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INTRODUCTION
On March 24, 1947, a baby girl by the name of
Masako Ota is born in Tokyo. Twenty-two years
later, she is known as Meiko Kaji, a stunningly
beautiful actress rapidly making a name for herself
in Japanese cinema. She appears in numerous
hit films, often playing tough knife and sword
wielding outlaws and avengers. Not even thirty
years old, and seemingly at the peak of her career,
she suddenly largely withdraws from film acting.
In 2003 and 2004, Quentin Tarantino’s Kill Bill
martial arts action films hit theatres around the
world to critical acclaim and commercial success.
The Kill Bill films are in part inspired by Kaji’s roles
in Japanese exploitation films of the 1970s. Two
of Meiko Kaji’s songs appear on the soundtrack.
Thirty years after playing memorable outlaws bend
on revenge and justice, there is a international
revival of interest in Japan’s exploitation cinema
and Kaji’s work.
This essay follows the career of Meiko Kaji, icon of
Japanese exploitation cinema. Rather than offering
a comprehensive overview of her work - which
spans hundreds of films and television series - the
best known, most intriguing, and most readily
available films outside of Japan are discussed.
Above all, this essay is a homage to Meiko Kaji,
talented actress and singer and one of the most
beautiful women in film ever.
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BECOMING

MEIKO KAJI
I

t is March 24, 1947, when Masako Ota is
born in the Chiyoda ward of Tokyo, Japan.
She is born into a Japan that surrendered
to the Allied forces just nineteen months
earlier, thus bringing the hostilities of World War II to
a close. When Masako is born, Japan is recovering from
the lost war and the lost lives and mass destruction
that came with it. Tokyo had been heavily bombed
by the Allied forces at the end of the war, destroying
entire neighbourhoods and killing tens of thousands.
Atomic bombs had been dropped on the cities of
Hiroshima and Nagasaki.
After the war, Japan is occupied by the Allied forces
under the command of Supreme Commander General
Douglas MacArthur. It is a time of rebuilding the
island nation. Rising from the ashes, Japan recovers
in the 1950s and especially the 1960s, turning into
an economic powerhouse, while vowing to pursue
a peaceful future. Japan’s film industry flourishes
like never before in the 1950s, becoming the second
biggest market after Hollywood. Japanese films win
numerous prestigious awards abroad.
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In 1965, eighteen year old Masako graduates from high
school. Her dream is to become an actress or singer.
Masako’s talent and beauty stand out, and she is given
a chance to make her dream come true at Nikkatsu,
Japan’s oldest film studio. Founded in 1912, Nikkatsu
is one of the five major Japanese film companies
together with Daiei, Shochiku, Toei, and Toho. The
sixth major player, Shintoho, primarily known for
making exploitation films, had gone bankrupt in 1961.

“Around the time Masako enters the film
industry, the golden era of Japanese cinema
is already over”
Around the time Masako enters the film industry, the
golden era of Japanese cinema is virtually over. The
whole industry and the studios are in decline, as the
Japanese increasingly stay away from the theatre.
Instead, Japanese turn to the newly introduced
television.

As the golden era of Japanese cinema ends in the 1960s
and streams of income dry up, studios seek ways to
cut costs. Internationally acclaimed directors like
Akira Kurosawa have great difficulties to get funding
for their expensive projects. Cheaply produced
exploitation films partly fill the void and offer new
types of entertainment to cinemagoers. The 1960s and
1970s also see female roles become more prominent
and important in Japanese films. Taboos in film are
broken, particularly regarding sex and violence.

“Female roles in Japanese films become
more prominent and important. Taboos in
film are broken, particularly regarding sex
and violence”
In this context, Masako makes her debut in the
Japanese film and entertainment industry. In her first
year working for Nikkatsu, she immediately plays
small roles in no less than seven films. The next year,
she appears in eleven more films. In 1967 and 1968,
respectively, she appears in six and ten more films.
Although she is given numerous small roles, it takes
a few more years before she truly stars on the silver
screen and makes a name for herself in Japan.

Film poster for
Adventure With Him
by Nikkatsu
Corporation © 1965.

Exploitation cinema
After the successful 1950s and early 1960s,
empty seats in the theatres and declining
profits lead to studios taking new approaches
to film making. To cater to younger audiences
and make the production process cheaper,
studios turn to what would become known
as ‘exploitation film’. As films with sexual
(‘pink violence’, softcore pornographic
films) and violent content and language
could not be shown on Japanese television,
they became the new (sub-)genres of film
to attract mainly young Japanese to the
theatre.
Small independent studios had first started
turning out low-budget exploitation films in
the early 1960s. The large studios followed
several years later, with Nikkatsu and Toei
jumping in and rapidly cranking out cheaply
produced exploitation films.
But what is exploitation cinema exactly?
Exploitation is a loosely defined umbrella
term, based on the perception and opinion
of viewers and experts rather than the actual
content of the film. In general, exploitation
films are deemed low-quality ‘B movies’
because of their low production values.
Interestingly, however, these films may
gain a cult following and critical acclaim
years later. The spaghetti Western genre is
perhaps the best example of a genre later
in time gaining a broad fanbase and critical
acclaim.
There are many different films which fit
under the umbrella of exploitation cinema,
from women-in-prison films to horror
films and spaghetti westerns. Exploitation
cinema is thus not a genre, but rather a label
for a wide range of films sharing certain
characteristics.
--> Continues on page 7

www.mh1986.com • 5

In 1969, a film director convinces the young actress
to adopt a stage name. Masako Ota becomes Meiko
Kaji. With her best years in front of her, she will
rapidly climb the steps to stardom. In The Clean Up, a
contemporary gangster film, she is billed for the first
time as Meiko Kaji. The same year she appears in Flower
Of Chivalry’s Life Story – Gambling Heir, another yakuza
(Japanese mafia) action film. It is the first role for which
she is required to wield the knife and sword. They will
become her signature weapons, characterizing her
later and better known roles.

“In 1969, a film director convinces her
to adopt a stage name.
Masako Ota becomes Meiko Kaji”
In the book Outlaw Masters of Japanese Film, containing
a rare interview with the actress in English, Kaji
talks to author Chris DesJardins about this important
milestone in her acting career:
“Before the films in 1969 I was pretty much relegated
to playing a high school or college student. These were
the first films where I had larger roles, and also often
had to do the sword choreography at the same time.
It was difficult at first because it was so new to me.
Of course, I ended up learning how to do it. But it’s
very hard work to master the sword forms, you really
have to know traditional Japanese dance to master the
postures, to work out the balance and choreography. I
had to train for a long time” (DesJardins 2005, 66).
Rapidly developing her acting talents and sword
fighting skills, Kaji appears more and more in the
centre of the action. Over the next five years, she will
become an icon of exploitation cinema, appearing in
various hit films and franchises.

