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Ellie’s successors question her
Japanese fluency and love of hugs
but welcome the issues she raises

THE FOREIGN
ELEMENT

Louise George Kittaka

HICs long-running morning dra-
mas have been viewer favorites
for over 50 years, The current

s, “Massan,” was inspired
Masataka Taketsuru, the
hisky industry, and his

s
by the fives of
father of Japan's wi
Scottish wile, Rita.
he show has been attracting atten-
tion from Japan's infernational commu-
nity, largely due to the casting of
Ame lotte Kate Fox as the first
leading foreig_m actress in an NHK morn-
ing drama. Fox portrays the heroine,
Ellie Kameyama. ‘Lhe show’s title comes
from Ellie’s nickname for her husband,
Masaharu, played by Tetsuji Tamayama

One group with a vested interest in
NHK's depiction of a foreign bride are the
members of the Association of Foreign
Wives of Japanese (AFW]), a 500-strong
organization with members of round 40
different nationalities.

In a recent online survey, 130 AFW]
members shared their thoughts on
“Massan” so far. What do these women
think about its foreign heroine and the
implications for them as Cllie’s modern-
day successors?

There was much anticipation about Lhe
actress picked for the coveted role of
Kameyama who, like Rita Taketsuru, is a
Scotswoman, Around a third of the survey
participants admitied o beinginitially
surprised that NIIK didn'tiap a Scottish

he part, but the general con-
sensusis that it do(»n e
Fox can do a fair Scottish accent and most
of her dialogue is in Japanese anyway.

More than hall praised the ldngudg(,
skills of Fox, who knew no Japan
before being cast as Ellie, and a similar
number agree that Fox possesses the
characteristics to make her a popular
choice with Japanese audiences.

“I think they have done a gond ]oh
wl(h her character and the pre
tion/ noles American Mnu Fu]| “Shots

"T’

Blonde girlin the
ring: Charlotte
Kate Fox and
Tetsuji Tamayama
{second from left)
play the lead
couple in the NHK
morning drama
“Massan,” which
isinspired by the
true story of
Japanese whisky
pioneer Masataka
Taketsuru and his
Scottish wife,
Rita. KYoDO

Elli

Ken Sakurai, the lead producer of “Mas-
san,” took the time to address some of
the AFWJ members' questions about
Ellie by emil

When coming up with the concept for
the character of Ellie Kameyama, writer
Daisuke Habara and the production team
looked first to the life of Rita Taketsuru
for inspiration, before fleshing out the
character by adding in elements that
would make Ellie an appealing and
unique personality in her own right, Sak-
urai said.

“From the outset, we thought about
how the success of this NHK morning
drama, which is watched by a multigen-
erational audience, depended on

from Western countries are light-haired.
c was already different enough Lo
not turn her into a Timotei model,” sa
Nancy Baldwin, another American.
Others noted that NHK could have
paid alitle more atiention to the fash-
ions, with Fllie’s dresses and hairstyle

being mors iscent o Ll House
on the Prairie” circa the
cion of he mrvey| iated o

Ellie" after her arrival in

quicily thout
giving up her own personality”
Atapress conference last week in
Tokyo, which she attended with senior
producer Ken Sakurai, Fox spoke of the
challenges of leaming her linesin an
unfamiliar language. *This has been the
hardest thing I've ever done in mylife
every day in the beginning was the hard-
est day’ [ can't sugarcoat it. You have to
get up every day and memorize sounds

Japan drewthe most united response. A
whopping 83 percent took issue with the
fact that Ellie attempted to hug all and
sundry upon initial meetings. Many
women commented that hugging would
have been as foreign to the Scottish a
century ago as it was to the Japanese.

At 76 percent,

community
Foreign wives offer ‘Massan’ criticism and kudos

whether the viewers could relate to our
heroine Ellie’s feelings.”

In order to catch the essence of what
makes Ellie tick, Sakurai added that
Habara interviewed a number of real-
life foreign wives of Japanese to hear
about their experiences, as well as visit-
ing Scotland to learn more about the
sulture and people.

Actress Charlotte Kate Fox, who plays
Ellie, has also had input n the develop-
ment of the character she plays. Sakurai
recalled a memorable conversation over
dinner with Habara and Fox, soon after
she landed the part of Elle.

“Charlotte said, ‘Life is an adven-
ture!l” with her eyes shining. Habara

rors that of the standard morning drama
heroine, who typically starts out as a

sweet-natured but gauche ingenue
before growingin confidence and com-
petence throughou the series.

“Ithink it’s important to view the
character of Ellie within its context —
that of the NHK morning drama. She’s
been written as sympathetic, though the

oices the writers made might not
always be comfortable for us; notes
Rachel Greenwood Yokomarsu, a New
Zealander.

%

any of the issues faced by Ellie
in “Massan” are familiar to
AEW] members. Not surpris-
ingly for the times, Ellie and

bers said that many of Ellic's initial antics,
such as rying to walkinto the house

lasaharu
o both Famahon, vith vetr ateos
Pinko [zumi playing Ellic’s formidable
herin ]

that you don

‘Asa group, the AFW] women had

some problerns with XHK's physical
dep and her carly b
upnn artival in Japan in the early 19200,
Sixty-two percent questioned the nee

1o make Ellie pldunum blond. (Rita
Taketsuru was brunette.)

