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DC : Before we plunge right in the interview, here is a short bio of Mr. Sôda’s film career. He 
was born in 1970 in a city north of Tokyo. So he studied in Tokyo before moving to New York 
in 1993 to study at the School of Visual Arts and he has lived in New York since then. He did 
some fictional projects while he was studying, but since then he has devoted himself to 
documentary cinema intensively.  Since then he has really reached a world stature, let's say, with 
his films that were presented in the greatest festivals and have won important awards. So, 
without further ado, please welcome Kazuhiro Sôda.   

(Applause) 

So to start with, I just told the students that you’ve been studying in New York and that you’ve 
been living in New York. 

KS: Right. 

DC: You’re a documentary filmmaker. You’re a writer as well, you wrote several books. 

KS: Yes. 

DC: Some on mental illnesses… 

KS: Correct. 

DC: And as well on documentary.  One of them is called “Why I Make documentaries”. 

KS: Yes! 

DC: I’d like to start with this question: why do you make documentaries? 

KS: Well… (Laughs) I’m not sure! It’s a really big question.  But we’ll get to it, I guess by 
probably, you know, unfolding this discussion. 

DC: I was quite impressed with your work, you make observational documentary, and you are 
shooting by yourself, all alone, sometimes over very long periods. So how was it, how did you 
wind up working that way, what was the process? 

KS: Okay.  First of all, you know, I call my films ‘observational films’ and that’s partly because 
of course, I like to reference to the History of observational cinema or direct cinema, and I owe a 
lot to this tradition, so that’s one reason.  Another reason is that when I say ‘observational’, it 
doesn’t mean “being distant or third party”, it means “looking and listening”.   

DC: Because you are part of your films? 

KS: Right! 

DC: Often in your films, the people who are in the pictures talk to you, they refer to you, they 
refer to the influence that you add in their lives and all the repercussions that your presence 
brought.  So you don’t try to hide your presence, you’re part of the process. 



KS: Yes! If you’re there, I’m sure you’ve experienced it, if you’re there with the camera, you 
affect people solely by your presence.  And people or characters react to you.  So that’s natural 
and it’s kind of counterproductive to pretend that I’m not there.  So when I say ‘observation’, all 
the observations become participant observations.  It’s a terminology in cultural anthropology.  
Anthropologists went in a foreign country and observed, but they realised, you know, their 
presence already affected the reality so what they could described was already a changed reality.  
Thus, any observation you make is participant observation. Hence, I try to be quite upfront about 
it and so I started including myself.  I have no problem with that, yes. 

DC: We noticed that in a movie that I truly enjoyed- actually they’re two films –it’s probably the 
first film that made you known worldwide.  It’s called Campaign. 

KS: Right. 

DC: Which you made in 2005 about this…  I don’t know how to describe it… this improvised 
candidate? Because he says himself he’s been parachuted by the party in an election in Japan.  

KS: Yes. 

DC: It’s a municipal election? 

KS: Right, yes. 

DC: Okay.  And in the election campaign, you follow a candidate for several weeks, and the way 
campaigns and the way politics are done in Japan has nothing to do with North America, let me 
tell you. 

KS: (Laughs) 

DC:  It has nothing to do. We’ll watch a clip of it later, and we’ll see, but this candidate is really 
really honest with people.  He likes his image, he likes his posters, he likes to see himself on 
posters. And he's really franc. He says “I've been parachuted; I know nothing about this district. I 
just rented an apartment to be legally able to present myself into this district, into this election”. 
In the beginning he looks … he looks ridiculous a little bit. 

KS: Right. 

DC: But the more you follow him, the more you start to attach and develop something towards 
his life and he really talks to the filmmaker throughout the whole process. So in reality, you are 
living a campaign from the inside, from a very very intimate point of view. As intimate as it gets 
you know, so it's really interesting. What got you started unto this project?  

KS: Well the candidate. His name is Yamauchi and I call him Yama-san because that's his 
nickname.  

DC: It means Mr. Yama? 

KS: Yama… 

DC: San means mister, no? 

KS: Right. Yes. Yama means “mountain” in Japanese. Yamauchi and Yama-san. 



DC: Like Fuji yama; Fuji Mountains. 

KS: Yes! And Yama-san is actually, we were classmates from college. 

DC: Okay. 

KS: Except that he’s much older than me because he failed to enter university five times, five 
years. 

DC: I’m not surprised. 