Film poster for Chivalrous Flower’s Life Story:
Gambling Heir by Nikkatsu Corporation © 1969.
Kaji top right, now playing a totally different role at
age 24 than the college students she played earlier.
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--> Continued from page 5
According to David Roche, the main characteristic is that exploitation films are the result of a specific
mode of production, aimed at turning a quick and easy profit:
“ ‘Easy’ because they are almost always genre films relying on time-tried formulas (horror, thrillers, biker
movies, surfer movies, women-in-prison films, martial arts, subgenres like gore, rape-revenge, slashers,
nazisploitation, etc.). ‘Easy’ because they offer audiences what they can’t get elsewhere: sex, violence and
taboo topics. ‘Easy’ because they have long targetted what has since become the largest demographic
group of moviegoers: the 15-25 age group” (Roche 2015, 1).
Also known as ‘grindhouse’, ‘trash’ or ‘cult’ films, exploitation cinema often refers to, and exploits,
contemporary cultural anxieties, such as drug use, nudity and striptease, sexual deviance, rebellious
youths and gangs, violence in society, et cetera. The result is that exploitation films often feature nudity,
suggestive or explicit sex, violence, destruction, the bizarre, and rebellion.
Under the umbrella of exploitation cinema, ‘pinky violence’ is a specific subgenre, used to describe
Japanese films in which a certain degree of nudity and violence go hand in hand. Although she rarely
appeared undressed herself, Meiko Kaji made a name for herself in this pinky violence genre. One might
be tempted to dismiss these films as nothing more than cheap productions with a lot of nudity and
violence, but there is more to it than meets the eye. In her insightful essay on pinky violence, Alicia
Kozma argues that these films often show women (such as Kaji’s characters) as strong, independent
outlaws, who take it up against the established order. “The films follow their exploits as they struggle
to maintain their independence in the face of threats from the male-dominated political system and the
traditional criminal underworld”. In doing so, “Pinky Violence high-lights various intersections of female
power and sexuality, creating complex female characters whose actions openly question normative ideas
of appropriate female action and gender stratification. These are films that allow Japanese cinema
to showcase radical representations of female sexuality through the subversive cinematic space of
exploitation film” (Kozma 2011, 38). Exploitation cinema thus offers not only cheap thrills, but also a
place for experimentation and exploration of new cinematic and social spaces.

“Exploitation cinema is thus not only cheap thrills,
but also a place for experimentation and exploration
of new cinematic spaces and discourses”
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RISING STAR
BREAKTHROUGH & FAME

W

ith her star on the rise,
1970 becomes a pivotal
year for Meiko Kaji. She
plays the lead role in
Blind Woman’s Curse (Kaidan Nobori
Ryu, 1970), also known as Black Cat’s
Revenge. The film is directed by
the colourful Teruo Ishii, known
as Japan’s ‘King of Cult’. According
to Kaji, she got the lead role as
gang boss Akemi Tachibana as a
gift from Nikkatsu to congratulate
her with her new artist name
and accompanying star status
(DesJardins 2005, 67). The project
is a milestone in Kaji’s career and
a life-long memory for her in more
ways than one. “One thing I vividly
recall during one of the swordfights,
the black cat was supposed to be
jumping towards me from behind,
and the cat’s claws were not
trimmed. It scratched me badly, and
I still have the scars to this day. So
that was sort of a real horror story
for me personally”, Kaji remembers
in her conversation with Chris
DesJardins (2005, 67). It will not be
the last time in her career that she
has to withstand hardships while
shooting on set.

Kaji goes on to make a name for
herself in the Stray Cat Rock series,
five girl-gang exploitation films
released in 1970 and 1971. These
types of films, which proliferate
in Japanese theatres in the 1970s,
are strongly inspired by Japan’s
counterculture of the late 1960s.
They are all about how juvenile
delinquents form gangs and choose
their own way of life. The girlgang films become popular among
disenchanted Japanese youth for
the girl fights, nudity, rebellion, and
inventive visuals.
In the Stray Cat Rock films, Kaji
introduces the imperturbable screen
persona which will later make her
a celebrated actress at home and
abroad. Film scholar Rikke Schubart
traces two features of Kaji’s later
star persona back to the role of Mako
in the third instalment of the series,
Stray Cat Rock: Sex Hunter (1970): “A
cool, silent, and arrogant behavior
best compared to Eastwood’s Man
With No Name, and a stubborn pride
to even consider surrendering to
superior forces” (Schubart 2007,
110).

“Kaji introduces the
imperturbable screen
persona which will
later make her a
celebrated actress at
home and abroad”

Previous page: film poster for Blind Woman’s Curse by Nikkatsu Corporation © 1970
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As the Stray Cat Rock series comes to an end in 1971, so
does Kaji’s employment at Nikkatsu. The studio decides to
change its core business to making pinku-eiga (pink films),
a wide variety of Japanese films with adult content, from
dramas and action thrillers to exploitation films and soft
core pornography. Kaji does not want any part in this
new Nikkatsu. She moves to Toei, one of the other big five
studios, which has been making female action films. With
her experience and abilities with knife and sword, Kaji
knows that Toei will suit her better.
Kaji’s first film for Toei is Wandering Ginza Butterfly (Gincho
Wataridori, 1972). The actress stars and shines as Nami
Higuchi, a leader of a motorcycle gang. She ends up in
prison for three years after killing a high-raking yakuza
in a turf war. Nami lives with her uncle in his billiard
parlour after her release from prison. She finds a job as
a hostess in Ginza, Tokyo’s luxurious shopping district
with its concentration of department stores, boutiques,
restaurants, bars, clubs and coffeehouses. Although she
becomes a popular hostess, her criminal past catches up
with her. Troubles ensue with local yakuza wanting to take
over the hostess bar where Nami works. It all ends, as such
stories always do, in a violent confrontation between Nami
and her foes.
Kaji’s debut for Toei is successful and is followed the
next year by a sequel. In Wandering Ginza Butterfly 2: SheCat Gambler (Gincho Nagaremono: Mesuneko Bakuchi) Kaji
again plays Nami. And again she becomes a hostess at a
Ginza club, this time to exact revenge on the men who
killed her father. Both films entertain and showcase Kaji’s
talents in contemporary Tokyo settings. As Rikke Schubart
notes, “despite meager production values, the picture’s an
unpretentious, entertaining vehicle, putting a unique spin
on its programmer elements” (2007, 62). Kaji does not only
appear on the screen, but also on the soundtrack. She had
always been interested in singing, so the studio let her
perform one of the songs. It is not Kaji’s last film for which
she sings the soundtrack, nor is it the last film in which
her character is incarcerated in prison. The best is still to
come.
1970 		
1970-1971
1971		
1972		
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Blind Woman’s Curse (Kaidan nobori ryû)
Stray Cat Rock (Nora-Neko Rokku)
Wandering Ginza Butterfly (Gincho Wataridori)
Wandering Ginza Butterfly 2: She-Cat Gambler
(Gincho Nagaremono: Mesuneko Bakuchi)

