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Abstract

Takeshi Kitano’s Hana-bi (1997) holds a unique spot in world cinema due to its careful emotional expression,
unconventional story structure, and sudden bursts of violence. Unlike typical genre films, especially crime
and police movies, Hana-bi builds emotional tension not through story escalation or character psychology,
but through formal techniques in its editing. This paper explores how editing acts as an emotional framework
in Hana-bi, shaping feelings through silence, broken time, and the contrast of calmness with unexpected
violence. Using ideas from film phenomenology, trauma theory, and Japanese aesthetics—especially the
concepts of impermanence—the study claims that Kitano’s editing methods turn absence, delay, and
disruption into key expressive elements. The paper also places Hana-bi within a larger Japanese film tradition
by examining the impact of Yasujiro Ozu’s subtle editing style and how Kitano reshapes that tradition in a
modern, violence-driven context. By highlighting editing as the film’s main emotional and moral structure,
the study adds to larger conversations about emotional cinema, minimalism, and different ways of
experiencing films.

Introduction

In most film theory, editing has been seen as a technical process focused on keeping continuity, managing
narrative time, and ensuring the story makes sense. This view becomes particularly strict when discussing
genre films, where editing is often judged based on how well it creates suspense, clarity, and momentum.
Crime and police films have set a standard for editing that emphasizes speed, cause-and-effect, and
escalation.

Takeshi Kitano’s Hana-bi (1997) challenges these assumptions in a deliberate way. Instead of speeding up
the story, the film repeatedly slows it down. Silence interrupts conversation, stillness replaces action, and
violence appears without warning. These editing choices do not just break with tradition; they actively resist
it. The result is a kind of emotional tension that is more subtle, persistent, and less about climaxes.

In this context, editing in Hana-bi serves as an effective architecture, a framework that shapes emotional
experiences in an uneven way. The film builds intensity not through narrative highs but through pauses,
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omissions, and interruptions. Editing takes on the expressive roles usually assigned to dialogue or
performance. This approach allows themes of grief, trauma, and emotional fatigue to be felt indirectly—
through form rather than through explicit statements.

The following sections explore how Kitano uses silence, fragmented time, and the contrast between stillness
and sudden violence to create this affective architecture. The chapter also places Hana-bi within a larger
Japanese cinematic tradition, focusing on the influence of Yasujiro Ozu and how Kitano adapts, modifies,
and shifts that legacy.

Editing and Affective Cinema

Recent shifts in film theory have highlighted cinema’s ability to create emotional and physical experiences.
Instead of viewing films only as narrative systems, recent research emphasizes how cinematic form
influences feelings, perceptions, and emotional responses. In this light, Gilles Deleuze’s idea of the time-
image provides a useful perspective for examining Hana-bi.

In time-image cinema, time is not subordinate to action. Duration, hesitation, and uncertainty are allowed to
take center stage, often without narrative justification. Hana-bi exemplifies this approach through long shots
and delayed cuts that halt forward motion. Time seems to thicken rather than move forward, encouraging a
viewing experience focused on endurance rather than anticipation.

Vivian Sobchack’s concept of “lived temporality” clarifies this experience. Instead of seeing time as an
abstract measure, viewers feel it—sometimes uncomfortably so. Editing in Hana-bi consistently creates
moments that require viewers to dwell in emotionally uncertain spaces. This approach stands in stark contrast
to classical montage, which creates emotion through rhythm and acceleration.

Kitano’s editing relies heavily on subtraction. Music fades away, dialogue is limited, and transitional
explanations are absent. These omissions are not neutral; they significantly influence how viewers engage
with the film. Editing becomes a space where meaning is withheld rather than presented, requiring the
audience to pay close attention and interpret actively.

Silence as an Editorial Device

In Hana-bi, silence functions as a carefully established editorial choice rather than simply a lack of sound.
Many scenes play out with very little dialogue and quiet background noise, and editing resists the urge to
interrupt or shorten these moments. Silence is allowed to linger, gradually building emotional weight.

This approach is most evident in scenes featuring Nishi and his dying wife, Miyuki. Their relationship is
shown almost entirely without words. Activities like sitting together, walking along the beach, or eating
quietly are presented without narrative emphasis. Editing avoids breaking these interactions apart, allowing
gestures and closeness to hold emotional importance.

Such restraint aligns with the Japanese concept of mu, which represents the meaningful gaps that shape
experiences. Mu does not mean emptiness but rather a presence created through space and delay. In Hana-
bi, silence becomes a powerful temporal space where intimacy and grief coexist. Editing maintains these
spaces, resisting closure and permitting emotions to surface indirectly.

Temporal Fragmentation and the Representation of Trauma

The film’s emotional tension is heightened by its fragmented timeline. Flashbacks and ellipses occur without
clear markers, blurring the lines between memory and present action. Editing does not guide viewers
smoothly through these shifts; instead, it reveals them.

This instability resonates with trauma theory. As Cathy Caruth points out, traumatic memories often resist
linear storytelling and return in disruptive, unsettling forms. Hana-bi reflects this idea formally. Past events
do not stay neatly contained in flashbacks; they interrupt, overlap, and disturb the present.
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Nishi’s mental state, shaped by loss, guilt, and emotional withdrawal, is expressed through this editorial
fragmentation. Trauma is not shown as a resolved memory but as a continuous, structural presence. Editing
keeps memory active, exerting pressure on the current moment. Emotional unease arises not from dramatic
moments but from temporal instability.

Stillness and Sudden Violence

One of Hana-bi’s most notable qualities is its approach to violence. Long stretches of stillness create a calm
rhythm, often defined by static shots and little movement. Editing allows these moments to settle, creating a
fragile sense of balance.

When violence occurs, it disrupts this rhythm suddenly. There is no build-up, no editorial warning. Cuts
don’t speed up, and music doesn’t signal danger. Violence arrives fully formed, and editing often withdraws
immediately afterward, avoiding lingering on the act itself.

What happens next is also crucial. The film frequently returns to quiet spaces like landscapes, empty streets,
or intimate home scenes. This sudden change in tone creates emotional dissonance that resists resolution.
Editing withholds catharsis, allowing the impact of violence to linger as discomfort rather than as excitement.

Influence of Yasujiro Ozu on Kitano’s Editing

Yasujirdo Ozu’s influence on Hana-bi is clear in its measured pacing, fixed framing, and use of ellipsis. Ozu’s
films stand out for their simple editing and focus on transitional spaces, like empty rooms, corridors, and
streets that hold emotional weight (Bordwell 312).

Kitano engages with this tradition without simply copying Ozu or longing for the past. While Ozu’s stillness
often suggests continuity and acceptance, Kitano’s stillness feels more uneasy. Quiet moments are filled with
anticipation rather than peace. Editing turns reflective pauses into areas where disruption seems likely.

This change reflects wider trends in postmodern Japanese cinema, where traditional styles.are reshaped to
address modern experiences ofalienation, violence, and emotional withdrawal. Kitano’s editing pays homage
to Ozu’s legacy while shifting it towards a more fragmented emotional state.

Conclusion

Editing in Hana-bi serves as the film’s main emotional and ethical framework. Through silence, time shifts,
and the contrast of stillness with sudden violence, Kitano builds emotional tension that avoids neat
resolutions and clear interpretations.

Instead of leading events to a conclusion, editing influences how emotions are experienced over time.
Absence becomes expressive, delay takes on meaning, and rupture replaces escalation. In this way, Hana-bi
pushes against typical cinematic structures and shows how minimalist editing can create deep emotional
impact without depending on spectacle or detailed explanations.
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