized by film critics and scholars of Japanese film studies for their lack of “content” 

and for their being youth-oriented. Writing for the Movieguide, film critic Donald Richie 

(1996) points out that the Iwai aesthetics turns Iwai’s films into a ‘big, long, heavy MTV’ 

with meaningless and illusory content. Similar to Richie, an eminent Japanese film scholar, 

Sato Tadao, criticizes Iwai’s subsequent works as ‘falling short of any real content or 

meaning’ and ‘failing to accurately represent a real cultural milieu in Japan’ (Laird 2010). 

Indeed, these and other criticisms of Iwai’s films have labelled the director a ‘pop’ director 

who favors the taste of youths, and left him relatively underexamined by scholars. 

 According to Laird (2010), the major obstacle for Iwai’s films to be critically 

appraised by scholars of Japanese film is the gap between Iwai aesthetics and the so-called 

‘Japanese’ film aesthetics, as demonstrated in early Japanese films. Suggested by Darrell 

William Davis (1996) and Yoshimoto Mitsuhiro (2000), the study of Japanese film as a 

field has been shaped by three major authors: Donald Richie (cited above), Noël Burch, 

and David Bordwell. These authors have been influential for so long that a canon of 

culturally deterministic scholarship on Japanese cinema has emerged (see literature on 

Japanese film aesthetics as a reflection of traditional Japanese aesthetics). In the face of 
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such a canon, some independent films produced by filmmakers outside the major film 

studios (Shunji Iwai is one of these filmmakers) have been marginalized and dismissed as 

just ‘new’.  

In Joseph Anderson and Donald Riche’s The Japanese Film: art and history, Richie 

(1960) points out that the general approach of major Japanese filmmakers (e.g. Yasujiro 

Ozu, Kenji Mizoguchi, Akira Kurosawa, Shohei Imamura, Nagisa Oshima, Seijun Suzuki, 

and Kinji Fukusaku) is not to depict a ‘real world’ around them, but to construct an ideal 

world according to their imaginary cultural ideal (Anderson and Richie [1960] 1982, 11). 

In this sense, the aesthetics of Japanese cinema is a presentation2 of Japanese culture, and 

Richie states that elements of Japanese national characters can be found within Japanese 

cinema. Therefore, the real ‘content’ that Richie is searching for in Japanese films is the 

ideal ‘Japaneseness’, as presented in Japanese cinema. This is why he tends to criticize 

films that fail to express an ideal “Japaneseness” (which includes the films of Shunji Iwai).  

Furthermore, in existing film scholarship, a culturally embodied film aesthetics has 

been a major distinction between Japanese cinema and Hollywood production. This idea 

forms part of the foundation for Burch and Bordwell’s research. In To the Distant Observer: 

Form and Meaning in the Japanese Cinema, Burch (1976) takes Richie’s concept of 

presentation further, trying to argue that the culturally embodied film aesthetics in Japanese 

cinema forms the essential difference between Japanese cinema and classical Hollywood 

                                                           
2 The term here is a concept derived from Richie’s humanistic perspective towards cinema. He treats 

cinema as cultural products that ‘represent’ the cultural identity in particular cultural/historical/material 

context. 
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cinema (which, by contrast, adopts a representational mode3 of film aesthetics) (Burch 

1976, 11). Likewise, Bordwell’s studies of Japanese films are based on the contrast 

between Japanese and Hollywood cinema. In Ozu and the Poetics of Cinema (1988), he 

regards Yasujiro Ozu as the ‘most Japanese’ modernist director, since Ozu adapts 

techniques and aesthetics that are different from those of Hollywood. Still, Bordwell (1988) 

relates the development of Ozu’s Japanese film aesthetics to the unique cultural context of 

Japan, treating it as a strategy to resist the invasion of Hollywood style in Japanese cinema. 

As Laird (2010) summarizes, these authors – who write across three decades 

(Richie in the 60s, Burch in the 70s and Bordwell in the 80s) – has a tremendous influence 

on the study of Japanese films in Anglophone scholarship. The concept of presentation (as 

opposed to representation) and the emphasis of a Japanese/Hollywood dichotomy can more 

or less be seen in the study of lighting in Japanese cinema as well. As Daisuke Miyao (2013) 

suggests: 

Lighting has played a significant role not only in distinguishing the styles of 

Japanese film from those of American and European film, but also in 

identifying, or inventing, a coherent Japanese cultural tradition. (Miyao 2013, 

4) 

Miyao (2013) writes this in The Aesthetics of Shadow: Lighting and Japanese Cinema, in 

reference to Japanese films made since the late 1930s: Produced by Shochiku (a dominant 

movie company in Japan at the time), Japanese movies made after the late 1930s presented 

                                                           
3 A general approach of filmmaking that treats film aesthetics as techniques that serve functional purposes. 

No intrinsic cultural value is embodied with different aesthetic choices (Burch 1976, 71-72). 
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an ‘aesthetics of shadows’ as a tactic to contend with classical Hollywood low-key lighting, 

according to Miyao. Moreover, Miyao states that the preference of shadows in Japanese 

aesthetics can be traced back to In Praise of Shadows (1933), a short book written by 

novelist Jun’ichiro Tanizaki. In his discussion of Japanese architecture, Tanizaki 

appreciated shadows around a Japanese room as a legacy of traditional culture: 

Ultimately, it is the magic of shadow. Were the shadows to be banished from 

the corners, the alcove [in a Japanese room] would in that instant revert to mere 

void. This was the genius of our [Japanese] ancestors – that by cutting off the 

light from this empty space they imparted to the world of shadows that formed 

there a quality of mystery and depth superior to that of any wall painting or 

ornament. (Tanizaki [1933] 1977, 20-21) 

This is why Yoshino Nobutaka (1979), a production designer at Shochiku, celebrates the 

aesthetics of shadow (kage no bigaku) as having been ‘created over a long period of time’ 

and as something that exits ‘deep inside of ourselves (Japanese)’ (Miyao 2013, 1). 

 However, Shunji Iwai is certainly outside from this tradition: “I want to show that 

Japan isn’t that way anymore,” Iwai said in a 1996 interview in which he criticized early 

Japanese cinema as being too obsessed with so-called ‘Japaneseness’ (Schilling 1999, 71-

72). Iwas was born in 1963 and experienced as a young man the downturn of the Japanese 

film industry – a period when even major directors like Seijun Suzuki, Keisuke Kinoshita, 

and Akira Kurosawa struggled to release new films. Yet one film, Inugami-ke no ichizoku 

(1976) by Kon Ichikawa, shocked Iwai when he watched it at the age of thirteen. Iwai has 

described the film as a brand-new viewing experience: The super-fast editing in the film 

was fascinating in that it made the images appears though they were ‘dancing on the screen’. 
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Inugami-ke no ichizoku made Iwai give up his dream at the time – to become a manga-

artist – and inspired him to make amateur films instead. 

 In 1987, when Shunji Iwai graduated from the Yokohama National University, 

Japanese cinema was undergoing one of its toughest periods: Box office shares kept 

decreasing and it was rare for young directors to find opportunities at the major, 

mainstream film companies (at that time, mainly Toho, Shochiku, and Toei). Besides 

starting his career by directing MTV and TV dramas (as mentioned in Chapter 1), Iwai also 

formed his own production group, titled EYE’S, to produce short films since 1991. This 

early stage in Iwai’s career significantly shaped the style for which he is now known. 

Several general features of Iwai aesthetics can be seen in his early works: his preference of 

backlighting is evident in MTVs like ‘陽のあたる坂道で’ (1990), ‘部屋と Yシャツと

私’ (1992) and もう笑うしかない (1992), while experimentation with super-fast editing 

(influenced by Kon Ichikawa) can be seen in A Tin of Crab Meat (1992) and Fireworks, 

Should We See It from the Side or the Bottom? (1993).  

Hence, even before his cinematic debut, Iwai had more or less developed a set of 

techniques and aesthetic preferences which different considerably from that of the 

mainstream Japanese cinema. This makes the cultural deterministic approach in Japanese 

film studies inappropriate, or at least inadequate, when accounting for the aesthetics of 

light in Shunji Iwai’s film world. 

 

Studies of light in Western cinema 
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I will now review several relevant studies in cinematic light in order to search for a better 

theoretical pathway to conceptualize light in Iwai’s films. Baxter’s (1975) essay on the 

historical development of cinematic light focuses on the function of light, and echoes 

Burch’s (1976) claim that the major difference between Japanese and Western cinema is 

their modes of aesthetics, i.e. presentational mode (value-based) in the case of Japanese 

cinema and representational mode (functional-based) in the case of Western cinema. In his 

essay, Baxter suggests two major functions of light in early cinema: realist (which helps 

mimick the actual set-up of the scene) or representational (which helps story-telling and 

reveals the inner life of characters). These uses of lighting are inherited from stage 

performance and lighting techniques in the theatre. In response, Sharon A. Russell (1981) 

points out that Baxter’s attempt does not provide a clear direction for how to theoretically 

assess the function of light in the general style of films. Therefore, in her book Semiotics 

and lighting 4 , Russell tries to further develop Baxter’s concept of representation by 

providing a theoretical explanation of how light operates in cinema and by using the 

principle of semiotics. 

 To Russell, cinema is a communication system between sender (film artist) and 

receiver (spectators) through which messages are sent, or encoded, in the film text. 

However, Russell notes that film critics seldom deal with the function of light as a 

communicative element, due to its relatively ‘low visibility’ when compares to other filmic 

elements, such as sound and color: 

                                                           
4 In which Russell studied the lighting style of six French cinematographers, Henri Decae. Ghislain 

Cloquet, Willy Kurant, Nestor Almendros, Jean Rabier and Edmond Richard. 
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One major reason for the immediate impact of sound is its importance to the 

narrative, the overriding concern of what has been called the dominant cinema, 

the classical cinema. Color and wide screen processes become more and more 

‘visible’ when they directly affect the diegesis (the color red in Marnie, the 

deliberate use of black and white in the Last Picture Show, the relationship 

between the epic and the wide screen). It is at this point that they also attract 

theoretical attention. (Russell 1981, 13) 

While the impact of sound and color are so obvious in terms of storytelling, the function 

of light has been somehow marginalized in existing semiotic studies – a trend Russell wants 

to challenge. As Russell (1981) suggests, light occupies a unique status in the medium of 

photography and cinema: Light is essential to the formation of images and transportation 

of images into a camera and onto a screen, and thus governs the transformation of the 

profilmic into the filmic and is pivotal in the transmission of all filmic codes for narration 

in cinema (Russell 1981, 28). Following Umberto Eco’s conception of images (which treats 

image as a recreation of reality instead of mere mechanical reproduction of objects), 

Russell considers how all images are perceived as codes within a system of expectation 

and assumption, which in turn is shaped by spectators’ past experiences (Russell 1981, 31). 

In the case of the cinema, when light is directly participating in the creation of images, it 

also directly participates in the creation of all filmic codes.  

The most obvious case of a recreation of reality in cinema is the transformation of 

a three-dimensional reality into two-dimensional images. In this case, artist and 

cinematographer use light and shadow to create the illusion of volume and mass in the 

cinematic images, which gives the sense of space to spectators (Russell 1981, 31). But this 
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sense of space should not be taken for granted: Spectators have somehow learned to

understand images in such a way through past experiences. In this sense, the tension

between light and shadow operates at the connotative level, as a visual code that waits for

viewers to decode it (in order to facilitate narration). According to Saussurean semiotics,

the relationship between signified (profilmic) and signifier (filmic) is arbitrary, and such

arbitrariness allows artists to develop their own style and aesthetics preferences for filmic

expression. Yet in a practical sense, when light functions to facilitate narration, some

lighting techniques will be seen as more ‘suitable’ in particular scenes, based on how they

will be understood by spectators. For example, low-key lighting may be seen as more

suitable than high-key lighting when you are shooting a street at night and want to create

an atmosphere of anxiety. Eventually, a convention in lighting practices will be established

within cultural spheres (like the ‘aesthetics of shadow’ in Japanese cinema) and act as a

suggestions for cinematographers, guiding them in how to deal with different scenes and

how to fulfill different functional purposes.

 The relationship between lighting conventions and their related functions is the 

central issue in Patrick Keating’s discussion on Hollywood lighting. In his book Hollywood 

Lighting from the Silent Era to Film Noir, Keating (2010) lists out four general groups of 

lighting conventions that he finds in Hollywood films from 1917 to 1950. The first group 

of lighting conventions are figure-lighting conventions that indicate how to best illuminate 

actors. In classical Hollywood films, three-point lighting is usually applied in character 

portraits in order to portray the characters and create the illusion of roundness (real 

existence) (Keating 2010, 54). Keating gives as examples different portraits of characters 

in My Best Girl (1927), including the young female character Maggie Johnson (Mary 
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Pickford), the young male character Joe Grant (Charles Rogers) and an old man Pa Johnson 

(Lucien Littlefield). He uses these characters to illustrate how different characters are 

portrayed (youth and old, male and female) by alternating light sources (soft and hard light). 

The second group of lighting conventions is effect-lighting, which corresponds to the 

reproduction of effects under the conditions of a story. For example, in Old San Francisco 

(1927), cinematographer Hal Mohr used a handheld lamp to represent two men fighting: 

Instead of actually showing the two men fighting, the movie shows shadows of the two 

men cast on the wall (Keating 2010, 68). The third group of lighting conventions are 

genre/scene conventions which are genre-based conventional rules. Examples include 

bright light in comedies, somber light in dramas, soft light in romances, and hard light in 

crime stories (Keating 2010, 3). The fourth group are recommendations on how a complete 

picture is organized by the use of lighting in order to draw spectators’ attention to a 

particular detail in a given image or frame. For example, the brightest light source will be 

put on the most important part of the story (usually the main character), guiding the eyes 

of the viewers to the center of the image and diminishing the attention given to the 

(insignificant) background.5 This can make the story easier to follow (Keating 2010, 82).  

In general, the four lighting conventions listed by Keating offer convenient reference 

points for Hollywood lighting. By following these conventional rules, a cinematographer 

may create a wide range of aesthetic effects with lighting. Keating (2010) further suggests 

four major functions of light in Hollywood cinema: (1) storytelling (to set up a suitable 

mood for narration according to the script); (2) realism (to mimic the precise look of a 

                                                           
5 Keating uses different images from The Rag Man (1925), The Love Light (1921), the Cheat (1915), The 

Golden Chance (1915), A Romance of the Redwoods (1917), and Lorna Doone (1922) to illustrate this 

point (Keating 2010, 82-89). 
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given scene, such as sunlight passing through a window and moonlight reflecting on the 

surface of a lake, by the use of artificial light) (Keating 2010, 5); (3) glamour (to present 

glamorous outlook of film stars); and (4) pictorial quality (to achieve the sense of balance 

in terms of image form by reasonable distribution of light and shadow). However, in most 

cases, the conventional lighting is multifunctional6, and it is up to the director to decide 

which function they want to achieve/give up in a given scene (Keating 2010, 196). 

 However, when considering classical Hollywood cinema, scholars like David 

Bordwell, Janet Staiger, and Kristin Thompson (1985) still believe that cinematic lighting 

is committed to one function in particular, which is storytelling7. This is also what Lara 

Thompson (2015) tries to argue in her book Film Light: Meaning and Emotion. When 

Keating points out that lighting in Hollywood cinema helps tell a story by constructing 

suitable moods for narration, Thompson goes a bit further: She claims that cinematic light 

itself is a representational element, an artistic narrative tool that creates meanings 

(Thompson 2015, 2). Unlike Russell (1981), Thompson (2015) does not engage with 

theoretical discussions on the representational function of light, but tries to make her point 

by grouped scene/image analysis. She groups the analysis of thirty-three chosen films by 

their associate lighting patterns (most of the films are popular Hollywood and French films, 

for no stated reason. The oldest one included is A Trip to the Moon (1902) and the most 

recent one is TRON: Legacy (2010)).  

                                                           
6 Keating points out that the three-point lighting, the most common lighting set-up in Hollywood films is 

capable to fulfill all four functions at the same time (Keating 2010, 3). 