Voice of Vengeance
At the height of her acting career, when she stars in
Wandering Ginza Butterfly, Female Scorpion Prisoner, and
Lady Snowblood, Meiko Kaji appears both on film and
on the soundtrack. Her acting career was closely tied
to a singing career. The practice of actors and actresses
pursuing singing careers had long been established in
the Japanese film and entertainment industry. Toho, one
of the major studios, was part of a large entertainment
conglomerate which included cinema and the popular
music and recording industry. This close and symbiotic
connection between cinema and music was copied by
other studios like Nikkatsu, so that, “by the 1950s,
almost all the biggest stars simultaneously cranked out
records with their films” (Galbraith & Duncan 2009, 12).
Many stars of Japanese exploitation cinema in the 1970s
appear on the soundtracks of the films they appear
in, including Kaji. She will go on to record numerous
singles and albums, together with her films as well as
independently.
Thirty years later, two of Kaji’s songs become known
around the world, despite the language barrier. ‘The
Flower of Carnage’ (‘Shura No Hana’), the theme song
of Lady Snowblood, can be heard near the end of Kill Bill
Vol. 1, just after the confrontation between O-Ren and
protagonist Beatrix Kiddo. ‘Urami Bushi’, another Kaji
hit and the theme song of the Female Convict Scorpion
series, is heard during the credits of Kill Bill Vol. 2. Her
appearance on the soundtrack of both popular Tarantino
films leads to an international revival of interest in the
career and work of Meiko Kaji. Such is the power of
Hollywood: American remakes and reinterpretations
often help to draw attention to the original.
In 2004, around the time the second Kill Bill film hits
theatres, Kaji’s best-of album Zenkyoku Shu is released.
It not only contains the songs made famous by Kill Bill,
but also the theme song of Wandering Ginza Butterfly and
theme songs of her other films. In her early sixties, the
release of the best-of collection encourages Kaji to pick
up her singing career again, resulting in the 2009 single
‘Onna wa yametai’ and the 2011 album Aitsu no suki-so-na
burūsu, her first new album in 31 years.

Top: cover of the single Urami Bushi / Onna No Jumon -

怨み節/ 女の呪文 (1972)

Below: cover of the album Yadokari / Kakioki -

やどかり / かきおき (1973)

Previous page: film poster Wandering Ginza Butterfly 2:
She-Cat Gambler by Toei Company 1972 ©
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THE SILENT
AVENGER

Kaji as Matsu in the Female Convict Scorpion series

I

n a role that would
come to define her
career and screen star
persona, Meiko Kaji
next stars in the four-film female
prison saga Female Convict Scorpion.
Based on a manga (Japanese
comics) from the 1960s by Toru
Shinohara, the films follow Nami
Matsushima. She is betrayed by
her boyfriend, the crooked police
detective Sugimi, who is in cahoots
with the yakuza. After attempting
to stab Sugimi in front of the Tokyo
Metropolitan Police Headquarters,
Nami is sentenced to a women’s
prison. As inmate number 701
with the nickname ‘Scorpion’ (or
‘Sasori’ in Japanese), she ends up in
a prison run by a sadistic warden
and his lecherous guards. Survival
at every cost to take vengeance on
the men who did her wrong, inside
and outside of prison, becomes her
goal.
To accommodate Meiko Kaji as

the star of Female Convict Scorpion,
director Shunya Ito worked closely
together with the actress to adapt
the film script from the manga and
bring the character Matsu to the
big screen. In her interview with
Chris DesJardins, Kaji explains how
she was actively and consciously
involved in the creation of the
iconic film character Matsu:
“When we met for the second time
the script was ready, and I saw
that they had kept most of the
obscenities the character spoke in
the comics. I told him that was
unacceptable, that it would end
up making the film seem cheap
and sleazy, and that taking them
out was one of my conditions for
accepting the role. He agreed with
me, and came to believe it would be
more interesting if my character
hardly spoke any dialogue, except
for a few important sentences.
We decided we could convey
what Scorpion was thinking,
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what she was going to do next,
by the performance, by the visual
instead of the verbal. So we had
to work hard on the visuals. What
we did was quite radical and a
new concept. Once the movie was
released it became a huge hit, both
because of the manga’s popularity
and because of the unique way we
approached Scorpion’s character.
The fact that we had her barely
speak at all was quite sensational”
(DesJardins 2005, 68).
Just two years after her
breakthrough, Kaji’s status had
rapidly increased in the film
industry, so that she could demand
changes to the script and the
characters she played. Most of the
obscene language, an important
part of the Matsu character in
the manga, was thrown out of
the script. In fact, Kaji’s Scorpion
became almost mute, uttering
but a few words and sentences.
As Rikke Schubart notes, “they

Above: film poster Female Prisoner #701: Scorpion
by Toei Company 1972 ©
Right: film poster Female Convict Scorpion: Jailhouse 41
by Toei Company 1972 ©

changed the female protagonist
in the manga from being foulmouthed and vengeful to become
a mute image of female mystery,
dark sensualism, and primordial
abyss” (Schubart 2007, 116).
By making Matsu silent, she came
to resemble the Man With No Name
character, played to critical and
lasting acclaim by Clint Eastwood
in the trilogy of spaghetti Westerns
by Italian film director Sergio
Leone (A Fistful of Dollars in 1964,

For a Few Dollars More in 1965, and The
Good, the Bad and the Ugly in 1966).
Eastwood had equally convinced
the director that it would be
better to have his character have
no name and almost no dialogue.
The result, in both film series, was
the creation of a mythical hero:
a quiet, brooding outlaw, always
at the right place and the right
time to strike swiftly and deadly
at opponents with knife, sword or
gun.