KS: (Laughs). I was eighteen when I met him, he was already twenty four.  Although he entered 
the university he never showed up in class.  I never saw him in a class.  But every time we had a 
party he was there… Although he cannot drink alcohol. 

DC: (Laughs) 

KS: But that’s how we got to know each other.  And he was really popular; because he was very 
bohemian type, he was really easy going, he was happy with everybody.  But he never shows up 
in a class so he failed to move up to the next grade like three times, and it took him something 
like seven years to graduate. Then, after he graduated, he was selling stamps and coins, and he 
met his wife on the internet and his honey moon destination was North Korea and… 

DC: North Korea?! 

KS :  He’s a really unique person.  A very untraditional Japanese.  When I heard that he was 
running as an official candidate of LDP… 
DC : Because it’s the liberal party of Japan and it’s the party that is in power, that was in power 
in the moment of mister Koizumi. 
KS : Actually it’s called Liberal Democratic Party although it’s not very liberal nor democratic. 
It’s actually very conservative: it represents Japanese traditional values and it’s the most 
powerful party of Japan.  Most prime ministers are coming from this party so I was really 
surprised by the fact that he was picked as a candidate from this traditional party.  That’s why I 
got interested in doing a behind the scene of his campaign. 
DC : Should we watch a little clip ? 
KS : Sure ! 
*** 
DC : So believe it or not, do you think he’s going to win or not ? 
Student : YES! 
DC : He wins! 
KS : He wins and that’s the whole point of… I think my question was “how can he win?” 
DC : Absolutely! 
KS : Of course when I was shooting I didn’t know whether he would win or not, but when I was 
editing I knew the result so, retroactively what would be the reason for him to win, that was my 
kind of thinking when I was constructing the editing. 



DC : I see. First of all, let’s talk about the shooting because we’ve seen there are very few cuts. 
You like to let the image roll and let live the shots over several minutes.  You move yourself, 
you change the scale, you change a lot throughout the whole process.  How did you develop that 
style? You are intervening with live action and molding, weaving with it all the time. 
KS : Right. Well as I said, observation is a key to my filmmaking.  Looking and listening.  I 
came up with Ten Commandments or rules of filmmaking, I don’t know if you are familiar with 
them.  Have you heard of them? 
DC : No! 
KS : Okay! 
DC : I’ve heard several commandments of filmmaking: lots of filmmakers try to make that over 
the years but I haven’t heard yours, so… 
KS : Shall I explain? 
DC : Of course! 
KS : I have Ten Commandments of filmmaking, okay ? Number one is: “No research.” 
(Laughs) 
DC : Kazuhiro, leave this room right away! 
KS : (Laughs) I don’t do any research before shooting because I like to empty my head as much 
as possible and I know its contrary to most, you know… 
DC : … Orthodox way of filmmaking.  
KS : Right ! Maybe ninety nine percent of filmmakers say the most important element of 
documentary filmmaking is research, but I take the opposite road… 
DC : Let me just stop you. Are you saying that the film you’ve made in the oyster factory… you 
didn’t know anything about it prior? 
KS : I didn’t know anything about it. 
DC : The theater company, you didn’t know anything about it ? 
KS : Well, as for the theater company, I was a big fan of their works, so I knew a little bit about 
it.  But as soon as I decided to make a documentary about them, I stopped reading about them, I 
stopped searching for information. 
DC : Okay, okay, please go on. 
KS : So basically, I want to have no preconceptions.  I try to limit my preconceptions as much as 
possible, because if you know something, if you’ve acquired a lot of knowledge on a subject, 
you tend to look and aim your camera to whatever you already know and you’re stuck. You 
cannot really discover something knew.  That’s how I feel, so that’s the reason for no research.  
Number two: “No meeting with subjects.” So meaning, there’s no preliminary pre-shoot nor 
meetings with the characters. 
DC : This politician, who you’ve known through college, you must have somewhere sat with 
him and say “I’m going to follow you every day with my camera”. There must have been some 
sort of discussions, no? 