7 Bordwell, David, Janet Staiger, and Kristin Thomson. The Classical Hollywood Cinema: Film Style and 

Mode of Production to 1960. London: Routledge, 1999.  
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Chapter 1, ‘Identity’, discusses how the functional lighting in ‘star close-ups’ 

transform the face and body of characters into objects of sympathy and desire, as 

demonstrates in films such as La passion de Jeanne d’Arc (1928), Blond Venus (1932), The 

Third Man (1949), and Apocalypse Now (1979). Chapter 2, ‘Authenticity’, discusses how 

the use of naturalistic daylight provides authentic and energetic experiences in films such 

as Bicycle Thieves (1948), Breathless (1960), A Taste of Honey (1961) and The Celebration 

(1998). Chapter 3, ‘The imaginary’, discusses how light has been use expressively to create 

fictional imaginary world in Metropolis (1927), An American in Paris (1951) and Close 

Encounters of the Third Kind (1977). Chapter 4, ‘Mystery’, discusses how the application 

of chiaroscuro creates suspense, threatening atmospheres, and ambivalent characters in 

Nosferatu (1922), Once Upon a Time in the West (1968), Blue Velvet (1986) and Batman 

Begins (2005). Chapter 5, ‘The past’, discusses how dim and gloomy light helps to 

reconstruct the sense of ‘the past’ in films such as Raging Bull (1980), The Man Who 

Wasn’t There (2001), Sin City (2005), and A Single Man (2009). Finally, Chapter 6, ‘The 

magic hour’, discusses how digital lighting depicts twilight in order to produce a cinematic 

experience between waking and dreaming in films such as La note (1961), The Birds (1963), 

Fight Club (1999), and Donnie Darko (2001).  

Having reviewed existing scholarship, I want to conclude that in Anglophone film 

studies, cinematic light is often being studied based on its functions – and mostly based on 

how it serves to facilitate narration, which is the overriding concern of dominant cinema. 

In this sense, light is conceptualized as a representational element in films that creates 

meanings. Yet narration does not seem to be the primary concern of Shunji Iwai. If we 

review some famous scenes in his films, we will find that they are all shot with a similar 
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technique: the use of backlighting. Consider the scene when Fujii is reading at the corner 

of library in Love Letter (1995) (see figure 1), when Ageha is getting her tattoo in 

Swallowtail Butterfly (1996) (see figure 2), when Nireno introduces herself in an awkward 

manner in April Story (1998) (see figure 3), when Hasumi is listening to his discman in the 

green paddy field in All About Lily Chou-Chou (2001) (see figure 4)  and Alice’s solo ballet 

dance in Hana & Alice (2004) (see figure 5). This is unexplainable if we simply associate 

light with narration. 

  

Figures 1 and 2. Snapshots from Love Letter (1995) and Swallowtail Butterfly (1996). 

 

Figures 3 and 4. Snapshots from April Story (1998) and All About Lily Chou-Chou (2001)  
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Figure 5. Snapshot from Hana & Alice (2004). 

Noting the limitation of existing approaches to study light in Iwai’s films, I want to 

turn my attention to a new paradigm formulated in recent film studies – a trajectory which 

conceptualizes cinema as experiential engagement beyond representation and builds on 

Deleuze’s notion of affect and sensation. 

 

A material turn in recent film studies 

In her book Deleuze and Cinema: The Aesthetics of Sensation, Barbara M. Kennedy (2000) 

starts her theoretical inquiry of contemporary cinema with a dissatisfaction with existing 

film theory, especially feminist film theory (which has been dominated by the debates 

about representation, signification, semiotics and structuralism) (Kennedy 2000, 4). In her 

encounter with contemporary neo-noir movies like Blade Runner (1982), Leon (1994), 

Orlando (1992), The English Patient (1996) and others, she finds those films enjoyable to 

watch despite their politically problematic (e.g. objectifying and disempowering) 
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representations of women. At this point, Kennedy notes the limitations of dominant 

structuralist film theories, which typically understand film as a meaningful text8: 

Film theory to date has failed to provide an adequate understanding of how 

film matters, how it impacts, how it acts as a body in motion, in space and time, 

with other material elements of our world. Instead film theory has been locked 

into formal analysis of ideology, representation and critiques of signification. 

Contemporary films display a wide range of effects, tonalities, reverberations, 

intensities, which connect at an affective level, beyond any sense of 

subjectivity. A new aesthetic theory, which accounts for how the affective is 

formulated through color, sound, movement, force, intensity, not just through 

psychical mechanisms, but through material elements such as the mind/brain 

and body, may be possible through a collusion with a Bergsonian-influenced 

Deleuzian philosophy. (Kennedy 2000, 4-5) 

Engaging film as text, cultural theories show no intention to capture the cinematic 

experience on its own and hence fail to explain why films such as those mentioned above 

can still operate as pleasurable and desirable experiences (Kennedy 2000, 9). Therefore, 

Kennedy turns to seek for ‘lines of flight’ from Deleuzian philosophy, in which she tries 

to find a language to theorize the experiential characteristics of cinema beyond 

representation. 

                                                           
8 Here Kennedy (2000) is referring to the dominant feminist film theories adapted from psychoanalysis, 

which she argues overrelies on Freudian/Lacanian structures of desire when reading films (Kennedy 2000, 

5) 



29 

 By referring to Deleuze’s concept of sensation, Kennedy (2000) theorizes cinema 

as an event of ‘material capture’ which is experiential and not just representational. This 

material capture is a body of materiality (an assemblage of color, sound, light, movement, 

force, intensity…), which performs as an abstract machine or an assemblage, and functions 

with the corporeal bodies of viewers on the affective level (Kennedy 2000, 24). Therefore, 

cinematic experience is not just visual and auditory, but rather a synaesthetics of corporeal 

sensations. The viewer is no longer a separated spectator watching the film, but “becomes” 

with the sensation in which his subjectivity is subsumed: 

The filmic encounter involves all aspects of the body’s sensibilities, not just 

vision and brain: eye and cortex, but the entire body, an integrating of the 

materiality of film and the environment. Subject and object integrate into larger 

autonomy of involvement: matter and mind meld together, as a technic or as 

an assemblage... Here the aesthetic experience involves a whole and total 

engagement with molecular forces of being in the world. A complete 

depersonalisation is involved, where subjectivity is rendered subjectless... A 

feeling is not owned by a subject, but the subject is part of the feeling. 

(Kennedy 2000, 31) 

 Kennedy (2000) suggests this new, Deleuze-inspired paradigm in order to articulate 

the processuality and materiality of cinema as ‘neo-aesthetics’. It breaks through the 

transcendental, classical aesthetics, which is based on the dichotomy between 

subject/object, and offers a language or set of terms for theorizing the material aesthetics 

in an immanent sense: 
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The concept of the beautiful in classical definitions was premised on an 

external opposition of object and subject, between objectivity and subjectivity. 

A different definition of beautiful within neo-aesthetic involves a melding of 

these terms as inseparable elements of ‘matter’. This new conception of the 

‘beautiful’ and sensation, then, within the neo-aesthetic is not premised upon 

romantic, transcendent individualism but it is based upon impersonal, 

biological, corporeal ‘matter’ in the material... Thus ‘beauty’ has nothing to do 

with ‘taste’ or as a judgement of taste, but is rather a felt ‘immediacy’, ‘force’ 

or ‘intensity’ in process. A neo-aesthetic in this sense then is an aesthetic as an 

abiding, a manner of being in continual process, or ‘becoming’, where 

subjectivity is rendered subjectless, and the affective is a material state. 

(Kennedy 2000, 31) 

Such a new paradigm offers valuable insights for critically rethinking the power of light in 

Shunji Iwai’s films. When the use of lighting cannot be fully explained with the logic of 

representation, we may try to appreciate it in an immanent sense and consider how it 

operates, in light of Deleuze’s theories on film and aesthetics, as movements, force, and 

sensation.  

Kennedy’s study is an important reference point for a significant turn in film studies. 

Other scholars have started to rethink cinema in light of Deleuzian theories, with Anna 

Powell (2005) being the first to apply such theories in genre-based film studies. In her book 

Deleuze and Horror Film, Powell’s (2005) opening chapter, ‘New Direction in Horror Film 

Studies’, points out a potential paradigm shift in horror film studies. Like Kennedy (2000), 

Powell’s project starts by problematizing the dominant tendency in the representational 
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reading of horror films, which neglects the primacy of corporeal affect when theorizing 

spectatorship. In order to theorize the unique horrifying experience of horror films, Powell 

(2005) mainly refers to the two cinema books of Deleuze, Cinema 1: The Movement-Image 

and Cinema 2: The Time-Image, through which she argues that horror films spectators feels 

the films directly on the nerve-endings and experience horror films as an event composed 

of various movements (Powell 2005, 201). In the third chapter of her book, Powell (2005) 

tries to draw the connection between cinematic light and Deleuze’s concept of the 

movement-image. She argues that cinematic light itself operates as movement and arouses 

sensory distortions to the spectators of German expressionist horror films:  

Cinematic light is light in motion. Like photography, the film medium works 

in (already moving) light, but with additional properties of motion as film 

moves through camera and through the projector’s own beam of light… 

Film/philosophy explores light because it is movement, and ‘the movement-

image and the light-image are two facets of the same appearing’. Deleuze 

foregrounds the modulations of light in German Expressionist cinema as 

‘intensive movement par excellence’. (Powell 2005, 120) 

Bear in mind that Deleuze’s main focus is on the materiality of cinema, while 

Powell (2005) concentrates on material elements, such as rhythms of movement, dynamics 

of framing and modulations of light when doing her analysis on horror film. Therefore, 

when she encounters the classic German expressionist horror Nosferatu (1922), Powell 

treats light in that film as elements of movement and vibrations of force, and discusses how 

light affect spectators in a corporeal sense outside of the film plot – as sensory distortions 

that directly act on spectators’ nervous systems. When light and dark is conventionally 
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used for symbolic contrasts of good and evil in silent horror films, the grey tones (as seen 

in Nosferatu (1922), for instance) convey a physical fog and lack of psychic clarity (Powell 

2005, 120). In this sense, the general style of lighting in the film divorces from immediate 

intellectual (representational) understanding, making the spectators disoriented and unsure 

of how to react or make sense of such an aesthetic element. Using Deleuzian terminology, 

Powell describes that what the spectators see in this film is ‘any-space whatever’, a tactile 

world that created by the affect of light and shadow: 

Expressionism’s disorienting shadow world extends into the ‘interior’ 

metaphysical dimensions of an opaque ‘any-space-whatever’. This ‘is a 

perfectly singular space, which has merely lost its homogeneity’ to become ‘a 

space of virtual conjunction, grasped as pure locus of the possible’. It is not an 

abstract universal, but is manifest via aesthetic affect…it becomes a ‘tactile’ 

space of ‘textual intensity rather than spatial extensity’, which we ‘feel’ 

through our virtual sense of touch. Deleuze’s analysis here connects aesthetic 

style, corporeal affect and metaphysical reverberation in an experiential 

assemblage. The dynamic conflict of light and dark is the shifting foundation 

of this intensive world. (Powell 2005, 120-121) 

After the analysis of the general lighting style in Nosferatu, Powell (2005) moves on to 

look at the opening sequence in the film. The opening sequence is a composition of footage 

of the casual lives of the protagonists, Hutter and his wife, before the vampire appears. 

What interests Powell in this sequence, is the technique of ‘irising in and out’ (effect like 

the opening and closing of eyelid) connecting different scenes. Such adjustments of light 
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is, to Powell, mimicking the opening and closing of eyelids, which has a relaxing and 

soporific effect on the spectators (Powell 2005, 121).  

In her short analysis of Nosferatu (1922), Powell demonstrates how cinematic light 

can be experienced on a corporeal level, and is not only restricted to a visual experience. It 

opens up a tactile space of cinematic encounters and corporeal responses as well. The 

tactile quality of the cinema is central also to Beugnet’s (2007) study of French films. In 

her book Cinema and Sensation: French Film and the Art of Transgression, Martine 

Beugnet (2007) discovers what she calls ‘haptic images’ in the films of Philippe 

Grandrieux and Vincent Dieutre. The haptic image, in her description, is the visual image 

that arouses a sense of touch (hapticity). For instance, the opening scene of Sombre (1999) 

starts with footages of a car driving along a mountain road during sunset (the camera is 

following the car, located in a car further behind). Passing of time in this opening sequence 

is rendered through the diminishing sunlight: When the view becomes darker and darker 

due to the setting of the sun, the soundtrack (resembling the sounds of a buzzer) amplifies 

correspondingly. This is followed by a sharp cut to a close-up of a group of children, who 

are screaming loudly. They are in a theatre, looking curiously at the screen or stage, and 

they keep screaming.  As a viewer, you cannot discern from their faces whether they are 

scared or excited. Finally, we have a sequence with shaky camera-work, which depicts the 

landscape around the mountain road. The images are obscure and the landscape blends into 

a mixture of color, light, and movement.  

As Beugnet notes, Grandrieux creates a sense of ‘free-floating, gaseous perception’ 

through the use of ‘throbbing, under-lit image and amorphous sound-track’ (Beugnet 2007, 

3). To Beugnet (2007), such a sense of ‘free-floating’ is a multi-sensory experience offered 
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by the cinema through the manipulation of vision and sound, and composed of material 

elements like light, camera movement, framing, sound intensity, and more (Beugnet 2007, 

3). The haptic images open the spectators to sensory awareness and let them become 

physically affected beyond mere visual perception. Such a discovery inspires Beugnet to 

rethink cinematic spectatorship in terms of materiality – that is, to theorize cinematic 

experience as bodily engagement with the materiality of images.  

 As Beugnet addresses, the conventional conception of the observer/observed 

relation of cinema is based on the Cartesian thinking of dualism, in which the observing 

subject is treated as a separate entity from the object being observed. The observer in this 

sense operates as a rational subject, exercising a detached and objectifying gaze that enjoys 

cinema mainly based on its representative qualities, such as plot, character, identification, 

and narrative logic (Beugnet 2007, 65). Furthermore, such a detached vision implies a 

preference for visual perception over other senses, which overrules the fundamental 

material qualities of films as movement in light and sound (Beugnet 2007, 5). Therefore, 

Beugnet argues for the need to explore the sensory experiences of the cinema as conveyed 

by sensuous and tactile qualities of shots.  

 To theorize how the materiality of the cinema works to arouse sensations, Beugnet 

(2007) appeals to Deleuze’s (1981) study on the painting of Francis Bacon in Francis 

Bacon: The Logic of Sensation, which considers how modern visual art goes beyond the 

logic of representation (figuration) by the creation of figures: 

As if echoing Artaud’s call for a ‘third path’ (the claim for an alternative to 

psychological/narrative cinema on the one hand and abstract cinema on the 

other), in his seminal reflection on figuration and abstraction, Logique de la 
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sensation, philosopher Gilles Deleuze sets out to develop an alternative route. 

Deleuze considers how modern art can go beyond figuration, yet not turn into 

abstraction – how the image can evolve between the purely figurative and the 

purely abstract…Intended to describe the evolution of painting and serve as a 

premise to a study of Francis Bacon’s work, Deleuze’s analysis seems equally, 

if not more, applicable to the medium of moving images because film is, first 

and foremost, a medium of time and change, where image and sound are in 

constant mutation. (Beugnet 2007, 64) 

Treating cinema as a constant mutation of images, Beugnet believes that Deleuze’s analysis 

of modern painting is also applicable to the study of cinema. She then suggests that the 

fluctuation between figuration and figure is rendered possible in the medium of cinema by 

the application of haptic images. As she puts it: 

To foreground the materiality of the film medium is to unsettle the frontier 

between subject and object, figure and ground – the basis of our conception 

and representation of the self as a separate entity. ‘Hapticity’ and the denial of 

perspective perturb the visual hierarchy that tends to designate the human 

figure as a self-standing, autonomous entity at the centre of representation. 

(Beugnet 2007, 63) 

What Beugnet means is that the haptic images invite the spectators to encounter the 

material appearance of images and encourage a ‘haptic-gaze’ (Beugnet 2007, 63). Unlike 

the objectifying gaze, the haptic gaze is a visual perception akin to a sense of touch, which 

means that the viewer is becoming with the images. This blurs the boundary between 
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subject and object, and thus dehierachises perception, revealing the cinematic affect over 

a distanced reading of films: 

Whereas optic images set discrete, self-standing elements of figuration in 

illusionistic spaces, haptic images dehierachise perception, drawing attention 

back to tactile details and the material surface where figure and ground start to 

fuse. Haptic image thus encourages a mode of visual perception akin to the 

sense of touch, where the eye, sensitised to the image's concrete appearance, 

becomes responsive to qualities usually made out through skin contact. 