“The creation of a
mythical hero: a quiet,
brooding outlaw, always
at the right place and the
right time to strike
swiftly and deadly”
www.mh1986.com • 13

Above: film poster Female Convict Scorpion: Beast Stable by Toei Company 1973 ©
Next page: film poster Female Convict Scorpion: Grudge Song by Toei Company 1973 ©

When one way of communication is taken away, another
takes its place. In the four Scorpion films, Matsu’s eyes
do much of the talking. “Kaji communicates her state
of mind largely with her eyes; once someone pushes
her too far and she gives them the stare, you know it’s
all over”, film critic Patrick Galloway writes. “Trust me,
that stare will stay with you long after the initial shock
of the ultraviolence has faded” (Galloway 2006, 105). In
14 • Flower of Carnage: The Revenge Films of Meiko Kaji

close ups, the eyes of Kaji/Matsu say everything that
needs to be said. In her eyes we see the burning desire
for revenge. “Matsu returns [the] male gaze with her
black eyes wide open like an abyss where every insult,
every abuse, every maltreatment, is absorbed. In the
iconic close-up of the spaghetti western, the men’s
eyes are narrow lines which hardly allow light to enter.
In the ultra close-up, Matsu’s eyes are wide open,

showing the white around the iris. A terrifying
abyss” (Schubart 2007, 112).
Another characteristic of Matsu in the
manga, nudity, is mostly removed from the
main character and transferred to fellow
female convicts, thus even more emphasizing
the aloof and at the same time strongwilled and independent character of Matsu.
By transferring most nudity to peripheral
characters, the film becomes something more
than other exploitation films of its time. In his
essay about demonized women in Japanese
film, Ryan Taylor remarks that Female Convict
#701: Scorpion, the first film in the series, “both
typifies and subverts many of the pink films’
conventions”. The first instalment shows both
the search for female justice and autonomy, as
well as the oppression by men (the betrayal by
her boyfriend, the cruel and sadistic treatment
by the prison guards). “However, unlike many
other works produced in this subgenre where
nudity is abundant despite a lack of narrative
rationale, Female Prisoner #701: Scorpion avoids
exhibiting the protagonist’s naked body for
audience gratification, suggesting that she (and
by extension the film) is above the exploitation of
the genre and that the character, or rather what
she symbolizes, stands out from conventional
generic expectations of the pink film” (Taylor
2012, 204). In adapting the comics to the screen,
Female Convict Scorpion became something more
than most other exploitation films.

“Female Convict Scorpion became
something more than other
contemporary exploitation films”
The result of this adaptation is the unforgettable
film character Sasori, played so convincingly by
Kaji as if she is Matsu, “an unjustly convicted
woman and a fanatical avenger, raining down
wrath on various evil males. As portrayed by
Kaji, Sasori is mysteriously elemental, a virtually
silent, deadly force, uttering only a few cryptic
sentences in each picture” (Schubart 2007, 62).
www.mh1986.com • 15

Success & sequels
Despite the fact that filming took extremely long to
Japanese exploitation cinema standards (four months
instead of the usual shooting schedule of three weeks),
the film immediately became a big success upon release.
While the plan had initially been to just make one film,
Toei immediately ordered another film, turning the
story into a series. Female Convict 701: Scorpion (Joshuu
701-gō: Sasori), released in Japan on August 25, 1972, was
rapidly followed by three more stories of vengeance
and violence. Female Convict Scorpion: Jailhouse 41 (Joshuu
sasori: Dai-41 zakkyo-bō) followed just before the New
Year on 30 December. Female Convict Scorpion: Beast
Stable (Joshuu sasori: Kemono-beya) hit theatres in the
summer of 1973. Kaji appeared for the last time as
Matsu in theatres on December 29, 1973, in Female
Convict Scorpion: Grudge Song (Joshuu sasori: 701-gō Uramibushi).
Besides the dazzling pace at which the films were
written, planned, filmed, edited and released, playing
the role of Matsu was not easy for Kaji, who had to
endure many hardships onset. “The whole thrust
of each film’s scenario would be to abuse and beat
the Scorpion character until she once again exacted
revenge at the climax, and as a result give the audience
what they expected from the series. Consequently, yes,
the shooting was very hard”, the actress remembered
years later in a conversation with Chris DesJardins
(2005, 69). Kaji particularly remembered the shooting
of the second film: “We were working towards a New
Year’s release date, so we shot the scene that comes
at the beginning of Jailhouse 41, the scene where I’m
sprayed by the fire hoses in the dungeon, at the end
of November, when it was extremely cold. We couldn’t
even use hot water because you would see the steam
rising off me and off the set. It became more a test of
physical endurance rather than acting skill. I had to
be more concerned about not getting sick, not getting
hurt on the set. It was, in some ways, very limiting
physically and mentally. The shooting was so brutal”
(DesJardins 2005, 69).
Whereas the first film sets the stage for the story and
the character, critics agree that the second instalment
of the series, Female Convict Scorpion: Jailhouse 41, is
the best one. Not just the story and the acting are
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memorable. Also the landscapes and situations that
Matsu and her fellow escaped female convicts pass
through while staying ahead of the prison guards and
police are impressive. Matsu takes us on a journey that
blends the modern with the traditional, reality with
fantasy, quietness and tranquillity with outbursts of
extreme violence. We see a ghost village largely buried
in volcanic ashes and a mysterious old women, woods
in autumn colours, barren mountains, a paradise-like
pond between the mountains for a bath scene. In
Female Convict Scorpion: Jailhouse 41, exploitation cinema
meets art-house, resulting in a colourful and exciting
fusion film that keeps the viewer on the edge of the
seat.

“In Female Convict Scorpion: Jailhouse
41, exploitation cinema meets art-house,
resulting in a colourful and exciting fusion
keeping the viewer on the edge of the seat”
Kaji herself was not convinced that the later instalments
were better than the first film. “Once you turn a film
into a series, it’s extremely difficult to maintain the
same quality or surpass the quality of the original.
Just on a realistic level, the things the main character
goes through, it’s almost impossible to believe she
could survive. So, unfortunately, you have to put these
antics, these more fantastic elements, into the film”,
she told Chris DesJardins (2005, 69-70). Yet, the films
maintain a high entertainment value throughout the
series.
For Kaji, the fourth film was her last one as Matsu. “The
consciousness of each successive film became more
and more grotesque, more radical just to maintain the
audience, to make sure the pictures were hits. That was
why after the fourth film, Number 701’s Song Of Hate, I
just could not do the role any more” (DesJardins 2005,
69-70). Various reboots and remakes were made in
later years, none achieving the success of the original
films with Kaji.

