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Essay

Alternative consider ationson Avalon

Thisessay will highlight in what contexts Avalon (Oshii, Japan, 2001) can and
has to be congdered an dternative piece of filmmeaking. The dictionary definition of
the adjective ‘dterndive’ reads somewhat dong the lines of ‘what isother’. In
applying theories and discourses surrounding the films argued to dternative in genera
I will show that they can be applied to Avalon. Style and Reflexivity are critica issues
that form a core of the definition of whet is dternative and what is not. Dueto its
relative novelty Avalon has not been the object of any scholarly discussion to date. It
can therefore not be proven whether it will have any relevancein alater discourse on
its dternative status. | will therefore gpply principles, mainly concerned with cult, and
show ther rdevance to this film as wdl asintroduce own ideas devel oped throughout
the research for this essay.

Avalon tdlsthe story of Ash, ayoung woman living anonymoudy in an
anonymous country in an anonymous future. Her true prominence, gpart from being
the main character in thisfilm isthe fact that she earns her life by playing aforbidden
computer game. To access it players need to lie down in a chamber and put on a
virtud redity helmet that connects their brains to the game. In this game, players or
teams of players earn points - that can be transformed into money - by killing other
soldiers, players or war machines. Sheis so good at it that she has become avirtud
dar, other playerslooking up and admiring her. During the course of the film we get
to know the fact that she was once the member of the best team to ever play the game,
“Wizard’ but has, snce their bresk-up, played solo. One day she learns from another
“Wizard” member that their former leader, Murphy, has been left in awaking coma
after hetried to access ahidden level in the game called classred. On her quest to
find information on thislevel, she meets the mysterious Bishop who takes her under
his wing and shows her the way to a ghost that’ s supposed to be the doorway to level
real. Once there she locates Murphy and after a debate on what redlity is shoots him
down and is faced by the same ghost again.

Avalon was directed by Mamoru Oshii who has dready made his name first
and foremost by directing Japanese Animation Films and Series. The screenplay isby



Kazunori Ito, along time partner asis Kenji Kawa who signed responsble for the
film'smusc.

The productionitsaf can be seen as being dterndtive as the film was financed
by Japanese investors thus it is a Japanese production but was shot in Poland with an
entirely Polish cast and crew. The fact that a Japanese film with Polish language
exigts can be explained to serve to alienate the designated Japanese audience further.

Alternative Looks— Stylein Avalon

Applying the four point sylisic andysstha David Bordwell and Krigtin
Thompson suggest one can identify a discrepancy in styles between the varying levels
of redity that the film deals with. These four levels as suggested by the film are“The
red world”, “Avaon” and “Class Red”. Thefilm'sfirg shots are 52t in Avalon here
Oshii uses ungteady camera movement that reminds the viewer of war zone reports.
This shaky camera style thus servesto reflect the state of constant war that the
different classes of Avadon isunder and givesimmediacy to the scenes. The use of
close-ups and medium shots |leaves the audience desiring to see a more ensemble view,
here the lack of the traditiond establishing shot can be felt.

In“thereal world” the camera movements shift to smooth dallies, elaborate
cameramovement but mostly still cameras. The bleskness of the world isthus
tranamitted in static shots suggesting the uneventful lives lived in thisworld. The
absence of masses of Extras that liven up shots and the genera absence of motion
make it easy for Oshii to draw attention to his main characters, in most cases Ash.
This proves what Bordwell and Thompson mean by ‘one part of the director’sjob is
to direct our atention, and so style will often function Smply perceptually’

“Class Red” uses a system of conventions that seem to be drawn on
contemporary maingtream inner-city films. Not only does the protagonist now move
through a busy European metropalis, it becomes harder for the viewer to tell her gpart
from the other characters on screen. The shots show capitalist icons and are
overwheming in their motion and colour compared to the other two leves of redity.