(Beugnet 2007, 66) 

 In other words, the oscillation between figuration and figure in cinema is rendered 

by the inter-changing between optic images and haptic images, between distanced reading 

and synaesthetic encounters with cinematic images. Beugnet then affirms the power of the 

cinema to awake such synaesthetic perceptions as primarily affective, multi-sensory 

experiences immanent to the materiality of films. She elaborates:  

Through framing, camera movement, light and contrast, the grain of the image 

and the mix of different film stocks, as well as the variations in sound and 

visual intensities, the effect of the audio-visual footage extends to touch, smell 

and taste, and, in turn, operates as a relay between the sensual and the emotional 

– the diffuse but pervasive multi-sensory evocation of pleasure, desire, longing, 

fear and terror. (Beugnet 2007, 74) 

 To briefly summarize, studies by Kennedy (2000), Powell (2005), and Beugnet 

(2007) demonstrate a significant paradigm shift in recent film studies towards a material 
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aesthetics of cinema. Under such paradigm, cinematic light is conceptualized as a material 

part of cinematic images, which operates as force, movement, and intensity that render 

sensations. Such material encounters can be described as the immanent aesthetic power of 

light. In the next part, I will give a general review on some writings by Gilles Deleuze on 

aesthetics, sensation and cinema. Roaming around all these important texts by Deleuze, I 

want to gather a set of terms, as a trajectory for a more profound, intensive understanding 

of cinematic light in terms of affect and sensation. 

 

Theoretical review 

Published in 1981, the book Francis Bacon: The Logic of Sensation is a major text by 

Deleuze on aesthetics. As Ronald Bouge notes, there is a switch to a concern for art on the 

part of Deleuze after the publication of this book. To illustrate, he wrote two books on 

cinema, known as Movement-Image and Time-Image in 1983 and 1985, respectively, and 

discusses Baroque architecture in The Fold: Leibniz and the Baroque from 1988. There are 

also the writings on literature collected in Essays Critical and Clinical (1993). This is why 

the translator of the book, Daniel W. Smith suggests readers to treat The Logic of Sensation 

as a crucial text within Deleuze’s broader philosophy of art. 

Deleuze’s aesthetic viewpoint can generally be found in What is Philosophy? (1991), 

the last book he co-authored with Felix Guattari. In their discussion of art in the seventh 

chapter, ‘Percept, Affect, and Concept’, Deleuze and Guattari first define art in this way: 

What is preserved -- the thing or the work of art -- is a bloc of sensations, that 

is to say, a compound of percepts and affects. (WP: 164) 
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Like scenery on a canvas, a young boy smiling in a film, or the posture of a statue, what an 

artwork preserves is, to Deleuze and Guattari, not the form, but the material captures of the 

scenery, the smile, and the posture as percepts and affects: 

Percepts are no longer perceptions; they are independent of a state of those who 

experience them. Affects are no longer feelings or affections; they go beyond 

the strength of those who undergo them. Sensations, percepts, and affects are 

beings whose validity in themselves and exceeds of lived stages... The work of 

art is a being of sensation and nothing else: it exists in itself. (WP: 164) 

Independent of creators and the viewers, art preserves a bloc of sensation, a compound of

percepts and affects. In other words, the power of an artwork is the sensation it preserves

over time. To Deleuze and Guattari, sensation refers only to the materiality of artworks,

like the words in literature, notes in music, colors in paintings, and images in films. There

is only one aim for art: to extract a bloc of sensations, a landscape that is independent or

before the spectators, by means of materials. Once the spectator encounters the artwork, it

operates as an event site that invites spectator to become part of such a nonhuman landscape

of affect. This is known as the deterritorializing function of art, which wrestles the percepts

from perceptions of objects. Artists, in this sense, are the presenters and inventors of affect,

people who make affect stand alone in artworks (WP: 170-175).

 To Deleuze, there are three great forms of thought – art, science and philosophy – 

each of which are working in distinct domains and always confront chaos (WP: 197). If 

philosophers are people who create and invent concepts for thinking, the artist is the one 

who creates sensible aggregates, and makes the spectators become with the sensation. 

Great artists are also great thinkers: They do not think in terms of philosophical concepts, 
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but in terms of percepts and affects through different materials in different art forms. For 

example, painters think in terms of lines and color, musicians think in terms of sound, and 

filmmakers think in terms of images. Therefore, as a philosopher, the major purpose on the 

part of Deleuze to study art is to create philosophical concepts corresponding to the sensible 

aggregates of art – in other words, to map out a general logic of sensation, in order to show 

how an artwork invites the spectators to become with sensation. This is his major aim for 

the study of modern paintings. 

 Although Deleuze never explicitly explains the reason behind his preference for 

Francis Bacon, some traces can be found if one looks at the focus of Deleuze’s analysis of 

Bacon’s paintings. As Smith summarizes: 

The series of philosophical concepts created by Deleuze throughout the book, 

are not only related to particular aspect of Bacon’s painting but also occupy a 

place in the ‘general logic of sensation’ in Deleuze’s philosophy’. (Smith 2003, 

viii) 

In other words, Deleuze’s study on Bacon’s paintings is not a work of general art criticism, 

but a philosophical inquiry into the interaction between material forces (these material 

forces are actualized by color in the form of paintings), figure and space in terms of affect 

and sensation.  

In this sense, an ideal object for Deleuze’s study would not be a particular figure that 

has been caged in the logic of representation of a certain artwork, but a figure of ‘nobody’, 

a material site of sensation. And this is where Deleuze finds his alignment with Bacon: 
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What directly interests him [Bacon] is a violence that is involved only with 

color and line: the violence of the sensation (and not of a representation), a 

static or potential violence, a violence of reaction and expression…What 

fascinates Bacon is not movement, but its effect on an immobile body. (LS: 

xxix) 

This immobile body is the fundamental concept used in Deleuze’s analysis, which he calls  

“Figure”. To Deleuze, figuration is a form of expression that points to an object waiting to 

be represented, whereas figure is a form that directly connects to sensation, since it 

functions as the material support or framework that sustains a precise sensation (Smith 

2003, xiii).  

I would suggest that Deleuze turns to Francis Bacon’s painting in his contemplation 

because of the discovery of Figure, which aligns with the central idea of his aesthetics: An 

artwork is a bloc of sensation created by an artist who thinks in terms of sensible aggregates. 

Therefore, the series of concepts that Deleuze creates throughout the whole book on 

Francis Bacon can be treated as the logic of coloring sensation, as discovered in the figures 

of Bacon’s paintings. 

How does modern paintings function as blocs of sensation? This is the major 

question Deleuze (1981) tries to deal with in The Logic of Sensation. To Deleuze, before 

the act of painting, there were figurative givens presupposed on the canvas as conventions, 

which determined paintings as representations of external objects or landscapes (LS: 71). 

Such convention established an optical organization on the canvas, from which a figurative 

relationship between and within what is going to be painted were decided. Therefore, it is 

the task of artists to challenge this figurative cliché – or in Deleuze’s words, to break up 
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the sovereign optical organization by confronting chaos/catastrophe, to render sensation 

(LS: 101).  

To Deleuze, sensation is the opposite of the cliché, the ready-made (LS: 31). 

Throughout the whole book, Deleuze encounters Bacon’s paintings from different 

perspectives, through which he articulates the ways in which Bacon’s works wrestle with 

the figurative cliché and render sensation with the use of Figure under a complex logic of 

rhythm. As Deleuze describes, when the figure is the sensible form of sensation in the 

paintings, rhythm is the coexistence of different movements related to the figure. All these 

movements on the figure are what addresses the picture as a dynamic whole and confront 

chaos to the optical organization. Furthermore, the concept of rhythm is what Deleuze 

called the ‘logic of senses’ in the community of art; it appears as music notes in music 

when it invests on the auditory level, and as color in paintings when it invests on the visual 

level (LS:  42). But what if such a rhythm appears in cinema? When color is the only visible 

material in paintings, light is also the fundamental condition for the visuality of cinematic 

images. Cinematic images can be only produced when light passes through the camera lens 

and is captured on film. In this sense, when there is a rhythm of color that passes over 

paintings, there may be also a rhythm of light which acts on cinematic figures and triggers 

sensations at different levels.  

When Delezue suggests sensation as coexistence of movements related to figures, 

The Logic of Sensation provides us a general logic of sensation on the level of images. 

However, cinema is not a collection of immobile images, but a dynamic process 

constructed by continuity between different images. There is another set of ‘coexisting 

movements’ which appears in cinema and renders sensations at a more complex level – 
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namely, different images which Deleuze delineate in his Cinema books as movement-

images. 

 

Movement in cinema 

The translators of Cinema 1, Hugh Tomlinson and Barbara Habberjam, write in the 

introduction to the book: 

This is Gilles Deleuze’s first book on film, published in France in October 1983. 

It is an illustration and exemplification of Deleuze’s radical view of philosophy 

developed in a series of major work, from Difference and Repetition to A 

Thousand Plateaus. (C1: xi) 

The two Cinema books by Deleuze should never be read as being simply about cinema, 

but also as philosophical enquiries. As defined by Deleuze, a philosophical project in the 

traditional sense is a project creating concepts9. This is what Deleuze does in his cinema 

project: He creates concepts related to cinema, as an illustration of his critical engagement 

with Western epistemology. 

To think in terms of cinema, Deleuze works out a taxonomy of cinematic concepts 

which, as he describes, are neither technical (like technical terms for different kind of shots 

or camera movement), critical (based on genre), nor even linguistic (in the sense that 

cinema should not be seen as a universal language or a kind of language in itself) (C1: ix). 

In common conceptions, Deleuze points out, cinema has been seen as a composition of 

images and signs, delivering pre-verbal intelligible contents. This inspires a semiotic 

                                                           
9 Interview with Catherine Clément, L’ Arc 49 (Deleuze), second edition, 1980, p. 99. 
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understanding of cinema, which treats films as texts that tend to abolish the image and 

dispense with signs (C1: ix). As an alternative, Deleuze’s idea of a concept is not ‘a concept 

of’ something but, just like sounds, colors, or images, the material intensities that no longer 

refer to any external object (Deleuze and Parnet 1977, 10). In this sense, Deleuze’s 

cinematic concepts are about exploring cinematic signs (as image) in an affective 

dimension, in which all the material elements of films are perceived, felt, and reacted to on 

the part of the spectators.  

 Writing on how images affect spectators, Deleuze first refers to the philosophy of 

Henri Bergson, on the latter’s phenomenological understanding of human perception and 

movement, as articulated in Matter and Memory (1896): 

The reality of matter consists in the totality of its elements and of their actions 

of every kind. Our representation of matter is the measure of our possible action 

on the bodies; it results from the elimination of what does not interest our needs 

and, more generally, our functions. (MM: 37-38) 

To Bergson, what human beings perceive is never pure perception (perception of the ‘reality’ 

that has nothing to do with representation), since our perception is always limited by 

material bodies. In order to serve our interests and needs, actual perception is thus reduced 

and eliminated, resulting in the perception of image – an existence placed half-way between 

the ‘thing’ and the ‘representation’. In this sense, the material world is to humans composed 

of endless flowing images that interact with each other (include human bodies) through 

movement, working in a sensory-motor formula of ‘perception→ action’. This is what 

Bergson calls the material unconscious: a state when all images are in contact, ‘receive and 

transmits the actions from every point of the material world’ (MM: 38). However, when 
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describing a living body located in the universe (like anyone of us), Bergson suggests that 

there is a domain of affect between that of perception and action. Affect is an intensive 

force that always interposes between, on the one hand, the stimuli (external movement) that 

a person receives and, on the other hand, actions (also movement) that a person is about to 

execute: 

The truth is that my nervous system, interpose between the objects that affect 

my body and those that I influence, plays the role of a simple conductor that 

transmits, distribute or inhibit movements... (MM: 44) 

Captured through perception, the movements of material images affect our bodies and 

trigger actions (another movement). Such a trajectory of ‘perception→ affect→ action’ is 

what Bergson calls the sensory-motor schema, by which he tries to explain the basic 

mechanism of human action in the world.  

As Deleuze states, cinematic image is itself a movement-image instead of a still sign 

added with movement which is waiting for interpretation (MM: 2). The Bergsonian 

sensory-motor schema opens up a material dimension for Deleuze to conceptualize cinema 

as movement-image, the first kind of cinema he encountered in his cinema project. 

Following Bergsonian philosophy, the movement-images describes, in Deleuze’s view, the 

sensory-motor systems on screen with a coherent center, for instance a human character, 

who perceives, expresses emotion, and reacts to the world, bringing indetermination to 

determination (Deamer 2016, 12). Deleuze then divides movement-images into three major 

domains: perception-image, affection-image, action-image. 
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Methodology 

Based on Deleuze’s three-fold division, I divide my film analysis into three main chapters, 

which consider the cases of perception-image, affection-image, and action-image, 

respectively. In each chapter, different examples of backlighting scenes will be discussed 

under the Deleuzian logic of sensation, so as to try to articulate how light works to render 

sensation of different levels in the film world of Shunji Iwai. 
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Chapter 3 

Backlighting and perception: discovery of cinematic figures 

 

In a media interview in 2016, Shunji Iwai reviewed the underlying mechanism of the Iwai 

aesthetics: 

To me, presenting ballet or body grooving of any kind is to introduce 

movement in films. People can still think when walking, but it is more difficult 

for them to do so when they are dancing, swimming or running. It is ‘movement’ 

that stops us from thinking. By manipulating movement in films, it is more 

likely to control the time when audiences think and the time they don’t. This 

theory of movement is always important to my stories. 

To ‘think’ the cinema is to picture what is happening or has happened in films: ‘Like when 

Sherlock Holmes is solving the case, the audiences are thinking along the story at the same 

time’, Iwai further explains. In Deleuzian terminology, what Iwai means by ‘think’ is to 

appreciate the ‘figurative’ in films, following the narrative logic among images under the 

regime of ‘optical organization’ (LS: 125). Such a visual and intellectual encounter of 

cinema has been reviewed as a limited approach in recent film studies by Kennedy (2000), 

Powell (2005) and Beugnet (2007). 

To Deleuze, it is the role of the artist to ‘confront chaos’ to the cliché of the 

figurative by rendering sensation through the means of materials in artworks: 
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To a certain extent, they (the artists) remove the painting from the optical 

organization that was already reigning over it and rendering it figurative in 

advance. The painter’s hand intervenes in order to shake its own dependence 

and break up the sovereign optical organization: one can no longer see anything, 

as if in a catastrophe, a chaos. (LS: 101).  

In Deleuze’s study of Francis Bacon, the coloring sensation in Bacon’s paintings confront 

chaos to avoid figurative clichés in paintings. In this sense, the act of ‘coloring’ shakes the 

painters’ own dependence and makes the artwork ‘stand up on its own’, thus preserving ‘a 

bloc of sensation’ (WP 1991, 164-165). Sensation is rhythm, and rhythm are coexisting 

movements. Here is where I find the alignment of Iwai aesthetics with Deleuze’s logic of 

sensation: They both suggest movement as a means to avoid the figurative and disturb 

narration. 

 According to Deleuze, when the material is the de facto condition of sensation, a 

method is still needed to induce rhythm and make the material pass into sensation. The 

method is different for different artists in different artforms (WP: 168). By creating syntax 

in words, writers like Proust and Pessoa make the standard language ‘stammer’ and pass 

into sensation (WP: 168); by creating figures in color, Francis Bacon challenges the 

figurative cliché and paints compounds of sensation on the canvas. Likewise, I want to 

suggest that Shunji Iwai applies backlighting in cinematic images to achieve sensation at 

different levels. The purpose of this chapter is trifold: 1) to discuss how backlit images in 

Shunji Iwai’s films function in movement-images and disturb narration under a Deleuzian 

logic of sensation; 2) to discuss how light in the selected scenes facilitate sensation at 
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different levels (just like color does in Bacon’s paintings); and 3) to discuss the importance 

of these images of disturbance to the film world of Shunji Iwai.  

 In the general discussion of backlighting, Viera (2005) and Keating (2010) both 

suggest that one major function of backlighting is ‘isolation’ – to separate subject from the 

background10. Interestingly, Deleuze suggests ‘isolation’ as a technique used by Bacon to 

avoid representation: 

The figurative (representation) implies the relationship of an image to an object 

that it is supposed to illustrate; but it also implies the relationship of an image 

to other images in a composite whole which assigns a specific object to each of 

them…Isolation is thus the simplest means, necessary though not sufficient, to 

break with representation, to disrupt narration, to escape illustration, to liberate the 

Figure: to stick to the fact. (LS: 6) 

Deleuze’s analysis of Bacon’s paintings started with investigating the general form

of Bacon’s paintings ,which basically consist of three pictorial elements: the Figure

(usually human figures), which is the sensible form related to a sensation that directly acts

upon nervous system (LS: 31); the field, a spatializing material structure that is made up

of formless chiaroscuro or thickness of color (LS: 13); and the contour, a membrane of

color that acts as the common limit of the figure and the field  (LS: 6). To Deleuze, narration

is the relationship among figures/images. He also believes that it is this fundamental

pictorial form in Bacon’s paintings eliminates the figurative cliché by the technique of

                                                           
10 Most cinematographers did not use backlighting because of unthinking obedience to an ironclad rule; 

they used backlighting because they believed that it could separate an actor from the background (Keating 

2010, 4). 
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isolation: to isolate the figure from its field by the contour.  