The original four films form in retrospect the pinnacle of Japanese
exploitation cinema in the 1970s. An inspiration to other film
makers, critics consider the Female Convict Scorpion to stand
out within Japanese exploitation cinema and be more than
just cheaply and quickly produced exploitation films. With its
“experimental visual aesthetics, this WIP [women in prison]
film is more avant-garde than it is exploitation cinema”, Rikke
Schubart states. “In fact”, she concludes, “the film is far more
subversive, because it unites strategies of art and exploitation
cinema not in order to create ‘high art’, but ‘high exploitation’. A
utopian mission Tarantino would pick up years later.” (Schubart
2007, 108, 115). “No ordinary ‘pinky violence’ thriller”, film critics
Stuart Galbraith and Paul Duncan add in their description, “this
is a brutal, darkly comic but ultimately feminist masterpiece
disguised as ‘women in prison’ exploitation. It so transcends
the genre as to become a masterpiece of cinematic pop art and,
ultimately, a starkly feminist film, no mean feat for a studio as
testosterone-driven as Toei” (Galbraith & Duncan 2009, 114).

“The film unites strategies of art and exploitation
cinema not in order to create ‘high art’,
but ‘high exploitation’”
After four successful films playing Matsu, or Sasori, Kaji went on
to star in a new series for another studio. Toho had been working
on a film adaptation of a popular manga series with the name Lady
Snowblood (Shurayuki-hime). Meiko Kaji was the perfect actress to
play the lead role.
1972
1972
1973
1973

Female Convict 701: Scorpion (Joshuu 701-gō: Sasori)
Female Convict Scorpion: Jailhouse 41 (Joshuu sasori: Dai-41 		
zakkyo-bō)
Female Convict Scorpion: Beast Stable (Joshuu sasori: Kemonobeya)
Female Convict Scorpion: Grudge Song (Joshuu sasori: 701-gō 		
Urami-bushi)

“The four films form
in retrospect the
pinnacle of Japanese
exploitation cinema in
the 1970s”
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LADY
SNOWBLOOD

BORN FOR REVENGE

K

aji signed on as the lead for Lady
Snowblood (Shurayukihime) and its sequel,
Lady Snowblood 2 – Love Song Of Vengeance
(Shurayukihime: Urami Renga). Both were to
be filmed during a hiatus from her obligations at Toei.
The series was directed by Toshiya Fujita and adapted
from a manga created by Kazuo Koike. Koike had
become known for his manga stories featuring ultraviolence in well-researched historical settings. His
best-selling manga Lone Wolf And Cub, about a former
executioner in premodern Japan turned assassin to
wreak vengeance for his murdered wife, came to
cinema between 1972 and 1974 in six films starring
Tomisaburo Wakayama. In these same years, Shintaro
Katsu, the younger brother of Wakayama, played the
lead role in three Razor Hanzo films. They were all based
on the manga Goyōkiba by the same Kazuo Koike. The
works of Koike were extremely popular. What worked
on paper, also worked on the big screen. Lady Snowblood
was the next manga series to be turned into a film
series.
The story of Lady Snowblood is set in the late nineteenth
century, known as the Meji era. It is a time of change
as Japan rapidly westernizes, its society transforming
from an isolated feudal society into a modern nation
state. While many new things and ways of doing
are introduced, Japan also loses some of its cultural
uniqueness and traditions, a theme which does not go
unnoticed in the films.
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Child of the netherworld
“Yuki, you were born for
vengeance”, is the first thing newborn baby girl Yuki (meaning snow
in Japanese) hears after her mother
gives birth to her in a women’s
prison. By then, we already know
that Yuki’s mother Sayo was
brutally raped by a group of violent
conmen. Her husband and son,
Yuki’s father and brother, have been
murdered by the same hoodlums.
Taking revenge by killing one of
them, Sayo is sentenced to prison.
Behind bars, she does everything
she can to become pregnant, so
that her child may continue her
quest for revenge. Yuki is born
into this world with one mission:
taking revenge for the murder of
her father and brother and the
rape of her mother. As Sayo dies
while giving birth to Yuki, the
baby-girl is handed over to Dokai,
a priest specialized in martial arts.
He promises to train and guide her
until she comes of age.
As Yuki grows up, Dokai sets
out to make a deadly killer out
of her. “You have a destiny that
needs to be realized. Forget joy,
forget sorrow, forget love, and
forget hate. Except for vengeance,
these must be forgotten”, the
adoptive father tells the young girl
(Schubart 2007, 116-117). Young
Yuki undergoes rigorous martial
arts training to become an expert
with the sword. Dokai trains her
to become a “heartless killer, able
to kill on a whim, to take revenge
for her parents. She has to become
non-human”. As the girl gets older
and her training progresses, the
priest instils a killer-mentality

in Yuki. “You are a child of the
netherworld. You are not a being
of this earthly realm. You are a
devil that abides by nether worldly
principles… a beast, a devil… one
whose disguise is human… one so
evil that even Buddha cannot save
you now” (Galloway 2005, 167).
Years later, we see Yuki as a young
adult, played by Meiko Kaji. She
has grown up to become a ruthless
killer, an expert with the sword,
bent on revenge. We follow Yuki
on her journey of vengeance as
she pursues the conmen to avenge
her family. Armed with her ‘ladysword’, disguised as the handle
of her umbrella, she cuts down
her opponents before they realise
what is going on. One by one, Yuki
exacts brutal revenge on the aged
conmen.

“We follow Yuki on her
journey of vengeance as
she relentlessly pursues
the conmen to avenge
her parents”

Similar to Matsu in Female Convict
Scorpion, Yuki seems invincible as
she fights of numerous assailants
in the two films.
“Moving slowly, never interrupting
her feminine walk with short steps
constrained by the tight kimono
and the clicking sandals, and
never batting an eyelash, Yuki
handles her sword so swiftly that
we hardly notice it. Like Matsu,
she is invincible, and she can only
be captured when she surrenders
out of existential Weltschmertz.
Wounds heal magically as Yuki
survives being shot several times
in both films, being cut and
stabbed by swords, having her
foot crushed in an animal trap,
and being touched by the plague.
Magical powers seem to protect
Yuki” (Schubart 2007, 118).

