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Katarzyna Marak

The Confusing Spiral: The Adaptation of Junji It6’s Uzumaki in the Eyes
of Non-Japanese Audiences

DOI: 10.14746/sijp.2017.49.1

ABSTRACT
This paper concerns Internet user narratives caimgethe 2000 film adaptation
of Junji It5's manga,Uzumakj of the same title and their characteristic traits
The focus are the individual testimonies of Inténmgers who make up the non-
Japanese, English-speaking audience of the filmh,th@ image of reception of
it that they paint. A closer analysis of narratiee®utUzumakireveals a variety
of ideas and attitudes regarding not only Japapesgelar culture, but cinema
and adaptations in general as well as specifiepattof response—including
the technical aspects of the film text and morem®nensive cultural nuances.

KEYWORDS: Junji It5, Uzumakj user narratives, reception

Introduction

Junji Ito’s famous mangaJzumakj was first published in 1998, and adapted
into a film only two years laterUzumaki[2000]). The film was the first
rendition of 16’'s story available to the American audience (thengaawas
published in English in 2001 and later re-release2007.)Uzumaki(both the
manga and the film) is characterised by all theufi@celements that mark the
majority of I©’s works; an end-of-the-world scenario, protaganiaho are
ordinary people suddenly involved in extraordinawgnts, and, seemingly, no
limit to the imagination or the scope of the sterg whirlwind of abstraction.
Plotwise,Uzumakiappears deceptively simple: this, as Robin Bregaés it,
“masterpiece of horror manga (...) tells the storp @kaside town haunted not
by a vengeful ghost but by a shape (...) As peoptdisds and bodies are
twisted to conform to the shape, the townspeoptaess the slow dissolution
of their world and sanity” (Brenner 2007: 183). dtigh both the manga and
the film are familiar to critics and scholars alikeis the film which excites
more attention, most probably due to the fact Watks and essays on film are
far more numerous than essays and articles comecgltiis graphic novels. As
a horror text,Uzumaki(from here on designating the film, unless otheewi
specified) is usually regarded by scholars partlyhie context of its premise,
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which is taken directly from the manga, and paitlythe context of its
distinctive, “[h]ighly experimental” visual styléVcRoy 2007: 153):

Uzumakiborrows from a plurality of secular and religiosisurces.
Higuchinsky eschews conventional narrative paradigmd ‘classical’
filmmaking practices (like Hollywood-style crosstting and detailed
exposition) in favour of a story that is itselfiad of cinematic vortex.
In conveying his recursive tale, Higuchinsky mebdbat Benoit
Mandelbrot would describe as the ‘fractal geometryature’ (1982)
with a frenetic pacing marked by disquieting morseoftLovecraftian
menace. (McRoy 2007: 137-138)

Many aspects dflzumakithat are criticised by both the viewers and regieswy
are regarded by the scholars as deliberate, inhelements of the text — from
“intentionally exaggerated performances” and “playfonflation of horror
film and romantic comedy tropes” (McRoy 2007: 158)the director’s “use
of split screen photography, as well as the filmsnerous instances of digital
manipulation, varying focal lengths, chiaroscurd éw key lighting, and the
application of exaggerated sound effects,” whichdasidered to constitute a
“kind of visual hyperactivity” that does not allotive spectator to “slip into an
optical or narratological ‘comfort zone™ (McRoy Q®: 155-156). The same
elements, however, in the eyes of critics and mesbé the audience, are
sometimes regarded as the film's shortcomingsatiimg as weak, the editing
as confusing, and the tone as inconsistent. Tlsigadate response, however
not surprising, is nonetheless tremendously fasciganaturally, any given
pop-culture text will be perceived and experiendéfrently by scholars and
by the members of the — for lack of a better wordommercial audience.
There is thdJzumakitext as it is described and analysed by schotamné of
the characteristic features of which have been imest above), and there are
numeroudJzumakitexts experienced by the fans, viewers and ubkens.does
one translate into the other? And how close carsthelars come to accessing
the actual reception of the text, one might askthWhe help of one of the
most powerful and easily accessible communicatietwarks that is the
Internet — closer than ever before.