For example, in Two Men Working in a Field, 

1971 (Figure 6), it is convenient to describe the 

painting under the logic of classical 

representation, since it is clear that there are 

two human figures working in the field with 

farming tools in their hands. But the contour, 

the common limit of the figures and the field, 

and also the orange round area (or the ring), 

prevents the figures from taking part in such a 

narration. The contour isolates the figures from 

the field, renders them as pure Image or Icon 

(LS: 6). In some cases, Bacon will use other means, like putting the figure in a cube, a 

parallelepiped of glass, or ice (in Head VI, 1949); sticking the figure onto a bar (in Triptych, 

Studies of the Human Body, 1970), or placing the figure in curved armchairs (in Triptych, 

Three Studies for a Portrait of Lucian Freud, 1966) to achieve isolation (LS: 5). Thus, 

isolation is the simplest means for Bacon to avoid the figurative, illustrative, and narrative 

characters that the figures would necessarily have, and what is left behind is just a matter 

of fact, a non-figurative relation within the system (LS: 6). 

In the case of cinema, when the figurative implies the relationship between images, 

it simply governs the general logic of cinema, which is composed of successive images. 

But when backlight can achieve isolation, like the color contour in Bacon’s paintings does, 

it can be treated as the simplest mean to disturb narration in cinema as well. Following the 

Figure 6, Two Men Working in a Field, 1971. Oil 

on canvas 
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logic of sensation, backlight in Shunji Iwai’s films isolates cinematic figures in the films 

to disturb narration and the cinematic figures are created by perception-image.  

 Under the influence of Henri Bergson’s conception of images in Matter and 

Memory, which treat the material world as a flux of images interacting with each other by 

perceiving (perception) and reacting (action) to movements under the sensory-motor 

schema, Deleuze develops his concept of movement-image, which is composed of 

perception-image, affection-image and action-image. As Deleuze describes, movement-

image cinema is the actualization of Bergsonian sensory-motor systems on the film screen 

with a coherent center. With regards to the coherent center, this is usually the main 

character of the film, a ‘central and privileged image’ created by a perception-image (C1: 

76). However, there are perception-images which are not organized around a center. This 

creates the general difference between objective and subjective perception in cinema: while 

the latter creates an on-screen subject, the former does not. Accordingly, Deleuze further 

differentiates perception-images into three kinds – solid perception, liquid perception, and 

gaseous perception – in order to address the transition between subjective and objective 

images: 

For, if we start out from a solid state, where molecules are not free to move 

about (molar or human perception), we move next to a liquid state, where the 

molecules move about and merge into one another, but finally reach a gaseous 

state, defined by the free movement of each molecule. (C1: 84) 

Taking the three general states of matter as metaphor, Deleuze suggests gaseous perception 

as the pure objective perception, an ‘acentred’ perception of all images that interact with 

each other in an unorganized way. It is a state in which ‘everything is at the service of 
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variation and interaction’ (C1: 60-61). At the other end of the spectrum is solid perception 

cinema, which presents pure subjective images of a character, a central image which 

initiates acts and reacts to other images to proceed narration. In between the two is liquid 

perception, which marks the transition from solid to gaseous or from gaseous and solid. 

This is a state between objective and subjective perception, which allows the creation of 

multiple privileged images (Deamer 2016, 79).   

In the case of solid perception-images, these help constructing a character in two 

particular moments: 1) through point-of-view shot, which centralize the character and 

allowsthe camera to hear or see as the character does, and 2) through shots that look at the 

character and capture how other filmic images circulate around this body as an anchor point 

(C1: 72-73). Usually in a single film, these two moments interweave with each other in a 

shot-reverse shot coupling – or, in Deleuze’s words, they oscillate continuously as a ‘being-

with’ of each other to create the perceiving and perceived subject (C1: 72). 

In the case of the opening scene of April Story (1998), the scene starts with a point-

of-view shot (filmed with a still camera) of four people talking and interacting with the 

camera (see figure 7). 

They are the parents and 

siblings of the main 

character Uzuki Nireno 

(Takako Matsu). It is a 

long take that lasts for 

more than a minute and 

delineates the 

Figure 7, the opening scene of April Story (1998), a point-of-view shot of 

Nireno departing her family. 
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background of the story through a dialogue between Nireno’s father and a friend on the 

train platform. Uzuki Nireno is on a train from his home town Hokkaido to Tokyo, where 

she is going to college and will be living on her own. In this scene, the first person (the 

central image) remains silent and invisible to the audience. Her existence is merely 

organized by her relationship with other images, in which the spectators can see and hear 

like the character herself does. In this sense, all the components of the scene (framing, 

camera positioning, characters, dialogues…) act as the ‘signs of composition’, which 

contribute to the ‘genesis’ of the invisible central images (C1: 62). Then, their monologue 

is suddenly stopped by the closing of the train doors. People on the platform wave goodbye 

in a hurry and diminish from sight as the train moves away. When the train platform is 

barely in sight, Nireno gently touches the train door with her palm (see figure 8). The touch 

is like a silent goodbye, to her parents, to her siblings, to her high school time. Lying down 

in the moving train, her fingers move like the fingers of a piano player, while a simple 

piano soundtrack plays in the background. 

This image is special in 

some sense. It is a point-of-

view shot of the main 

character looking at her 

own hand. It helps further 

create the ‘central and 

privileged image’, but at 

the same time maintains the invisibility of it. At this moment the spectators still do not 

even know how the main character looks like, but we know her existence. This invisible 

Figure 8, Nireno’s palm touching the train door after leaving her family, 

like a silence goodbye 
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central image of the film drives all the ‘peripheral images’ (all the signs of composition) 

towards a center and invite the spectators to become with her, going to where she is 

destined to be.  

 This is followed by the title sequence (white in black), which is edited together with 

footage of the girl arriving at an apartment. This scene consists of a tracking shot (following 

the girl as she walks upstairs) and a point-of-view shot (of the girl as she opens the door to 

the apartment). She is now in a Japanese apartment, and backlight in this scene isolates her 

and makes the central 

images operate as a 

‘cinematic figure’ (see 

figure 9). Like the 

structure of Bacon’s 

painting, light in this 

image acts as the 

common limit of the 

figure and the background 

in which it is situated. This 

scene is certainly not about 

narration: It is just a long 

take (about 1 minute and 

20 seconds), displaying the 

figure moving around in the tiny space. In this sense, the ‘contour of light’ works as an 

‘operative site’ of different movements in the image: On the one hand, the contour curls 

Figure 9, Nienro arrives at her apartment in Tokyo. Backlighting in this 

scene isolate the character from the back ground. 

Figure 10, Nireno sits down in the backlit room and contemplates. 
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around and imprisons the figure; on the other hand, the figure exerts movement that tends 

to escape into the background (LS: 18). After looking pensively out the window for some 

time, Nireno gently sits down and the camera sinks down at the same time. This is followed 

by another contemplative moment on the part of the main character (see figure 10). She 

then slowly lies down on the tatami to the sound of a simple piano soundtrack. All the 

movements contribute to the rhythmic whole of the title sequence and render sensation at 

the level of ‘vibration’ (LS: 45). In this opening sequence of April Story (1998), we can 

see how a central image is created by a solid perception-image and how this image 

functions as a cinematic figure through backlighting. Following Deleuze’s logic of 

sensation, light in this scene isolates the cinematic figure from the narration and links 

couples of movements to render sensation.  

 Another example is the opening scene of Hana & Alice (2004). Before the first shot 

appears on screen, what affects the spectators’ senses first are some sounds of scratching. 

This gives a strong sense of materiality even before the movie starts. The first scene is an 

establishing shot from a high angle on a hillside (see figure 11). The camera tracks two 

girls who are walking along dry grass in front of a row of houses. With the sky full of 

skyglow, it is hard to discern whether it is dawn and dusk. They walk at a constant speed, 

and transitions from an establishing shot to a wide shot and then a medium shot (see figures 

11, 12 and 13). As in early cinema, this sequence presents a theatrical set-up through simple 

editing: The two girls are walking along a horizontal line, from right to left. Set to a piano 

soundtrack (simple ballet music composed by Shunji Iwai), the constant movement of the 

two girls forms a rhythmic harmony with the soundtrack. It makes them look like a pair of 

dancers walking onto a stage, about to start their performance under the spotlight. At this 
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stage, there is only one 

mission for the camera: to 

follow and capture the two 

walking girls. It seems like 

the camera already knows 

their exact path; it just sits 

there and waits for them to 

walk into the frame. This 

indicates that the camera acts 

as a moving body with 

mechanical consciousness in 

presenting a perception-

image (C1: 22).   

 In this sequence, the 

director has adopted two 

techniques to create the 

central privileged images of 

the film, the first one being 

the exaggerated diegetic sound. With regards to the sound images, the director has used a 

relatively realist approach in the sequence shots in order to emphasize the existence of the 

two girls in the diegetic world. We see this especially in his management of sound, which 

includes the girls’ shivering (in cold weather) and the scratching sounds that is heard when 

the girls’ shoes scratch the ground.  

Figure 11, 12 and 13. Opening sequence of Hana & Alice (2004) 

presenting solid subjective perception-images. 
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The second technique is camera movement. The tracking shot, establishing shot, 

wide shot and medium shot portraying the two walking girls function as solid subjective 

perception-images that confirm their position as central images. Furthermore, during the 

whole sequence, both the girls and the camera are moving in a direction from right to left, 

which seems to violate the visual habit in Japanese and Western culture. People’s aesthetic 

preference is affected by our reading habit: People who read from left-to-right would prefer 

stimuli with a rightward directionality, whereas people who are right-to-left readers prefer 

leftward-directed stimuli (Chokron & De Agostini, 2000). Both the exaggerated diegetic 

sounds and the ‘unnatural’ movement in this scene affirm one fact: What we are watching 

is a designed scenario of cinema, and the girls are characters within it. It implies a strong 

sense of narration to the viewers’ mind, making them more aware of what is going to 

happen. 

 In the next scene, the two girls arrive at a train station (Mizuki, as shown by the 

camera). At this point, the camera is not tracking the two girls anymore but placed in 

different spots at the station (e.g. facing the entry of the station, on the corner of the 

pedestrian bridge across the railway, and at eye level alongside the train platform). This 

gives an overview of landscape nearby, and further provides details for the narrative set-

up. The next shot is a sharp cut to a side close-up shot of the two girls standing on the train 

platform, where they are in a position between the camera and the light source (natural 

light). This produces an effect of rim light around them (see figure 14). The soundtrack has 

just stopped at this point and the scene has lasted for almost 10 seconds, focusing on the 

interaction between the two girls as they play some childish tricks (such as breathing air 

into each other’s faces). In contrast to the obviously designed opening scene, this close-up 
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shot looks like a pretty raw video portrait of the two girls, isolated from the narration. As 

seen in figure 14, the lighting contour isolates the central images and make them function 

as cinematic figures. 

Through the technique of 

pull processing the film, a 

fine-grained portrait of the 

two girls has been presented 

(even the exhaled air can be 

clearly seen under light). 

Drawing on Deleuze’s 

terminology, the air and the body movement (moving back and forth) of the two figures 

can be perceived as the movement exerted by the figures to their surroundings. They 

‘contracted and aspirated’, ‘stretched and dilated’ in the contours (LS: 17). At this moment, 

questions such as ‘Who are they?’, ‘Where are they?’ and ‘What is next?’ are figurative 

clichés that do matter as far as the figures in this frame is concerned. They will only ‘stick 

to the fact’, as coexisting movements and blocs of sensation in the image (LS: 7).   

 The film continues by showing Hana and Alice skipping school and travelling on 

the train. Alice brings Hana to a place called Fujiko, where they peek at two boys at the 

other end of the platform.  This is filmed through shot-reverse shots of the boys (a point-

Figure 14. A side close up of the two girls on a train platform. Iwai 

and Shinoda makes it looks like a video-portrait by the use of light and 

film developing. 
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of-view shot from the girls, see 

figure 15) and the girls (a medium 

shot from the front, see figure 16). 

The central and privileged status 

of the two girls in the film is 

enhanced by the shot-reverse shot 

and backlighting, which presents 

the train platform as a stage. Such 

a stage-like set-up makes them 

function like two dancing figures. 

The two girls are isolated from the 

narration and their footwork of 

ballet steps are highlighted with 

the use of backlighting. This is a 

good demonstration of how Iwai induces movement in the film to disturb the perception of 

narration.  

 My last example concerning solid perception is the scene depicting the solo ballet 

dance by Alice (Yû Aoi) at the end of Hana & Alice (2004). The scene shows Alice as she 

goes to an audition in hope of becoming a cover girl for a fashion magazine. Set in a white-

painted studio, the scene depicts Alice as she arrives in her school uniform. The director, 

after reading her profile, suddenly requests her to dance a bit. She then dances in ballet 

shoes that she immediately creates out of paper cups and tape. This unexpected 

performance stuns the director, the crew and all the other participants in the studio. As seen 

Figure 15, a point-of-view shot from Hana and Alice who are 

peeping at two boys on the train platform. 

Figure 16, medium shot portraying the two girls. Backlighting 

in this scene presents the train platform like a stage. 
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in figures 17, 18 and 19, all these 

characters are looking at the same 

central point, the ballet dancer. 

The solid central status of the main 

character (Alice) in this scene is 

constituted by all these peripheral 

images, making this scene a 

compilation of perception-images 

around a privileged center. 

For the dancing sequence, I 

want to point out that what the 

director focuses on is not dancing 

itself, but the girl who is dancing. 

Commonly, many long takes will 

be used in a dancing scene to 

capture the successive movement 

of the dancer and preserve the 

completeness of the dance. It is what we usually see in Bollywood dance films and some 

classic dancing scene in Hollywood movies, like that of Gene Kelly’s dance with an 

umbrella in Singin’ in the Rain (1952) and the twist contest in Pulp Fiction (1994). By 

contrast, the dancing scene in Hana & Alice (2004) is mainly done by editing. Different 

cameras in the studio captures medium and close-up shots of the dancing girl in different 

angles (mainly of her face and her foot). The director then uses this footage and these 

Figures 17, 18 and 19, all other characters in this scene 

functions to constitute the solid central image, which is the 

dancing girl they are all looking at. 
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images to compose a 5-minute long scene of ballet dancing in a fragmented manner set to 

instrumental string music. In this sense, the completeness of the ‘dance’ itself is presented 

in the figurative relationship between different images of the dancing girl, which are 

combined through fast editing.  

Images from different angles of the studio emphasize the existence of the girl in a 

designed space, which constrains the dance into a ‘closed system’ and enhances narration 

(C1: 12). But this closed system is 

open to change. In the middle of the 

dance, the camera approaches the 

central image and presents a sequence 

of portrait from low angle, set against 

the light (see figures 20, 21 and 22). 

Backlighting in these images 

functions to isolate the dancing figure 

to disturb the figurative and presents 

this scene as pure movement of the 

figure instead of designed ‘dance’ (see 

figures 20, 21 and 22). This is mainly 

achieved by the two-directional 

athleticism in the backlit images (LS: 

18). On the one hand, backlighting in 

these images tends to curl around the 

figure and isolate it from the figurative 

Figures 20, 21 and 22, backlit images of Alice dancing in 

the audition which achieve the effect of isolation and 

present the girl as a figure in movement. 



61

space in which it is situated. This effect of isolation is further amplified by the way the 

cinematographer frames the figure from a close range. On the other hand, the dancing 

figure exerts movement to escape from the lighting contour and rejoins the dancing 

sequence (through fast editing). The coexistence of these two movements regulate the 

rhythm of the whole scene and renders sensation at the level of vibration. This is how Iwai 

applies backlighting in the movement-images to create cinematic figures to disturb the 

figurative. 