KS : Yes, that I did of course, I had to get the permission, but I didn’t discuss all kinds of scenes 
I’m going to shoot, I didn’t discussed what kind of film it’s going to be. I told him and I told 
everybody in the campaign quite honestly that I didn’t know what kind of film it was going to 
be. I didn’t even know if it were going to be a film. “I have no idea, but I am going to film you to 
observe, to look and listen and the best of whatever I find out is what will make the documentary 
feature film.” And then they would “okay”.  So yes, I had that kind of meetings. I mean talks, not 
filmmaking meetings. 
DC : Simply in order to get the permission, and to let them know that you want to be free to do 
whatever you want. 
KS : Exactly.  Number three is: “No script”.  I don’t write anything actually, I don’t even write a 
synopsis or anything because I direct to be free as much as possible. 
DC : Okay, first, how did you get the funding?   Because, you know, if you don’t write anything 
how can you apply for…? 
KS : Actually, we are moving ahead to number ten… [XXX] 
DC : Ah number ten, I see, that answers the question. 
(Laughs) 
KS : So basically I don’t seek any funding. I pay for the production myself and then… 
DC : Well it mustn’t cost much since you’re a one man army. 
KS : Exactly, exactly.  And then I complete the film and then sell it to the distributors or to the 
broadcasters.  From there, I get the money from the box office and that’s the money I use to live 
and to make another film and this is a cycle I’ve been making. 
DC : And you’ve been making a living enough to live in New York pay the rent everything? 
KS : Right exactly, I have no debt! 
DC : Just so that you know, this movie Campaign of course was screened in Berlin. It’s a two 
hour film.  Afterwards, you cut a fifty two minute version that you sold to PBS which is the 
public American television and you probably got good money for that. 
KS : Right, and also BBC. Actually it was shown everywhere, in nearly two hundred countries. 
DC : Two hundred countries!? 
KS : Yes. 
DC : And since you’re your own producer, you didn’t have to pay anyone else, all the money 
went to yourself? 
KS : I didn’t have to pay anyone.  I have all the copyrights; I made these feature documentaries. 
DC : And all the rights are yours ? 
KS : Yes. 
DC : 100% ? 
KS : 100% except The Big House. 
DC : Well of course, I understand. 
KS : Which was produced by the university. 



DC : The Big House is a movie. Kazuhiro was invited as a guest teacher at Michigan University 
and over there they have, I don’t know if you are familiar with American college footballs, they 
have this team called the Wolverines which is like a huge college football team. They play 
college level in this hundred and twenty thousand capacity stadium? 
KS : Yes ! 
DC : And they’ve never played to a crowd less than hundred thousand since 1975. 
KS : Right. 
DC : So he was commissioned to make a movie about the stadium and the people who come and 
go and the people who live around it. 
KS : Yes, it was a class of this size, so you know, I gave all the students directors credits. 
Everybody was a director and everybody went to shoot different aspects of the game. 
DC : So you were sending them, “you will cover this aspect, you will cover this…” 
KS : Actually they came up with the angle, the area they wanted to focus on and then we all shot 
simultaneously. Then we came back in class and we screened whatever they shot. We criticized 
each other’s work and then go out shooting again and it’s through that repetition that we acquired 
all the footage. 
DC : I see, interesting. 
KS : So yes, I have all the copyrights. Even Campaign is still working for me every time 
somebody is screening it,  
DC : It’s bring money in. 
KS : Exactly.  So that’s the trick of it.  Even though we operate on a small scale, we are very 
self-sufficient.  And yes, so that’s the number three.  Number four is: “Roll the camera yourself”. 
I roll the camera because I don’t make plans and it’s hard to organise a crew. Moreover, it costs 
more money and because of the digital revolution, you know, if you want to, you can operate 
your camera and record the sound at the same time. You can be very one man band.  How do I 
do that? Like this: 
PICTURE 
When I was shooting Mental… 
DC : Mental is about people living in, would you say a mental house ? 
KS : No, it’s a mental clinic. 
DC : It’s a mental clinic, exactly and they are all living with cats. 
KS : Right.  The cat is over there, at the clinic.  But basically it’s about people with mental 
illnesses visiting this mental clinic.  I put a shot gun on top of the camera and I monitor the 
sound as I record image and sound.  So that’s number four.  Number five: “Shoot as long as 
possible”. 
DC : Meaning long shots or over a long period ? 
KS : Long shots.  If two people are talking for two hours, I continuously roll the camera for two 
hours. 
DC : But always moving and reframing. 