“Similar to Matsu in
Female Convict Scorpion,
Yuki seems invincible as
she fights of numerous
assailants in the two
films”
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Snowblood by Toho Company 1973 ©
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In the second film, Yuki is sentenced to death
for 37 counts of murder she committed on her
legendary revenge journey. En route to the
execution area, Yuki is rescued by the head of
the government’s secret police. Yuki is allowed
to live, but only if she helps the government.
She is to kill a certain Ransui Tokunaga, who
holds information dangerous to the reputation
of the government. Yuki takes on the task,
but eventually falls in love with Tokunaga and
starts to work together with him against the
government. Violence follows as Yuki is pursued
by police and other assailants, forcing her to
again use her superior fighting skills. Needless to
say, she leaves a trail of bodies behind wherever
she goes.
Blending elements of exploitation cinema and
‘chambara’ (sword fighting cinema), both Lady
Snowblood films are easily some of the best ‘lady
of vengeance’ films ever made. The beautiful and
formidable Meiko Kaji absolutely shines as she
fights of dozens of opponents. Kaji has become
so accustomed to playing the independent and
strong outlaw, that, as with Matsu, Kaji is Yuki,
or so it seems. According to Marc Walkow, manga
author Kazuo Koike had the idea of a violent
revenge story with a strong female protagonist
in mind when he created Lady Snowblood. Yuki
would be a “demonic woman”, “beautiful outside,
but a demon inside . . . a beautiful woman with a
beautiful sword who turns cutting people down
into an art.” Seemingly without much effort, Kaji
plays the role perfectly, cutting her way through
hordes of assailants. The Lady Snowblood films
are the culmination of Meiko Kaji’s star persona
as outlaw sword fighter, a role which she truly
made her own.

“The Lady Snowblood films are the
culmination of Meiko Kaji’s star
persona as outlaw sword fighter, a role
which she truly made her own”

20 • Flower of Carnage: The Revenge Films of Meiko Kaji

Star persona
It was now late 1974, and Meiko Kaji had been in the
film industry for almost ten years. Appearing in more
than seventy films, she had worked for Nikkatsu,
Toei and Toho. She had made a name for herself
by perfecting the film character of the quiet and
mysterious, yet deadly outlaw gifted with incredible
fighting skills. It was common practice in the Japanese
film industry to have actors and actresses play the
same type of roles over and over, so that they became
icons of their genres. Kaji was by now seen by the film
studios as the archetypical outlaw, only occasionally
playing different roles.
“The company steered me to continue with that kind
of role. It was a company policy to make an actress
into her own image, to aim in the direction each
actress seemed to naturally be heading. I was not very
confident as a female of being able to do violent action
films. But I tried my best to do what was required of
me in the role”, Kaji explained to Chris DesJardins
about why she was cast again and again as the strong
willed, sovereign woman. The success of the films she
appeared in further contributed to the development
of Kaji as outlaw. “I was well received as an ‘outlaw’
character, and that was why I appeared again and
again in that type of film. It was an unwritten rule at
these companies until about 1975 or so. I was in the
last generation that really had to go through being
pigeon-holed into a certain type of role” (2005, 66).
Kaji’s star persona was carefully cultivated by the film
studios she worked for, as Danish film scholar Rikke
Schubart points out:
“The studios had chosen to focus on her big eyes, her
long, straight, black hair, and her body as an immobile
and brooding figure. Often holding a weapon—a knife,
a piece of glass, a rifle, a samurai sword—and always
looking away from the action around her and the
other characters, and directly into the camera and the
eyes of the audiences. She did not smile in any of the
stills, not a single one, but remained a lonely existence
immersed in darkness, either in intimidate close-up or
as a remote figure” (2007, 108).

A simple image search on the internet results in few
photos in which Kaji smiles. Instead, images of Matsu
and Yuki turn up mostly. The actress has become so
linked to her outlaw characters, even many years later,
that it is almost strange or ‘out of character’ to see a
photo with her smiling in it. To Japanese audiences
as well as film aficionados abroad, Meiko Kaji was the
female outlaw. Strong-willed, independent, always
with a certain distance and aloofness. “I had that
image of being a strong woman with both the movie
industry and with audiences”, the actress later said.
“And once you have that image, and the look that
goes with it, it is very difficult to get away from it”
(DesJardins 2005, 67-68).

“Kaji seemed to have the world at her feet.
She was at the pinnacle of her career”

Still only in her late twenties, Kaji seemed to have
the (film) world at her feet. She was at the pinnacle
of her career, enjoying the momentum where studios
and directors wanted her to play the lead role in
their films. Kaji would however only appear in a
handful of films in the years to come. She appeared
in Battles Without Honor and Humanity: Deadly Fight in
Hiroshima (Jingi Naki Tatakai: Hiroshima Shitō-hen, 1973),
New Battles Without Honor and Humanity: The Boss’s
Head (Shin jingi naki tatakai: Kumicho no kubi, 1975), and
Yakuza Graveyard (Yakuza no Hakaba: Kuchinashi no Hana,
1976), all directed by yakuza specialist director Kinji
Fukusaku. The films are considered to be the Japanese
version of the Godfather saga. Kaji’s career as a film
actress effectively came to a halt in 1978 with Double
Suicide Of Sonezaki (Sonezaki Shinjū), which Kaji names
as the favourite film she appeared in.
1973
1974

Lady Snowblood (Shurayukihime)
Lady Snowblood 2: Love Song of Vengeance 		
(Shurayukihime: Urami Renga)

Previous page: film poster Lady Snowblood 2: Love
Song Of Vengeance by Toho Company 1974 ©
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Lady Snowblood & Kill Bill
Hollywood filmmaker Quentin Tarantino had long been a fan of Japanese exploitation cinema when
he starting writing and making the Kill Bill films in the early 2000s. Taking inspiration from among
others Japanese samurai (chambara) and yakuza films, spaghetti Westerns, and Chinese Wuxia films,
Tarantino set out to create something new out of an amalgam of different styles. The result was
Kill Bill Volume 1 (2003) and Kill Bill Volume 2 (2004), which both paid homage to the films and genres
Tarantino loved.
Lady Snowblood was one of the major inspirations for Kill Bill. Both revenge sagas feature young female
warriors set out to wreak vengeance on their long list of enemies. In Lady Snowblood, Yuki sets out
for revenge. In Tarantino’s Kill Bill, Uma Thurman plays the role of Beatrix Kiddo, a.k.a. The Bride,
an assassin trained in martial arts. She is betrayed and brutally assaulted by her colleagues and her
boss, mentor and former lover Bill. Waking up from a four year coma, she sets out to get revenge. In
Lady Snowblood, young Yuki is trained by the priest Dokai to become a master assassin, deadly with
the sword and knife. In Kill Bill, Pai Mei is the head priest of the White Lotus Clan and a legendary
martial artist. He trains Beatrix Kiddo in the martial arts, using similar rigorous Spartan training
methods as Dokai.
Yuki’s story is more closely resembled, however, by that of the character of O-Ren Ishii, a former
assassin colleague of Beatrix. O-Ren’s parents were also murdered, and she in turn became an
assassin to avenge her parents’ death at the hands of the yakuza. Wearing a similar kimono as Yuki,
with her hair up and her sword hidden in a short cane, O-Ren appears very similar to Yuki.
Several scenes in Kill Bill are directly lifted from Lady Snowblood. A duel in a snow-covered garden
between Beatrix and O-Ren is a copy of Yuki’s fight in the snow against one of her foes. Stylistically,
the signature low-angle shot of the Deadly Vipers (Beatrix’s former assassin colleagues) looking
down on the Bride, is a copy of the conmen looking down at Yuki’s dying father.
Meiko Kaji’s Lady Snowblood clearly inspired Tarantino, the American director returning the favour
by paying homage to the theme, style, and structure of the Japanese exploitation / pinky violence
films. A unique moment, the American filmmaker and the Japanese actress met in person in 2013,
when the director visited the island nation to promote his film Django Unchained. That film, too, had
come to life because Tarantino found inspiration in earlier exploitation and Western films...
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GOODBYE TO FILM
DOUBLE SUICIDE OF SONEZAKI

