FILM SHEET TOKYO STORY (1953)

. Cinespective

DRAMA

Tokyo Story

Japanese Golden Age Art Cinema Melodrama

An elderly couple leave their small town in western Japan to
visit their grown children in postwar Tokyo. Ozu watches this
ordinary trip with stillness and gentle humour, asking what
family members owe one another as life speeds up.

DIRECTOR Yasujirdo Ozu

YEAR 1953

RUNTIME 2h 17m (137 min)

COUNTRY Japan

GENRES Drama

CAST Chishl Ryu, Chieko Higashiyama, Setsuko Hara, Haruko Sugimura, So Yamamura
MUSIC Takanobu Saitd

IMDB 81/10 (76,665 votes)

ROTTEN 100% (critics)

TOMATOES

METACRITIC 100 /100
TMDB SCORE 81/10 (1,268 votes)
WHERE TO Stream (US): HBO Max Amazon Channel, HBO Max

WATCH Rent: Amazon Video, Apple TV Store, Google Play Movies, YouTube, Fandango At Home
Buy: Amazon Video, Apple TV Store, Google Play Movies, YouTube, Fandango At Home

Part one is spoiler-free. Part two, “After watching”, reveals the story, scenes and ending.
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Before watching

Spoiler-free

I WHY WATCH THIS?

1

The summit of Yasujiro Ozu's art
Ozu's best-known film, and the work most often used to define his mature style: low fixed camera, quiet
domestic drama and the shomin-geki tradition of ordinary-family stories. Many viewers treat it as the entry

point to Japanese cinema.

A new way of telling a story
There are almost no camera movements, no big plot events and no music swells. The film builds its emotion

through placement, pauses and small gestures, which teaches you to watch differently.

A family story that translates anywhere
Though rooted in 1950s Japan, its questions about parents, children, time and obligation are recognisable

almost anywhere. It is among the most humane films of the era.

WHY IT MATTERS IN CINEMA HISTORY

A defining work of the Japanese golden age and of the shomin-geki family drama, it carried
Ozu's distinctive minimalism to an international audience and became a reference point for quiet,

observational cinema.
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WATCH WITH INTENTION

YOUR LENS

Watch it as a film about attention: how people look at one another, and how

the camera patiently looks at them.

THREE THINGS TO NOTICE

The camera sits low, near the height of someone seated on a tatami mat, and rarely moves.

Notice how this changes the way rooms and conversations feel.

Brief shots of empty rooms, corridors, laundry, chimneys and rails appear between scenes.
Notice what they do to the rhythm and what they let you feel.

Characters often speak politely and cheerfully while saying something else. Listen for the gap
between what is said and what is meant.
ONE QUESTION TO CARRY WITH YOU

Who in this film has time for whom, and what does each character's idea of time reveal about
them?

I CINEMA AT THE TIME

= Industry: Japanese cinema was thriving in the early 1950s. Studios such as Shochiku, Ozu's home,
made steady output of contemporary family dramas alongside the period films that won foreign festival

attention.

s Dominant styles: Contemporary cinema everywhere favoured fluid camerawork, dramatic plotting and
emphatic music. Japanese period films like Rashomon were reaching the West, but domestic dramas like
Ozu's were less known abroad.

= Historical moment: Japan was only just emerging from the postwar occupation, with cities rebuilding
quickly and traditional family structures changing. The film reflects that gap between generations.

» Director's moment: Ozu was in his fifties and had refined his style over decades. His postwar run of

family films with writer Kogo Noda led directly to this one.

WHERE IT CAME FROM

FILM

Make Way for Tomorrow (1937)

Leo McCarey's Hollywood drama about an elderly couple and their grown children is generally recognised as a source for the
story.
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FILM
Late Spring (1949)

Ozu's first film in the mature postwar style: quiet family drama, low camera, and the collaboration with Kdgo Noda that
produced Tokyo Story.

2
TRADITION
Shomin-geki
Shochiku's tradition of films about ordinary lower- and middle-class lives, which Ozu refined into a personal style.

N

THIS FILM

Tokyo Story (1953)

NEW AT THE TIME [t treated an utterly ordinary family event with such formal discipline and restraint that small

shifts in conversation carry the weight a conventional film would give to plot.

I SOCIAL CONTEXT

Made in occupied-then-newly-sovereign Japan, as the country rebuilt from wartime defeat and rapid urbanisation

reshaped the family.

= Postwar reconstruction: Japan had been devastated by the Second World War and the Allied
Occupation had ended only in 1952. By 1953 the economy was recovering, with Tokyo growing fast

and the war's losses still present in everyday life.

= Changing family: Young people were moving from provincial towns to the cities for work, and the
multi-generational household was giving way to smaller urban families. The postwar constitution and

civil code had also weakened the old family system. The film grew from anxieties about this shift.