KS : Yes.  Because you never know what’s going to happen.  I don’t make a plan. Meaning I 
cannot miss a crucial moment when it happens so I try to roll the camera all the time. When 
shooting I usually roll six hours a day. 
DC : Six hours a day!? 
KS : Yes at the end of the day I have six hours of footage.  And mostly handheld, so I’m really 
exhausted. 
DC : I can imagine 
KS : I don’t know, I have to come up with a better way. 
DC : The reason you do this is only because you’re afraid that once you cut, something good will 
happen or you like to have long shots in your films? 
KS : Both, but it’s more fear of missing something that’s interesting. And it happens all the time, 
it’s a Murphy’s Law.  As soon as you put your camera down, something spectacular happens, so 
you know, that’s the thing. 
DC : Okay. 
KS : Number six: “Cover small areas deeply”. Rather than shooting a little bit of everything, I try 
to focus on a small area. For example, in the case of Campaign, it’s a very small campaign by 
one candidate.  I don’t focus on other candidates. 
DC : Even though he has meetings with other party members, they meet on the streets. 
KS : As long as he’s in it, I follow, but I don’t go out and re-establish relationships with other 
candidates.  That’s because you know when you observe you need to limit your scope so that you 
can really observe.  If you try to observe let’s say Canada, it’s impossible right?  Rather than 
Canada, you need to focus on, for example, this class I am observing.  So yes, that’s the rational. 
DC : You can see it really well in the campaign movie because in Campaign, the candidate that 
you see lives with his wife and his son and you follow them into their intimate moments as well 
as discussions 
KS : That’s Campaign 2. 
DC : It’s Campaign 2, you’re right.  And you really have this aspect that you get to know him on 
the really personal level. 
KS : Oh by the way, if you have any question, raise your hand, to be afraid to interrupt me.  
That’s’ number six. Number seven: “Do not set up a theme or goal before editing.”  Because if 
you set it up, let’s say “the theme of the film is this” and then you pick and choose whatever 
convenient unfolding actions for the theme, you fail to discover something you didn’t expect. So 
I’d rather be open and then the theme is something that you can discover by editing, so that’s 
how I work.  That’s number seven. Number eight: “No narration, superimposed titles or music”, 
because when I say observation, it’s about me observing, but I also like for the audience to 
observe what’s going on in the film. I guess, you know, you were able to observe what was 
going on in Campaign in the first bit, the first scene of the campaign.  If I explain too much by 
narration or titles or music, it kind of interrupts the observation of the movie. 
DC : You would intervene too much. 



KS : Yes.  And number nine is: “Use long takes”, rather than chopped shots. The first shot of 
Campaign lasts 4 minutes and 30 seconds.  It’s pretty long. It gives you as a viewer the time to 
observe. 
DC : Let me ask you a question. Yes the shot lasts four and a half minutes, but you keep moving 
and reframing. What’s the difference between this and cutting? You could be doing the same 
thing with cuts.  Why are long takes better, or more efficient according to you? 
KS : It’s not about being efficient it’s about the feeling of being there.  I think documentary is 
about conveying the filmmaker’s experience to the audience.  In other words, a director shares 
his experience with his audience.  In order to do that - so the goal is to get the audience to feel as 
if they experienced something I experienced.  The sense of being there.  For the sense of being 
there to be creative, I think long takes work better rather than chopping it up. 
DC : You said that you’re very fond of observational and direct cinema.  I had the chance to 
interview, right here in this room, Quebec director named Michel Brault, who’s one of the first 
prominent actor of direct cinema and he told me that sometimes he would use his camera - he 
was shooting 16 mm.  He would just flip different lens attached on the camera. He would turn 
the camera knowing that he would not cut. When you cut, you take something away from the 
audience.  You intervene: the time scale is unbalancing the viewer’s experience, and he said that 
he preferred just switching the length of the lens in order to avoid cutting. 
KS : I agree… kind of. Although cutting is sometimes more effective. 
DC : Moviemaking is not about being effective, it’s about sensation. 
KS : It’s about sensation, it’s about sharing the experience. For me documentary is not about 
conveying information. It’s about a sense of being there, that’s why I want the audience to take 
away whatever they want.  We shared the experience and even if we have the same experience, 
the interpretation of that experience could be different from person to person, so I don’t mind 
that you guys have 100% different perceptions of the work. And then Number ten, is… Yes. 
DC : This is in order to make a living and to be able to have no one interfering or telling you 
what to do? 
KS : Right, to be independent. 
DC : And you are totally independent, you have 100% of the rights. 
KS : Also you know, I see so many filmmakers waiting for funding to come when they have to 
shoot, but documentary is about capturing the moment, so if you wait and wait, it passes, so it’s 
much better to be self-sufficient and be ready as soon as you feel the urge or need to shoot.   
DC: Do you edit yourself? 
KS : Yes, yes I edit myself, it usually takes ten months to edit. 
DC : But since you must have 6000 hours of material, it’s sort of logical. 
KS : Indeed. I cut it myself. 
DC : My god 
(Laughs) 
You said earlier that you do everything by yourself. Do you sometimes ask other people for their 
opinion on what’s being cut, or do you keep it to yourself? 