Wha drikes the viewer from the start isthe look of the film. Everything
except afew key itemsin the films and the last 19 minutes of the film arerid of
colour. The shots look over-exposed, washed out and are covered in asepiatone. It
was Oshii’swill to shoot on colour stock and then digitaly dter the colours taking

! Bordwell & Thompson, p.331



away the primary colours and leaving the audience with a bleskness that can dso be
seen in the mise-en-scene. Most of the shots are under populated; especidly tdling is
a complicated crane sequence when Ash exits her Interface cavern. The camera
follows her from the point she exits the door, dollies and rises as she makes her way
up awinding set of steps and follows her until sopping to let her leave the frame on
the right. Despite the complex camera setup, the fact that the four extras, one @ the
middle level of the Saircase and three standing near arail on the top don't move gives
the shot a very weird look. | would argue that this and other examples that happen
throughout the sepiatoned parts of the film prove the fact that Oshii uses codes innate
to Japanese Animation. In Anime? the artist often use minima animation as opposed
to their American counterparts. As such, the repetition of cdlls to animate the main
character and a background with fixed “extras’ is satisfying. This minimaism can be
Seen in the aforementioned scene, but is present throughout the film, especialy when
the camerais left ill.

The differencesin musica themes and sound between the three levels are lso
emphaszing the sylidtic divison of the film. While “ Avaon” isfilled with synthetic
sounds, the tone of “the red world” is more sober and uses redlistic sounds. Findly
“Classred” isaswith al other dements of style crowded with city noises that blank
out any musica accompaniment until the gppropriate location for musica
performance is reached in the opera hall.

The use of the computer to dternate the colour, lighting, grain and focus of the
images gives the director more tools to findlize their vison of what a shot should look
like. This can be seen as one of the issues highlighted by Bazin when he spesks of
‘the dedtructiveness of conscious artistic intervention’; by intervening through these
digita toadls, the effectively destroys the redlity that was captured and bendsit to his
own will, he createswhat Viktor Shklovsky caled ‘ ostranenie; a making strange of
theworld'3. A state of complete and utter directorial control has been achieved lately
as was shown by the use of digitd techniques to manipulate framesin high tech films
such as Star Wars Episode |1 (Lucas, USA, 2002) and The Lord of the Rings Trilogy
(Jackson, NZ/USA, 2001/2/3) These films have shown the possibilities open to film
artist today.

- I ssues of Reflexivity in Avalon

2 Short for Japanese Animation
3 Polan, p.667



The world manifests truth and dl one hasto do is contemplate the world or its
identical embodiment in humean activity — texts— to gain ingghtsinto that
meening.*

In the light of Polan statement | would argue that the questioning of Redlity
that takes placein Avalon, and that has taken place in films like the Matrix trilogy
(Wachoski Brothers, USA, 1999/2002/2002), eXistenZ (Cronenberg, USA, 1999) isin
itsef areflexive dement. Closer reading of Avalon reveals a number of these that |
will addressin this part of this essay.

Through Oshii’ s use of a multilayered narrative he creates afirst leve of
estrangement in the audience; he takes this further in creating a certain fed particular
to these redities through style. Each of the three redlities that one can discern from
viewing the film is accorded its own set of colours, camera movements and other
gylistic devices as highlighted in the previous part. The levels are however
interlinked by transposition, mogtly of the main character Ash, into these redlities.
Another such dement can be seen in the fact that Bishop isfirst seen in the game,
when we next see him, heis still wearing his dlerica collar and the scope of his gun.
Other transcendent elements are the gppearance of the Bassett hound, and the musicd
theme.

The meaning of Avalon is ambiguous and hidden as the interviews conducted
on a sample audience seem to prove. Whether or not Polan’sideathat * political art
defamiliarises the world. But it does so playing off our connections to that world'® It
seems clear that the audiences are defamiliarized by the congtant shiftsin redity and
the riddled progression of the story. However the links to the familiar are omnipresent.
The beginning of the film for instance sees a group of tanks driving through a city
dreet filled with civilians running away. It goes on to show asmilar sreet, maybe the
same being bombed by helicopters. These images seem through style and content
reflect the events that took place in Eastern- Europe during the 1950s and 60s and
other popular upheavds. The rdative cdm that existsin “the red world” contragt this
thus leading to the audience, possibly, questioning the gpparent complaisance of this
world. Application of this on the red world can be explained as a hint by Oshii who
has explained in many interviews that he was a participant of student revolt and likes
ideas of change in society. Could the shiftsin style be seen asacdl for society to stop

* Polan, p.663
®ibid, p,670



living revolutions in virtua worlds and make them happen in the red world? | would
argue 0.

