~“LOST IN TRANSLATION”- REALLY!~
Amy Lingenfelter

Flashing lights broadcasting gibberish.  Hoards of people with bizarre customs staring at your Western features like you’re from the Caucacracy of Neptune.  Traveling to a foreign country like Japan, where you’re a stranger among millions and can barely utter “hello,” can be terrifying.  When one does take a stab at interpersonal communication amidst the culture shock chaos, the meaning often becomes “Lost in Translation.”  Evidently director Sophia Coppolla (daughter of Francis Ford Coppolla, co-director of “The Godfather”) was right on target when she was conjuring quaint film titles.  
Unfortunately, her efforts to portray this phenomenon left me more lost in translation than the films’ characters.  The bitter truth: American society is so intimately acquainted with Blockbuster hits laced with plot, action, and the finest cinematic perks that capitalism can buy, a film like “Lost in Translation” seems lackluster and even futile in comparison.  Granted, this film is ideal for haughty ultra-analytical academics who raise their noses at any film that is lucidly entertaining.  In fact, they have already thrown cocktail parties over the debut of this obscure masterpiece.  It’s no secret that the review bandwagon is crammed with “Lost in Translation” worshippers.  However, have they even a sliver of empathy for the remaining 99% of us film viewers?

The film starts off interestingly enough.  Enter Charlotte (Scarlet Johansson), a 25-year-old, recent Yale graduate, who has just accompanied her photographer husband (Giovanni Ribisi) to Tokyo.  Self-absorbed and independent, the husband spends most of his days working and schmoozing to the many American expats there.  Devoid of her own responsibilities, she alternates her time between staring out the window of her high-rise hotel room while scantily clad and meandering the city.  Her travels throughout Tokyo resemble a toddler crawling around in a corporate board meeting: naïve, detached, and incongruent as a toddler on Wall Street.  She simply doesn’t “feel anything” for the culture, as she protests to her mother after visiting a Japanese temple.  Her bewilderment is by no means confined to Japan either.  Other sleep-robbing conundrums of her present world include the difficulties of her marriage and youthful concerns about which career path to choose.  “I just don’t know what I’m supposed to be,” she bewails.
Whereupon she meets Bob Harris (Bill Murray), an aging film star who is equally cocooned in confusion but for different reasons- and staying in the same hotel to complete commercial shoots in Tokyo.  Bob, the has-been actor grappling between trying to understand his Japanese directors’ instructions and his nagging wife who places more value in carpet color than relating to her husband, is, as he so eloquently puts it, “taking a break from my wife, forgetting my son’s birthday, and getting paid 2 million to endorse whiskey when I could be doing a play somewhere.”  Luckily, Bob’s and Charlotte’s age difference is hardly a hindrance to their communication abilities.  In fact, only through each other can they stop groping blindly in interpersonal darkness.  Oh, the beauty of lustless heterosexual friendship!  The unlikely pair glide seamlessly and naturally into friendship like cream into coffee- feeding off each other’s needs, cracking subtle jokes, hitting karaoke nightspots, driving away each others’ insomnia, and supplying mutual advice.  Too bad the audience couldn’t enjoy a similar level of mutual camaraderie with the movie as well.

In fact, the more I watched “Lost in Translation,” the more lost I was.  Mainstream anarchist-type or not, films are meant to and should entertain.  Sadly, the plot was so flat it didn’t require a pre-training bra.  It lacked all the components of a good film- plot, action, romance, tragedy, purpose- except one: suspense.  Yes, the suspense was brimming indeed, and continued to brim while I was watching the film credits crawl down the screen and asking my fellow theatre mates what in God’s name was the point.  Granted, we can put on a scholarly disposition and discover a genuine connection between Charlotte and Bob that contrasted skillfully with their environment.  Charlotte is portrayed as a deeply profound and dissatisfied character in the middle of a quarter-life crisis, possessing the perfect fusion of naïveté and muted wit, while Bob is an equally witty and disgruntled, but wiser character undergoing a mid-life crisis.  They innately understand one another as much as the outside world appears to misunderstand them.

But like most of us, I come from the Blockbuster-brainwashed generation.  As a result, I waited patiently for the flirtatious comments and affectionate gestures to rise to the next level.  Waited in earnest for the scandalous adulteries and climatic catastrophe to transpire.   Then- nothing.  The film was, essentially, an aimless swirl of half-baked philosophy, obscure and ambiguous dialogue, and meanderings of many flavors.  It paid homage to subtly, and made love to it afterwards.  There were at least three opportune bedroom scenes that failed to deliver bedroom activity- if he were still alive, Mr. Rogers would have been proud.  Unfortunately, the closest Bob and Charlotte’s relationship came to juicy was meaningful stares during which words were superfluous and the sexual tension was wrung up so tight the last water droplet was screaming for mercy.  