KS : I don’t really, I keep it very minimal. Usually I work with my wife, she’s a producer. 
DC : But she doesn’t produce your films? 
KS : She does.  She only produces mine. 
(Laughs) Because she’s not really a filmmaker, she’s a dance choreographer and she has nothing 
to do with filmmaking, but because she’s married to me… 
DC : …You’re putting her at the work! 
KS : Exactly.  Or to be honest, she’s started enjoying the process.  We share really similar artistic 
views towards films and you know any art forms.  So… 
DC : Is she from Japan as well ? 
KS : She’s from Japan.  So every time we have a new cut, a rough cut, we watch it together and 
she gives me feedback. Often times when we watch the first cut, she falls asleep, and then I 
know the feedback… (laughs). 
DC : How long is the first cut of one of your film ? 
KS : Sometimes five hours, six hours. 
DC : I think your shortest film is two hours.  Your movies are often three, four hours long, but 
they are long shots.  You sink in them you know, you just abandon yourself, it’s an abandon 
process where you just let it flow, you just enter and you abandon your own life to just live. It’s 
like hypnotism, its hypnotic. It’s very slow going and with almost no cuts, you’re actually living 
with them in a way. I think that’s the point. 
KS : That’s the point.  Although, my shortest one is 75 minutes, it’s called Peace. 
DC : It’s like a video clip. 
KS : (Laughs) Yes, it’s a short film. 
DC : Let’s talk about the oyster factory film, because I find it amazing. 
KS : Thank you. 
DC : What was it, how did you get attracted to shoot into this factory? 
KS : Okay. Oyster Factory was shot in a town called Ushimado. It’s in Japan and it’s a very little 
village. 
DC : By the sea, of course. 
KS : The reason why we were there was because Kiyoko, my wife’s mother, is from this town 
and we often visit Ushimado and spend time, a vacation.  And while we were on vacation, we 
became friends with local fishermen there and I became interested in their lives so I got a 
permission to shoot, but because we were on vacation I didn’t have a camera. Hence, we 
promised to come back and when we came back several months later with a camera and visited 
the same fisherman, he said: “actually I’m really busy right now with the oyster factory.” He has 
an oyster factory of which I didn’t know. 
DC : Oh you didn’t know about it in the beginning ! 
KS : No, I don’t do any research. 



DC : So that why your Ten Commandments are working, that’s why they’re working. You didn’t 
say “no no I’m not interested”.  
KS : Right! 
DC : You remained open. 
KS : Exactly, I remained open and he said “I’m busy with the oyster factory, you’re welcome to 
come” so I went there, and so this movie would be about an oyster factory. (Laughs). 
DC : We’ll watch a clip. You’ll see a kaleidoscope of characters in it. 
*** 
DC : It says “China is coming” because they have Chinese workers joining in the factory 
KS : Right. But I didn’t know it.  The way I found out is when I shoot I usually observe the 
setting, right? I really pay attention to all the details and I noticed that sign - China is coming, 
November 9th, China is coming. It literally says “China is coming”.  I was like “What the hell is 
going on, what do you mean China is coming?” 
DC : China is invading Japan! 
KS : Right, and then I paid close attention to everybody‘s talking and I realised that in a few days 
new workers from China were joining the workforce because they’re like,… the village is small 
and its depopulated. 
DC : The young people go to the city to study and they don’t come back. 
KS : Yes, exactly, so only old people are remaining to work with oysters. 
DC : It’s a tough job. 
KS : It is tough, it is very tough and gives high pain.  So they decided to bring in Chinese 
workers for the first time.  That became the central focal point of this film. I didn’t know 
anything about it. 
DC : That explains your commandments again. 
KS : Exactly! 
DC : And it’s really interesting because okay we would have to watch the whole movie to 
perceive that… 
KS : Oh by the way, it’s playing today at 4 :30. 
DC : Right, all of his movies are screened at the Rencontres Documentaire this week.  So we 
meet this whole bunch of characters that are all really funny, probably uneducated or lesser 
educated, but very funny and very friendly with everyone and you have a relationship with them 
and its well established in the film that you’re part of the gang, you’re part of the group. How do 
you achieve that? You come up very very close to these people who have never been filmed 
before and you intervene with this big intrusive instrument with a huge microphone in their face 
and they don’t even look at you.  Did it work out from the beginning or did you have to adapt?  
How did you wind up the first day of shooting? 
KS : Well actually, my experience is that I don’t really have problems from the beginning.  As 
soon as I get the permission I start rolling the camera.  And one key aspect is that you always 
smile. I’m like this when I’m shooting I’m like: 