A site that offers quite a detailed rating mapdimgUzumakiis Internet Movie
Database. Abbreviated IMDb, the Internet Movie Dbakte is an online
database of information related primarily to filnes well as television
programs and video games. The message boardseatheomost-used features
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of the site. Posting on the message boards andyriliins is only possible for
registered users, who must verify their accountptowiding some personal
data. According to IMDb, 5762 users have givenftim a weighted average
vote of 6.3/ 10, and a Metascore (provided by Ietétia.com) of 62/108 Out
of those, 1351 US users thought the text deservatiray of 6.5, for example,
and 3024 Non-US usérbelieved it deserved only 6.1Based on this data it
could be theorised that the American audience wa mccepting of the film
— or enjoyed it more — than the audience from otteemtries, and different
cultural frames, but that would be little more thegpeculation based on thin
data — numbers, stars, percent (Wilson 2009: 26¢ real potential of the
Internet in terms of studying reception is realisedhe thick data: words,
comments and discussions that form narratives neteborate than mere
“good/bad” distinction, or any gradation in-betwg#&vilson 2009: 25). Even a
brief look at the discussions about and review&Jnfimakipresents a more
complex image of the text. It is, for instance, igdiately noticeable that while
the manga is considered to be mostly “amazing,altyescary,” and “weird”
or “bizarre” — and only rarely “stupid” or even “mediocre” (Goedds,
Amazon, IMDb), the film adaptation often tends te kegarded as “weak,”
“very Japanese” (this trait is barely mentionedha context of the manga),
intentionally incomprehensible (also not mentionedthe context of the
manga) and only sometimes as “weird.” Some usées te the film as “very
bad,” “stupid” or “mediocre,” but only few descriliteas “really scary;” there
are also voices saying that the film is “amazingdditionally, people tend to
advise others to read the manga before watchindilthe or emphasise the
superiority of the manga (IMDB, Amazon, MovieStack)

These, however, are still single words, organiseduantifying concepts such
as “mostly,” “often” or “few,” and quantitative cots exclude qualitative
accounts(Wilson 2009: 25, my emphasis). Thin observabléa,daeant to
objectify the viewers'’ reactions, deprives the aande of voice (Wilson 2009:
30). Numerous accounts of those who have §mmakican be found on the

! See: http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0244870/ratingsf?-tt_ov_rt. DOA: VI 2014,
http://www.metacritic.com/movie/spiral-2002 DOA: V2016.

2 According to Alexa Internet, Inc. (a Californiadeal company that provides commercial web
traffic data and analytics), almost one third o fheople using IMDb comes from the United
States, with the United Kingdom, Canada and Germss®rs adding up to further one tenth.
Therefore, "non-Japanese audiences" in this casigriéges audiences that are in fact largely
Western. http://www.alexa.com/siteinfo/imdb.com, &Il 2016.

3 See: http://www.imdb.com/title/tt0244870/ratings?rtt_ov_rt, DOA: VIII 2016.

13



Katarzyna Marak

Internet, in the form of comments, discussions, eevews. Those accounts,
thick narratives of response (Wilson 2009: 30) rded online, provide a
glimpse into thdJzumakias it is experienced by the audience, and retaal t
its reception is characterised by a number of dibke perspectives; in the
eyes of the user&Jzumakiis, first and foremost, a j-horror text, i.e. aqguct
of Japanese pop-culture, as well as a truly “Jagn@roduct — a text
characterised by Japaneseness (or, rarely, byatkethereof), i.e. the alleged
originality or “uniqueness” typical of the Japanesétural artefacts (Picard in
Perron 2009: 101). It is also perceived as a allesunterpart — namely a text
that performs in its native culture a function e@lent to a particular text from
the user’s culture. Lastly, it is sometimes perediand judged simply as a text.
All those perspectives and narratives are furtiaracterised by distinct user
discourse and points of view.

This paper is not an online fandom study, becaiied testimonies do not
come from interpretive communities, nor are thegsult of any collective
strategy or communal effort (Gray et al. in Grayaét 2007: 2). The
approach adopted in this text is also not the sastbe Encoding/decoding
model of communication (Hall et al. 1980), althoughrelies on the
concept of the relationship between the text'srief@ meaning and the
individual interpretation (shaped by personal aotiucal background) of
any given audience member, inspired by transadtioeader-response
theory (Iser 1978, Rosenblatt 1978). The focughi$ paper are the
individual testimonies of Internet users, theirdneggenous nature and the
dissensus natural to the multivocal orientatiorthef online environment
(Kozinets 2009: 170), and the image of recepti@y thaint.