= Audience: Domestic audiences were mostly ordinary salaried and working families who knew these
pressures: cramped housing, long working hours, and distance from parents back home. Studio Shochiku

specialised in such everyday dramas.
a The filmmaker's situation: Ozu was in his late forties and an established director. He had served in the

army in China during the war and returned to film-making afterwards. He co-wrote the script with Kogo

Noda, his regular collaborator, and kept to the quiet domestic subjects he had made his own.
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I WHAT TO EXPECT

Pace: Slow and deliberate, with long conversations and little plot. It rewards patience and a quiet setting.

Tone: Gentle, observant and often quietly funny. Emotion arrives through small gestures and polite

words, not big speeches.

Style: Fixed, low camera, frontal compositions and short cutaways to still spaces. Few camera movements

and a spare, unobtrusive score.

Format: Black and white, 4:3 Academy ratio, Japanese language. Always watch with subtitles, since much

of the meaning is in phrasing and politeness.

Performance: Restrained and precise, with smiling, understated acting that Ozu directed meticulously.

I WATCH WITH KIDS?

10+ SUGGESTED AGE

Britain (U) and France (TP) rate it for all ages, while Germany says 12; nothing graphic, but its length, pace

and subtitles suit about 10 and up.

Official ratings: UKU - Germany 12 - France TP

Good for: Older children and teens who can sit with a quiet, gentle story. It is a warm, human portrait of
family life that invites conversation between generations.

May unsettle, mature themes: Quiet, emotional themes of ageing, family distance and disappointment
between generations. Handled gently, with no graphic content, but it may feel sad.

May unsettle, pace: Slow, still and observational over more than two hours, with very little action. Younger
children may lose interest.

Explain first: It is in black and white, with Japanese dialogue and subtitles, so be ready to read aloud for
younger viewers.

Explain first: It is set in Japan in the early 1950s, not long after the Second World War, and daily life looks
quite different.

Explain first: The film is deliberately calm, with a still camera and long conversations. Watching it in two
sittings is fine.

Talk about it after: >How do the different characters show kindness, or fail to, toward the people they love? What does

1t mean to make time for family?

Cinespective's own guidance, a draft. Check it against the official ratings and your own judgement.
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CONTAINS SPOILERS

I THE FILM, UNPACKED

CENTRAL IDEA

The film can be read as a study of how people drift apart through ordinary life,
withoutvillains. It sets duty, affection and busyness against each other, and asks what
we truly owe those who raised us.

THEMES

Generations and obligation: The parents expect little, the children offer little, and the gap between

them is shown as a social change as much as a moral failure.

Disappointment without blame: Ozu lets characters be understandable in their selfishness. Even the

most dismissive child has real pressures, and the film refuses to simply condemn.

Kindness beyond blood: The warmest care comes from the person with the least obligation. The film

asks whether love is a matter of family ties or of choice.

Impermanence: Ozu's recurring sense of mono no aware, a gentle awareness of passing things, runs

through the film. Life goes on, and one accepts loss with resignation.

Postwar change: Tokyo's factories, chimneys and cramped homes show a society moving on, while the

war's losses remain unspoken but present.

Key scenes
The Atami seaside inn
The children send their parents away to a noisy spa, and the scene shows the film's method: a sea wall, a

sleepless night and unspoken hurt convey a whole relationship through setting and small gestures.

Noriko's apartment visit
Noriko, with far fewer resources than the others, makes the couple feel welcome. The scene sets up the

film's contrast between genuine kindness and dutiful politeness without needing any commentary.

The gathering after the death
The siblings' conversations show how grief is mixed with practicality and self-interest. Ozu keeps it

controlled and unsentimental, which makes the emotion hit harder.
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The final conversation between Noriko and Shukichi
The film's moral centre is spoken quietly. Ozu offers a modest, bittersweet acceptance of life, and refuses

the catharsis of an outburst.

Filmmaking

= Camera position: Cinematographer Yiuharu Atsuta kept the camera low and level, often about waist
height, as if seen from the floor. This gives the domestic scenes dignity and a feeling of calm, observed
intimacy.

» Editing and space: Ozu cut between characters in ways that ignore standard continuity rules, such
as the 180-degree line. Conversations feel like a pattern of faces looking nearly into the lens, which

makes dialogue intimate and a little abstract.

= Pillow shots: Brief cutaways to rooftops, lines of laundry, trains and empty hallways punctuate the

story. They create breathing room, mark time and place, and let emotions settle.

s Performance: Ozu demanded precise, restrained acting, with actors repeating gestures and line
readings exactly. Chishtl Ryt and Setsuko Hara in particular convey feeling through smiles that hold
something back.

= Music and sound: Takanobu Saitd's score is light and sparing. Everyday sounds like the hum of the

city, a fan or a boat engine often do more than music to set mood.

THE FULL STORY

The full plot, including the ending.

Shukichi and Tomi Hirayama, an elderly couple from Onomichi, travel to Tokyo to see their grown children.
Their eldest son Koichi, a doctor, and daughter Shige, a hairdresser, are busy and treat the visit as an
inconvenience. Their youngest daughter Kyoko, a schoolteacher, still lives with them, while another son

Keizo works away and a third son was killed in the war.