Now that I’ve established that “Lost in Translation” doldrums through purpose, I should be fair and pay Coppolla a bit of esteem.  Many viewers may applaud the fact that, finally, here is a film that portrays an intimate heterosexual relationship that doesn’t involve hopping into bed.   The film challenges everything that we have come to expect after years of watching commercial masterpieces- in particular, the assumption that the rich actor will take advantage of his temporary freedom in a foreign country to lust after a vulnerable and star-struck young female.  Nothing superficial or conventional is involved here.  Fame, money, youth, and beauty are never luring factors- their relationship supercedes such vacant glitter.  Even upon their first meeting, they crumple and discard the masks of artificial verbiage and all other compensatory charms.  How refreshing to see two people who actually like each other for themselves!  Bob and Charlotte are a skewed version of father and daughter- just more intimate, more comical, sugared with romantic inclination.

On the other hand, one senses that Charlotte would be more disposed than Bob to overstep platonic boundaries.  When Bob sleeps with an American singer at the hotel in a drunken impulse, Charlotte acts sullen and jealous afterwards.  “At least she’s closer to your age- you two can talk about the 1950’s and 70’s when you were still making films,” she scoffs.  Yet, Bob continues to assume the role of a fatherly figure-friend to her and seems to respect her too much to add the lust ingredient to the mix.  “The first time I saw you,” Charlotte tells him in his hotel room during a mutual bout of insomnia, “you were very dashing.” Bob responds, “The first time I saw you, you were in the elevator.”  Was Bob’s character putting on a gentleman act with Charlotte?  This remains one of the enigmas known only to the screenwriter.  In the film’s closing scene, in which the pair say their final goodbyes, the desire to kiss passionately is obvious, but again, a tentative hug and then a muted kiss of the lips is as far as they go.  Yet another example of Coppolla pushing the cookie jar under our noses and then slapping our hands with a ruler as we reach out.
Aside from atypical character portrayal, the cinematography of “Lost in Translation” takes an artistic leap above anything even the heftiest Blockbuster budget can finance.  Despite its negatively connotated exposé of foreign disorientation, it is a cinematic advertisement for the Japanese travel industry.  In fact, it prompted my decision to make Japan my next vacation spot.  The depiction of Japan is beautiful and dynamic; the use of lighting, angles, and scenes puts words to shame.  Words, in fact, are always peripheral to this film.  It may have shied away from dialogue and intelligibility, but visually the meaning groveled for the viewer’s attention.  The constant juxtaposition between various contrasting scenes darted throughout the film like pent-up puppies: for example, the contrast between the solitude of Charlotte’s hotel room and the bustling street world below; between modern, urbane Japan and traditional, ancient Japan; between fleeting, alternating shots of Charlotte’s and Bob’s solitude; between light and dark.  Not to mention that the film itself, with its various underlying themes, milks contradiction to the last drop: a concept which characterizes modern Japanese society.  The clash of East and West.  The irony in relationships.  The defiance of- yet steadfast clinging to- tradition and conventionality.

Describing “Lost in Translation” is like describing the relationship between Bob and Charlotte as well as Japanese culture itself.  No need to fluff up plot with “action,” no need to elaborate, no need for words: the scenes spoke for themselves.  Mildly entertaining, comical, simple, and witty.  Very natural, convincing, everyday acting that fits like a favorite old pair of jeans.   Billy Murray delivers his usual nonchalant, muted performance, but as a 16-year-old girl playing a 25-year-old married woman, Johansson handles the understated expressional nuances demanded of her character like a seasoned Hollywood professional.   Can these qualities explain why the film has made so many pompous appearances at artsy film theatres across the country?  Apparently, its obscurity in plot and characterization leaves room for more substantial nuances to grow, content to be analyzed with a microscope, and moralistic interpretations to spew zealously out of the theatre.  

Subtly can be golden, but there is such thing as too much of a good thing.  Or in the case of “Lost in Translation,” not enough of it.  Keep in mind that all forms of media are slaves to their audiences- and the slave is only as good as his master.  In the case of books, for example, pouring through hundreds of pages requires time and focus.  Therefore, a book’s audience is often as specialized as the book itself.  By contrast, most 120-minute films available at general cinemas target a much broader audience.  The film could be the Shakespeare of all films, but how many people can fully grasp Shakespeare without peeking at the cliff notes? 

“Lost in Translation” deserves a standing ovation from those educated or astute enough to invest time racking their brains for meaning.  The general populous, numbed by orange mushroom explosions, car chases, guns with loose triggers, plot climaxes, obvious mystery, scenes like tidal waves, generic acting, and sex that leaves nothing to the imagination, has been trained not to think, but to watch.  To this majority group, “Lost in Translation” is just another bad screenplay.  Films like “The Matrix” or “The Godfather” would be far better expenditures of their ten dollars.  Apparently Coppolla, in her tiny elite bubble of famously rich and influential friends, didn’t borrow many film-making strategies from her father.