Oshii isaware of hisformer works and he showsthisin Avalon. The
references to former Oghii films are omnipresent, whether it be the scene of Stunner
egting thet reflects an identical scene of characters contemplating another eat in aloud
and unavilized manner in Stray Dog or the scene of introspection revealing Ash's
habits that directly mirrors awandering through futuristic Hong Kong in Ghost in the
Shell. In this case the selection of shot length, composition and music with no diegetic
sounds revedls the same idea behind the sequence namely that to question habits and
explain character motivations.

Thetitle sequence shows that Mamoru Oshii is also aware of his position
insgde the Science-Fiction gerre. Andy and Larry Wachoski have expressed
themsdvesin interviewsto be fans of Ghost in the Shell thetitle sequence to The
Matrix showsthis. Both have explained that it was their reference to the film and
more are to be found ingde their film. Oshii then goes on to reference back through
both filmsin the establishing of Avalon’stitle sequence®

Robert Stam indicates a number of argumentsin reation to reflexivity. The
most prominent to gpply to Avalon seem to be hisredlization that ‘reflexive artist see
themselves as unbound by life asit is percaived (Redity), by stories as they have been
told (Genre), or by anebulous probability (Verisimilitude' ” these three points can
eadly be goplied to Oshii’ swork in generd but Avalon in particular.

Alternative Fans— I ssues of Cult regarding Avalon

One other issue that has to be taken into account when talking about
the dternativeness of Avalon isthat of its Cult potentiad and presence. Many
journdigts have aready praised the film as cult, but snce this term has been used so
many times and has become a stgple in the reviewing of filmsin the fantastic genre, |
fed the need to highlight evidence that leads me to believein its cult statu

Aswas mentioned earlier Mamoru Oshii Sarted his career in thefidd of
Anime and has from there grown to be one of the most influentid directors in that
domain. His name ranks among the top three besides that of Hayao Miyazaki and

Osamu Tezuka. The fan following of the Anime genre and subgenres have risen

® Details of this could be found on the official French webpage no longer online but part of the
?ortfol io handed in prior to this essay.
Stam, p.129



consderably and created a Cult-category of their own. Regular conventions see
people dress up as their favourite character and sharing the viewing of amaximum
amount of Anime during these weekends of immersion. The regularity thet Internet
Forums and Newsgroups dedicated to Anime are visited and the wedlth of topics and
discussons that go on are astronomical. The available merchandise, books, DVDs and
other Anime related items make it a popular culture that remains in the cult areas only
because of its dill rdative anonymity. This status could well tip into the maindream
gancefilmslike Spirited Away (Miyazaki, Japan, 2001) are becoming popular and
earning awards at big western fetivals (Berlin 2002) or award ceremonies (Academy
of Motion Picture Arts and Sciences of America Award for Best Foreign Film 2002).

The fact that a predominantly Anime oriented Artist entersthe live-action film
stage could favour the cult of hisfilms. If in this case he uses Syles that are intringc
to Anime, it will very possibly be so. The reception of Avaon in France proves this.
The mgority of French reviewers linked Oshii’s name to Ghost in the Shell and have
praised the film for itstechnica qudities. In this case the full grown Anime cult thet
existsin France® have indeed anticipated the film and welcomed it with both critical
and commercid success, afact that can not be held true of all European Countries
(gpart from French speaking Switzerland)

If one were to imply that Umberto Eco has produced a guideline to Cult films
there would be much controversy however, from his essay on Casablanca one can
take nine Eco-i4 criteriathat hep define a cult film. Eco enumerates the following
properties of acult film:

Thework must beloved [1] ... it must provide a completely furnished

world ... soit can be quoted [2] ... aworld about which one can make up

quizzes and trivia[3] ... these dements must have some archetypal apped [4]°
Thesefirg four can be seen as met by Avalon. It is obvioudy loved, the amount of
websites and positive feedback in magazines and on the Internet prove that. It also
provides aworld that is quotable, as Krzysztof Pduchowski and his FIm Divison
Plan9 prove, through their Fan film Avalon Prel oaded 67% currently under
production. Paluchowski and friends prove the concept of ‘textua poaching’, another
defining aspect of cult, in which readers appropriate themselves parts of atext and use

8 France was one of the first countries to adopt Japanese Animation for its Children’s TV programin
the mid 80s. Since then Anime and the related items have had a strong following among the youth of
France who have grown up accustomed to Japanese semiotics and styles.