Apart from solid perception-images, central images can also be formed by the 

perception-images of liquid perception. Liquid perception is a state between gaseous and 

solid perception when central images are about to form. Unlike solid perception, liquid 

perception puts the camera in movement, either flowing movement (like hand-held camera) 

or montage. Montage as movement draws linkages between images in a ‘sinuous 

trajectory’, from event to event, from environment to environment, and from character to 

character along a ‘line of flight’ instead of linear narration. This assemblage of images will 

‘resonate and flow into one another’, coalesce as a temporal privileged center (Deamer 

2016, 79). However, this privileged center is not solid at all; it has been put into movement 

and flows like other images to review the materiality of cinema: 

For the more the privileged centre is itself put into movement, the more it will 

tend towards an acentred system where the images vary in relation to one 

another and tend to become like the reciprocal actions and vibrations of a pure 

matter. (C1: 76) 

This is how liquid perception functions as the medium between solid and gaseous 

perception. On the one hand, it never tends to secure the solid, privileged central image, 
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but puts it into movement (through mechanical camera movement or montage), by which 

the central image is presented like other images as pure variation and interaction of 

acentered perception. On the other hand, the pure variation and interaction act as the 

‘genetic elements’ for the formation of another subjective image (another center).  It works 

like a cycle and thus allows multiple centers to exist in a ‘homogeneous timeline’ by joining 

up different spaces together (Deamer 2016, 79). These multiple centers may also function 

as coupling figures to disturb narration.  

The opening scene of All About 

Lily Chou-Chou (2001) starts with a 

sequence of flashing images that look 

like some mysterious computer codes. 

Projected on the rapidly interchanging 

black and white blackground (see 

figures 23, 24) are words (e.g. ‘reload’ 

and some fast fading Japanese 

characters) and a clockwise rotating oval 

figure, which create a dazzling visual 

effect. This interplay between flashing 

images and geometrical figure mimics a computer screen as it loads an online chatroom. 

Next, someone starts typing on the computer (as represented by white text in against a 

black background) while the soundtrack begins to play: 

She was born, on December 8th, 1980... 

10:50 pm, the exact time when Mark Chapman killed John Lennon....  

Figure 23 and 24, opening sequence of All About Lily 

Chou-Chou (2001) mimicking a computer monitor 
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Due to the text in the chatroom the film starts with an event, and links the birth of a girl to 

the murder that shocked the entire world in the latter half of the 20th century. At the night 

of December 8th,1980, in New York. John Lennon, a preacher of love and peace, was shot 

to death by a Beatles fan, Mark David Chapman. Chapman was motivated by Lennon’s 

anti-religious orientation. December 8th, 1980 is also the time when she was born,  

Her name: Lily Chou-Chou. 

白い花が咲く頃 (When the white flower blossoms)...  

娘は産まれ (A girl was born)... 

もらった花の名前を (The girl received the name of the flower she was 

given)11 

The above are the lyrics in the soundtrack, sung by a lazy female voice. Lily, a name of 

white flower; Chouchou, the name of the beloved daughter of Claude Debussy. As 

mentioned earlier, Lily Chou-Chou is a fictional pop singer created by Shunji Iwai and 

Takeshi Kobayashi. When both the soundtrack and the cinematic images (white text on 

black background) revolve around the same event, the visual-audio assemblage creates a 

narrative structure akin to that of a music video. To Deleuze, the novel power of music 

video is its capability to offer ‘new linkages and relinkages of images’ (Deleuze in Flaxman 

2000, 366-367). Even in certain music videos in which the images are extremely abstract 

(emphasizing color and movement), viewers may still find a narration within the video if 

they put the visuals images together with the lyrics (and music) (Vernallis 2004, 3). In this 

                                                           
11 Arabesque by Lily Chou-Chou (Salyu). 
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sense, it is the relationship between the visual images and the sound images that links 

together and forms a complex narrative structure to start the film. 

 Genius. 

Or rather, genesis. 

The Ether personified. 

From: Philia 

It is a fandom chatroom dedicated to Lily Chou-Chou, and the ‘Philia’ exists as the 

privileged center in this opening sequence, since he is in control over what is typed on the 

screen. All the other images, like text and music, are serving this center as expressive 

materials of narration. Then, the flashing sequence appears again and quickly switches to 

an image of a green paddy 

field. A teenage boy in his 

school uniform is standing to 

the right, wearing headphones 

and holding a discman (see 

figure 25). This scene is a wide 

shot, filmed with a hand-held 

camera from a high angle, and 

the boy is a slightly marginalized to the right-hand side of the image while the light source 

(natural sun light) is on the left. When the point-of-view shot functions as a ‘reciprocal 

moment’ for the constitution of the privileged center by sharing his/her vision, this image 

Figure 25, a wide shot of the main character Yûichi Hasumi 

(Hayato Ichihara) standing in the paddy field after the black-out 

sequence. 
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can also be treated as a similar moment, since it shares what the character is listening to in 

his headphones (C1: 72).  

 However, this center is just a temporary one under the effect of different 

movements: Firstly, the hand-held camera work in this scene presents an acentered 

perception of liquidity. The camera keeps roaming around the boy and puts the central 

image into movement. It is no longer subordinate to the solid privileged center and allows 

a perception ‘not tailored to solid’, but a ‘molecular perception’ peculiar to a ‘cine-eye’ 

(C1: 80). 2) At the same time, text and blackout images keep interchanging with images of 

the paddy field. Movement induced by montage links the virtual space of the chatroom and 

the images of the paddy field together in a homogeneous timeline, along which multiple 

centers (Philia and the boy listening to Lily Chou-Chou) are constituted. Is this boy Philia? 

We still have no clue, but new links keep arising between the images to facilitate more 

complicated narration, as when messages from the chatroom keep updating at the center of 

the screen (see figure 25). 

As the film continues, the camera keeps reaching and roaming around the boy at a 

closer range, to a point where the light source is right behind the boy and presents a backlit 

portrait of him in different arbitrary moments (see figures 26, 27, 28). Under liquid 

perception, these images should not be perceived as signs of a solid privileged center. 

Instead, the technique of montage links different images of the boy together to create 

multiple, fragmented centers.  
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Due to our habits when 

watching movies, we as spectators 

may at this point still be trying hard 

to find a story in these images. 

What is the boy doing here? What 

is this opening scene trying to tell? 

A story always ‘slips into’ the space 

between simultaneous figures in the 

films (LS: 3). But backlighting in 

these images isolate the figures 

from all the figurative clichés and 

makes them pass into sensation. 

The figures, their background (the 

paddy field), and the text at the 

center are all being presented as 

pure movement. Each of the 

figures act as an event site of 

vibration, and ‘communicate’ with 

each other at the level of ‘resonance’. Resonance refers to the ‘communication’ between 

two or more sensations. Therefore, all these figures do not ‘merge with each other’ but are 

‘rendered indiscernible’ under fast and frequent editing (LS: 55). The light, the text, the 

figures, the dream-pop music, and the coexisting movement resonate to give a unique 

Figure 26, 27, 28, multiple images of the boy in different 

moment and event. All these images are linked up together by 

the technique of montage as multiple center in the opening 

scene. 
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cinematic experience. Like Bradshaw’s (2002) comment, the film offers an experience like 

‘pleasantly drifting in warm water’.  

In his study of Bacon’s painting, Deleuze then moves on to talk about features of 

figures. As he notes, the human figures displayed in Bacon’s painting are mixed with 

animal spirits, with examples including a bird-spirit, a pig-spirit, a buffalo-spirit and a dog-

spirit (LS: 19). For example, in Triptych, 1976, Bacon uses a head of a bird to replace the 

head of a human figure in order to highlight its bird-spirit. Apart from replacing body parts, 

Bacon sometimes also uses a real animal, such as a dog in Two Studies of George Dyer 

with a Dog, 1968, to play the shadow of its master, or the inverse (LS: 20). To Deleuze, 

such mixed figure of human and animal constitutes the figure as a zone of indiscernibility: 

On the one hand, the animal is becoming-human, and on the other hand, the human is 

becoming-animal (LS: 20).  

Unlike the paintings of Francis Bacon, Iwai’s films do not present any physically 

ambiguous human figure, but the characters in his films are sexually ambiguous. Like 

Itsuki Fujii in Love Letter (1995), Nireno Uzuki in April Story (1996), Ageha in 

Swallowtail Butterfly (1996) and Yûichi Hasumi in All About Lily Chou-Chou (2001), all 

protagonists in Iwai's films, regardless of whether they are boys or girls, are presented in a 

similar way – that is, in what I would call a feminine way: All of them are passive, rarely 

talk (never express themselves), and pathetic. In this sense, figures presented in Shunji 

Iwai’s films can also be seen as a zone of indiscernibility, a stage on which their sex is 

indiscernible. It is the figure of adolescence (せいしゅん (Seishun) in Japanese) – the most 

sentimental and rebellious period of life, the pre-mature stage before adulthood, the stage 

before man and woman. All those characters are neither men nor women, but at the same 
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time, they may become either men or women. They all shared the same trait, known as 

‘adolescence’. 

By referring to Deleuze’s logic of sensation, this chapter has explored how 

backlight in Shunji Iwai’s film operates as a lighting contour to avoid the figurative and 

render sensation by isolating the cinematic figures. These cinematic figures are constituted 

by the perception-images in the films as the privileged central images, the main characters 

of different films. Like Itsuki Fujii in Love Letter (1995), Nireno Uzuki in April Story 

(1996), Ageha in Swallowtail Butterfly (1996) and Yûichi Hasumi in All About Lily Chou-

Chou (2001), all protagonists in Iwai's films share, in my view, the same feature, known as 

adolescence. In this sense, the film world of Shunji Iwai can be described as preserving a 

compound of affects related to the figures of adolescence. 
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Chapter 4 

Backlighting and the affective space: Two kinds of spaces in Shunji Iwai’s films 

 

A layer of light surrounds the girl, in a way that is reminiscent of Deleuze’s description of 

light that ‘curls around the contour, around the place; and it envelop and imprison the 

figures’ (LS: 14). This place is the common place for figures of similar qualities, a 

classroom for the orientation of the freshmen at Musashino University. Bright light from 

the window is reflected on the adolescents’ faces. Different faces express similar affects 

common to all adolescents: viridity, simplicity and stupidity... All these qualities revolve 

as complex entities of affect, in an ‘any-space-whatever’ constructed by light. 

Apart from presenting cinematic figures, backlighting in the film world of Shunji 

Iwai also serves as an important element in creating space. In fact, backlighting is a 

technique commonly used in cinema to produce a ‘window effect’12,  by which a sense of 

depth is provided in an interior space. But the case is more complicated in Iwai’s films. In 

                                                           
12 D. Viera and M. Viera provides an imaginary scene as an example of the window effect: Imagine a sunny 

early-morning interior with a subject sitting at a kitchen table. We can use a rim light from outside the 

window to create the effect of day-light streaming (D. Viera and M. Viera 2005, 29). 
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general, by alternating the position of the light source or the framed subject, backlighting 

can be further differentiated into two 

kinds: backlight and rim light (D. Viera 

and M. Viera 2005, 25). As seen in figure 

29, backlight refers to a light source that 

comes directly from the back of the 

subject, while rim light refers to a light 

that is angled from behind the subject. In 

Iwai’s films, these two kinds of backlight 

are used to create two different kinds of space. For the first kind, light from windows 

illuminates the framed subjects (mostly adolescent figures) as rim light, highlighting the 

silhouette and outlining the faces of the figures to produce a halo effect. For the second 

kind, strong light comes directly from the back of the framed subjects to create high 

contrast images of chiaroscuro, which makes the faces of the figures indistinguishable in 

the space. These two features can be seen in most of the significant spaces presented in 

Iwai’s films, like the apartment Yukio and Moemi are living in in Undo (1994); the school 

library that carries the memory of Itsuki Fujii in Love Letter (1995); Ran’s house and the 

Opium Street in Swallowtail Butterfly (1996); the classroom in which Uzuki Nireno meets 

other college freshmen in April Story (1998); the piano room that is filled with the music 

of Claude Debussy in All About Lily Chou-Chou (2001); and the running trains and the 

ballet classroom in Hana & Alice (2004). In this chapter, I will conduct an in-depth analysis 

of all these spaces. Drawing on Deleuze’s concept of the affection-image, I will discuss 

how light in Shunji Iwai’s films works to create affective spaces and render sensations.  

Figure 29. The basic classification of backlighting: 

backlight (B) and rim light (R), with their 

corresponding lighting positions. 
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  Following the Bergsonian sensory-motor trajectory, perception-image passes into 

affection-image, which indicates how the central image is affected by the world around it 

and prepares for action that comes afterwards. ‘Affection’ in this sense has a special 

philosophical meaning: It refers to human responses to external movements and considers 

how we are emotionally or physically aroused by images we perceive. In the simplest case, 

such responses will be reflected in the facial expressions of the subject to reach a 

‘maximum unity’ with the surroundings. This is why Deleuze affirms that: ‘The affection-

image is the close-up, and the close-up is the face’ (C1: 87). To Deleuze, images of faces 

offer an affective reading of a film as a whole: 

Sometimes the face thinks about something, is fixed on to an object and this is 

the sense of admiration or astonishment that the English word wonder has 

preserved…we are before a reflexive or reflecting face as long as the features 

remain grouped under the domination of a thought which is fixed or terrible, 

but immutable and without becoming, in a way eternal. (C1: 89-90) 

Here Deleuze is refers to a thinking face which is fixed on an object it perceives. It acts as 

a ‘receptive immobile surface’ and expresses a pure ‘Quality’ that unifies with the world it 

apprehends (C1: 90). In Deleuze’s classification, the face that expresses such a static 

quality is known as a ‘reflecting face’, which is the first type of affection-images which 

interacts with the receptive nerve. However, when an affection-image functions as the 

intermediate between a perception-image and an action-image, it at the same time 

expresses a motor tendency to call for an action to come. Deleuze calls this second type 

the ‘intensive face’: 



72

Sometimes, on the contrary, it experiences or feels something, and has value 

through the intensive series that its parts successively traverse as far as 

paroxysm, each part taking on a kind of momentary independence…In fact, we 

find ourselves before an intensive face each time that the traits break free from 

the outline, begin to work on their own account, and form an autonomous series 

which tends towards a limit or crosses a threshold: ascending series of anger, 

or, as Eisenstein says, ‘the rising line of annoyance’ (Battleship Potemkin).  

This is why this serial aspect is best embodied by several simultaneous or 

successive faces… Here the intensive series discloses its function, which is to 

pass from one quality to another, to emerge on to a new quality. (C1: 88-89) 

In the case of the intensive face, it breaks free from the perceived object and expresses the 

pure ‘Power’ of affective desire, which produces a new quality and carries out a qualitative 

leap (C1: 91). This type of face triggers a series of micro-movements oriented towards an 

impulse or an action to come (paroxysm). Following Bergson’s definition, affect is ‘a series 

of micro-movements on an immobilized plate of nerve’, the combination of the reflecting 

face and the intensive face that constitutes the affect (C1: 87). 

 Referring back to the scene depicting the commencement day at Musashino 

University in April Story (1998), this scene can be said to express the beauty of adolescence. 

April is the start of the college year and the season of cherry blossoms in Japan. Due to its 

short Hana-doki (blooming period of cherry blossoms), cherry blossoms signify a short-

lived beauty in Japanese aesthetics and is a sign commonly used in Japanese shojo manga 

to symbolize the beauty of youth. Inside the campus, there is a piece of calligraphy in black 

in white. It is a poem celebrating the beauty of adolescence:  
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Enjoy the sparkling beauty of the cherry blossoms falling in the wind. But you 

are more sparkling than those flowers 

At this moment, the camera, which is hand-held, moves around the campus and captures 

random young faces. The scene also uses fast editing. In Deleuzian terms, the scene is 

presenting a sequence of gaseous perception-images in which all the images are in rapid 

movement, in order to prevent the formation of a central image. In this sense, all the young 

faces in this scene appear without a hierarchy and operate as a ‘machine assemblage of 

matter-images’ (C1: 85). This is the technique Iwai uses to downplay the existence of the 

main character (Uzuki Nireno, played by Takako Matsu) in the film and to express the 

shared affective quality of ordinary faces of youth. As Deleuze describes, pure quality is 

something common to several different things, such as ‘the object which carries it’, ‘the 

body which submits to it’, ‘the idea which represents it’, ‘the face which has this idea’… 

(C1: 90). In this sense, the flower, the poem, and all the young faces in this scene each 

function as an ‘icon’ and reflect the beauty of adolescence as a common quality.  