The children pay for the parents to stay at a noisy spa in Atami, mostly to get them out of the way. Only
Noriko, the widow of their dead son, takes time off work to show them around Tokyo and welcomes them

into her tiny flat.

On the journey home Tomi falls ill, and soon afterwards she dies in Onomichi. The children gather for the
funeral, but most leave soon after, and Shige even asks for her mother's clothes. Kyoko is angry at their

coldness.

Noriko stays a little longer. Shukichi thanks her for her kindness and gives her Tomi's watch, urging her to
remarry. She admits she is not as selfless as he thinks, and weeps. She returns to Tokyo, leaving Shukichi

alone in his quiet house by the sea.

I BEHIND THE FILM
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I LEGACY AND CONNECTIONS

Its place in the lineage before - after

FILM

Make Way for Tomorrow (1937)

Leo McCarey's Hollywood drama about an elderly couple and their grown children is generally recognised as a source for
the story.

N
FILM
Late Spring (1949)

Ozu's first film in the mature postwar style: quiet family drama, low camera, and the collaboration with Kbgo Noda that
produced Tokyo Story.

s

TRADITION

Shomin-geki
Shochiku's tradition of films about ordinary lower- and middle-class lives, which Ozu refined into a personal style.

N

THIS FILM

Tokyo Story (1953)

FILMMAKER

Hou Hsiao-hsien

The Taiwanese director's long takes and quiet attention to family life draw openly on Ozu.

N

FILM

Tokyo-Ga (1985)

Wim Wenders's documentary travels to Tokyo in search of Ozu's world, and reflects his deep admiration.
N

FILM

Still Walking (2008)

Hirokazu Kore-eda's family drama about a gathering of relatives is often compared to Ozu's work for its small gestures
and emotional restraint.
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Reception and reputation
The film was well received in Japan on release, as a strong entry in Ozu's postwar run. It was little seen
abroad at first, since Ozu was considered too Japanese for foreign audiences, and it reached Western

audiences only in the late 1950s and after.

Over the following decades, Ozu moved from a little-known figure abroad to one of the most admired
directors in the world, and Tokyo Story became his signature film. It is now widely cited by critics and

filmmakers as one of the great humanist works of cinema.

Awards Oscars and Cannes

Neither Academy Awards nor Cannes recognition for this film itself.

Cultural impact beyond cinema
s Family shorthand: The story of grown children too busy for their visiting parents is often invoked in

Japan and abroad when discussing ageing parents, filial duty and the postwar shift from extended to

nuclear families. It is regularly cited as a reference point for those anxieties.

= Setsuko Hara as Noriko: Setsuko Hara's gentle, selfless Noriko is among the best-remembered screen
characters in Japanese cinema. Hara's early retirement in 1963 and decades of private life afterwards
added to her near-mythic public image, and she was often described as the "eternal virgin" of Japanese
film.

= Japanese remake: Yoji Yamada's Tokyo Family (2013) retold the story in contemporary Japan, with
modern family pressures and the aftermath of the 2011 earthquake. Its existence shows how readily

the story is reworked for new generations.
= Teaching and cinephile canon: The film is a staple of film courses and retrospectives as an
introduction to Ozu's low camera positions, quiet editing and the Japanese idea of mono no aware,

a gentle sadness at life's passing.

Its lasting influence

Its restrained, observational approach shaped filmmakers such as Hou Hsiao-hsien, Abbas Kiarostami,
Wim Wenders and Hirokazu Kore-eda, and became a model for contemporary family drama and slow

cinema.
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I WHAT NEXT?

CONTINUE THE DIRECTOR

Late Spring (1949) comine soon
The film that established Ozu's postwar manner, with Setsuko Hara again at the centre. It is shorter and shows the same style in an earlier

form.

COMPARE ANOTHER APPROACH

Wild Strawberries (1957)
Another humane study of an old man reckoning with family and time, but with Bergman's dream-like, psychological approach in contrast

to Ozu's calm surface.

EXPLORE THE ERA OR MOVEMENT

Rashomon (1950)

The film that brought Japanese cinema to the West. It is stylistically opposite to Ozu, showing the range of the golden age.

FOLLOW THE IDEA

Bicycle Thieves (1948)

Another film about ordinary people in a changing postwar society, observed with compassion and without melodrama.

SEE WHAT INFLUENCED IT
Still Walking (2008) coming soon

A modern Japanese family drama that carries Ozu's attentiveness to small gestures into the twenty-first century.
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I FULL CAST AND CREW

Yasujiro Ozu Chisha Ryt Chieko' Setsuko Hara Haruko Sugimura

DIRECTOR ACTOR Higashiyama ACTOR ACTOR
- ACTOR ) ) )
as Shukichi Hirayama as Noriko Hirayama as Shige Kaneko

as Tomi Hirayama

So Yamamura Takanobu Saito
ACTOR COMPOSER

as Koichi Hirayama

Draft content generated for Cinespective and subject to review; awards and dates should be verified before being relied upon. This product uses the

TMDB API but is not endorsed or certified by TMDB. Streaming availability by JustWatch via TMDB.