° Eco, p.198



thet to tdll their own gtory or film, thus taking it further and possibly away from the
origind intentions. Questions on Avalon and its underlying myth should not be hard to
come by ether and it seems rather clear through the gpparent smplicity of the
characters that archetypes are quickly established. Eco goes on:

... acult movie mugt display some organic imperfections[5] ... one must be

ableto bresk, didocate, unhingeit ... reducing it to a series of excerpts [6]*°
it must have

adisconnected series of images, of peeks, of visud icebergs [7] ... it mud live

on, and because of, it' s glorious ricketiness. [8] However, it must have some

quality [9]**

Nowhere do these properties become more apparent than is interviews conducted on
thefilm. All participantsin these Interviews cited examples of scenesthat sood out in
their mind whether it was trough their spectacular nature or their connection to the
advancement of the narrative, participants pointed to weaknesses in the text aswell as
to strong points. The most notable instance was the happiness of one interviewee
when he exposed his theory on the link between the film and Arthurian Legend to the
group, dissecting the film and gpplying extratextua knowledge on it. As one can see
the Eco-is modd of the cult film seemsto apply to Avaon.

Next | would like to draw attention to the Smilarities that are displayed
between one particular Avaon fan Ste on the Internet and the research Julian Hoxter
has done on The Exorcist (Friedkin, USA, 1973). In it, he highlights different patterns
that emerge on websites that fans dedicate to their object of admiration. In this
particular case the webgite ‘Nine Sisters by acertain ‘Alan’. Not only isthe name
and the address of the Ste directly inspired by the intratextua group trying to take
away Adh's gear before meeting their doom at the hands of avirtua helicopter, it dso
imitates the dyle of the film in that it only uses sepia and black. The Ste is subdivided
into ‘DVD’,'CD’, ‘Web Sites, ‘Books and ‘ Thoughts' sub-pages. Thefirst four list
the avallable Media surrounding the film. The first of these is dedicated to thefilm's
DVD apparitions dl over the globe. Here* Alan’ list in meticulous detail what
language tracks, subtitles, specid features and extra features can be found on any
release of Avalon on DVD in the whole world, he even adds commentaries asto the
value and the vdidity of these editions.

ipid, p.198
1 ibid, p.198-199



The impression one gets from reading fan discourse is thet of the centrdity of
ownership or perhaps more appositely, o possession and control of knowledge
about the cult object which speaks to a sense of insecurity and anxiety
regarding the status of the fan before his object.*?

Thefind of these categoriesis certainly the most interesting on this page. The
‘Thoughts' section opens the discussion up to other fans from al over theworld to
give ther interpretation *Alan’ does not interfere in these but for a short editoria
introduction and many fans have used this pseudo-forum to explain the sense that they
meade of the film, not only does this then lead to a further life of the film outside
traditiond filmic life on the silver screens and then on DVD or Video. In this case the
narrative openness that Oshii has left in the text gives the audience space to speculate.

To use Hoxter’' sexpression ‘ The effect of this repeated desire for areturn to
the ‘mother text’ is, for Bruce Kawin & least indicative of a similar expectation of,
and pleasure in, akind of imagined reciprocity between text and fan...’*3. Text should
in this case be understood as the intended product of the director or more generdly
the author. This notion leads to afacet of film theory that has gone through many
changes over the years and has created much turmoil asto its vdidity, the Auteur
theory.

Alternative by nature: Thedistinct Oshii-ismsin Avalon

Avalon is Mamoru Oshii’ s fourth live action film, after The Red Spectacles,
Stray Dog Kerberos Panzer Corps and Talking Head. Viewed gpart from his Anime
oeuvr e these films make obvious certain links that seem to prove the vdidity of the
auteurist conceptions. This concept uses trademarks to identify the works of acertain
director as hisown. It becomes apparent through the recursion of certain eements that
Oshii uses techniques that he has inherited from his working on Anime. Among other
ingdances the fact that dl comic dementsin the firgt two films are directly drawn from
other Anime or at least seem to mimic them* Talking Head isitself dedicated to the
workings of an Anime production company. The last film in the line or subject can be
seen dong thissame line. The links to Anime Style have been established previoudly,
as have the links between Avalon and other filmsin the genre of Redity/Unredlity.

12 Hoxter in Mendik and Harper, p.178

13 Ibid., p. 177

14 The drop through ataxi’ s roof resultsin the main character being stuck heads down, wiggling his
feet in the air. This same comedic technique is used in City Hunter, Mai son I kkoku, and Lum (an Oshii
creation) among others.