 After the commencement ceremony, fast editing brings us to a classroom. It is a 

casual gathering of the college freshmen, who stand up and introduce themselves one by 

one and receive questions 

from others. Light comes in 

from the window as the major 

light source that illuminates 

the entire classroom (see 

figure 30). In this scene, we 

can see most of the young Figure 30, some college freshmen gather in a classroom. Light in this 

scene produces a window effect to illuminate the entire room. 



74

faces look uncomfortable when talking in front of people. They smile with shyness when 

looking at others’ faces, and a halo effect is produced by the use of rim light, which further 

highlights and beautifies these awkward faces (see figure 31, 32). As Iwai explained in an 

interview, this is the viridity, or stupidity of adolescents that he wanted to express in his 

films: 

I consider myself a stupid people, so it will be very interesting to depict certain 

kind of stupidity in films. That’s why I choose ‘adolescence’, it is a period of 

time when we are still immature and stupid. It will be boring to write about the 

life of a mature and smart person. (Iwai, 2016) 

 

 

To extract this particular quality of adolescence, I want to focus on the close-up images of 

Nireno. After the question: ‘Why do you choose this university?’, the director gives a close-

up of Nireno’s face for more than 20 seconds, which clearly captures the changing in her 

facial expression: from wonder (figure 33) and deep thinking (figure 34) to an awkward 

smile (figure 35). The face of ‘wonder’, to Deleuze, preserves the sense of ‘admiration or 

astonishment’ which signifies the face as a reflecting face of a particular quality (C1:88). 

Figures 31 and 32. Medium shots depicting the awkward 

faces of adolescents in a gathering. Rim light produces a 

halo effect to beautify the faces. 
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This quality is the shared atmosphere 

inside the room, a kind of 

awkwardness created by the 

conversation among other students. In 

this sense, the close-up face of Nireno 

does not function as an individual face. 

Instead, it joins other faces in the room 

(see figures 31 and 32) to attain a new 

reality of ‘Dividual’. The dividual, 

according to Deleuze, exceeds the 

‘duality of the collective and the 

individual by uniting ‘an immense 

collective reflection with the particular 

emotions of each individual’ (C1: 92). 

In short, the dividual expresses affect 

across different faces in the gathering, 

creates an atmosphere of awkwardness 

by different, similar faces. Next, Nireno goes into deep thinking and her face expresses 

intensive micro-movement (e.g. Nireno blinks her eyes and her hands shake slightly) under 

rim light. All these movements affirm the intensive ability of the face to express power and 

call for a ‘qualitative leap’. This new quality expressed in the smile is the viridity or 

stupidity of adolescents, as emphasized by Iwai (see figure 35).  

Figures 33, 34 and 35. Three close-ups of Nireno from a 

20-seconds long take. They depict Nireno’s changing 

facial expressions, illuminated by rim light. 
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The reflective and intensive aspects of a face construct the close-up as an affection-

image. To Deleuze, the close-up of a face is not simply a magnification. It also abstracts 

the face from ‘all spatio-temporal co-ordinates’ (C1:96). In other words, what we see in 

this long take is not a particular face in a particular time-space: Rather, it stands on its own 

as an entity, as a pure expression of affect: 

This is what Epstein was suggesting when he said: this face of a fleeing coward, 

as soon as we see it in close-up, we see cowardice in person, the ‘feeling-thing’, 

the entity. (C1:96) 

Like Deleuze’s reading of Epstein, this close-up of Nireno is the ‘feeling-thing’, a pure 

affect of adolescence which exists even in the absence of any individual (WP: 164). Such 

a transformation of the character’s face into pure affect is ‘a very special deterritorialization 

which is specific to the affection-image’ (C1: 96). Following a Deleuzian logic of sensation, 

deterritorialization/isolation is the simplest means to break with connotation (the spatio-

temporal co-ordination of the face in this scene) and pass the image into sensation.  

 When the face is no longer a face of the character in a fixed time-space, its 

background also loses its coordinates and becomes ‘any-space-whatever’ (C1: 97). 

According to Deleuze, the ‘any-space-whatever’ are ‘spaces which we no longer know how 

to describe’. They appear as pure potentials of power and quality, as places of emptiness 

that express affect: 

The spiritual affect is no longer expressed by a face and space no longer need 

to be subjected or assimilated to a close-up, treated as a close-up. The affect is 

now directly presented in medium shot, in a space which is capable of 
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corresponding to it…Space is no long a particular determined space, it has 

become any-space-whatever [esoace quelconque]… We now say that there are 

two kinds of signs of the affection-image, or two figures of firstness: on the 

one hand the power-quality expressed by a face or an equivalent; but on the 

other hand the power-quality presented in any-space-whatever. (C1: 109-110) 

It is obvious that the any-space-whatever in this scene is constructed by light, as the effect 

of the rim light can be seen in almost 

every image, including the close-up 

images of faces (figure 31-35) and 

the medium shot that present the 

surrounding space (figure 36 and 37). 

Light, in this sense, creates a space 

that functions as the genetic element 

of an affection-image. Light is not 

determined, as concrete light rays 

which have fallen somewhere, but 

appear as ‘potentiality’ for the 

expression of affect (C1: 111). It is 

light as affect that reflects or embodies a system of emotions on the adolescents’ faces 

during their first gathering. 

 Another example I want to use to illustrate rim light space is the moving train in 

Hana & Alice (2004). Recall the scene when Hand and Alice are peeping at two boys on a 

train platform in Fujiko. That is the first time Hana sees Masashi Miyamoto (Tomohiro 

Figures 36 and 37. Medium shot images that demonstrate 

how light helps create the space in this scene. 
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Kaku). Hana has a crush on 

Miyamoto immediately after 

seeing him for the first time, even 

though Miyamoto does not even 

know who she is. A fast cut 

suddenly brings us into a moving 

train in which Hana is sleeping in 

a really rude manner. She does not know that Miyamoto is standing right in front of her. 

Like the previous scene we examined in April Story (1998), light comes in from the window 

as the only light source to illuminate the entire space, and Hana is sitting just in front of 

this light source (see figure 38). Light hits her face directly in this medium shot as though 

highlighting it and setting it apart 

from its surroundings, which keeps 

audiences’ focus on her face. The 

following shot is a close-up of Hana’s 

sleeping face, shot from high angle 

and illuminated by rim light (figure 

39), like a point-of-view shot from 

Miyamoto’s perspective. But 

Miyamoto is concentrated on reading 

his book and does not look at Hana.  

Hana then suddenly wakes up and her 

sleeping face turns into a shocking 

Figures 38 and 39, change of Hana’s face when she wakes 

up and see Miyamoto 

Figure 38, Hana is sleeping on the train and her face is clearly 

highlighted by light coming from the windows. 
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face when she sees 

Miyamoto in front of her 

(see figure 40). Knowing 

that her crush may have seen 

her ugly face, Hana quickly 

turns her face away and a 

cutting on action ends this 

scene with a close-up of her 

embarrassed face, shot from low angle. Light at this moment strikes her back to produce a 

halo effect which beautifies this awkward moment (see figure 41). 

 In light of Deleuze’s theory of cinema, this sequence, which captures the changes 

on Hana’s face, functions as affection-images in the film. On the one hand, her shocked 

face demonstrates a reflexive property when it sees Miyamoto. It expresses embarrassment 

as pure quality only because Hana finds that her crush may have seen her ugly sleeping 

face. On the other hand, she wants to escape from this situation and exerts intensive 

movements to express a power to call for a qualitative leap. The intensive movements are 

presented by the cutting in action following Hana’s face when she is turning away from 

Miyamoto. In this sense, the backlit close-up image of Hana (see figure 13) ‘abstracts the 

face’ from the designed time-space (a moving train in the morning) and expresses a new 

quality – a quality similar to the awkward smile on Uzuki Nireno’s face, a kind of viridity 

and stupidity we see in adolescents.  

This scene is ‘stupid’ in a way that nothing actually happens in this train. Miyamoto 

is busy reading his book and does not even notice Hana’s presence on the train. It is Hana 

Figure 41. Close-up image of Hana from a low angle with a halo 

effect. 
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who thinks that Miyamoto may be looking at her and thus gets embarrassed. In other words, 

the spiritual affect in this scene is not produced by what actually happens to the characters, 

but by the ‘virtual conjunction’ between images in an any-space-whatever: 

The expressed – that is, the affect – is complex because it is made up of all 

sorts of singularities that it sometimes connects and into which it sometimes 

divides. What produces the unity of affect at each instant is the virtual 

conjunction assured by the expression, face or proposition. (C1: 105) 

Affective qualities in this scene are expressed in a narrative: Hana believes that Miyamoto 

has seen her when she is sleeping. But this story has never been actualized. It is only the 

virtual conjunction between images inside the train that construct this story. Any-space-

whatever is this space of virtual conjunctions. It expresses quality and power outside 

spatio-temporal co-ordinates, outside the ‘real connection’ between images, and is ‘grasped 

as pure locus of the possible’ and thus functions as genetic elements of affection-image 

(C1:109). In this sense, just like the way light highlights the character’s face in figure 13, 

the affective quality in this scene is not expressed by the face only, but also by the light 

that creates this any-space-whatever. Light occupies about half of the image and manifests 

the heterogeneity of the train as a space. The virtual conjunction of images inside this space 

constitute a virtual narrative and acts as the prior conditions of all actualization and 

expression of affective qualities (C1: 109). 

 The last example I want to use to illustrate the space of rim light is the school library 

in Love Letter (1995). During Itsuki Fujii’s time in middle school, she bonds with a boy 

who has the same name as her. Before the start of a new school year, the boy gives Fujii a 

book and asks her to help him return it to the school library. After that, he suddenly drops 
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out from school and disappears from Fujii’s life. The letter from Watanabe makes Fujii 

recall the memory of this boy: She remembers the face in the school library, when the boy 

stood in a corner right next to the window, reading his book in silence. 

 All the installed light in 

the library has been switched off 

in this scene, which makes light 

from the window the only light 

source. A medium shot from the 

point of view of Fujii clearly 

shows how the depth of space is 

created by the window effect (see figure 42). In this scene, the affective quality is sustained 

within the cross-cutting between the faces of the boy and the girl, set to a cello and piano 

soundtrack. 

 Based on Fujii’s face, we can see that, when she looks at the boy (see figure 43), she is 

deeply ‘attracted’ (in any sense) to what she sees. In this sense, her face expresses a sort of 

desire which is reflected as quality 

on the face of the boy illuminated 

by the rim light. At the same time, 

a mild breeze from the window 

induces a series of intensive 

movements on their faces (on the 

curtain next to the boy and hair of 

the girl). The two faces function as Dividuals that capture affect as the unity of power and 

Figure 42. Medium shot from the point of view of Itsuki Fujii, 

which gives an overview of the space and shows the window 

effect. 

Figure 43, faces of Fujii demonstrate the reflective and 

intensive poles of face. 
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quality (C1: 92).  The beauty of adolescence is preserved as affective quality in the library, 

which makes this scene a classic in the history of Japanese romance films. Suddenly, a 

breeze snatches the curtain and hides the boy from Fujii’s sight. In this shot, the director 

really makes the boy disappear from 

the frame (figure 44) and we can see 

how the space is equivalent to the 

face: A cross-cut indicates that Fujii 

is still looking at the empty rim light 

space until the boy reappears (figures 

45 and 46). At that particular 

moment, the space of the rim light 

substitutes the boy’s face and 

becomes the object of desire to Fujii. 

The library becomes the space of pure 

affect even when the face has 

disappeared. In this sense, affect in 

this scene is not only expressed 

through the face, but also the any-

space-whatever constituted by rim 

light. 

 Up until this point, I have discussed how light in the films of Shunji Iwai help 

construct an any-space-whatever which expresses the beauty of adolescence as affective 

quality. However, there is another kind of space that can be found in Iwai’s films, which is 

Figures 44, 45 and 46. Sequence shots showing the 

disappearing and re-appearing of the boy. 
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constituted by backlight and 

which I refer to as the ‘space of 

chiaroscuro’. Let us return to the 

library scene in Love Letter 

(1995), specifically the moment 

when Fujii’s the gaze expresses 

desire towards the boy, and the 

boy comes towards Fujii as a response. He shows Fujii a stack of book cards and borrows 

some books under the name ‘Itsuki Fujiii’. Light at this point directly hits the backs of the 

two figures, and presents the library as a space of chiaroscuro in which only the characters’ 

shadows can be seen (figure 47). In Deleuze’s discussion of the affection-image, he 

suggests that shadow produced by backlight is a way to construct the any-space-whatever: 

How can any-space whatever be constructed? How can any-space-whatever be 

extracted from a given state of things, from a determinate space? The first way 

was shadow, shadows: a space full of shadows, or covered with shadows, 

becomes any-space-whatever…A ‘Gothic’ world, which drowns and breaks 

the contours, which endows things with a non-organic life in which they lose 

their individuality, and which potentializes space, whilst making it something 

unlimited… And of course, a character may also become strangely and terribly 

flat, against the background of a luminous circle, or his shadow may lose all its 

thickness, by backlighting [contre-jour], on a white background; but it is by an 

‘inversion of the values of light and dark’, by an inversion of perspective which 

puts depth to the forefront. (C1: 111-112) 

Figure 47. Backlight from the window presents the library as a 

space of chiaroscuro. 
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As we see in figure 47, backlight in this scene presents an image of light and shadow in 

which the characters lose their individuality. They become contrasts of light and dark and 

are extracted from the determinate space: They are no longer the young boy and girl in the 

school library, but appear as pure powers of light and darkness which ‘couple together 

gripping like wrestlers’ (C1: 111). Akin to what Deleuze calls ‘diagrams’ in Bacon’s 

paintings, such a unity of color and light rejects any figurative reading; the pure power of 

light and shadow removes the image from the ‘optical organization’ of figurative cliché 

and appears as a catastrophe, as chaos (LS: 101). For example, in the middle panel of 

Triptych, 1970 (figure 48), 

the field of color and light 

becomes a ‘matter of fact’ of 

different figures, functions as 

‘a germ of rhythm’, the pre-

figure material of sensation (LS: 70). As Deleuze explains in the Logic of Sensation: 

The diagram is thus the operative set of asignifying and nonrepresentative lines 

and zones, linestrokes and color-patches. And the operation of the diagram, its 

function, says Bacon, is to be “suggestive.” Or, more rigorously, to use 

language similar to Wittgenstein’s, it is to introduce “possibilities of 

fact.”…They mark out possibilities of fact, but do not yet constitute a fact. (LS: 

83) 

We may say that the mixture of light and shadow in figure 47 is the operative set of 

asignifying and nonrepresentative traits of sensation. Backlighting deterritorializes the 

school library and makes it an any-space-whatever, a space in which the figures dissolve 

Figure 48. Triptych, 1970. Oil on canvas. 
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into pure quality and power of light and shadow. In this way the mixture introduces 

‘possibilities of fact’, or in Deleuze’s wording in Cinema 1, it ‘determines the virtual 

conjunctions which do not coincide with the state of things or the position of character 

which produce it’ (C1: 112). In this scene, the potentiality/virtuality has bonded with the 

stack of book cards that help raise the central question of the film: Whose name has the 

boy written on the card? Is it his own name, or is the card just a way for him to express his 

unrequited admiration for the girl with the same name? All these are reserved as pure 

affects and potentialities in the any-space-whatever.   

 The last example I want to introduce is the scene when Yôko Kuno (Ayumi Itô) 

comes back to the class after being gang-raped in All About Lily Chou-Chou (2001). This 

scene consists of three successive parts, expressing similar affective qualites which are 

linked together by the soundtrack, Arabesque by Claude Debussy13. The first part is when 

Kuno opens the door and walks into the classroom. The camera has not directly shown 

what is wrong with her, but it can be somehow ‘apprehended on the pathetic face’ of her 

classmates (C1: 96). They know exactly what has happened to Kuno: It is something 

terrible that is reflected as affective quality on all their faces. This part ends with a close-

up shot of Kuno with a creepy skinhead haircut, set to a heart-breaking piano soundtrack 

(figure 49). If the previous close-up images we saw in Love Letter (1995), April Story 

                                                           
13 Claude Debussy is an important figure in this film, not only because the director uses lots of his music 

for the soundtrack but also Iwai has rendered this French composer a religious sentiment in the film: The 

fans of Lily Chou-Chou believe that Debussy is the first musician to make music with ‘ether’. Ether is a 

matter that transmit emotion, the fans of Lily Chou-Chou believe that they has found ether in Lily’s music. 
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(1998), and Hana & Alice (2004) can be regarded as expressing the beauty of adolescence, 

all the faces we see in this scene are 

expressing the cruelty of adolescence as 

affective quality. The presentation of 

beauty and cruelty is one of the most 

well-known dualities in understanding 

the films of Shunji Iwai for both the 

media and the academia.  