‘While acknowledging that the very
blonde hair helps to separate the identi-
ties of the fictional Ellie and the real-life
Rita, some participants said it also per-
petuates the image that all foreigners

thi

However, while close o a third of

Teotypes o

couniry upon arrival butthe ay that
that inexperience is

expressed is rather cl and not that
of awoman who had made the decision
10 leave her familyto live in a very differ-
ent and distant country” says Latra
Kawaguchi from Canada.

At the same time, members acknowl -
edged that some of Ellie’s behavior mir-

AFWJ survey participants faced initial
disapproval from their husband’s fami-
lies, the most common problems as
newlyweds were “feelings of isolation in
le community” (64 percent) and

“siruggles with finding my place in Japa-
nese society” (63 percent). These were
closely followed by “problems with
realigning expectations of marriage with
Japanese norms” at 57 percent.

When asked about the same issues

s character shaped by talks with expats, visit to Scotland and Fox’s input

was very impressed with her beliefin
the future, and her comment was writ-
ten into the scriptas one of Ellie’s
lines."”

As for Ellie’s platinum blonde har,
which AP members commented on, it
seems that Fox's natural color is a bitofa
mystery. According to a spokeswoman
from NHK, it has been dyed a number of
times for previous roles, including at the
time she auditioned for “Massan.”

What s clear from

tive things if “Massan” can help the aver-
e Japanese viewer to become more
aware of the related issues.
“My husband and I watch together
and we've both seen conversations
echoing ones we've had,” notes Alisha

and talk more about our differences!”

Fellow American Leza Lowitz, whois
the only foreign wife in her neighbor-
hood, says, “Whatever the stereotypes
and drawbacks of the show, it has gone
along way in openulg hearts and minds,
solam

lesl.\m, P(,mon Ishi, also [rom the
U8, expands on this theme: “The show
isn'tjust about a foreign wife and her
struggle of learning to live in a different
country, as much as about how a Japa-
nese family and socicry have to learm to
deal with someone who is not
Japan,”

n the final part of the survey, partici-
pants had the chance to comment on
what they would like to tell NHK
about “Massan” The most popular

tapic was the speed with which Ellie has

picked up Japanese.

Some women suggested that Ellie
should have used more English at
at least in private with her husband.
German Annette Kurazono points out
that NHK could have made more use of
subtiles while llie’sJapanese profi-
ciency gradually improved.

“My daily conversational lapanese is
fine and yet a number of people have
recently inquired why I don't speak better
havinglived here for more than 10 years”
says American Beth Oba. *I fail miserably
compared to how fast Fllie s learning,
and 1 think the precedent being setis ot
fair tome or any foreigner in lapan”

that
she was very blonde asa child. After var-
fous considerations, itwas apparently
decided that reverting back to close to
her original color would best reflect
Fox's natural charm,

now, the responses reveal that things get
casier over time, but the same three
issues still loom largest in the lives of
AFWI members, at 45 percent for both

e tion” and “finding my
place,” and 42 percent for “realigning
expectations of marriage.”

Fox touched on this last issue during
the recent press conference, expressing
an interest in Western femij
Thecontext of an intercultural mar nage

“When a foreign wife comes 1o Japan,
does she have to bend her way of think-
ing, and how do she and her husband
work things out
how they align the

Marian Hara, who lmlls from Scot-
land, comments on a similar topic, cit-
ing the “inability of many
appreciate that it’s fair for my hushand
o make n\dj usunents and meet me half-
weay, as I've made a lot of adjustments
that get taken for granted.”

One of AFWT's more senior members,
who was martied in 1970 and chose 1o
femain anonymous, notes that time can
take care of things. “Most of the naysay-

ad!” she quips.

Trrespective of ﬂ\e’lrpﬁ ceived short-
comings of the series, 80 percent of par-
ticipants say that NHK deserves credit for
the decision to make amoming drama
centering on an intercultural marriage,
while some 71 percent believe itis a posi-

-i

Scot Fiona expressed the
wish that Ellie be portrayed as a Scottish
woman rather than a generic \V(»Luut,r
“For example, they said that ‘Auld
Lang Syne’ is an English song bm actu-
tis aScottish song written in the
Scots language. Tt would be great (o fea-
ture more about Scottish rulrur(\
As the show moves forward, taking the

s

“I hope her character will mature
realistically and will make people curi-
ous in a positive way about international
‘marriages,” says Stephanie Napier,
another Americ:

“While ‘Massan’ is a drama and there-
fore a work of fiction, many of the
themes, such as acceptance and strivin;
to understand the culture of the person
youlove, hold true even in (odwy s soci-
ety,” says AFW] PR officer Heather
Fukase, an Austxahan based in Nagano.

Fox echoed similar sentiments when
asked to comment on what viewers can
learn from Ellie and her approach.

“Her higgest message s ‘Never give up!
'Iulev, o many people walk away and
when things go wrong, but for
|-|||emammpn isrt an option,” sai
“If we give the message (o be patient an
don’t walk we have done our ,ob

Louise George Kittaka is a member of the
Association of Foreign Wives of Japanese,
which is open to any foreign woman
maried, engaged or in a long-term
relationship with a Japanese partner
fww.afwj.org). Your comments and story
ideas: community@japantimes.co.jp
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