Photo 
(Laughs) 
Really, it’s really important.  You need to show that you have no bad intentions and you are not 
enemy to them. 
DC : And that you respect them. 
KS : Yes, that I respect them and you need to constantly show it to them.  And I don’t mind them 
reacting to camera, so in one of the scenes a funny guy kind of imitates me shooting. 
 
[How much can they open in one day, one person?] 
KS : Well sometimes they open up fully, in the first encounter.  You mean open up their lives, 
right? Oh you meant oysters?  I don’t know how many, it’s a lot. 
DC : Probably several hundreds. 
 
DC : So those people don’t know you. You just have the agreements from the bosses, and then 
you show up in the factory and you start shooting.  No little tea introduction? 
KS : I introduce myself to each person. 
DC : Individually ? 
KS : Yes, individually although I get the permission from the boss first. And then we explain to 
them that “we are shooting a documentary on the oyster factory and is it okay if I film you?” 
Over there, most people said «  okay, yes go ahead ». 
DC : But what if someone like an older person says let’s say « no I don’t want to be in the 
picture », what do you do ?  You cannot make them lose their job or have them removed to 
another part of the plant. 
KS : No I just avoid the person. 
DC : You avoid looking at the person. 
KS : Yes. 
DC : Was there some people who refused to be filmed ? 
KS : In this case, no.  But there was one incident in the film. The owner of the factory asked me 
to stop shooting and that was a very tense moment. 
DC : Can you tell us what happened ? 
KS : Chinese workers were coming, their arrival was in a minute and the owner of the factory 
became quite worried about the reaction of the workers who were arriving with me shooting so 
he asked me to stop.  
DC : In a way, these Chinese workers are menace to them, because if you start bringing Chinese 
manpower, it could mean losing their jobs.  So the boss was probably afraid that there was going 
to be some sort of a negative reaction that you would record.  
KS : That is, I think, one of the problems he had in his mind.  Whatever the unknowns, because 
they never accepted foreign workers before, so it was unknown territory.  



DC : For the boss, for the workers and for you. 
KS : Right. So he was very tense at that time.  And that’s part of the film.  For me a documentary 
is about recording the relationship between the filmmaker and the characters. So I tried to weave 
these kinds of traces or relationships as much as possible.  
DC : I see. I’m going to play the devil’s advocate here.  Is it possible that, you know, the people 
over there agreed to be in the film because their boss told them so? 
KS : That’s possible. 
DC : Ethically, how do you react to this? It is sensitive, isn’t?  They may be accepting because 
they’re afraid to lose their job and therefore they could be shot against their own will. 
KS : Yes. Right.  That’s always a grey zone, I think. 
DC : It is. 
KS : You need to think about it, and it’s fashionable to say that documentary and fiction are the 
same, but actually one thing that’s not the same is the responsibility towards the subjects or 
characters, so yes, when I asked them permission, I mean, I ask from each person. I make sure 
they have a chance to say no.  And also, I make sure to I present myself so that they have an 
easier time to say no if they want to. 
DC : How long does that private conversation last ? 
KS : To get that the permission ? 
DC : I mean, is it a small talk like “Hello, my name is Kazuhiro, I’m shooting this movie, is it a 
problem for you to film you ?” Or do you like making it a longer moment? 
KS : No, it’s very short. 
DC : Because their on the job as well ? 
KS : Yes, so it’s very short. 
DC : Yes, it has to be short. 
KS : And sometimes they ask me what it is for, or where I am from. Then I start talking longer, 
but as long as my brief introduction is enough for them to say «  ya sure », then I start shooting. 
DC : And for how long have you been shooting in this factory. 
KS : In this factory, only one week. 
DC : What ? 
KS : Yes.  
DC : No longer than that ? 
KS : Right, only one week.  
DC : So after one week you had enough material. 
KS : Yes I did.  And then actually, after one week of shooting, I wanted to get more static shots 
of Ushimado, scenery shots, Ushimadothe town.  So we were walking around with a camera 
looking for a nice scenery shot, and then I met 86 years old fisherman Wan-chai on the shore 
who became the character in the other film called Inland Sea.  So actually we shot oyster factory 
and Inland Sea at the same time in the same period back to back. 