  In the next part, the sound of Arabesque by Debussy brings us to a space of 

chiaroscuro and helps with preserving the affective quality in the previous shot (see figure 

50). The pure power of light and shadow constructs the space of chiaroscuro as an any-

space-whatever which takes over the images of the faces, abstracts the figures within from 

all spatio-temporal determinates and 

expresses affects of the same kind. In 

this sense, the figures in this space 

lose their individuality in the shadows. 

Together with the music, the contrast 

between light and shadow operates as 

a germ of rhythm, a compound of asignifying traits that render sensation. 

Figure 50, space of chiaroscuro created by backlight in All 

About Lily Chou-Chou (2001). 

Figure 49, Yôko Kuno cut herself a creepy skin head 

and back to school after being gang raped. 
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 For the third part, a fast cut 

brings us back into the classroom, 

capturing a close-up of Shiori Tsuda (Yû 

Aoi) who is crying in desperation (see 

figure 51). This image functions as a 

really powerful affection-image in which 

the intensive movements of her crying 

face expresses a strong desire: She cannot bear it and she wants to die. As these three parts 

are being linked together by the same soundtrack, they construct a structure of ‘face-space-

face’ which expresses the cruelty of adolescence time. 

 To sum up, by studying different spaces in Shunji Iwai’s films, this chapter has 

tried to argue that backlighting is one important technique for the presentation of two 

different spaces. For the first kind of space, the window effect presents the space as ‘rim 

light space’ that usually functions as the background of an affection-image of a face. For 

the second kind, backlight directly strikes from the back of the characters to create a ‘space 

of chiaroscuro’, which presents the pure power of light and shadow. These two kinds of 

spaces function as the ‘any-space-whatever’ and presents different statuses of adolescence 

as pure affective equality and power in Shunji Iwai’s films. 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 51, intensive face of Shiori Tsuda (Yû Aoi) 

displays a strong power of desire: She wants to die. 
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Chapter 5 

Action under backlighting: Two forces related to sensation 

 

In a 1996 interview with Mark Schilling, Iwai critiqued mainstream Japanese cinema for 

demonstrating an obsession with the presentation of a Japanese cultural ideal. He described 

such a traditional model of filmmaking as old-fashioned and as something that acted as an 

obstacle for Japanese films to attract new audiences from the younger generation and from 

overseas:  

I want to show that Japan isn’t that way anymore. Young Japanese don’t know 

those films or the society they depict. We have to make movies that appeal to 

them and reflect the world they’re living in. (Iwai quoted in Schilling 1999, 71) 

To depict the adolescents’ world, Iwai always includes adolescent characters in his films. 

In Deleuzian terminology, to depict a living world of the characters is to create a 

‘determinate, geographical, historical and social space-time’ concerning their actual 

situation – it belongs to the realm of action-image (C1: 142). Following the sensory-motor 

trajectory of the movement-image, when the affection-image presents the intensive affect 

(as power and quality) of characters and space, the reflective affect will then be actualized 

as reactive affect in action-image (Deamer 2016, 97). In other words, affective ‘qualities 

and powers are no longer displayed in the ‘any-space-whatevers’, but are actualized in a 

determined space-time in which the characters act and behave in a conditioned situation 

(C1: 141). In the previous chapter, I discussed how the different qualities of adolescence 

that are presented as affect in the any-space-whatevers are constructed by backlight in the 
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film world of Shunji Iwai. In this chapter, I will draw on the concept of action-image and 

Deleuzian logic of sensation to talk about how light can further function as a material 

support for the actualization of all these compounds of affect as force and sensation in 

Iwai’s films. 

According to Deleuze, when the action-image presents the behaviors of character(s) 

in a given situation, it is actually presenting the interaction between two signs: Milieu, 

which depicts a determined time-space (situation), and Binomial, which depicts pure action 

(C1: 142). In other words, these two signs constitute specific action in a given situation as 

a response to the perceived affect, giving the fullest expression of the linear sensory-motor 

trajectory (perception →affect→action) to achieve what Deleuze regards as realism: 

What constitutes realism is simply this: milieu and modes of behavior, milieu 

which actualize and modes of behavior which embody. The action-image is the 

relation between the two and all the varieties of this relation. (C1: 141) 

In the late 1990s, Japanese adolescents were living in a society just after the collapse of the 

bubble economy. Economic recession has since that time triggered bundles of social 

problems, like high suicide rates and divorce rates, increases in the numbers of diagnosed 

mental disorders and the level of juvenile delinquency, in addition to the problem of 

poverty in some regions. All these issues are reflected in the films of Shunji Iwai as ‘milieu’ 

for stories to happen. For example, in All About Lily Chou-Chou (2001), most of the major 

characters are on the one hand victims of Hoshino’s severe bullying at school: Hasumi and 

his friends are forced to make money by shop-lifting; Tsuda is threatened by Hoshino and 

forced to do Enjo-kōsai (compensated dating or even prostitution); and Kuno is gang-raped 
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by Hoshino’s gang. On the other hand, adolescents in the films are facing different family 

issues: Hasumi’s parents are divorced and both have remarried. Hasumi lives with his 

mother, his stepfather (who has also been divorced in the past) and his stepfather’s son, 

which estranges Hasumi from his family and drives him to isolate himself in the world of 

music and internet; Hoshino’s father has closed his factory during Japan’s economic 

downturn and left his family. This messes up Hoshino’s life and makes him a school bully 

following the trip at Okinawa. All these complicated problems that the characters are facing 

echo the actual situation of Japanese teenagers in the late 1990s, providing the film with 

its specific cultural and social coordinates that function as determinates to form a nexus of 

milieu. All About Lily Chou-Chou (2001) is, in this sense, a film about the lives of 

adolescents in the crumbling society of Japan.  

Milieu, according to Deleuze, carries out a ‘global synthesis’ of different affects 

(qualities and powers) and presents them as forces in the milieu acting on the characters 

(C1: 141). These forces acting on a given character throw him/her a challenge and 

‘constitute a situation in which he/she is caught’ (C1: 141). As a response, characters exert 

action to modify the milieu, or their relationship with the milieu, through which a new 

situation will emerge. Deleuze calls this picture the set (ensemble) of the action-image as 

the logic of action-image (C1: 142). Referring back to the ‘face-space-face’ sequence of 

successive affection images in All About Lily Chou-Chou (2001) (see figures 52, 53 and 

54), affect (the cruelty of adolescence time), as reflected on the faces and the any-space-

whatever in this scene, is rendered by the milieu, the shared trauma of different characters 

in the film. The tortures of school bullying, their broken family and hostility from the adult 
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world, synthesize as a series of forces 

acting on Tsuda (figure 54). These forces 

trigger her response to modify the 

situation: She wants to die. 

Forces in this scene keep building 

up in the piano soundtrack and the 

conversation between Philia (Hasumi) 

and Blue Cat (Hoshino) (presented on the 

screen as white text on a black 

background), until the soundtrack 

suddenly switches to a pop-rock rhythm, 

highlighted by a determined guitar chord 

and percussion. Moving from Arabesque 

by Debussy to   ‘飛べない翼’ (Tobenai 

Tsubasa) by Lily Chou-Chou, this change 

of music strikes the viewers’ nerves like 

a sudden release of tension. This tension that has been built up from the previous ‘face-

space-face’ sequence shot and prepares for some sort of action to come. What then comes 

to the viewers’ vision is the silhouette of Tsuda when she is looking up to the bright blue 

sky. Meanwhile, the soundtrack stops (figure 55). This is the scene before her suicide, 

before she takes action and changes the situation. In the set of action-images, in order to 

duel with the force actualized in her milieu, the character at this point functions as pure 

action, as couples of antagonistic forces against the milieu that Deleuze calls binomial: 

Figures 52, 53 and 54. The ‘face-space-face’ sequence 

being discussed in the previous chapter which expresses 

the cruelty of adolescence time as affect.  
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 The situation, and the character or the action, are like two terms which are 

simultaneously correlative and antagonistic. The action in itself is a duel of 

forces, a series of duels: duel with the milieu, with the others, with itself… And 

we should like to call the other binomial, in order to designate every duel, that 

is to say, what is properly active in the action-image. (C1: 142) 

In this sense, the character in this scene 

functions as pure forces, as ‘what is 

properly active in the action-image’. 

However, as we see in figures 55 and 56, 

this scene is composed of medium long 

takes that presenti the girl looking up to 

the sky. How can this static figure operate 

as a pure force of action? It is by the help 

of backlight.  

 Force, according to Deleuze, is the 

‘common problem’ of art. Regardless of whether the art work is a painting, music, literature 

or a film, the shared mission of art is to capture force: 

For there is a community of the arts, a common problem. In arts, and in painting 

as in music, it is not a matter of reproducing or inventing forms, but of 

capturing forces…The task of painting is defined as the attempt to render 

visible forces that are not themselves visible. Likewise, music attempts to 

render sonorous forces that are not themselves sonorous. (LS: 48) 

Figures 55 and 56, medium long takes of Tsuda 

looking up to the sky.  
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In the case of Bacon’s paintings, it is the primary function of the pictorial figure to make 

invisible force visible (LS: 49). Under the Deleuzian logic of sensation, sensation is 

rendered by the coexistence of movements (known as rhythm) related to the figures. These 

visible movements are actually subordinated to invisible forces acting on or exerted from 

the figures (LS: 53). Deleuze further lists different types of forces in Bacon’s paintings, 

with ‘the force of dissipation’ being one of them. The force of dissipation is the force 

exerted from the figure when the figure ‘fades away and returns to the field’ (LS: 53). To 

demonstrate this type of force, Deleuze goes back to the Structure-Figure-Contour complex 

of Bacon’s paintings, and suggests that the force of dissipation is actualized when the figure 

attempts to pass into the structure through the contour: 

It is no longer the material structure that curl around the contour in order to 

envelop the Figure, it is the Figure that wants to pass through a vanishing point 

in the contour in order to dissipate into the material structure… The contour 

thus assumes a new function, since it no longer lies flat, but outlines a hollow 

volume and has a vanishing point. (LS: 16) 

For example, in Study for a Crouching Nude, 1952 (figure 57), 

the lighting curtain in this painting functions as the contour 

which not only isolates the figure, but also dissolves the depth 

of field, creating a hollow volume that allows the figure to 

dissipate into the structure (LS: 27). This is how the force of 

dissipation is actualized in the Structure-Figure-Contour 

structure of Bacon’s painting. The color contour becomes ‘the 

curtain behind which the Figure is dissolved by joining with the structure’ (LS: 29).  

Figure 57. Study for a Crouching 

Nude, 1952 by Francis Bacon. 
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Returning to the scene of the young girl figure in All About Lily Chou-Chou (2001), 

she is roaming around the pylon behind the school, looking up to the flying kites in the sky. 

Medium long takes of the figure presents it as a static figure through which no significant 

force is rendered visible (see figures 55 and 56). However, the following shot presents a 

backlit wide shot of the pylon, in which the natural light source is directly captured as a 

ring of light in the center of the image (see figure 58). This image shares the Structure-

Figure-Contour structure of Bacon’s painting: The landscape (composed of sky, grassland, 

and the pylon) is equivalent to the material structure in which the figure passes through a 

vanishing point and disappears in the contour – the overwhelming ring of light in the center 

of the image created 

by backlighting. 

Following the 

Deleuzian logic of 

sensation, the 

invisible force 

exerted by the static 

figure is finally 

rendered visible when it dissipates into the structure with the help of the enormous ring of 

light. At the same time, pop-rock soundtrack starts again to further amplifies the force. To 

dissipate, is the action Tsuda takes to modify the situation and complete the set of action 

image. In this sense, backlighting in this scene presents the image as a ‘binomial par 

excellence’; it actualizes the force of dissipation as an antagonistic force to the milieu, by 

Figure 58. This wide shot of the pylon in All About Lily Chou-Chou (2001) 

presents the Structure-Figure-Contour structure of Bacon’s painting. 
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which a new situation will emerge. The girl dissipates into the structure, into the bright 

blue sky, like the flying kites:  

I want to ride on a kite. I want to fly through the sky 

These are the last words of Tsuda, before she climbs on the pylon and commits suicide. 

One more example I want to include is another scene from the same film, namely the 

scene when Kuno is raped by Hoshino’s gang. It starts with a wide shot, where Hasumi is 

bringing Kuno to an empty factory. Shimmering light spreads over the grassland, making 

it look like an impressionist painting set to a piano soundtrack (see figure 59). In the realm 

of the action-image, a wide 

shot is the most convenient 

way to present a determined 

space (milieu) in which 

different affects are 

actualized as forces acting 

on the characters. With 

regards to the milieu in this 

scene, tension develops in an antagonistic pair: the beauty presented in the images and the 

cruelty presented in the horrible thing that is going to happen. Because of jealousy, Kuno 

is boycotted by other girls in the class and becomes the target for school bullying.  It is a 

set-up by Hoshino and Kanzaki, where they ask Hasumi to bring Kuno to the factory, but 

Hasumi is not supposed to know what is going to happen to this girl.  

Figure 59, wide shot of the empty factory presented like an 

impressionist painting under shimmering light. 
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From the point of view of space, the milieu (the empty factory) in this scene is divided 

into two determined parts. First is the inside of the factory in which Hoshino’s gang are 

chasing the girl, recorded with an DV camera; the second part is the space outside of the 

factory in which Hasumi witnesses the whole process through the glass window. Following 

the structural law of the action-image, the outside and inside of the factory in this scene 

can be understood as secondary situations (S`) that constitute the milieu, the principal 

situation (S): 

And from the point of view of the succession of shots, it organizes the passage 

from S to S`, the great respiration, the alternation of moments of contraction 

and of expansion, the alternations of outside and inside, the division of the 

principal situation into secondary situations which are like so many little local 

missions within the global mission. (C1: 151) 

Inside the factory, hand-held camera footage records the atrocity of the gang. They chase 

the girl and push her over; she tries her hardest to get away, until a boy puts her on the floor 

cover with cotton. Outside the factory, Kanzaki looks through the window and laughs in 

excitement while Hasumi stands aside crying like a child. Through the use of parallel 

montage, the scene edits these secondary situations together as different power effect in 

the milieu (C1: 151). The piano soundtrack at this point carries out a global synthesis of 

these powers, asserting their independence and continuity across the images of montage 

whilst the powers have become forces in the milieu (C1: 141). In other words, successive 
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images presenting the atrocity of the gang 

(figure 60) and Hasumi’s desperate face 

(figure 61) function as complex of forces – 

a series of tensions being actualized in the 

determined space-time. This is followed by 

a long-take close-up of Hasumi’s face. 

Affective tension at this moment has 

reached its optimum point, as expressed 

through the powerful triplets in the piano 

soundtrack.  This is the moment when the 

milieu throws down the strongest 

challenge to the characters and calls for an action to alter the situation. 

But there is no hero in real life; nobody is going to save these suffering kids. What 

we see is just the perpetrator, Shusuke Hoshino, leaving the scene, as presented in a 

medium long-take illuminated by backlighting (see figure 62, 63 and 64). Again, backlight 

in this scene presents a Structure-Figure-Contour structure of an image in which the figure 

dissipates into the background through the lighting contour. In Deleuzian terminology, 

backlight in this scene renders the invisible force of dissipation visible, and this force of 

dissipation acts as an antagonistic force against the tension preserved in the milieu. As 

though following the dissipating figure, the piano soundtrack starts to fade out at the same 

time. All the tension and force seems to vanish into the air, like the rising smoke lit by the 

backlighting. Therefore, although it has not brought any dramatic change to the situation, 

this long take of the dissipating figure functions as the binomial in the set of action-images. 

Figure 60 and 61. Successive images edited by 

parallel montage depicts the inside and outside of the 

factory which constitute the milieu in this scene. 
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The force of dissipation erases the 

tension preserved in the milieu, and 

reacts to the miserable situation of the 

adolescents by introducing calmness 

into the scene, like a deep breath after 

a storm.  

Here comes the logic of 

sensation in Iwai’s set of action-image: 

The adolescents have been put into a 

desperate situation that echoes the real 

situation of Japanese youth in the 

1990s, in which different challenges 

have been put to the characters as 

different forces being actualized in the 

milieu. As a response, the characters 

exert forces against their milieu in 

order to change the situation. The image presenting such an antagonistic force duels with 

the milieu, which is known as binomial. In the two examples discussed above, images of 

the binomial in Iwai’s films are mostly backlit images. Backlight functions as a contour 

surrounding the character (figure) and allows him/her to dissipate into it. In this sense, 

backlight actualizes the force of dissipation as a response to the milieu and the figure 

becomes the sensible form related to a sensation. 