Material Analysis

The Internet narratives concernitdggumakias a product of Japanese pop
culture refer to the text within the context of gealisations, racism (negative
or positive), or attempted neutrality, out of whighneralisations seem to be
the most common. Generalisations abbaumakispan a whole variety of
concepts, from assumptions and stereotypes comgekgian films as such
and film adaptations of manga, to motifs, convardi@and tropes found in
Japanese films. For instand¢zumakitends to be characterised as a “typical”
Asian (or sometimes Japanese; these terms appdagsikchangeable to some
users) film: kluseba (IMDDb) calls it a “typically adern Asian movie,” while
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another user, DA (IMDb), refers to it as a “typlgabland Japanese horror
movie,” which suggests that there exist some padiccharacteristics which
the users associate with and expect from Asiannwntexts. Some of those
attributed characteristics of Japanese narratives &r example, the
innovative content and the unpredictable progréskeoplot. “In an American
movie, you know who’s going to die (...) That's naté in Japanese horror”
(ShimmySnail, IMDb). Other attributed traits contghe way in which the
plot is resolved— some users appear to hold a belief that contempora
Japanese films end in a certain manner, ambiguadsabrupt: “Japanese
horror movies of late just stop instead of havirgme sort of ending”
(17jellybeans, MovieStack). A number of generaisat are related to the
faults attributed by the users to all Japanesen@@ntexts, such as the lack of
developed, realistic characters or unrealistic bigha of those characters: in
tommyknobnocker’s opinion (IMDb) the film “suffefeom Japanese cinema’s
lack of character development,” and the protagenite merely “stock
characters wandering through an amazing situatidréstly, numerous
generalisations construct not orllzumakj but all Japanese horror films as
strange and exotic in contrast to Western horior. filf you are into Japanese
horror, you probably already know what to expeatyites Jack Thanatos
(Amazon); “they have an unusual way of doing thes®vies, which makes
them original.” This particular perspective estsiiis Japanese horror films as
unusual, peculiar narratives marked by “idiosyniesls that need to be
acknowledged and accepted (orvuus, Amazon).

Many generalisations concerniblzumakitend to be highly favourable in tone.
In the eyes of the users, Japanese directors se@uossess superior skills in
film-making: “Somehow Japanese directors have ko create horror with
skill which far surpasses anything any U.S. direbgs done in years” (Kindle
Customer, Amazon). This approach, which dictates &l of Japanese horror
films are in some manner remarkable — and alsoethat a weak j-horror text
is a text superior to an average, or good, Weshemnor text — is closely
related to the attribution of positive qualities dapanese horror common
among users. This attitude is especially easy twenaluring discussions and
arguments, when users attempt to explain theiresgpgtion or high opinion of
Uzumaki

It's not the greatest J-Horror I've ever seen, tougive this movie a
1/10 is to say that you don't really get the gehemnceits [sic] and

15
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aesthetics of J-Horror. Sure, we as a non-Japaagdience think that
the acting is campy, but the fact is that what ee a&s camp is actually
a far more intricate, nuanced, and historicallyinied craft than the
acting we see in the US. As for the music, have ger heard a John
Carpenter score?

It sounds like this genre just isn't for you. I'rare there’s an American
remake of this film in the works...you’ll probabgnjoy the film once

it's raped of all its non-literal theatricality anclultural uniqueness.
(Kayes, MovieStack)

This post illustrates quite well the specific mpduof assumptions and
generalisations recurring in the users’ opiniond arguments. While Kayes is
not far from the truth when he or she says thaktkesist certain “concepts and
aesthetics” that can and should be understood &iterb appreciation of
Japanese horror texts, the rest of the post is diillpresumptions and
oversimplifications. Like Kayes, many users beli¢ivat those who are critical
of Uzumakiare simply ignorant in one way or another, regaslief whether
the matter concerns acting, storytelling, or musiand, consequently, they
believe that a more knowledgeable viewer would ratiically recognise the
text's merits.

One more fairly important and easily noticeabld fadhat the generalisations
very often tend to be accompanied by a specifit sbracist discourse, both
positive and negative. Positive racism, where p@siraits are attributed to a
Japanese text simply due to its origin, is predamily associated with the
more elaborate opinions and descriptions. As resgitoUzumakiillustrate,
negative (conventional) racism is much less comnian, it does happen
occasionally, taking the moderate shape of unfodritteories or offensive,
politically incorrect vocabulary. For instance, dingthebusx (IMDb), while
apparently favourably disposed towarndgzumakj comments on the overall
story (which he believes to be told by “someone vidh@razy”), using an
expression “the japs like that kind of explanat®arot,” while deathofagod
(IMDb) is even more aggressive, stating that “fjjloscause the movie is Asian
doesn’'t mean the sun shines out of its ass.” Wihiée first comment, apart
from employing the offensive term, proposes somegimed quality shared by
the Japanese people (who would like a certain measfrresolving narratives),
the second comment suggests the existence of emsuss of opinion
concerning the Japanese horror texts (where eeggngse horror film would