A

cinematic adaptation
of a classic Japanese
play gave Meiko Kaji
in 1978 the chance
to play a different character than
audiences and studio executives
had come to expect from her. Kaji
would play the role of Ohatsu in
Double Suicide of Sonezaki, based
on the play by famous dramatist
Monzaemon Chikamatsu (16531725). No longer an outlaw like
Matsu or Yuki, Kaji could now use
and show her qualities as an actress,
able to portray a wide range of
characters and emotions. As Kaji
said herself, “I got to show more
serious, more typical womanly
emotions in the character than I
was used to” (DesJardins 2005, 70).
Double Suicide of Sonezaki is a tale
of star-crossed lovers. The film
tells the often told, sad story of
indentured prostitute Ohatsu
(Kaji) and Tokubei, a young orphan
merchant clerk working for his
uncle. Tokubei is a regular customer
at the Temmaya brothel, where
he falls in love with Ohatsu. The
two lovers vow to get married and

live happily together, but troubles
arise. Ohatsu refuses to sleep with
anyone else but Tokubei, never
charging him any money for it.
Her boss, the brothel owner, is fed
up and wants to sell her off to a
rich man.
Tokubei is in even more trouble.
His uncle wants him to marry
and becomes furious when he
hears his nephew is in love with
a prostitute. Tokubei is kicked out
of the company and told to bring
back the dowry already paid to
Tokubei’s stepmother. After getting
the small fortune back, Tokubei
lends it to his friend Kuheiji, who is
in desperate need of money. Kindhearted Tokubei is betrayed and
swindled out of his money, and
even accused of trying to defraud
Kuheiji with a forged debt bond.
Tokubei is broken. Literally. He
is beaten up by Kuheiji and his
henchmen as punishment for this
alleged fraud and ends up in the
river. The public humiliation and
loss of the dowry money become
too much for poor Tokubei.

“Kaji could now use
and show her qualities
as an actress, able to
portray a wide range
of characters and
emotions”
www.mh1986.com • 23

Meanwhile, Ohatsu is about to be sold off to an older
gentleman from Awa province. Having nothing left
but the love for each other, Ohatsu and Tokubei decide
to escape together at night to enjoy a few days of
freedom together and to commit suicide (‘shinju’,
‘lover’s suicide’) so that they can be together forever
in heaven.
After escaping from the brothel, Ohatsu and Tokubei
flee into the woods, to Sonezaki forest. In the brothel,
Tokubei’s uncle finds out the
truth about Tokubei lending
money to Kuheiji and the
horrible crimes committed by
the unscrupulous conman. The
uncle recognizes his mistake
and wants to forgive Tokubei.
He now wants his nephew
to marry Ohatsu, pay off her
debt to the brothel, and have
them run his store in Edo
(modern day Tokyo). If only
he can reach them in time…
Without giving away the end,
it is a classic Japanese story,
told and adapted in different
presentations and media forms
over and over throughout the
centuries.
As Ohatsu, Kaji not only looks
beautiful, but also gives an
excellent performance. As
Japanese film connoisseur
Patrick Galloway notes, “she’s
incandescently beautiful in it. I
don’t know if it’s the exquisite
period costumes, the hair and
make-up, or simply her passionate performance -maybe a combo, but one thing’s for sure: she’s utterly
captivating. You just can’t keep your eyes off her”
(Galloway 2010). Particularly striking in the first ten
minutes of the film, is that Kaji talks more than in
the Female Convict Scorpion and Lady Snowblood series
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combined. After the silence of Matsu and Yuki, it is
somewhat surprising to hear her talking and see her as
a totally different kind of character. Here she plays the
vulnerable prostitute, trapped in a brothel to which
she was sold at a young age.
Critics are positive about the film. For her role
as Ohatsu, Kaji is nominated for no less than five
prestigious Japanese film awards. In 1978 and 1979,
Kaji wins the Best Actress award at the Blue Ribbon
Awards, Hochi Film Awards,
Kinema Junpo Awards, and the
Mainichi Film Concours, while
also being nominated (but not
winning) the Best Actress at the
Award of the Japanese Academy.
These
nominations
and
awards are a great honour and
achievement, but they also
essentially mark the end of
Kaji’s film acting career. She
will all but withdraw from the
world of the silver screen, only
appearing in a handful of films
in smaller roles. She no longer
takes center stage and stars in
films like the ones which had
made her famous in the early
1970s. Instead, Kaji focuses
on singing and appearing in
television series.
1978
		
		

Double Suicide of
Sonezaki (Sonezaki
Shinjū)

Film poster Sonezaki Shinju by Art Theatre Guild,
Kimura Productions & Koudousha 1978 ©