DC : Oh my god, okay I see.  And did you know that they would be two different films? 
KS : I didn’t know 
DC : Holy Christ.  So you’ve been shooting for several weeks and then after you went in the 
editing room and you realised just with the stuff you shot in the first week there was a movie 
there. 
KS : Right. 
DC : And you had like thirty hours of material 
KS : Ya 40 hours maybe. 
DC : 40 hours of material and you were able to cut a two hours movie out of that and then after 
that with the rest of the material you had enough to do Inland Sea ? 
KS : Exactly 
DC :Okay 
KS : Actually I was thinking about making one film out of the whole thing, and he was only 
three weeks stay over there so one week at the factory and two weeks with the Wan-chai and also 
Kosa, the older lady and so we spend only three weeks and I thought that I had material for one 
film, but I realised I had two. 
DC : So that was, economically speaking, a good three weeks. 
KS : Right, that’s right, I’m quite actually economical.  It doesn’t’ look economical, but… 
DC : But it is. I’m amazed that you shot this in only one week.  Wow, that’s really amazing.  
KS : Thank you. 
DC : And Campaign was shot in what ? Three weeks time? 
KS : Two weeks.  My filming tends to be short, shorter than most filmmakers. 
DC : Is it because you will be using long shots and that you cannot do 6 hours movies all the 
time? I bet BBC wouldn’t like it. 
KS : I think it’s because you don’t actually need to… If you have something, if you have certain 
goals, before you shot, then you are always looking for stuff you don’t see, right ?  And they are 
things that take time to look for.  “Okay, I need this kind of thing, I need this kind of shot”.  If 
you have this kind of stuff already in your head, you start looking for it.  And usually it’s not 
there, it’s delusional.   
DC : It’s your dream, what you’re dreaming of. 
KS : In my case, it’s the opposite: I shoot whatever is in front of me.  From there, I use the 
material to construct the film.  So nothing is wasted; I have no time to look for something that’s 
not there.  I don’t spend any time doing so.  I think there lays the real reason for efficiency, 
although it looks and it sounds a non-efficient way of working, it’s actually the opposite.  I feel 
really efficient.  When I don’t have an agenda, I just look at the reality and observe and take 
whatever that’s there. You get a movie.   
DC : Are there any questions ? 
 



[Do you edit during the shooting days?] 
KS: No I don’t. 
DC : You don’t watch the stuff? 
KS : No, I don’t watch the stuff. I’m so exhausted at the end of a shooting day.  Thus, I usually 
don’t watch the material until I gather it all and start the editing. 
DC : What tells you that, okay, it’s over now, you have a movie. I mean you have no team, no 
goals, you know?  And you say “take long shots, because if you lay down the camera something 
good will happen”.  Well something great could happen the day after you finish your shooting.  
So what is the spark that tells you “okay, it’s in the can, I have it”? 
KS : Usually, when I’m shooting, there are good scenes, mediocre scenes and spectacular scenes. 
DC : No bad scenes ? 
KS : Well… 
DC : I’m joking. 
KS : But you have a range of scenes, right.  If I have a spectacular one, maybe two or three, then 
I start to feel, okay, maybe I have a film.  And I start thinking about filling the gaps. How do I 
present the spectacular scenes, so that the audience can share what I saw?  For example, with 
Oyster Factory, when I saw the factory owner next door complaining about his Chinese worker 
who had run away (and I had accidentally shot the scene), I thought, this could be the core of the 
film.  So how can I… 
DC : Relate to the rest of what you’ve shot ? 
KS : Yes! So I started thinking about filling the gaps like you know, “oh I need this kind of shot, 
I need that kind of shot”, so by the time of exiting I try to collect whatever that might fill the 
seams.  Also, before I had started doing this kind of documentary, I used to make lots and lots of 
TV documentaries.  I probably made 50 or 60 TV documentaries so I have a pretty good feeling, 
like a professional instinct, that I have enough. 
DC : You can see it by the way you handle the camera that you’re well trained and you’ve been 
used to cutting live on set, changing your angles and moving away before it gets boring. 
KS : Right. 
DC : We don’t have much time left, but I’d like to talk about one last film.  In fact, they’re two 
films you made about this theater company.  That is quite interesting. What got you interested in 
their work, actually? 
KS : Okay.  Theater one and theater two combined five hours and forty two minutes.  It’s an epic 
film for me.  It’s about this theater playwright and theater director Oriza Hirata.  And Oriza 
Hiratais a very well-known theater artist in japan.  He has revolutionized Japanese theater by 
introducing colloquial language and colloquial behaviors in plays.  It used to be very… but he 
introduced the everyday language to the theater and he revolutionized the scene and nobody can 
escape his influence in Japan.  I was always a big fan of him especially because maybe it almost 
feels like a theatrical version of documentary and he’s documenting our lives on theater.  So I 
was always interested in him, but didn’t really plan on making a documentary on him.  But then 
one day I learned that a friend of mine joined the company of Seinendan.  So that gave me a kind 