16
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be superb), which needs to be countérids worth to note that there are also
opinions and points of view which balance betwedsn piositively racist and
the conventionally racist attitudes, where usersaldfall into either racism or
positive racism, but instead attempt “colour-bliads,” i.e. an approach where
they opt to ignore any and all cultural context gume the story in abstract
isolation (which, obviously, is an unworkable pmsit in itself, since the
audience does not exist in isolation, but firmlythin the boundaries of their
culture). “I don't bother bringing ‘culture’ intd,il don't see in race or colour,”
declares deathofagod; “I just watch a movie andddewhether | enjoyed it.”
This attitude, apart from being fairly illusory,veals that the user does not
take into consideration how the lack of comprehmmsif the conventions and
characteristic features (from social conventiond &tuals to aesthetics and
story-telling characteristics) often-times natyraksults in misunderstanding
and misconceptions. The strive for objectivityiisthis case, futile, since to
understand the convention (the “race and colow™oi be able to judge the
quality of the conventional text, and thereforeb®able to form an informed
opinion. Although the later statement of the saser u- “cinema is there to be
enjoyed” (deathofagod) — is undeniably valid, thett¢mpted colour-
blindness” attitude rejects the fact that the emjegt is contingent on
understanding.

Some of the users who refrain from commenting theyswithin the context of
Japanese film-making and Japanese culture actoallyage to maintain the
necessary distance and address only the premibe sfory itself (which is to
a great extent culture-independent). Such opiniastly express appreciation
of the imagery and/or criticism of either the preen{spiral curse) or the lack
of a comprehensive story; some users are criticAlzumakj claiming that it
is a “bad,” “completely ridiculous” film, “since ¢htown is cursed by a shape”
(z_williams16, IMDb), and that there is “nothinggintening about it” (Lizard,
Amazon), while others are indifferent to it, judgiit to be a “bizarre film”
filled with “interesting images” but not much elgest “images joined together
by special effects” and a story that is “never Iyedleshed out” (gac1003,
Amazon). Others still consider it to be a good téatwhimsical horror that’s
really brilliant,” and suggest watching it againnda again) for better
comprehension (AWC, Amazon). Some users, while expative of the film,

4 Additionally, deathofagod’s comment indicates thia non-Japanese audience think

exceedingly highly of Asian cinema texts, regarslleStheir quality, which would further imply
that Asian films are universally considered to bedyeven if they are not.
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do not recommend it to everyone — based on theacteistics of the text
itself, not its cultural characteristics — statithgit it “may not please and be
suited for all publics” since “it has an experimarbuch, a weird surreal story
and no precise storyline” (kluseba, IMDb).

Another important aspect of thézumakias it is constructed in users’ opinions
is its Japaneseness, the elusive quality which @stévn eyes characterises
only “truly” Japanese products (films, video ganwsliterature) (Picard in
Perron 2009: 101). To these users, the film is vithatbecause it is a product
of Japanese culture, and Japanese cultural prodoetsriginal and unique
(Picard in Perron 2009: 101):

It's Japanese Horror. That’s all the “why” you slibmeed. Take off
your Western blindfold if you want to enjoy Japamemovies.
(the_faery fox, IMDDb)

Japaneseness bfzumakiautomatically and effectively justifies all the ygh
and hows. The problem with this particular quality that it attributes
exoticism, creating a situation in which othernébscomes a necessary
element in [the] appreciation and contextualisdtiointhe text” (Eleftheriotis
and Needham 2006: 9). It is a subjective featua¢ ithdifficult to gauge, and
for some users there is in fact not enough JapamsseinUzumaki for
gonzogonzalez45 (IMDDb), for instance, the musidaumakj which there was
“too much” of, made it seem “like an American maVie

As a stand-alone texdizumakiis most often received within the context of of
other texts: while sometimes those are Westerrs textvhichUzumakiis, in
the users’ opinion, comparable, the film is regdrgeimarily within the
context of the manga. Those who read the manga ofi@st hold the opinion
that the film is inferior to Junji &s graphic novel. Kidra-Risirthid (Bloody-
Disgusting) admits to being “sorely disappointedttwthe film, as it “failed to
even remotely touch the complexities of the manghanly grazed 1/3 of the
story line.” Others do not hesitate to use wordhsas “abomination,”
maintaining that the film did not “capture evereath of the horror conveyed
in 1to’s work” (Amazon Customer, Amazon). Some users ragge lenient,
saying that whildUzumaki“misses the mark, it is still “the best shot angon
has taken at adaptinglso far” (GeneticSugarKane, IMDDb).