Figure 62, 63 and 64, long-take portraying the dissipating 

figure of Hoshino under backlighting. 



99

 However, there is still one kind of force related to sensation that I have not 

discussed yet, and that is what Deleuze calls the ‘force of deformation’. When Deleuze 

claims that sensation is the coexistence of movements (effect of invisible forces) related to 

the figures, he does not mean that sensation is presented in the artworks as ‘free or 

disembodied play of light and color’ (LS: 31). Instead, sensation is in the figure, or more 

precisely, the body of the figure: 

 This was Cézanne’s lesson against the impressionists: sensation is not in the 

“free” or disembodied play of light and color; on the contrary, it is in the body, 

even in the body of an apple. Color is in the body, sensation is in the body, and 

not in the air. Sensation is what is painted. What is painted on the canvas is the 

body, not insofar as it is represented as an object, but insofar as it is experienced 

as sustaining this sensation. (LS: 31-32) 

Following the same logic, sensation experienced in Iwai’s films are sustained by the 

material bodies of the cinematic figures. To sustain sensation, body of figure must have 

nothing to do with representation (figuration), nothing to do with a given ‘form’ that is 

waiting to be represented. Deleuze calls such a body the body without organs; it is a 

deformed body of pure kinetic movements and dynamic tendencies that result from an 

invisible force:  

It is an intense and intensive body. It is traversed by a wave that traces levels 

or thresholds in the body according to the variations of its amplitude. Thus the 

body does not have organs, but threshold or levels... Sensation is vibration. We 

know that the egg reveals just this state of the body ‘before’ organic 

representation: axes and vectors gradients, zones, kinetic movements, and 
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dynamic tendencies, in relation to which forms are contingent or accessory. 

(LS: 39) 

In this sense, the body becomes a pure site for the action of force, and such a force is 

rendered visible as movements on the body of the figure. It triggers a wave which flows 

through the body of flesh and nerves and traces levels upon it. Sensation is thus produced 

when such a wave (actualized force) acts on the body, as an ‘affective athleticism’ (LS: 

40). Regarding that particular force that creates the body without organs, Deleuze calls this 

the ‘force of deformation’ and the primary function of figures in Bacon’s paintings is to 

make this force visible. The most obvious examples are Bacon’s series of portraits and self-

portraits. For instance, in Triptych, Three Studies for a Portrait of George Dyer (1964) 

(figure 65) and Triptych, 

Three Studies for a Self-

Portrait (1967) (figure 66), 

movements on the series of 

faces are the result of the 

forces of ‘pressure, 

dilation, contraction, 

flattening, and elongation’, 

all of which are forces of 

deformation that strike on 

the immobile heads from 

different angles (LS: 50). 

According to Deleuze, force exerted on a face has marked the face with new meanings: 

Figure 65. Triptych, Three Studies for a Portrait of George Dyer (on 

Light Ground), 1964. Oil on canvas. 

Figure 66. Triptych, Three Studies for a Self-Portrait, 1967. Oil on 

canvas. 
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The series of faces in these two paintings no longer refer to their original forms (the face 

of George Dyer and Francis Bacon, respectively), but have instead turned into a ‘zone of 

indiscernibility’, a zone of pure bodily deformation in which the form is subordinated to 

the figure (LS: 50). In this sense, the force of deformation prevents the faces in the paintings 

from becoming objects representing an abstract form. Rather, they are pure figures of 

sensation. This is why Deleuze claims that sensation is the master of deformations, the 

agent of bodily deformation (LS: 31). In the rest of this chapter, I will try to demonstrate 

how such force of deformation is actualized by backlighting and functions as binomial in 

the set of action-images in Iwai’s films. 

 Recalling Japanese society in the late 1990s, Picnic (1996) presents a chaotic and 

oppressive social situation for its characters. Three adolescents, Coco (Chara), Tsumuji 

(Tadanobu Asano), and Satoru (Koichi Hashizume), are mental patients locked in a mental 

hospital. The oppressive situation in the hospital has been depicted as a series of duels that 

Coco faces when she first arrives: A physical duel with the hostility of the medical staff; a 

psychological duel with sense of conformity among the patients; and a mental duel with all 

the established rules inside the hospital. This whole state of affairs in the film actualizes 

the power of oppression as forces in a milieu acting on the characters. Therefore, the three 

main characters escape from the hospital and starts, day by day, to walk along the wall of 

the hospital in order to search for an ideal picnic site, a site they can escape from their 

oppressive situation and enjoy the landscape of apocalypse mentioned in the Bible.  

 However, as they enter the city, the trio discovers that there is actually no difference 

between the outside world and the hospital. The patient clothes they wear make them feel 

like aliens walking around. People in the city look at them as though they are animals in a 



102

zoo, and there is a police officer who wants to return them to the hospital. All these 

encounters with the outside world strike them as forces of oppression in a determined 

situation. But this time they have nowhere to which they can escape, and have to face the 

reality (especially when Satoru accidentally falls from the wall). 

 The fall is presented by cutting on action and offers a change in the universal 

situation. This is the first time Satoru loses his friends and have to face the strange world 

on his own. In a medium shot, his body goes into a spasm and he struggles to stand up in 

front of the wall. Slow  motion and a peaceful piano soundtrack presents the figure as a 

deformed human body moving in a creepy manner (figure 67). Still, this scene functions 

as a milieu in the set of action-images, in which the power of the wall behind the character 

is actualized as a rigid force of oppression, challenging the oppressed body and calling for 

an action to come. As a response, 

the figure deforms, as presented 

in a close-up long take of 

Satoru’s bloody face illuminated 

by backligting (figures 68 and 

69). Under the Delezian logic of 

sensation, backlight in this long 

take helps actualize the force of deformation as movements on the deforming face. It shines 

on the immobile head of the figure from different angles, highlighting the series of 

movements of deformation. All these contractions, elongations and spasms displace a 

Figure 67. A medium shot capturing the creepy body movement 

of Satoru in Picnic (1996). 
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deformation of the bodies and is reserved in 

the image as a scene of hysteria (LS: 16). In 

other words, this backlit long take of 

hysteria presents a figure of pure sensation 

under the effect of a deforming force. This 

force operates as binomial in the set of 

action-images, as an intensive force exerted 

by the character against the oppressive 

world in which he has been put. 

 

 The last example I want to use is a scene near the end of All About Lily Chou-chou 

(2001), namely the scene with Hoshino’s iconic scream. After Tsuda’s suicide, Hasumi 

finally reveals Hoshino’s atrocius actions to the school teacher. This scene, set in the 

medical room, fades out to the music 

of Shamisen (a three-stringed 

traditional Japanese musical 

instrument) and brings the 

spactators to a foggy field in which 

Hoshino is seen standing alone 

(figure 70). The backlighting and 

fog establish a sense of obscurity in this medium shot and constitue a tension with the 

traditional Japanese music. He is the murderer, the one guilty for all the tragic things that 

have happened. The unnatural calmness presented in this scene allows a pressure to 

Figure 68 and 69, close-up on the blood-washed face 

of Satoru under backlighting. 

Figure 70, medium shot of Hoshino standing in the foggy 

field. 
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accumulate around the boy, until it reaches its optimum point, until the moment he exerts 

movement to break the calmness. Suddenly, the Shamisen soundtrack switches into pop-

rock rhythm with progressive percussion (including a chorus of 愛の実験 (experiment of 

love) by Lily Chou-chou) and the boy screams hysterically, as presented in a hand-held 

close-up it by backlighting (see figures 71, 72 and 73). The camera moves like the spasm 

of the boy’s body, while light shines on the deformed body to actualize an intensive force 

sustaining the scream expressed in this scene.  

Among the different cases of 

deformation, Deleuze consider the case of 

the scream special. When the figure of 

deformation centers a series of harmonious 

movements as sensation, the ‘scream’ will 

tend to break this harmony because it is too 

sensational and implies certain pains and 

feelings (LS: 51). However, the intense 

sound of screaming in this scene is almost 

fully covered by the music, which 

transforms the sensational screaming into 

pure forces sustaining the scream. In this 

sense, the music and backlighting in this 

scene presents this image as a pure image 

of hysteria, an expression of a intensive 

force that expresses no emotion. In fact, the 

Figure 71, 72 and 73. A sequence of close-ups of 

Hoshino’s screaming face, illuminated by 

backlighting. 
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film never shows how Hoshino feels as a school bully. Concealed by backlighting, this face 

is not screaming in anger or pain, but is a pure figure of sensation sustained by the force of 

deformation. 

 In the realm of the action-image, Shunji Iwai’s films can be regarded as a reflection 

of the crumbling society of Japan in the late 1990s. All the social problems triggered by 

economic recession are actualized as forces in the milieu, a determined situation captured 

the adolescent characters. As a response to different challenges they are facing, the 

adolescents exert movements to change the situation. Images presenting pure movement as 

exerted by the characters are what Deleuze calls the binomial. In Shunji Iwai’s films, the 

binomial is usually the backlit images, in which light helps actualize mainly two forces, 

the force of dissipation and the force of deformation as antagonistic to the milieu. 

Following the Deleuzian logic of sensation, these invisible forces of dissipation and 

deformation govern the coexistence of movements related to the figure, and pass it into a 

pure figure of sensation. 
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Chapter 6 

Conclusion 

The success of Shunji Iwai in the late 1990s strikingly exemplifies a new optimism 

in the Japanese movie industry, whereby young directors from different sectors got a shot 

at making movies. During this time of collapse, when giant movie studios were downsizing, 

several talented directors from different backgrounds14 attempted to reinvent Japanese 

cinema and break with traditions established by the Golden Age directors, by making 

Japanese cinema an assemblage of innovative styles and themes known as the Japanese 

New Independent. It is within the context of 1990s Japanese cinema that this thesis has 

discussed the unique lighting style of Shunji Iwai’s films.  

Japanese cinema since the 1930s presented a culturally bonded aesthetics, 

characterized by a tendency to present a cultural ideal of traditional Japaneseness. Such a 

culturally bonded aesthetics appeared as an ‘aesthetics of shadow’ in the realm of cinematic 

lighting. In the short book In Praise of Shadows (1933), Daisuke Miyao (2013) suggested 

that Japanese filmmakers since the wartime had consciously engaged in the making of a 

Japanese identity by emphasizing the use of shadows. However, during the 1990s, Shunji 

Iwai, who regards himself as eizosakka, abandons this traditional practice and develops a 

MTV-influenced aesthetics in his films with his poetic use of backlighting. According to 

current conceptualizations of cinematic lighting in existing film scholarship (Russell 

(1981), Keating (2010), Thompson (2015)), light is always appreciated based on its 

                                                           
14 Shunji Iwai as a former MTV director, Satoshi Isaka as a former TV director, Makoto Shinozaki as a 

former film journalist, Naomi Sento as a former documentarian, Yōjirō Takita as a former pornography 

director. 



107

representational function, specifically its ability to serve the needs of storytelling. But 

narration does not seem like the primary concern of Shunji Iwai. Most of the famous scenes 

in his films are all shot with a similar technique: the use of backlighting. Examples include 

the scene when Fujii is reading at the corner of library in Love Letter (1995), when Ageha 

is getting her tattoo in Swallowtail Butterfly (1996), when Nireno is awkwardly introducing 

herself in April Story (1998), when Hasumi is listening to his discman in the green paddy 

field in All About Lily Chou-Chou (2001), and the moment when Alice does a solo ballet 

dance in Hana & Alice (2004). These scenes are inexplicable if we use the mainstream 

representational understanding of cinematic light. In order to have a more profound 

understanding of light in the film world of Shunji Iwai, this thesis has turned to a new 

paradigm in recent film studies, and moved towards a non-representational conception of 

cinematic light under the notion of affect and sensation.  

Referring to the philosophy of Gilles Deleuze, film scholars such as Kennedy 

(2000), Powell (2005) and Beugnet (2007) criticize mainstream film studies for focusing 

too much on the representational studies of sign and ideology. They argue that film can be 

understood also as an embodied experience of affect and sensation that is preserved in the 

materiality of cinematic images. This argument represents a new paradigm in film studies, 

which has provided me with valuable insight for studying light – one of the most important 

aesthetic aspects of cinema – beyond representation and the logic of narration. This thesis 

has reviewed Deleuze’s major texts in aesthetics and cinema, including Francis Bacon: 

The Logic of Sensation (1981), Cinema 1: The Movement-Image (1983), Cinema 2: The 

Time-Image and his last co-authored book with F. Guattari, What is Philosophy? (1994). 

In doing so, I have acquired a set of terms and a language for exploring the film world of 



108

Shunji Iwai in light of affect and sensation. Following the Deleuzian logic of sensation and 

his taxonomy of cineosis15, the film analysis part of this thesis has been divided into three 

main parts, each of which has considered how, in six selected films by Shunji Iwai, light 

works to render sensation in different kinds of movement-images. 

In the first part (Chapter 3), I focused on the main characters captured in the 

perception-images, and discussed how backlight isolates these central privilege images and 

presents them as pure figures of sensation. All these cinematic figures in Shunji Iwai’s 

films share the same features: They are brittle, sensitive, beautiful and fragile. This 

feminine presentation of characters makes the figures embody different zones of 

indiscernibility. They are neither men nor women, but rather inhabit a pre-mature stage of 

all possibilities, known as the figure of adolescents. In the second part (Chapter 4), I 

focused on two kinds of backlit spaces found in Shunji Iwai’s films, which I called the 

‘space of rim light’ and ‘space of chiaroscuro’. Following Deleuze’s concepts of affection-

image and diagram, I suggested that these special spaces operate as the any-space-whatever 

which expresses different aspects of adolescents as pure qualities and powers (affects) 

under backlighting. For the third part (Chapter 5), I focused on how backlighting in Shunji 

Iwai’s films actualizes two kinds of forces related to sensation in the realm of action-

images. In the sets of action-images in Shunji Iwai’s films, the adolescent characters are 

first put into a milieu that reflects the actual social situation of Japan in the 1990s. In these 

milieux, the characters face different challenges in terms of actualized forces in determined 

                                                           
15 A taxonomy of cinematic signs that Deleuze created in his two cinema books, The Movement- Image (1983) and The 

Time- Image (1983) inspired by the philosophy of Henry Bergson. Discussing how cinema actualizes human perception 

of movement and time on the silver screen as a field of differentiated images, giving onto different conceptions of 

history and diverse philosophical encounters (Deamer 2014, 2). 
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spaces. As a response, characters initiate forces antagonistic to the milieu, with the aim of 

changing the situation. The images presenting such antagonistic forces are referred to as 

binomial. The two major kinds of forces found in Iwai’s films are the force of dissipation 

and the force of deformation. Following a Deleuzian logic of sensation, backlighting in the 

images of binomial render the invisible forces of dissipation and deformation visible, 

turning the characters into pure figures of sensation. 

These three focal points in my textual analysis underline the major findings of this 

thesis, which has emphasized a logic of lighting sensation in the film world of Shunji Iwai. 

Such logic of lighting sensation is the result of a unique analytical trajectory based on 

Deleuze’s studies of cinema and Bacon’s paintings. Through a critical reading of the 

Deleuzian logic of sensation and his study of movement-images, this thesis argues that 

light is the material capturing of sensation in Iwai’s films on two levels. Firstly, at the level 

of a single scene, backlighting helps actualize different forces as movements (isolation, 

dissipation, deformation…) related to the cinematic figures. It also helps an any-space-

whatever present adolescence as pure power and quality of affect. Secondly, at the level of 

coupled scenes, backlit images as movement-images give a full expression of the 

Bergsonian motor-sensory schema in cinema. The coexistence of movement-images (e.g. 

perception-image, affection-image, action-image) of backlighting thus render a rhythmical 

experience of cinematic sensation by interacting with other diegetic elements, like music, 

sound and camera movements.  

Although this analytical trajectory still relies on Deleuze’s reading of Bacon’s 

paintings, it not only offers a possible methodology for the critical rethinking of cinematic 

light in terms of affect – it may also offer new insights for the study of the Japanese New 
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Independent cinema. While scholars are still grappling with the problematic generalization 

of form and style in the New Independent cinema (Davis (1996), Mes, Tom, and Jasper 

Sharp (2005), Laird (2010)),  this thesis may open up new artistic avenues of thinking about 

and studying Shunji Iwai's films – and more broadly the Japanese New Independent – by 

intersecting with the new materialist theory of sensation. 
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