of inspiration, and I thought maybe I can make a documentary on him, he can introduced me to 
Oriza Hirata and that’s what happened. 
DC : So we see you there using tripods, what’s your philosophy towards that?  Because you 
seem to be very much into handheld camera in most sequences (and that’s why you’re exhausted 
at the end of the day).   
KS : (Laughs) Right. 
DC : Are you starting to use tripods because you’re getting older? 
KS : (Laughs) No, but maybe one day I will have to.  I need to respond to whatever I’m looking 
at and adjust my position constantly. I find it very hard to use tripod.  So every time somebody’s 
in action I usually use handheld, but then, say for the sceneries, I use more static shots, I don’t 
have to constantly adjust my position so then I use tripods. 
DC : And you find no problem cutting from one to the other ? 
KS : No, I don’t find it to be a problem. 
DC : The images we see are incredibly stable, especially for the big screen.  Do you use short 
plans, or how do you…? 
KS : I use a zoom lens which goes really wide if you go wide. 
DC : So you go as wide as you can? 
KS : Yes.  But sometimes I hate changing the lens, so I usually use a long focal wide range 
zooms. 
DC : But you do use the zoom, you’re not always in the wide angle. 
KS : That’s right. 
DC : That’s interesting. 
 
[Did it ever happen that without research you came to shoot a movie and nothing interesting 
came up?] 
DC : You went fishing and found no fish. 
KS : Never, never.  I never have any incomplete projects before.  My theory is: as long as you 
really looking and listening, you find something interesting.  And my theory is: anybody in this 
world can be a protagonist of a film.  Because everybody is living life and everybody has drama 
and if you pay attention, if you really pay attention and listen, then you find something.  So I 
never had any experience…, actually I don’t really pick and choose characters.  For example 
Inland Sea 86 years old fisher man, I just met him on the streets and he talked to me that’s why I 
started rolling the camera.  And also all the lady Kosa she interrupts when I was shooting this 
fisherman, she often cut in invaded my frame.  I was not really trying to shoot her, but she 
became a character because she wanted to be in the film. 
DC : So people are attracted by you and your camera. 
KS : So it’s not about me picking, I think it’s about how you look at them. 
DC : It’s about smiling! 



KS : Yes, it’s about smiling.  When I was making TV documentary, producers always 
complained to me, you know, “ah your characters are weak”. When I was writing scripts, they 
would say: “could you look for these kind of characters in these kind of situations?” Always 
more spectacular or famous, or more dramatic, but I was always thinking: “no you don’t have to, 
you look no further”, you can also make a film about you, I mean if I want to I can make a film 
on each of you because everybody… 
DC: …Has a story to tell. 
KS: Yes! 
DC: Well you’re invited. 
KS: Right! 
DC: Thanks for coming. Before we finish, I’d like to ask you what your projects are, what are 
you working on? 
KS: I have two new films in editing.  One is about one of the characters from Mental, my second 
film. He was retiring, so I shot right before he retired as a doctor and also the life after 
retirement. Another one is about, it’s something that really happened accidentally. I was in 
Michigan to make The Big House and I got acquainted with a guy who was coming out of prison 
after 50 years of incarceration 
DC: 15 or 50? 
KS: 50!  He was seventeen when he was incarcerated in 1967 and he was coming out of prison 
for the first time and I was able to follow him from the minute he was released from prison so 
that’s another film. 
DC: So that’s a non-Japanese movie, but American.  Are you familiar with American Culture?  
KS: Yes, yes. 
DC: Is it different shooting American people and Japanese people? 
KS: Not so different. 
DC: No? 
KS: No, I don’t see so much difference; I’ve lived in New York since 1993. 
DC: So it’s half of your life. 
KS: Yes, more than half of my life actually so finally I’m shooting a film about America. 
DC: That’s interesting.  Thank you very much for coming. 