Many users attempt to platéizumakiin a familiar context by comparing it to
well-known Western texts. By describing the unfaaniwithin the context of
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something familiar — and often influential — thestablish a frame of reference
and familiarity for the exotic. Comparisons referd variety of works, from
classic texts, such as works of H. P. Lovecraftengh“atmosphere is the
important thing, rather than stories or explanajbnand the “evil is
fundamentally unknowable and completely alien, adlvas inescapable”
(Zack Davisson, Amazon), to low-budget cult poptatd texts, such aBuvil
Dead(General Zombie, Amazon). Whenever the overalesty the director is
discussed, names such as Tim Burton (General Zon#igazon), David
Lynch or David Cronenberg (yajdubuddah, Amazon) arentioned. The
comparisons are not, obviously, limited to pointmg the similarities between
texts. Numerous comments and opinions juxtaposelhheacteristic traits of
the film and its story, whether in favourable orfauwourable light, with
patterns and tropes from Western horror textshis s¢enselJzumakitends to
be regarded as a text almost antithetical to “wastelture movies” (Girlso,
MovieStack):

Japanese horror doesn't follow the Scooby-Doo leggogrew up with...
it's not about “solving the curse,” finding who lkitl the ghost so it can
finally rest in peace, or killing the monster. Timevie is simply about
evil taking form. (the_faery_fox, IMDb)

It is worth to note that many contrasting statermeare also generalisations
which fall into the approval/disapproval categoribst more often than not
amount to variations of the assumption that “theyndt make films the way
we do” — i.e. that a Japanese text will be differen the account of being
Japanese. An approach closely related to thisiposis the opposite of the
previously mentioned attempted colour-blindness amealy, the effort to
understand or assess the film in the context afiatsve culture. A number of
users approach the text bearing in mind the impogaof the “race and
colour” (deathofagod, IMDDb), which can be obseriretheir comments — they
believe that it is impossible to “watch a foreighmf without exploring the
cultural context and expect to get it, or even giifo(wavetwister04, IMDDb).
“The Asian performance arts outdate most known reoofeperformance —
there’s an enormous history, imagistic, gesturad ahematic,” insists
wavetwister04; to “condemn this movie without adetrying to accept these
concepts is to sell yourself short,” he or she asguCheshirestog (IMDDb)
agrees:
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It basically is saying | didn't get it because | drom a different
culture. Which is ridiculous. You probably just leat seen enough
movies to understand movie history or technicalitdost of America
hasn't. It is hopped up on instant gratificationoriginal explosion
movies.

The important aspect of this particular attitudeitss prevalent neutrality.
Comments and opinions formed by users whose recepif Uzumakiis
determined by the cultural context tend to aboun@xplanatory statements
and suppositions, but they are hardly ever ovedsitive or overly negative.
Frosti Rabbit (Amazon) admits, for instance, thatraes the film came across
as “unintentionally funny just because Japanestureuican seem strange to
Americans.” She supports this statement with anmgt@, mentioning Kirie
and her father’s reaction to the expensive mel@y tteceive as a gift: “in
America it’s just a cantalope. In Japan apparecdlgtalope is the bizz-omb
because they got just a little too excited abdustie remarks, adding that it
made her laugh. Teuthis (IMDb) agrees, pointinghi® “cultural differences
between Japanese and American perceptions” asetwom for the film
appearing “slightly funny instead of scary;” wais§iMDb), on the other hand,
would not recommentizumakito “the average North American” because it is
“just simply something that we’re not accustomed t#ll those opinions
clearly illustrate that there are numerous vieweh® are perfectly aware of
the fact that culture can be a major barrier toymient of a text.

Conclusion

The Internet narratives concernindzumakj created by the users, are
characterised by a range of traits. Online, theveis become the speaking
subjects; they create substantial meaning fromescnarratives (Wilson 2009:
30), which they later record online in the formagitounts — accounts that can
now be accessed easily and analysed. It is claadibcussions aboutzumaki
reveal complex sets of ideas and attitudes conugnmdt only Japanese (pop-
)culture, but cinema and adaptations in generaé Viewers’ attitudes and
strategies of reception, such as generalising xtajwsing and contrasting,
reveal certain patterns of response. In the castheoftext as peculiar and
bizarre asUzumakj it would seem that although the users are raablg to
identify specific film techniques, cultural elemenbr tropes — or even
recognise them — they are nonetheless aware dathehat such techniques,
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elements and tropes exist and may well be presemhe film. While that
cultural and technical insight does not necessatidyrelate with more
enthusiasm about the text, even the smallest degrd®t insight allows the
users to experience the text not only to a moriefaatory extent, but also in a
manner that is more comprehensive, thorough amarred.
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