Kaji on television
In the early 1950s, NHK (Nippon Hoso Kyokai) and NTV (Nippon
Television) began television broadcasting on the Japanese
islands. As television sets were expensive, they first appeared
in public places like railway stations and plazas. Restaurants
and similar establishments followed, so that television rapidly
became popular in Japan. In the early 1960s, when Tokyo hosted
the Summer Olympics of 1964, televisions had appeared in many
living rooms throughout the country. The rise of television
drew people out of the film theatres. The film industry all
but collapsed. Japanese television stations initially imported
content from the United States, but they started to make their
own content. Period dramas featuring samurai and ninja, once
the domain of cinema, were turned into television series.
As far back as 1972, when she was at the height of her film career,
Meiko Kaji took roles in television series. The actress would later
say that her film roles had never paid particularly well, and that
appearing on television was simply to supplement her income.
Japanese film stars never earned much money, which is why
they appeared on television series and in commercials, and were
often eager to appear in foreign films. Even acclaimed actor
and film icon Toshirô Mifune usually made more money from
being in second-rate foreign films than appearing in any major
Japanese production.
In the 1980s, Kaji fully focussed on television and appeared in
six different series, followed by another two in the 1990s, and
four in the 2000s. Hardly ever appearing on the silver screen
of the film theatre, she maintained a presence on the small
screen in Japanese living rooms. Although little is known outside
Japan about Kaji’s television work, one of her most interesting
appearances was in a period drama series called Ronin of the
Wilderness (Kôya no surônin), which ran from 1972 until 1973.
Playing the character Ofumi, a tough lady yakuza, Kaji appeared
in several episodes opposite Toshirô Mifune, one of Japan’s
greatest and best known actors. Two iconic figures of Japanese
cinema, from different generations, met in a television period
drama, at a time when home entertainment had surpassed
cinema. It was a clear sign on the wall that times had changed.

“Her film roles never paid
particularly well. Appearing
on television was simply to
supplement her income”

“Two iconic figures of
Japanese cinema met in a
television period drama. It
was a clear sign on the wall
that times had changed”
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AGAINST THE GRAIN
“The actress Kaji appears as enigmatic as her
characters”, Rikke Schubart writes. Rapidly
ascending to stardom in the early 1970s and
appearing in numerous successful films, Kaji left
cinema and television all but behind her, only
appearing in the decades thereafter in a handful
of films and television series. “Kaji joined in the
silence of her characters” (Schubart 2007, 109-110).
As Kaji grew older and more experienced, and
had gained recognition as a star, she became
increasingly critical of the Japanese film studios.
Since the golden era had ended in the early 1960s,
Japanese cinema had experienced a huge decline
in output, quality, and critical acclaim. Kaji blamed
the film studios partly for that. “For the most
part, movie companies are geared for the highest
profit margin, and somehow they do make money.
That’s all they seem to care about, no matter
the quality of the output”, she explained her
opinion to Chris DesJardins. “Movies are culture,
and culture is meant to help the nation, to help
the new generation dream”, she continued. “The
whole industry needs to aspire to higher things.
Right now, culturally, we’re very poor and we’re
not growing” (2005, 73).

“As Kaji grew older,
she became increasingly critical of the
Japanese film studios”
Although the exact reasons for Kaji’s withering
film career have always remained rather unclear,
it seems that her search for independence,
authenticity and freedom played a big part. Kaji’s
firm and opinionated stance towards Japan’s film
industry is telling for her career:
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“Something that really should be said is, and this
is even more true since Love Suicides At Sonezaki,
much of the film industry has been corrupted by
studio politics, the idea of focusing more on the
image as well as the performer’s age. Once they get
a certain image of you, they don’t want anything
different. As an actress, I can play anything from
a young girl to an old woman, or anything in
between. As a rule, the industry will not give you
the opportunity to show you can do something
different” (DesJardins 2005, 71-72).
In his memoire Something Like an Autobiography,
acclaimed director Akira Kurosawa also recognized
the issue of type-casting for actors and actresses in
Japanese cinema:
“A sad truth in the film business is that when
an actor succeeds in a particular role there is a
tendency to keep casting him in similar roles.
This stems, of course, from the convenience and
advantage of those who use him, but for the actor
himself there is no greater misfortune. Repeating
the same role over and over, like a machinestamped image, is unbearable. An actor who is not
constantly given new roles and new subjects to
tackle dries out and withers like a tree you plant
in the garden and then fail to water” (1983, 126).
While Kaji rapidly ascended the stairs to stardom by
playing strong and independent female characters,
most prominently violent outlaw characters like
Matsu and Yuki, she eventually became fed up.
She wanted to spread her wings and escape from
the rigid type casting practices of the film studios.
It would seem that the actress Meiko Kaji simply
got tired of playing the same roles over and over,
no matter how successful, losing interest in film
acting.

AFTERWORD
Described by many as the ‘epitome of beauty’, Meiko Kaji was in her
twenties and early thirties not only breathtakingly beautiful, but also
a very talented actress and singer. She became best known in Japan
and to the rest of the world for her intense portrayals of strong,
ferocious, and mysterious outlaws in Japanese exploitation films
throughout the first half of the 1970s. A gang boss in Blind Woman’s
Curse, a rebel in the Stray Cat Rock series, a former motorcycle gang
leader bent on revenge in Wandering Ginza Butterfly, the murderous
revenge-seeking Matsu a.k.a. Sasori a.k.a. Scorpion in the Female
Convict Scorpion series, the deadly assassin Yuki in Lady Snowblood…
she is all of them, with an unmatched intensity. Her opponents are
singled out not with words, but with her intense threatening gaze.
Kaji’s eyes speak more than a thousand words. “This is Meiko Kaji, a
hauntingly beautiful, enigmatic, and seductive actress who became a
star in Japanese femme fatale films during the seventies” (Schubart
2007, 107).
While she once captured the attention of young film audiences in
Japan, today most of Kaji’s fans can probably be found outside Japan.
This is, in part, thanks to the international success of the Kill Bill
films. The international releases on DVD and Blu-ray of Female Convict
Scorpion and Lady Snowblood and the release of her best-of album
have also helped to turn the spotlights once again on Kaji, now an
elegant older lady who celebrated her seventieth birthday in 2017.
Renewed interest in her work even resulted in Kaji receiving offers
from Hollywood for roles in American films. She refused them all,
saying that she feels she cannot give a good performance in any other
language than Japanese (Kasai 2012).
Despite her other film roles, her singing career, and her strong wish
to break with her type-casted characters, Meiko Kaji will, especially
outside Japan, always be recognized and remembered for the outlaw
characters she played and shaped with so much success in the 1970s.
Kaji’s strong-willed female outlaw persona was unique and groundbreaking, and became a template for others following in her footsteps.
Combining stunning beauty with acting talent and perseverance,
Kaji’s contribution to Japanese, and indeed world cinema, is worthy
of remembrance and celebration.

“Combining stunning
beauty with acting talent
and perseverance, Kaji’s
contribution to Japanese,
and indeed world cinema,
is worthy of remembrance
and celebration”
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“Revenge is a dish best served cold”