The argument that becomes clear by looking at the totdity of Oshii’sworksisthat his
roots in Anime have never left him. The common eements needed to establish the
links between films are many. One can enumerate stylistic devices such asthe pandls
that appear before his speculdive films, the action sequences that enter the viewer
into the atmaosphere of his films before disclosing the title sequences. The theme of
high technology seems to be omnipresent in Oshii’ sfilms as well, be it the armour
suits in the Panzer Corps Trilogy™®, the weaponry of Patlabor or the Cybertronic
concernsof Ghost in the Shell and on adifferent leve in Avalon.

Whether through style, content or ideology a Mamoru Oghii film can be
digtinguished by looking for certain clues, most prominently the gppearance of dogs
and it can be reasonably well argued that his Syleis dternative for dl hisfilmsfall
under one if not more of the categories and definitions that actua debate around
Alterndtive cinema focuses on.

In the case of Avaon | would argue that Oshii has reached his climax, for it
combines dl of the dements that one can see as dterndtive in his other filmsand
takes a gep further. The film isintroduced by two paneds explaining the given
elements of the Story, a highly artificid ‘Loading Map Datd Title then highlightsthe
fact that the fallowing isin the game. The introductory action sequence introduces the
viewer to the gritty world indde Avaon whose atificidity isreinvigorated by the
‘Misson complete’ overlay on the exploding Helicopter and the following title
sequence. Much like Ghost in the Shell and The Matrix thistitle sequence links itsdf
gtrongly to the theme of artificidity, computerisation and cyberspaces.

The Dog's relevance throughout the film as aforementioned proves the
importance that the director seesin dogs. Thisideais further explored in the two first
Panzer Corps filmswhere the Corpsis alegorized as dogs and the governmental
troops replacing them are catlike and introduced by cat-sounds.

In mogt of Oshii’ s filmstechnology servesto dienate humanity. The Panzer
Corps soldiers are seen and act like merciless killing machines when their suit’'s
typica red spectacles lighten up. Mgor Kusanagi, the main character and android,
congtantly struggles between her cybernetic body and the dmost human artificid
intelligence thet reignsin her brain. The Patlabor films pit enormous Robots against
each other in which the humans are but the controllers and must find themsdlves

15 This easily recognizable category is made up of Red Spectacles, Stray Dog and Jin-Roh for their
common el ement of the fictitious Panzer Corps Police regiment.



dismissed to the role of organic brain for these units. In the case of Avalon technology
seems to have changed the whole society to the rank of davesto a game. Even though
the game is forbidden, it seems to be one of the few sources of income Hill available
to humanity'®

Findly the intratextua and intra- oeuvrica — Oshii referencing his former films
— reflexivity, discussed earlier, can be seen as another Oshii trademarks.

These concerns are but a sample of those that can be found and deserveto be
more closaly looked upon in further work on this film. Concluding this chepter
however it seemsimportant to state that these e ements can in no way be attributed
solely to Mamoru Oshii. | would rather argue that the group thet is lead by Oghii for a
certain film adapts itsef to the need of the director. The Auteur argument can easily
be gpplied to Oshii’ s films snce the team surrounding him has often incorporated
Kazunori Ito and Kenji Kawal, thus, Team Oshii has stayed somewhat homogenous

over the severa productions.

Conclusion

Through the variety of issues addressed in this essay, whether it isthe
computer aided styligtic differences between the levels of redity and the resulting
otherness to ordinary films, the use of reflexive dements and the issues of Cult, it
seems gpparent that Avaon should be trested as an dternative FIm. This essay does,
dueto its Sze condraints, not reflect the entirety of dementsthat link it to the
domains of dterndive cinema. Most notably in the area of reflexivity Robert Stam
has introduced many more arguments that can without hesitation be gpplied to Avalon
and will hopefully be done so in future projects.

4232 Words

Thisiswhere | ended the Essay due to spacing reasons, 3500 was what was asked for.
| would have added the relations between the dedication in Video gaming circles
especially Massive Multiplayer Online Roleplaying Games and the link that has to
Avalon as the game in the film. Then the Chapter on Reflexivity had to be cut short, |
would have added- and will probably add more thoughts and concerns with reflexivity
in particular on Stam’'s Chapter and how it relates to Avalon.

18 The only other jobs that are apparent are the butcher, the tram-driver and bar/restaurant personnel
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